
                                                              THE ANGEL INN 

Inns have a long history. Right from earliest times, human beings have travelled, and therefore 

needed safe places to rest, eat and drink and look after their animals. Think of the events in 

Bethlehem in the year 4AD approximately , or the ancient Japanese inns  or the caravanserai along 

the Silk Route. 

The word “inn” comes from the Anglo-Saxon word meaning “house”. It came to mean a rural resting 

place offering lodging, food and drink. There are records of such places in Britain, going back to at 

least the early Middle Ages. Religious establishments often served this need. 

There have probably been inns in Islington for a very long time, certainly since Roman times. Upper 

Street is part of the Great North Road, this being the main route going North from London – now 

more or less the A1. Inns tended to be established between towns, if they were more than a day’s 

journey apart. In later times they would occur about seven miles apart, as this was  as far as a team 

of horses pulling a carriage could travel at speed, before needing to be changed. After Islington, the 

next inns tended to be at Highgate. 

There are records of an inn on the site of the Angel  in the C14th. The area may have been called 

Sheepcote then, but the building was known as the Angel. Inn signs came about to help the mostly 

illiterate population identify a particular site. The Angel sign was used all over the country. It was 

originally the Angel of Annunciation and included Mary and the Angel Gabriel. After the Reformation 

it was considered to be too “popish”, and Mary was removed and the Angel’s wings expanded. 

Many inns were built with a similar design. They were often large, with an overhanging tiled roof. 

There would be a high arched entrance to allow horse vehicles to enter into a large courtyard. This 

would be surrounded by rooms, sometimes on two floors, with galleries overlooking the courtyard. 

It was usual for two strangers to share a room. There would be public rooms for meetings, and 

private dining rooms for the wealthy. The courtyard could be used for events such as cockfights, 

boxing matches or minor theatricals. There would be large stables attached. Contemporary paintings 

show the Angel Inn to be of this design. 

The Inn was rebuilt several times, and was enlarged in the C16th. The first written record of the 

Angel was in 1630, when it was owned by William Riplingham, who was an Officer of the Great 

Wardrobe (this was where robes of State, such as coronation robes were stored and cared for). In 

1638 Riplingham extended the courtyard, and was fined for breaking building regulations. In 1677 

the Inn was bought by the Earl of Northampton, who owned other property in Islington. During the 

Great Plague of 1665, the Angel housed refugees fleeing  from the City. In the C17th the area around 

the Angel was so dangerous that people wanting to travel up from the City would collect in a group 

at the end of St John Street and wait for an armed guard to accompany them up to the Inn. 

At this time there were several other inns operating in what is now Upper Street. They were used by 

people bringing stock to Smithfield market. The animals were left in paddocks in what is now  

Islington Green. 

The Angel Inn was bought by Robert Bartholomew in 1744. And we know what the interior looked 

like because it was painted three years later by William Hogarth. There were large stables where 

Jamie’s Italian Restaurant is now. The Inn was entered from what is now Pentonville Road. 



The Inn was considered expensive due to the cost of fodder in Town. It catered for private coaches, 

public stage coaches and included a regular coach service which travelled between the City and the 

Angel  seven times a day. After 1794 the Mail coach began calling at the Angel. There was a booking 

office within the Inn. The first regular stage coach service was the Flying Machine to Bath, which left 

at 5am on Monday, Wednesday and Friday.   Tickets cost £1.5s. and included  an allowance of 14lbs 

weight of luggage. The journey took three days, with seven stops, over bad roads, and there were 

often attacks by highwaymen. 

In 1755 the New Road was built to connect Islington and Paddington (this is now Pentonville Road). 

It bisected the main building of the Inn from the stables. It brought new customers to the Inn. A few 

years later the City Road was added. 

The political activist and author Thomas Paine wrote his influential Rights of Man, which was 

published in 1791, while staying in the Angel Inn. 

In 1820 the area was no longer rural and houses were starting to spring up, so the owners of the Inn 

sold off excess land for profit. Shops were being opened round the Inn. 

In 1829 regular horse buses to and from the City started. In 1883 the Inn’s stables were sold to the 

London Street Tramways Company. Eight years later trams ran up and down Upper Street. 

Dickens mentions the Angel several times in his novels.   In Oliver Twist he wrote of Islington “where 

London begins”. 

Up until then, Islington had been part of the parish of Clerkenwell, but in 1900 it became part of 

Finsbury. 

In the C19th the area and the Inn became run down, and it was rebuilt between 1899 and 1903, 

using pale terracotta bricks with a cupola; this building still stands. It is listed Grade II. 

The Underground Station opened in 1901, and was named after the Angel  lnn.  Several other 

stations were also named after nearby pubs e.g. Elephant and Castle, Royal Oak, Swiss Cottage. 

In 1933 a new board game, Monopoly, was developed in Leeds. A secretary of the inventor was sent 

to London to collect suitable names. It is claimed that she has such a good meal at the Angel Inn that 

she decided to include Angel in her list. 

The Angel Inn was leased to the Lyons Company, and became a well known Corner House. This 

closed in 1959. Thereafter the building was split up and used for various purposes.   It was a cinema 

for a time.  

The London inns prided themselves on being able to change horses in three minutes. 

 

 

 

 


