
Islington U3A ‘Exploring St Albans’ on 17 July 2017 

The stories of St Albans: Romans, saints, the Wars of the Roses and the beginnings of cinema … not 
forgetting the Ryder Cup! 

Joint report, with contributions by Christine Cox, Brenda Hood, Liz Simpson & Jean Willson. Photos by 
Christine Garret, Hilary Sands & Liz Simpson 
 
Twenty London Explorers headed out to St Albans on 17 July for a very full day exploring the town, led 
by Rob, a local resident of 20 years’ standing and an extremely knowledgeable and competent guide.  
 

Our first stop after St Albans 
City Station was the Victorian 
prison built in 1867 – familiar to 
viewers of BBC’s ‘Porridge’ as 
the entrance to Slade Prison! 
Crossing the railway, we next 
stopped at the small St Albans 
synagogue, with decorative 
glass by David Hillman and a 
garden planted with plants 
mentioned in the Bible. After 
noting the plaque on the site of 
the Alpha Cinema Works, we 
headed towards London Road 

and the Odyssey Cinema, which was open for us so we could see the art deco interior and exterior – a 
credit to the work of the local groups who got together to fund the restoration in the face of the threat 
of demolition.  St Albans was the site of pioneering British film-making by Arthur Melbourne-Cooper … 
and was the last home of Stanley Kubrick, so the tradition continued into the 20th century. 
 
Our next halt took us back to the Middle Ages and the Wars of the Roses:  in the car-park of the Beehive 
pub we traced the remains of the medieval town ditch and learned about the first battle of St Albans. 
We walked up picturesque Sopwell Lane, with its memorial to residents of the street killed in the First 
World War, the Goat Inn dating to the 1490s, and on the corner, the building from the 1530s which was 
the Crane Inn. (Another thing we did note on this visit – you’d never be short of a pub in St Albans!). 
 
Turning right and heading up the hill, we found out about another unexpected St Albans story. Samuel 
Ryder made his money in the 19th century as a seed merchant, selling packets of seeds appropriate to 
the burgeoning market for amateur gardeners. His office is now a hotel and his warehouse a Café Rouge 
restaurant - in his retirement he concentrated on his favourite sport, and the ‘Ryder Cup’ golf 
tournament was first played in St Albans! Then into the centre of town to see the town’s medieval clock 
tower, ‘French Row’ where French troops had been billeted in 1216, and – obscured by scaffolding – the 
19th century Town Hall which is currently being restored to house the St Albans Museum. 
 



Finally we reached our 
destination for a well-
deserved lunch break: the 
Cathedral and Abbey Church 
of St Alban. The Great 
Gateway, dating from the 
1360s and besieged in the 
Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, is 
now part of St Albans Boys’ 
School and in the adjoining 
park, the uneven ground 
shows the remains of 
buildings that were part of 
the monastic complex.  The 
cathedral’s exterior showed a 
canny re-use of Roman bricks 
from Verulamium, while the 
West End and part of the 
interior had been heavily 

restored by a retired local barrister, Lord Grimthorpe, who offered to pay for the restoration as long as 
his designs were used.  Controversial this may have been – but it did save the building! 
 

After lunch, around half the group visited the 
Cathedral.  For those of us who hadn’t been before, 
the first sight of the nave (one of the longest in 
Europe) was really impressive. As we started to 
follow the tour outlined in the hand-out, a rehearsal 
for the evening’s Three Choirs concert (St Paul’s 
Cathedral, Temple church and St Alban’s Cathedral) 
began, providing a great opportunity to sit and 
admire the 13th century wall paintings while listening 
to some beautiful music. We sat enthralled for some 
time and it brought the Cathedral and all it means 
down the ages together in a ‘hair-raising on the back 
of the neck’ magical time. Walking round the 
Cathedral we also saw, amongst many other historic, 
architectural and religious features, the beautiful 
High Altar screen dating from 1484, a modern stained 
glass Rose Window and, of course, the Shrine of St 
Alban with its unique survival of a Watching Chamber 
in situ, from which monks supervised the pilgrims 
(Christine Cox and Jean Willson) 
 

 



Another group of ten set off to see the 
remains of Roman Verulamium with our 
guide Rob.  
The route from the cathedral took us to a 
beautiful lake with swans and herons and 
other birds, set in a large park. We saw 
remains of the original settlement wall, 
which would have stretched for over two 
miles as part of the boundary of the area. 
The park had several mounds where other 
Roman building remains lie. We then went 
to where the gatehouse would have stood, 
and modern stones have been laid on the 
ground to show the outlines. 
 

So we walked ‘through the gates’ and went to 
see the amazing mosaic which has been 
excavated. It is believed to be part of the floor of 
the dining area of a wealthy house and has 
survived mostly intact during excavation, with 
only one area slightly damaged – this reveals the 
pipework of the hypocaust, the Roman 
underfloor heating system.  The mosaic had 
several circular motifs with symmetrical designs. 
It would have been proudly shown off by the 
householder when diners lounged on long sofas 
around the outside. There is apparently an error 
in one design but this didn’t detract from the 
intricate workmanship and colours of the floor.  
We were told that much better mosaics were 
held in the Roman Museum which was closed 
when we visited. Notwithstanding, some of the 
group were taken by Rob to see it as there were 

interesting details outside, and he also took them to see the outside of the Roman theatre.  
 
For the rest of the group, the attraction of tea and scones in an adjacent café was too much to resist 
after a very busy day ‘Exploring’. No doubt we will return to the Museum and theatre when they are 
open again! (Brenda Hood) 
 
 


