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Cities all over Europe have a rich and exciting history.  London, England has many 

famous neighborhoods, but the Covent Garden area is unique, not just to London, but 

also compared to other cities in the world.  The area has always been right on the edge of 

respectability from when it was first designed in 1630.  This is a place where nobles, 

gentlemen, fishwives, servants and prostitutes could "rub elbows" with each other.  They 

bought fruit and vegetables from the same vendor and snuck through the same door for a 

pint or a cup of gin.  They frequented the same coffeehouses and vigorously debated the 

current political issues.  These streets surrounding the Covent Garden Opera House 

cultivated an environment where all groups of people could come and challenge the 

norm.  In 1894, an article stated ñIt has been said, and with a good deal of truth, that the 

district known as Covent Garden has more literary, and, indeed, human interest than any 

other spot in modern or ancient London.ò
1
  Without the meeting places nurtured in 

Covent Garden, the political systems in Britain, France and the United States might not 

exist.  This area, with its bubbling ferment of ideas, influenced politics, music, literature, 

science and theater. 

London has a turbulent history and with each rise and fall of new rulers and the ruling 

class, they influenced specific areas of the growing metropolis. In 1985, during an 

excavation dig around the Jubilee Hall, Saxon remains were found among other 

archeological remains.  This points to Covent Garden having surely been a major market 

place, probably further back than the seventh to ninth centuries.
2
  In the Tudor era, 

traveling up and down along the Thames to follow the courts of King Henry VIII and 

Queen Elizabeth I caused residential development to boom along the river for easier 

access to it.  One particular area was mostly fields surrounding an old monastery north of 

the main city. 

The Abbey and Convent of St Peter of West Mynster owned a large amount of land 

outside the city walls and operated a market garden.  A market garden was usually leased 

out to individuals to sell produce that they grew.  There is a record dated between 1250 

and 1283 that first mentions this estate, ñquit rent from messauages in Aldewichestrate on 

the south part of the gate of the garden of the Abbot and Convent of Westminster.ò
3
  The 

monastery held an additional 7 acres to the north called Long Acre and land on the north 

of the Strand ïa muddy track, but then it was a highway leading to the city gates.  After 

Henry VIII seized all church estates and monasteries in 1539, during the creation the 

Church of England, the lands of the convent garden and Long Acre became property of 

the crown.  King Henry VIIIôs son, King Edward VI, granted these lands to his uncle, 

Edward Seymore, the Duke of Somerset in 1547.  After he was beheaded for treason by 

Edwardôs sister, Queen Mary, the lands were gifted to John Russell, the first Earl of 

Bedford.  Russell built the original Bedford House on the south side of the Strand and 

became a landlord for other holdings on his property.  Many noblemen built large houses 

along the Thames that gave them access to water transportation as well as the road 

                                                 
1
 Williams, Montague Q. C., 1894.  

2
 Anderson and Green, website. 

3
 Burford, E.J., 1986. 



 3 

leading to the Palace of Westminster.  In 1570, William Cecil, Lord Burghley, Queen 

Elizabethôs most trusted minister, had a lease from the second Earl of Bedford and 

transformed his house into a great mansion known as the Burghley House.  These 

mansions sat side-by-side or across the street from smaller houses and shops, thus starting 

the areaôs diversity. 

Francis Russell, the fourth Earl of Bedford, succeeded to the estate in 1626.  He is best 

known for being such a speculative builder for his estates and King Charles I offered 

Inigo Jones, the Crownôs Surveyor-of-the-Kingôs Works as the architect and designer to 

develop the property. Inigoôs plan was to create an Italian-style piazza with arcades on 

two sides, a church on one, the Bedford House on the south side and the streets radiating 

out from the square.  Sometime between John Stowôs Surveigh in 1598 and when 

building began in 1630, did this are become known as ñCovent Gardenò, indeed it was 

always described as pastureland formerly belonging to a convent or monastery. We can 

only assume that Covent Garden is adapted or slang from the convent description 

formerly used.  Lord Bedford must have approved this moniker because this is what the 

piazza was officially named.  The architecture of the piazza, St. Paulôs Church and the 

surrounding buildings are generally attributed to Inigo Jones, but five other speculators 

were possibly vocal about architectural adjustments, particularly on buildings that they 

were leasing from the Earl of Bedford. 
4
  The license to build the houses surrounding 

Covent Garden was specific for the Earl to provide uniform, stately houses, without 

overhanging storeys and these needed to be built of brick and stone for persons of quality 

in an effort to follow King Charles Iôs decree to beautify the outlying suburbs of growing 

London.  Also, Lord Bedford was to improve the quality of the sewer and water systems 

of the area during the building.  The principal streets were named after Charles I and his 

family and, of course, the Bedfordôs.  Inigo Jones always intended for an open-air market 

to exist in the piazza to imitate the markets in Italy and this was only fitting due to the 

past use of the pasture area as a garden market in the previous centuries.  The 

architecture, sewage and water innovations and design of the piazza itself was a style not 

previously seen in London, and certainly not all in one place.  Covent Garden was well 

on itôs way to being a unique community by the mid 1600ôs. 
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 During the Civil War 1642-1646, the new buildings that Lord Francis Bedford had 

leased out were emptied as the Royalists loyal to Charles I escaped or left.  After the 

battle of Naseby, Oliver Cromwell who had been living in the fashionable shopping area 

of Long Acre until 1645, moved to Bow Street.
5
 Francis Russell died in 1641 and his 

successor, William, concentrated improving his other properties, leaving Covent Garden 

status and residentôs to fall as they may, and, therefore, rents went into a decline.  More 

merchants, pubs and coffee houses moved into the area during this transformation.  The 

numbers of inns and bawdy houses, particularly on Drury Lane and Catherine Street, 

likewise grew during this period, perhaps because Charles II was very tolerant of his 

subjectsô pleasures.  The Great Plague in London in 1665 and the Great Fire of London in 

1666 caused the Covent Garden areaôs population to explode with those escaping 

Londonôs narrow, dirty, disease-ridden streets for the wider, open country-like appeal that 

Covent Garden offered.  Merchants and shopkeepers and Jews were pleased to find that 

in the Garden they were free of the City Guilds and the restrictions that were imposed 

upon them in London.  The Bedfordôs had few restrictions and welcomed the 

immigrating businesses. 

William, the fifth Earl of Bedford, shared the estate with his brotherôs, Francis, John and 

Edward, but as stated previously, concentrated outside Covent Garden when he probably 

should have been watching his own family.  His eldest son, William, Lord Russell, was 

convicted for treason after his implication in the Rye House Plot for the assignation 

attempt on Charles II.  Ironic considering Charles II ñchose many of his ephemeral 

mistresses from the ranks of Covent Garden beauties and actually patronized Mother 

Cresswellôs brothel on at least one occasion.ò
6
  He was beheaded in May 1683 at 

Lincolnôs Inn Fields.  The executioner was Jack Ketch who made such a poor job of it 

that four axe blows were required before the head was separated from the body and, after 

the first stroke, Russell looked up and said to him "You dog, did I give you 10 guineas to 

use me so inhumanely?".
7
  Jack Ketch would eventually write a note of apology to the 

Russellôs and the fifth Earl of Bedford was raised to dukedom as a mark of honor for his 

eldest son.  By 1757 all the gentrified tenants had vacated the arcaded buildings around 

the Piazza and drifted towards Mayfair, Bloomsbury and St. Jamesôs.
8
 

During the week, the streets during the day were filled with upper and middle class 

shoppers patronizing the tailorôs, millinerôs and chocolate shops found on Russell Street 

and servants and middle class housewives browsed the fruit, vegetable or flower markets 

in the piazza.  By night, however, an entirely different crowd swarmed into the area.  

Young men looking for a good time haunted the taverns, inns and houses of ill-repute and 

women of all races boldly showed their attributes to attract their customers while the 

Demireps pranced by on the arms of their protectors on their way to a show at one of the 

theaters. 
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On May 7, 1663, Thomas Killigrew opened the Theatre Royal with a performance of 

Beaumont and Fletcherôs The Humorous Lieutenant and thus ushered in a culture that 

would last almost 350 years.  Tom Killigrew received the patent from the Crown for the 

óKingôs Companyô to work in the new playhouse.  The theater only held seven hundred, 

but had two tiers of boxes and a splendid Royal Box for King Charles IIôs patronage.  It 

was here that the actress, Nell Gwyn, caught the Kingôs eye and was introduced to his 

bed to become his mistress and the mother of two dukes.  However, this building was 

destroyed in a large fire in 1672.  In 1674, a second, larger theater was designed by 

Christopher Wren and the entrance to the building was moved to Drury Lane, henceforth 

the Theatre Royal was known simply as the Drury Lane Theater.  In 1794, the manager of 

the theater, Richard Brinsley Sheridan, demolished this building and built a third, but was 

struck with catastrophe soon afterward in 1809.  The shareholders, whom Sheridan was 

among, saw their investment, that hadnôt been paid off yet and was underinsured, literally 

go up in smoke.  Sheridan watched it burn from a nearby house calmly said that ñsurely a 

gentleman may warm his hands at his own fireside.ò  The present building was opened in 

1812 with an address written by Lord Byron.
9
  For the first two centuries this theater was 

considered to be one of the most important theaters in the English-speaking world and it 

was one of a small handful of patent theatres, granted monopoly rights to the production 

of "legitimate" (meaning spoken plays, rather than opera, dance, concerts, or plays with 

music) drama in London.  Today, the theatre is owned by composer Andrew Lloyd 

Webber and generally stages popular musical theatre.
10

 

The patent from the Crown in 1662 allowed for a second theater company to be opened 

up, known sometimes as the óDukeôs Companyô or Covent Garden Theater.  John Rich 

opened the first theater designed by Edward Shepherd on December 7, 1732.  He is 

famous for having his actors carry him into the building on opening night.  

  Before this 

building burnt down in 1808, this was Handelôs favorite venue and composed many of 

his favorite operas and oratorios for the theater specifically.  The Messiah was first 

performed in England at Covent Garden in 1741.  Unfortunately, due to the fire in 1808, 
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some of Handelôs originals scores and his famous organ were lost.  On September 18, 

1809 the new building reopened and the manager, Kemble, tried to recoup the building 

costs by raising the seat prices.  His action provoked price riots that interrupted 

performances with the audience booing, hissing and chanting. On one occasion pigs and 

pigeons were released into the auditorium, and on others the members of the audience 

confined themselves to ripping out seats and hurling them at the actors on the stage.
11

  

This lasted two months before he was forced to reduce the prices again.  In 1846, the 

auditorium was completely remodeled after the theaterôs patent on monopoly of drama 

was broken and opera was allowed to be performed in Covent Garden.  The theater 

reopened on April 6, 1847 as the Royal Italian Opera with a performance of the opera 

Semiramide by Rossini.  In 1856 the building was again destroyed by fire and reopened 

on May 15, 1858 with Roman Renaissance architecture.  By this time, French and 

German operaôs were being added to the repertoire and in 1892 the theater was renamed 

the Royal Opera House (ROH).  Until 1940, the Bedfordôs had their own private entrance 

to their box, retiring room and fireplace.  During the First World War the theatre was 

requisitioned by the Ministry of Works for use as a furniture repository.  During the 

Second World War the ROH became a dance hall. There was a possibility that it would 

remain so after the war but, the music publishers Boosey & Hawkes acquired the lease of 

the building and arranged the Covent Garden Opera Trust.
12

  The Royal Opera House 

reopened on February 20, 1946 with a performance of The Sleeping Beauty and was in 

desperate need of renovation for most of the century.  The renovation happened between 

1996-2000 which involved the demolition of almost the whole complex including several 

adjacent buildings and the nearby Floral Hall, which is now, fittingly, a beautiful atrium. 

All that remains of the old 1858 theater is the façade, foyer and the auditorium, but the 

buildings are stunningly beautiful and considered to be one of the worldôs most 

sophisticated stage venue. 

The Royal Opera House, even though it wasnôt known as such at the time, has been 

forever immortalized in the beloved musical My Fair Lady based on the play Pygmalion 

by George Bernard Shaw.  In the opening scene of the 1964 movie, the credits roll 

against a background of opera-goers leaving the theater and a couple of scenes later Dr 

Henry Higgins meets Covent Garden flower-girl, Eliza Doolittle, under one of the 

arcades in the Covent Garden piazza.    Edward and Charles Kean, Joseph Grimaldi, 

Sarah Siddons all went on to perform some of their greatest performances in the notable 

building as well.  The competition between the ROH (or Covent Garden Theater) and the 

Drury Lane Theater (or Theatre Royal) has always been fierce, sometimes the two 

companies staging the same plays at the same time.  Now there are other theatres in the 

area - notably at the Aldwych and in the Strand: the Lyceum, Aldwych, Strand, Duchess, 

New London, Coliseum, Fortune and the Donmar.
13

 

The Covent Garden fruit, vegetable and flower markets were thronging with people night 

and day.  The central piazza was used as an open-air market from the beginning of itôs 

inception.  It was unique in that it was privately owned until 1962 and one of the reasons 
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for the marketôs longevity is that the Bedfordôs ownership of the surrounding area 

enabled the market to expand as needed.
14

  It was taken for granted that Londonôs best 

greengrocery was Covent Garden, youôd go to Billingsgate for your fish, Smithfield for 

your meat and Covent Garden for your vegetables.
15

  Gradually, shanty shops replaced 

the majority of the tables and vendors that sold out of crates and wagons.  To replace the 

assortment of small, shabby buildings that filled the square, a larger, permanent structure 

was proposed in 1828. Charles Fowlerôs design for a covered market in the middle of 

Piazza was completed in 1830.  This is known as the Central Market Building. It looked 

much as it does today except that the two main aisles were uncovered. The glass roofs 

were added separately in 1875 and 1889.  The new foreign-flower market was unusually 

located on the second storey. Though completed in 1904, it was named the Jubilee hall in 

honor of Queen Victoriaôs Diamond Jubilee, commemorating the sixtieth year of her 

reign, which had been celebrated in 1897, the year that construction first began.
16

  Before 

dawn the sound of the heavy wagons loaded with an array of produce made their way 

through the narrow streets to the square, early morning hours until midday were the 

sounds of traders, grocers, servants, flower-girls and customers clamoring to be heard and 

they went about their business.  In 1865, Leigh Hunt wrote "Covent Garden Market has 

always been the most agreeable in the Metropolis, because it is devoted exclusively to 

fruit, flowers, and vegetables. A few crockery-ware shops make no exception to this 

'bloodless' character. The seasons here regularly present themselves in their most gifted 

looks - with evergreens in winter, the fresh verdure of spring, all the hues of summer, and 

whole loads of dessert in autumn. The country girls, who bring the things to market at 

early dawn, are a sight themselves worthy of the apples and roses; the good-natured Irish 

women, who attend to carry baskets for purchaserséand the ladies who come to 

purchase, crown all. No walk in London, on a fine summer's day, is more agreeable than 

the passage through the flowers here at noon, when the roses and green leaves are newly 

watered, and blooming faces come to look at them in those cool and shady avenues, 

while the hot sun is basking in the streets."
17

 

 At night, the wagons packed up 

and left while prostitutes, gamblers, drinkers, and theater patrons poured into the streets.  
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Because of the variety of the people coming and going into the market, it is no wonder 

that many of these chose to live nearby and their crafts were influenced by the 

community. 

In 1773, when Edward Cross brought his menagerie to the upper stories, Exeter 

Exchange had a new, glamorous identity and one which attracted visitors from across the 

Realm. This zoo had many magnificent creatures which ordinary London folk would 

have only seen in illustrations.
18

  Crossô zoo held lions, tigers, monkeys and a very 

famous elephant, Chunee.  No. 43 King Street is now the oldest construction in the Piazza 

is in the northwest corner. The history of its occupancy mirrors the changing economic 

fortunes of Covent Garden. Originally until 1756 it was Lord Archer's substantial private 

mansion. Later it was rented to a peruke maker (wig maker), before it became the home 

of the new Royal Institute of Architects. Exclusive clubs followed.
19

  There are a number 

of businesses in the Garden that have lasted for centuries, I assume because of the 

constant flow of people in the area.  The Nagôs Head on James Street established 1673, 

Rules Restaurant established in 1798, and the Lamb & Flag on Rose Street established in 

1623.  Long Acre became synonymous for coach making in the 17
th
 through 19

th
 

centuries.  Samuel Pepys came here to watch a vehicle being prepared for him; he 

watched ñthe painter varnish which is pretty to see how every doing it over do make it 

more and more yellow. Here I did make the workmen drink, and saw my coach cleaned 

and oyled; and, staying among poor people there in the alley, did hear them call their fat 

child Punchò.  After this was done, Iôm sure Samuel headed over to his favorite coffee 

house, Willôs.  The alleys, once the home of the poor, are still to be found running off 

Long Acre. In the early twentieth century, the street became a center for the manufacture 

of the early automobiles.
20

  At No. 8 Russell Street, you can drink a cup of coffee today 

in the very house, then a bookshop, where Dr Johnson first met his biographer James 

Boswell.
21

  Thirty years after this first meeting, Boswell wrote The Life of Samuel 

Johnson which is generally considered to be one of the greatest of all biographies.  And 

children know the street Drury Lane because this is where the Muffin Man resides. 

Maiden Lane was a blind cul-de-sac for two hundred years, relieved only by a narrow 

pedestrian walkway that was put in due to public outcry, but in spite of this, itôs past 

residents and frequent visitors were quite illustrious.  In 1821 the Maiden Lane 

Synagogue occupied No. 21 but the basement traded as the óCyder Cellarô wherein 

coxcombs and fops would join in merry dances. W. M. Thackeray was a regular customer 

himself and he describes it thus: ñDashing young medical students, gallant, clashing, 

loudly-dressed came here, smoking, drinking and vigorously applauding the songs; young 

University bucks were to be found here too with that indescribable simper which is only 

learned at the knees of Alma Mater, and handsome young guardsmen and florid bucks 

from the St Jamesô Street Clubs.ò
22

  Louis Napoleon, Benjamin Disraeli, Andrew Marvell 

and Voltaire all lived here.  Edward VII was a regular on Maiden Lane too, he would 
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meet here under the cloak of night to conduct discreet affairs with his mistress, the actress 

Lily Langtry. 

 

In 1823, a young urchin came to work in Covent Garden. He arrived in desperate 

poverty; both his mother and his father were in gaol for debt and he, needing to make 

enough money to put food in his gullet took up a factory job on Chandos Street pasting 

labels on pots of boot polish. Under the stewardship of his supervisor, Bob Fagin, this 

boy earned 30 pence a week which was barely enough to keep body and soul together, 

however during his time in the factory the boy learnt how to get by amongst the under-

classes of Hanoverian London and developed a fertile imagination. The boy was 

considered rather precocious and from a young age he had a keen eye for social 

commentary. He would later remember the factory in his memoirs: ñA crazy, 

tumbledown old house literally overrun with rats... and the sound of their squeaking and 

scuffling coming up the stairs at all times.ò The boyôs name: Charles Dickens.
23

  He 

published the magazine óAll the Year Roundô from No. 26 Wellington Street.  In his 

letters he remarks on the fact that he often looked out of the windows, into Wellington 

Street; it was often raining, and the cabs in the street were like dark hearses with the life 

of the people milling around them.
24

  Because of Dickensô literary works, historians have 

the best insight to Victorian Covent Garden.  In Drury Lane, Dickens saw ñwretched 

houses with broken windows patched with rags and paper; every room let out to a 

different family, and sometimes two or even three - fruit and ósweet stuffô manufacturing 

in the cellars, barners and red-herring vendors in the front parlours, cobblers in the back; 

a bird fancier in the first floor, three families on the second, starvation in the attics, 

Irishman in the passage, a ómusicianô in the front kitchen, and a charwoman and five 

hungry children in the back one - filth everywhere - a gutter before the houses and a drain 

behind - clothes drying, and slops emptying from the windowsé.ò
25
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No. 4 Bow Street ranks as one of the most famous addresses for devotees of justice and 

detective stories.  Henry Fielding first moved into the magistrateôs office in 1747.  While 

he lived here, Fielding wrote his classic The History of Tom Jones as well as several 

books on the containment of crime.  He was most likely drawn to the Covent Garden area 

after receiving a report in 1744 that stated "{There is} neglect by the Watchmen and 

Constables of the night... these taverns and houses are kept by persons of the most 

abandoned character such as bawds and thieves, receivers of stolen goods, and also the 

Sheriffs officers who keep lock-up houses... the principal of these houses are situated in 

Covent Garden."  By 1748 there were eight licensed tavern premises on the street, and 

Fielding proclaimed that every fourth house in Covent Garden was a gin shop.  In 1749 

as a response to increasing demand, Fielding organized freelance 'thief-takers', who 

became known as the Bow Street Runners in 1754.
26

  When Henry died in 1754, his blind 

half-brother, John Fielding, was appointed magistrate at Bow Street in his place, 

becoming renowned as the "Blind Beak", and allegedly being able to recognize 3000 

criminals by the sounds of their voices.  Through the regular circulation of a 'police 

gazette' containing descriptions of known criminals, Fielding also established the basis 

for the first police criminal records department.
27

  John Fielding refined the patrol into 

the first truly effective police force for the capital, later adding officers mounted on 

horseback.  Bow Street was a manifestation of the move towards increasing 

professionalization and state control of street life, beginning in London.
28

  In 1870, the 

Magistrateôs Court was built.  In this building Casanova was held over to keep the peace 

and Oscar Wildeôs sensational trial for the charge of homosexuality caused his 

supporters, fans and opponents to fill the street.  In Oliver Twist, Dickens brought the 

pickpocket, the Artful Dodger, before the magistrates in Bow Street. When blue lamps 

were introduced outside police stations in 1861, Queen Victoria was reminded of the blue 

room in which Albert died whenever she visited the Opera House. At her command, Bow 

Street became the only police station that did not have a blue lamp - but a white one.  In 

1828, the Bow Street Runners were superseded by Sir Robert Peelôs police force, located 

in Scotland Yard. 

In 1792, the inaugural meeting of the London Corresponding Society took place at The 

Old Bell Tavern on Exeter Street. Founded by a shoemaker Thomas Hardy, it was 

recognized as one of the most influential reform societies formed after the French 

Revolution.
29

  Only eight people attended the first meeting, but by May 1793, 6,000 

members of the public had signed saying they supported the resolutions of the Society, 

mostly tradesmen, mechanics and shopkeepers (the majority of the residents in Covent 

Garden).  As well as campaigning for the vote, their strategy was to create links with 

other reforming groups in Britain. The society passed a series of resolutions and after 

being printed on handbills, they were distributed to the public. These resolutions also 

included statements attacking the government's foreign policy.  Thomas Hardy wrote that 

                                                 
26

http://www.coventgarden.uk.com/featureshistory/fh_streets.php?street=49&submit=Go&submitted=TRU

E&p_id=features&c_id=street 
27

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Fielding 
28

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bow_Street_Runners 
29

http://www.coventgarden.uk.com/featureshistory/fh_streets.php?street=56&submit=Go&submitted=TRU

E&p_id=features&c_id=street 

http://www.coventgarden.uk.com/featureshistory/fh_streets.php?street=49&submit=Go&submitted=TRUE&p_id=features&c_id=street
http://www.coventgarden.uk.com/featureshistory/fh_streets.php?street=49&submit=Go&submitted=TRUE&p_id=features&c_id=street
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Fielding
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bow_Street_Runners
http://www.coventgarden.uk.com/featureshistory/fh_streets.php?street=56&submit=Go&submitted=TRUE&p_id=features&c_id=street
http://www.coventgarden.uk.com/featureshistory/fh_streets.php?street=56&submit=Go&submitted=TRUE&p_id=features&c_id=street


 11 

he knew that the men in the House of Commons were "falsely calling themselves the 

representatives of the people, but who were, in fact, selected by a comparatively few 

individuals, who preferred their own particular aggrandizement to the general interest of 

the community."
30

  Hardy and two other men were arrested and committed to the Tower 

of London and charged with high treason.  After his trial, Hardy ceased to be active in 

politics. He ran a cobbler shop in Covent Garden until his retirement in 1815.  The 

London Corresponding Society contributed so that political organizations were no longer 

to be confined to the elite or to the 'educated'. But the formation of the societies marked 

the first occasion when working people organized themselves for their own ends.
31

 

Perhaps the most influential of Covent Gardenôs edifices were the coffeehouses that 

permeated the area. Over two-thousand coffeehouses existed in London by the closing of 

the seventeenth century.
32

  Willôs Coffee House was indisputably the most famous 

coffeehouse of the century and was located on the corner of Russell and Bow Street.  

Willôs was a coffeehouse owned by William Urwin, but made famous by its constant 

patron and its presiding literary genius, John Dryden. 

  The clientele of Willôs were a mixed sort of 

li terary; playwrites, poets, novelists, philosophers and university students.  This 

coffeehouse became a hub of literary critiques and discussions that inspired many famous 

authors, leaving many of them in debt to both Willôs and Dryden for what they learned or 

absorbed while attending such a discussion within Willôs.  Dryden sat at a principal table 

when he went to Will's and was rarely approached by younger gentleman who thought it 

a privilege to get a pinch from his snuff-box.
33

  Regulars to the house included Alexander 

Pope, Samuel Pepys and Joseph Addison.
34

  The characters that regularly assembled at 

Willôs became known as the ñWitôsò.  And as every revered society, they also had critics, 

such as Jonathan Swift and the Earl of Halifax.  Both of whom harshly mocked those that 

congregated at the popular coffeehouse.  Jonathan Swift became tired of the monopoly 

the Witôs had and turned his support to the competing house, Buttonôs.  At No.10 Russell 

Street was Buttonôs Coffee House, a haunt of the essayist and fiction writer Daniel Defoe 
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and the founders of the Tatler and the Spectator, Joseph Addison and Sir Richard Steel. 

The eponymous Daniel Button was a former servant of the Addisonôs whom he acquired 

when he married Lady Warwick. Buttonôs gained in popularity by 1712, especially after 

Drydenôs death, and was known for a unique accessory.  Addison wrote ñThis head is 

open a most wide and voracious mouth, which shall take in such letters and papers as are 

conveyed to me by my correspondentséWhatever the lion swallows I shall digest for the 

use of the publicéit shall be set up in Buttonôs coffeehouse in Covent Garden, who is 

directed to shew the way to the lionôs head and to instruct young authors how to convey 

his works in the mouth of it with safety and secrecy.ò
35

  One can only imagine the 

observations of life that went into that box.  Dorinda Outram suggests that the placement 

of English coffeehouses within an 'intellectual public sphere' by naming them 

"commercial operations, open to all who could pay and thus provided ways in which 

many different social strata could be exposed to the same ideas." She also argues that 

enlightened ideas were transfused through print culture, a culture that became open to 

larger number of individuals after the 'reading revolution' at the end of the 18th century.
36

  

Buttonôs heyday lasted until 1754, when the last coffee house rage was at the Bedford 

Coffee House.  The Bedford Coffee house attracted such writers as Henry Fielding, 

William Hogarth, Charles Churchill, and Oliver Goldsmith and ñlike its predecessors it 

was óthe emporium of wit, the seat of criticism, and the standard of tasteôò.
37

 However, 

also like its predecessorôs the function of Bedfordôs as a place for the Witôs to meet 

became a thing of the past, as private clubs began forming and other more standardized 

institutions where memberships were necessary.
38

  The most notable of these higher-class 

clubs were formed on St. James, such as Whiteôs.  Other coffeehouses acted as a centre 

for social gathering for less learned men. Helen Berry evaluates one coffeehouse, known 

as Moll King's coffeehouse, which is depicted to be frequented by lowlifes and drunkards 

as well as "an unusual wide social mix of male customers, from courtiers to Covent 

Garden market traders and pimps.ò It was also frequently associated with prostitution. 

Customers also habitually engaged in a type of conversation known as "flash", a 

derivative of criminal speak. Moll King's coffeehouse was used as a case study for Berry 

to prove that polite conversation was not always used within a coffeehouse setting.
39

  

 

The previous facts demonstrate that this is a historically significant and unique city in 

Europe.  Analysis of this area shows that the amounts of diversity that existed ïand still 

exist today- incubated a wholly distinctive environment.  Covent Garden lasted longer 

than Montmartre in Paris, another bohemian area, because not only did working or lower 

class people patronize the Garden, but because of the respectable merchants that catered 

to the upper-classes leased out the buildings, the coffeehouses drew respectable men into 

the area and royalty frequented the area to attend the world-class theaters, such as the 

Theatre Royal and Royal Opera House.  Covent Garden thrived on diversification at all 

times of the day and night making it a long-lasting heterogeneous area.  The residents of 

the area had access to tradesmen in the marketplace, high-end haberdasheries on Russell 
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and James Street, carpenters on Long Acre, writers of novels, newspapers, and plays, 

entertainers of base needs and superlative performers at the theaters.  The acceptance that 

infused the area was unique to all of England, a normally social segregated country.   

This attitude was early on reflected when the London refugees were absorbed into the 

existing community in the late 1660ôs.  No place else could this type of diversity be 

found in such a concentrated area.  More than anywhere else in the capital does it have 

such an eccentric mix of personalities and was a breeding ground for ideas and 

discussion.  Covent Garden affected politics because of the diverse range of people who 

peacefully lived together, worked together and played together in itôs streets.  The 

governmentôs fundamental changes affected all of the classes in the most basic ways, 

especially the lower and working classes.  The London Corresponding Societyôs 

president, Thomas Hardy, was likely influenced by the egalitarian society in Covent 

Gardenôs area.  He would have looked around at the people going about their business 

and was influenced to make changes in the government that was based on the antique 

class system.  Thomas Hardy had in mind where all of England would be more like the 

diverse Covent Garden with its daily mixture of all the social strata.  Even though this 

movement was shut down in the most decisive way, the seeds were planted and the 

working class was able to make changes in their government in the following decades.  

Because of the Atlantic trading system, more varied types of produce was available, 

including coffee and chocolate.  Oranges from Spain and exotic flowers were able to be 

sold in the marketplace almost all year long and coffee and chocolate purveyors opened 

up shops to entice clients to partake in the new social drinks.  Industrialism in the mid 

and late 1800ôs fueled the growth of London, which in turn spilled out into itôs suburbs 

particularly Covent Garden.  New breeds of specialists came in and they helped introduce 

machinery and more industrialized methods into the area.  Automobiles production 

replaced wagon-making and print shops became bigger and mechanized.  The 

entertainments offered in this area were more than just historic milestone performances at 

the theaters.  The residents were accepting of the busy brothels and inns and Turkish 

baths.  After all, Harrisôs List of Covent Garden Ladies made Covent Garden famous for 

being the capitalôs hedonistic heart.  His publication rolled off of the printing presses for 

thirty-eight years (1757-1795) and during those periods, drew upper-class men into the 

Garden with money to spend.  These factors made Covent Garden inimitable during the 

periods of when the population shifted from the rural villages to the urban areas.  New 

York tried to imitate Covent Gardenôs theater district, the Red Light district in Paris tried 

to diminish the vibrancy of the pleasures to be found in the Garden, etc.  But no city will 

be able to match the natural, perfected and accepted bohemian life-style that Covent 

Garden exudes. 

 

Modern day Covent Garden is a fresh, effervescent community.  The residents of the 

neighborhood are supremely loyal and proud of its history and present successes.  The 

area was heavily renovated in the later part of the 20
th
 century.  In 1964, the fruit, 

vegetable and flower market that operated in the piazza for 300 years, was ordered by 

Parliament to be moved over the Thames to the Nine Elms district due to the volume of 

grocers and traders that clogged the narrow streets leading into the Piazza.  In 1974, the 

market was shut down and fell into disrepair and was scheduled to be demolished and re-

developed.  Public outcry against this outrage saved nearly 250 buildings.  By 1980 the 
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restoration on the market building was complete and the doors opened to Europeôs first 

specialty shopping center.  In 1988, the Covent Garden Area Trust (CGAT) was 

established and was given special powers under its 150 year lease of the Market Building 

to ensure the continued long-term architectural conservation and economic success of this 

important landmark. Annual rent payable by the Trust to the landlord for the lease is one 

red apple and one posy of flowers.
40

  Samuel Pepys first mentioned seeing a ñPunch and 

Judyò show outside of St. Paulôs church in 1662.  Today, street performers (buskers) 

carry on the tradition with daily performances outside of the market building.  In fact, 

Covent Garden is the only part of London licensed for street entertainment.  And you 

know you will see a great show because the performers have to undertake auditions for 

the Market's management and representatives of the performers' union and are assigned 

timetabled slots.
41

 

   
Still known for its shopping and theater districts, the area is also beginning to be known 

for the variety and quality of the restaurants and cuisines that can be found here.  The 

Estate now comprises up to 750,000 sq ft of retail, office and residential space.
42

  Not bad 

for an area that started off as simply an old, closed, country monastery.   
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