
 

 

 

For centuries, the Strand has been an icon of prestige and commercial value in England’s capital.  

Once populated by nobility, this London thoroughfare housed bishops and royal courtiers who lived in 

large mansions that lined the Strand back in the 12th century. The highway became a vital connection 

between the city centre and the outer reaches of south east England. The Strand’s demand from foot 

passengers, horse riders and carriages was so great that it would deteriorate into deep, almost 

impassable marshland. 

In the 16th century, King Henry VIII responded to public outcries for the Strand’s regeneration by 

granting permission to have the highway paved. The monarch’s personal intervention was a strong 

sign of the road’s national economic significance. London’s commerce became so dependent on the 

Strand that one water-trader was noted to have exclaimed: “this infernal swarm of trade spillers have 

so overrun the land, that we can get no living on the water!”  

Aside from its commercial value, the Strand was also a focus of the city’s legal and religious activity 

accommodating the Royal Courts of Justice, Saint Mary-le-Strand Church and St Clement Danes 

Church, which still stand to this day. 

 

As a social hub, the Strand has hosted some of the most elaborate and heartfelt celebrations the 

nation had ever seen. In 1660, Charles II made a remarkable return to London after almost a decade 

of exile from the three kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland. Eyewitness John Evelyn described 

the spectacular scenes that took place on the Strand: “the ways strew’d with flowers, the bells ringing, 

the streets hung with tapestry, fountains running with wine…lords [and] nobles clad in cloth of silver, 

gold and velvet”.  

Over time, the Strand has witnessed several other royal pageants including the processions of Queen 

Elizabeth I and Queen Anne, as well as commemorative celebrations for victory over the Spanish 

Armada, France and Spain. Through these celebrations, the Strand became a symbol of the British 

Empire’s great prosperity, wealth and success. In the 19th century former Prime Minister Benjamin 

Disraeli proclaiming the Strand as ‘the finest street in Europe’. 

The Strand’s ultimate status symbol was Savoy Palace. Regularly attracting the social elite, Savoy 

Palace was the grandest nobleman’s townhouse of medieval London. The venue sat between the 



Strand and the River Thames. The townhouse allowed its visitors to enjoy activities on the river in 

prime central London, providing nobleman a welcome retreat from the smog and turmoil of London in 

the Middle Ages. The Savoy Palace was so prestigious that it even enjoyed special laws, following the 

‘Liberties of the Savoy’ as an alternative ruleset to the one that London’s other inhabitants abided by.  

After the introduction of the poll tax, Savoy Palace was destroyed in the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381. Its 

luxury contents were thrown into the river Thames, a scene that was well documented as a dramatic 

sign of protest and class conflict in the Capital. 

Savoy Palace lives on through the world renowned Savoy Hotel and Savoy Theatre; modern images 

of high-living that the likes of Sir Winston Churchill, Frank Sinatra and Christian Dior have frequented 

in recent history. 

The Strand, for all its wear and tear, remains as one of the most attractive and popular parts of 

London to this day. 

 

 


