
The Lost River Fleet 

 
Our guide Paul Talling (londonslostrivers.com), took us along part of the course of 

the ‘lost’ River Fleet. We began beside The Blackfriar pub near to where the river 
(for a long time now a covered sewer) opens out into the Thames, and we wound 

our way up to finish in Clerkenwell, although the river course continues northwest 
from there to finish (or start!) as two streams in Hampstead and Highgate. The 

part of the river in the City has been covered over for at least 250 years, but we 
were able to follow its course and see the main river vale with sloping banks and 

old wharves, all evident in the modern street layout and names when you know 
what to look for. 

 
Along the way we strolled round the original site of a Franciscan monastery, saw 

what had been Henry VIII’s Bridewell Palace, noted old pub sites, ancient 
watergates, roman masonry, a ‘secret’ well (Clerkenwell!) and all sorts of clues, 

hints and indications to the course of the Fleet underfoot. Smithfield was always 

an important meat market site and knackering centre and Paul gave us some 
history about this and its relationship to the Fleet, and new plans for its 

development. We had a glimpse - through a secret chink in the pavement - of the 
cavernous spaces underneath Smithfield which housed a railway and vast cold 

rooms. Towards the end of the walk we amused several onlooking workmen as we 
knelt down in the middle of the road to listen through a drain to the River Fleet 

passing by! 
 

Paul is an obvious enthusiast for his subject – which includes some fascinating 
snippets of past and present uses and plans for buildings, often illustrated with 

his copies of old maps and photographs. He knows his stuff very well (he is 
particularly knowledgeable about sewers!), and likes to meander into all sorts of 

related topics along the way which made our trip amusing as well as interesting. 
I, for one, won’t look at Farringdon Road in quite the same way again! 
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