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Introduction

The writer Edmondo De Amicis, still only in his late twen-

ties, visited London for the first and only time in 1873, just 

over a decade after the unification of his native country 

Italy, in the cause of which he had fought as a soldier (and 

only two years after the completion of that process with 

the transfer of Rome as its capital to the new nation). He 

was at the outset of a literary career which was to bring 

him great fame and popularity with the reading public in 

Italy and beyond. He became one of the most representa-

tive figures of the new publishing industry and readership 

which emerged in Italy in the years after national unifica-

tion (a status which was characteristically followed by a 

proportionate reversal in his critical fortunes after his death 

in 1908), a professional writer who began his career as a 

journalist for the Florentine newspaper La Nazione and 

in the course of it turned his hand to various genres, often 

showing great inventive flair. After publishing his first book, 

a collection of military sketches based on his experiences 
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as a soldier, which had previously appeared in newspapers, 

he became a kind of foreign correspondent, sending back 

reports on his travels to Spain, Morocco, Constantinople, 

Holland, Paris and London for newspapers and illustrated 

magazines. Many of these articles formed the basis for sub-

sequent books which capitalized on their initial success in 

the periodical press. Although De Amicis more or less gave 

up travel writing a decade or so later – after producing the 

classic children’s book Cuore which made him a household 

name – the genre, with its mixture of objective reportage and 

subjective impression, its mobility of focus, was a perfect 

vehicle for his talents as a young writer, notably his descrip-

tive powers and linguistic agility, which critics at the time 

singled out as his most remarkable gift. It also suited his 

restless temperament and at times almost febrile curiosity 

about places and people.

Though much shorter than most of his other travel books, 

Memories of  London is a characteristic example of De 

Amicis’s travel writing. First published in 1873 in four parts 

in the magazine Nuova Illustrazione Universale, one of 

the high-circulation illustrated weekly magazines popular 

in many European countries of the time, De Amicis was 
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persuaded to reprint them as a book (although he insisted 

that the publisher Treves added a foreword making it clear 

they were intended as newspaper articles and had not been 

revised). Treves decided to add a series of articles, translated 

into Italian, by the French geologist and radical journalist 

Louis Laurent Simonin, well known in Italy, on a visit he had 

made to the poor districts of London, which had appeared 

in an equivalent French illustrated periodical Le Tour du 

Monde ten years earlier, both in order to make the book 

rather more substantial and, perhaps as importantly, as 

Treves himself says, to introduce a telling contrast between 

two views of the British metropolis: the Italian’s impres-

sionistic sketches as he visits the principal sights and the 

Frenchman’s quasi-sociological observation of its grimmer 

realities.

De Amicis too, as he tells us, had an opportunity to 

make the same visit as Simonin – in fact he confirms what 

is clear from the earlier account: that interested visitors to 

the city could make special arrangements with the police to 

accompany them on their nightly patrols of the squalid and 

crime-infested slums of the city’s East End – but, perhaps 

for lack of time, he did not undertake it himself. Instead 
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he goes the round of what was already by the 1870s a 

well-known and well-worn tourist circuit, including its 

historical monuments (such as the Tower of London and 

Westminster Abbey) and its newer marvels of engineer-

ing prowess and cultural display (such as Marc Isambard 

Brunel’s celebrated tunnel under the Thames connecting 

Rotherhithe and Wapping, which had been constructed 

thirty years earlier, and the renowned architectural feat of 

Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace in the suburbs south of the 

city, built for the Great Exhibition of 1851 and at the time 

of De Amicis’s visit still a major visitor attraction, with its 

galleries crammed with arts and crafts, objects and animals 

from around the world, especially the flourishing British 

Empire). These visits provide the book’s set pieces, where 

De Amicis exploits all his considerable rhetorical abilities 

to create an effect, but in between these scenes, as in all of 

his travel writing, there are more informal and seemingly 

unstructured passages where De Amicis strolls the streets 

(it is significant, as he tells us, that he prefers to walk round 

the cities he visits), jotting down random impressions and 

reflections and anecdotes concerning the buildings and 

traffic, the appearance of passers-by, odd encounters and 
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snatches of conversation, the shifting effects of light and 

weather and his own changeable spirits.

Yet De Amicis’s record of his visit to London in 1873 is 

more than just a lively personal account of his experiences: 

there is a wider underlying resonance, linked to its histori-

cal context, which deepens its fascination for readers today, 

and of which De Amicis himself was certainly aware – the 

confrontation of a young Italian from a newly established 

nation with a unique example of a modern-day megalopolis. 

He explicitly relishes the contrast between London, “a mare 

magnum, a veritable Babylon, a chaos… the largest city on 

earth”, and himself, “on my own… not knowing a word 

of English [at the time French would have been the second 

language of educated Italians like De Amicis]… short of 

money…” The contrast between the solitary visitor and 

the “vast ocean” of the British capital is also the contrast 

between mid-nineteenth-century Italy – still comparatively 

unindustrialized and predominantly agricultural, a dense 

network of ancient urban centres of which only a handful 

exceeded a population of 200,000 – and a metropolis which 

was the hub of world trade and in constant expansion. 

The philosopher and critic Benedetto Croce commented 



xii

memories of london

disdainfully on De Amicis’s tiresome tendency to exag-

gerate in his travel writing, but his amazement at the scale 

of London in direct comparison with the realities he was 

familiar with back in his homeland (at one point he asserts 

that the populations of Greenwich or Chelsea are equivalent 

to those of Florence or Rome) is genuine and sincere. And 

it is not just the scale of the city which was remarkable for 

an Italian: the sheer organization of urban spaces and of 

the daily flux of work and leisure within them also had 

no close parallels in the much more traditionally arranged 

and close-knit cities and towns of Italy. It is not just the 

extraordinary mass of traffic clogging the streets in the 

morning rush hour which occasions De Amicis’s awe: his 

wonder at the extent and efficiencies of London’s transport 

network (the double-decker buses, the underground trains, 

the elevated railway lines winding among the chimney pots, 

the railway bridges as wide as piazzas), as well as at the 

continual presence of street signs and directions, making it 

hard ever to get seriously lost despite the immensity of the 

place, is also palpable. 

De Amicis’s later writings – the aforementioned Cuore is 

the outstanding example – reveal a consistent programmatic, 
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pedagogic impulse, usually, but not always, kept subordi-

nate to artistic priorities. Similarly, behind the animated 

entertaining surface of the account of his visit to the great 

Victorian capital city in Memories of  London there is – as 

with his other travel books – an implicit intention both to 

broaden Italy’s horizons, now that it was itself a nation on 

the world stage, and also to use those horizons to measure 

Italians’ awareness of their own reality.

– Stephen Parkin
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1

I t wAs rAining, the sea was rough, the ship rocked up 

and down like a small boat. Barely half an hour out from 

the port of Dieppe I experienced, for the first time in my life, 

the symptoms of seasickness. There were numerous women 

on board, most of them English, all cheerfully munching 

bread and cheese without the slightest sign of even noticing 

the violent rise and fall of the ship, which set my innards – 

and those of others, who were already emitting more than 

just moans – in turmoil. So it’s true that seasickness makes 

a man rise above all worldly vanity! If half an hour earlier 

someone had said to me: “I’ll tell you what – here’s enough 

money to stay in London for a whole month instead of just 

the fortnight you’re going to spend there; enough too for 

a trip round Scotland, and even over to Ireland. All this 

money is yours if you’re prepared to make a complete fool 

of yourself in front of these ladies” – I freely confess I’d 

have been too vain to accept. Now, half an hour later, here 

I was, utterly despising myself, stretched out on two dirty 
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sacks, one foot pointing east and the other west, my top 

hat askew over one ear, one trouser leg rolled up showing a 

stretch of tar-bespattered long johns, and my head lolling 

to one side with such an air of abandon I could have been a 

model for a bad statue depicting “Languor”. As Fucini* said, 

you never feel so sick as when you’re seasick. To add to my 

torment, there was some fool of a Frenchman sitting next to 

me – we’d left Paris together – who kept on saying each time 

I groaned: “Mais vous n’êtes pas malade…”* – pointing to 

a lady I couldn’t even bring myself to look at while all the 

bystanders laughed. The fair sex! Love! If the most beauti-

ful creature on earth had said to me, like Hugo’s Duchess 

Josiane to the clown Gwynplaine, “I love you, I accept you, 

come to my arms!”* I wouldn’t even have turned my head 

to look at her. Even the thought which had so excited me 

that morning – “This evening I’ll be in London!” – now just 

made me feel even more wretched. In my delirious ramblings 

I thought to myself, “And to think I chose to come to London 

for the sake of amusement. Madman! And to think I’ll have 

to cross the sea to get back again! No, no, it’s impossible: 

I’d rather die! I’ll stay in England, I’ll find a job, I’ll become 

a shop assistant, teach Italian, anything so long as I never 
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set eyes on the sea again. When my time’s up, I’ll die quietly, 

but I never want to have to face this torture ever again!

A few hours later I was dining in the restaurant in 

Brighton station, the idea of ending my days in England 

now abandoned.

It was getting dark when I caught the train to London. 

I snuggled into the corner seat of my compartment and 

started to turn over in my mind the extraordinary thought 

that in a few hours’ time I would be in London. London! 

I kept repeating, enjoying the sound of the word, just as 

you enjoy the sound of a gold coin spinning on a tabletop. 

London! I took pleasure in the thought – as if it were the 

first time it had occurred to me – that London is unbeliev-

ably vast, a mare magnum, a veritable Babylon, a chaos, 

something quite unreal. It’s the largest city on earth, I 

thought – and that’s a kind of absolute no other city can 

achieve, since, while there might be more beautiful cities, 

with these one can never be certain which one in particular 

is the most beautiful; whereas the thought that London’s 

size makes it incontestably supreme is strangely pleasurable. 

It’s impossible to hold the thought in your mind without 

entering the realm of dreams, the idea of something of 
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which you can say, “No one has ever seen anything larger!” 

And the thought I was going to London on my own – not 

knowing anyone there, carrying no letters of introduction 

– cheered me: it was the best state to be in to experience 

getting lost on that vast ocean, with that feeling amount-

ing almost to fear which vast untracked spaces can arouse, 

to feel overwhelmed, to receive, in a word, as fully and as 

clearly as possible the impression the vastness of London can 

make on the mind of a foreign visitor. And, what is more, I 

also had the advantage of not knowing a word of English, 

of being short of money and carrying a small and pitifully 

shabby-looking case – all that’s needed, in short, to feel as 

tiny and pathetic as possible in a huge foreign metropolis. As 

I turned these thoughts over and over in my mind, I rubbed 

my hands and declared, “London, I’m ready for you!”

 Night had fallen when I reached the city. We entered 

it without my noticing, and I was surprised when I was 

told it was time to get off the train. I descended from the 

carriage and found myself under the vast roof of London 

Bridge station, surrounded by a chaos of carriages and 

lights. I got into the nearest hansom cab and showed the 

driver a piece of paper with written on it the name of the 
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hotel which others had recommended to me in Paris and 

the street on which it was located. The cab driver read it, 

nodded to show he’d understood, and didn’t move. I gestured 

towards the box for him to get up onto it and leave. Not 

a twitch. I started to swear at him in French, of which he 

didn’t understand a word; calmly leaning against the door 

of the cab he started a long speech in English. “Now I’m 

done for!” I said to myself. “What do I do now?” I crossed 

my arms and stared at him. He crossed his arms and stared 

back. So we stared at each other for a few moments. Finally 

I lost patience, climbed down from the cab and, shouting 

“You donkey!” straight into his face, went on my way by 

myself. I realized afterwards he hadn’t wanted to take me 

to my hotel because the distance was too great. By myself! 

But what was I to do? And where was I to go? I confess I 

suddenly felt discouraged. The vast station from which 

I couldn’t find the way out, the fact I didn’t know which 

direction to follow, that unfortunate first encounter with 

the cabman which seemed like a bad omen, the heavy case I 

had to drag along, the damp air seeping into me, the night, 

the confusion – I suddenly felt miserable and full of dismay. 

After wandering aimlessly round for a while, I finally went 
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through a door and found myself outside the station. It 

was like being plunged into chaos. The endless rattling of 

carriages I couldn’t see, the whistle of trains coming from 

I knew not where, lights above and below and all around, 

a thick fog which meant I couldn’t distinguish shapes or 

judge distances, and crowds of people rushing to and fro 

as if they were running away from something: this was the 

first spectacle of the city. Wobbling and limping, I made my 

way along the street, dazed, hardly able to think; then, my 

case being too heavy to carry any more, I set it down and 

stopped. As luck would have it, when I raised my eyes I saw 

a coloured sign with the words On parle français on it. It 

was a hotel. I drew a sigh of relief, picked up my burden 

and entered with the air of the country mouse coming to 

town for the first time. A bad-tempered woman – the owner 

– called a waiter over as soon as I began to speak. I asked 

him if they had a room. The waiter – spitting forth every 

word of French as if he were retching and looking me up 

and down with that air of solicitude and disdain typical of 

his trade – replied that yes, they had a room available, but… 

but – he added – it cost five shillings. And he gave me another 

suspicious look. It’s perfectly true that my clothes justified 



9

ChApter 1

his misgivings. Nevertheless, with all the scorn of a born 

millionaire, I threw a sovereign onto the counter and, with 

a gesture which could have accompanied a line of Dante, 

proclaimed, “Take your money and show me to my room!” 

They took me to the room. I threw myself immediately on 

the bed, but for a long time I couldn’t keep my eyes closed, 

such was the assault on my ears. It was a dull monotonous 

noise, as if the waves of the sea were crashing against the 

ground floor of the hotel, and in the midst of this murmur 

sharp sounds exploded as if from afar, filling my head with 

strange images, as though they were words which escaped 

the immense metropolis while it was sleeping: groans from 

its endless suburbs, curses from the extraordinary careworn 

City, accusations and pleas, like the roar of a stormy sea. 

Gradually the louder noises died away, leaving only the 

monotonous murmur; every now and then, the loud noises 

would begin again – it takes time for a city like London to 

become drowsy – and then again ceased; and finally I fell 

asleep and had the most extraordinary dreams.

In the morning, well before sunrise, I left the hotel and 

headed towards the Thames. I was very near London Bridge, 

in the heart of the City. There was almost no one about and 
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not a sound to be heard; the sky was grey and it was cold; a 

light mist covered everything, but not so much you couldn’t 

make things out. I walked briskly towards the bridge, since 

I knew the most remarkable view of London could be had 

from there.

When I got to the middle of the bridge I looked around. 

A sudden chill ran through me from the top of my head 

to the soles of my feet, and I stood stock still. The image 

of Paris seen from the Pont Neuf floated into my mind: it 

now seemed unbelievably small. I leant on the parapet and, 

with the air of someone trying to put some order into his 

thoughts, said to myself: “Now, let’s see what we’ve got 

here.”

Beneath me, the broad stretch of the Thames: on one side 

ships lined up as far as the eye could see, on the other a series 

of huge bridges; along either riverbank, near to London 

Bridge, massy black houses, like ancient fortresses, in a dis-

ordered line directly on the water’s edge. A bit farther along, 

large, sinister-looking buildings with vast vaulted roofs like 

those of railway stations; and beyond these, the broken and 

only vaguely visible outlines of edifices gradually greying 

in the distance, until all that could be made out was a vast 
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and misty confusion of chimney stacks, towers, domes and 

steeples; and farther still, shadowy views of what almost 

seemed to be other distant cities, more imagined than seen, 

forming a slight wavy line on the grey horizon. On all the 

nearby buildings, bridges and riverbanks, a dark factory-

like griminess hung, a worn-out air of effort and weariness, 

clammy and gloomy, like the bleakness of city streets after 

a fire has swept through them – it was an immense and 

melancholy sight.

But the mind plays such strange tricks! Just when we are 

beholding a spectacle which should be enough to absorb our 

attention entirely, at least for the first time, our thoughts 

suddenly dart a thousand miles off to think of something 

completely unconnected with the scene before us and so 

trivial we’d scorn to think twice about it in the ordinary run 

of things. I was seeing London for the first time, but I was 

thinking about a volume of Voltaire’s works I had lent and 

had not had returned to me before leaving Turin.

Then I forgot about the book and, as always happens when 

you find yourself in an unknown city, a thousand different 

images of the people and things I used to imagine seeing in 

the place before my arrival flocked into my head, like the 
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background in a painting: beer-bellied shopkeepers out of 

the pages of Dickens, Queen Elizabeth, an English family 

I’d spotted on one occasion in Florence admiring Ghiberti’s 

baptistery doors,* the gesture my father made once saying 

how much he would give to see London, and the portrait 

of the actor Garrick* I’d seen in an illustrated magazine.

And then another unexplained thought distracted me: I 

realized I hadn’t shaved and asked myself where I was going 

to eat breakfast. 

And then again a sudden wonder at finding myself there, 

as if I’d fallen out of the sky, overcame me, which in turn 

disappeared after about a minute, to be replaced by an icy 

indifference, as if I’d always been there – and then the sense 

of marvel flooded back again, just like before. St Augustine 

was right: travel seems almost pointless if we compare the 

extraordinary goings-on in our heads with all the things 

we see around us!

I crossed the bridge and entered the small square on the left 

bank, and then took one of the streets, all of them empty, 

which lead towards St Paul’s Cathedral. I turned right and 

found myself after a few more paces in the fish market, in a 

narrow street, wet and dark, so packed with carts and people 
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it was difficult to move. I walked on, immersed in such a 

strong smell of herrings that after a minute or so I could 

have wiped a piece of bread on my clothes and breakfasted 

off that, and reached the famous Tower of London, the city’s 

Bastille. I circled it, gazing with trepidation on its sinister 

walls, and went on hurriedly into the docks, intending to take 

a circular route so I wouldn’t have to retrace my steps. The 

streets were long and winding, with high dark walls on either 

side, like prison walls, windowless and doorless; hundreds 

of workmen stood unmoving at the street corners while 

other groups disappeared silently down dark alleyways. For 

half an hour I saw nothing else, just walking along those 

monotonous streets like the winding passageways inside 

an ancient fortress, feeling bored and melancholy, without 

the slightest idea where I would emerge. At a certain point, 

after a long while, I realized I was returning along the route 

I had taken, so I had to go on a new and lengthy detour to 

get back in the proper direction. I’d left St Katherine Docks 

behind me and, thinking I’d reached the end of the London 

Docks, decided to walk as far as the India Docks. I turned 

into a street I couldn’t see the end of; on the right there were 

the dock walls and on the left small houses, in the midst of 



14

memories of london

which other long, narrow streets stretched away between 

factory towers, warehouse walls, smoke-blackened houses 

all jumbled together. As I strode on, it seemed to me that, 

far from getting farther and farther out of London, I was 

approaching the centre. But I was unconcerned and went on 

walking – I trusted my legs would hold out and, after all, I’d 

never needed a carriage in Paris, much to the amazement of 

my friends, as I’d always preferred to walk. However, after 

a while it occurred to me that it might be useful to know 

exactly where I was. Passing by a group of workmen, I heard 

French being spoken, so I stopped and asked one of them if 

the building in front of me was the India Dock.

All I got in reply was my question repeated – “Is that the 

India Dock?” – and a look as though I were out of my mind.

“Well, is it or isn’t it?”

With a laugh the answer came: “I can see, sir, you’re not 

familiar with London! This is the London Dock.”

“I’m still in the London Dock! But I’ve been walking for 

half an hour since I entered the main gate.”

“And so? Don’t you know that the area of the London 

Dock just for tobacco goes on for more than a mile?”

“So how much farther is it to the India Docks?”
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“By train or by boat?”

“On foot!”

He looked at my feet.

“I wouldn’t really know…” he replied. “Maybe four or 

five miles.”

“And what’s there to see in these four or five miles?”

“Houses, docks, warehouses, factories, industrial plants...”

“All the time?”

“All the time.”

“And what comes after the India Docks?”

“The Outer Dock.”

“And how far is that from the India Docks?”

“About another five miles.”

“Five miles of houses and factories?”

“That’s right – houses and factories.”

“And after the Outer Dock?”

“You go as far as Greenwich on the other side of the river.”

“How far is that?”

“Two or three miles.”

“All built up?”

“All built up.”

“And after Greenwich?”
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“After Greenwich there’s the East India Import Dock.”

“How far is that from Greenwich?”

“About eight miles.”

“Houses and factories?”

“Houses and factories.”

“And after that?”

“After that it goes on.”

“And where does it end?”

“God only knows!”

Now it was my turn to look at my feet. I took my leave 

of the workman and, crestfallen, retraced my steps as I said 

to myself, “You poor fool! You thought you could come to 

London and walk from one end of the city to the other just 

like that!”

I went back through the fish market, past London Bridge 

again, and set off in the direction of the city centre.

When I reached Fleet Street, the rush hour was in full 

swing.

Finally, I saw London.




