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Claire Tomalin

The last in our six-part series in which writers describe their favourite parts of
the city

Lincoln’s Inn Fields in 1889, from Charles Booth’s Life and Labour of the People in London: the red areas are “middle
class”; blue areas are “intermittent or casual earnings” and black areas are the “lowest class…”

In the 1960s and 1970s I worked at the New Statesman in a narrow, steep-staired office building at 10

Great Turnstile, the passage that runs between Lincoln’s Inn Fields and Holborn. I loved the job and

found an extra interest in exploring the area, streets and squares with a character and history all their

own. I became a time traveller.

Where better to start than in Lincoln’s Inn Fields? The largest, airiest square in London, laid out from

agricultural fields next to Lincoln’s Inn in the 1630s, it still has one of the original buildings, Lindsey

House, built in 1640. During the Commonwealth period John Milton inhabited a small house backing

on to the Fields. The Restoration brought a theatre, run by William Davenant, who claimed to be not

only the godson but the son of Shakespeare: Samuel Pepys saw Twelfth Night and Hamlet acted there,
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As a clerk in

Holborn, Charles

Dickens would spit

cherry stones from the

windows on to the

heads of 

passersby

and recorded many pleasant walks in the Fields with his wife and friends. After the Great Fire,
Londoners were allowed to stack their goods in the Fields. In May 1670 Nell Gwynne, living on the
square, gave birth to a son by Charles II: he raised the boy to a dukedom. And in 1683 Lord William
Russell, who plotted against the king, was beheaded in the middle of the square.

The turnstiles in the two lanes into Holborn were there to stop the cattle
grazing in the Fields from straying. Sheltering trees attracted homeless people, and muggers too.
Railings were put up in 1735, removed in the second world war and not replaced until 1992. By then
the New Statesman building had been demolished.

Holborn, already named in the 10th century, is now a brash traffic-laden street – yet it has preserved
Staple Inn, a line of Tudor houses where aspiring barristers once studied, and little alleyways and
courtyards of other old inns. Lawyers have been here for centuries. Charles Dickens’s first job was as a
lawyer’s clerk with offices in Holborn in the 1820s: he amused himself by spitting cherry stones from
the windows on to the heads of passers-by. Chancery Lane, Lincoln’s Inn and the other Inns of Court
figure greatly in his novels, most notably in Bleak House. His closest friend, John Forster, lived at 58
Lincoln’s Inn Fields, the house Dickens gave to the sinister lawyer Mr Tulkinghorn, and where he had
him murdered. At No 66 Dickens consulted his real lawyer, Frederic Ouvry of Farrer’s, and when I
researched my book The Invisible Woman in the 1980s, Ouvry’s successors kindly allowed me access
to Dickens’s papers.

On the north side of the square, occupying the space of three houses, is the
most surprising and attractive museum in England, made by the architect
Sir John Soane, who constructed convoluted interiors to contain his
collections of architectural drawings, copies of antique statues, Chinese
ceramics, paintings by Hogarth and Piranesi and much more. In 1825, to
celebrate the delivery of an Egyptian alabaster sarcophagus, Soane threw a
three-day party, inviting 900 guests, ranging from politicians to poets
(Coleridge) and painters (Turner). Dickens was too young for these
celebrations and, besides, he was sitting in a shop window on the corner of
Bedford Street in Covent Garden, a few streets to the south, where he and a
fellow child labourer were kept busy labelling pots of blacking.

North of Holborn, there are more traces of artists and thinkers. Red Lion Street runs to Red Lion
Square, laid out in 1684 with elegant houses and central garden. All around are handsome and
interesting streets but time and bombing have dealt cruelly with this square, and it is now
overshadowed by large ugly buildings. Yet at No 17, one of the four old houses remaining, Dante
Gabriel Rossetti lived in 1851, followed by William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones, looked after by a
woman they called Red Lion Mary, whom Morris taught to embroider his designs. For several years
they led a busy creative life, building furniture, painting, employing local labour. Opposite their house
is Conway Hall, built in 1929 for the South Place Ethical Society, promoter of humanist and rational
thinking; Morris would have approved. A bust of Bertrand Russell and a statue of Fenner Brockway
stand in the shabby gardens, looking unloved. Can something be done to revive Red Lion Square? I’ve
learnt from my time travel that we need to cherish the past and keep it alive for the future.
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