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Th
e next landmark recognisable to me was Somerset House, now styled, I learned, the 

Palazzo or Palace of the Doges; and then I saw the splendid Palazzo of the London County 
Council, from here being issued all regulations regarding the hours for bathing and the 
muzzling of the larger kinds of fish.

I had noticed that all the gondolas we had seen were painted black, only the 'buses and other 
public vehicles boasted vivid colouring. In Old Venice, I recollected, during the fifteenth 
century a decree was issued ordering all floating things into mourning, the object being to 
favour espionage and political intrigue. In a black gondola on a black night the spies of the 
Government might travel anywhere without fear of detection. Only to ambassadors was 
given the privilege of decorating their gondolas in colours, and this in order that their 
movements might be the more easily followed. Some such edict had gone forth in London 
I concluded.

"Th
e Council of Doges certainly did try something of the sort," returned my guide in answer 

to my query, "though not with any great success. In the case of the gondola it wasn't 
necessary. Th

e Englishman who can afford to paddle alone is naturally of a sombre 
disposition, and would no more ride in a gaudy gondola than he would have patronised a 
yellow cab in the olden times. And as far as the 'buses were concerned, the Doges' decrees 
were as abortive as their attempts to restrict the language of the gondoliers, which, under 
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these away, and one morning we awoke to find our streets converted into waterways. All 
manner of remedies were tried, including a Royal Commission, which, by the way, decided 
only last week that nothing could be done, thus endorsing the public opinion of fifteen years 
ago. Of course the lower stories of all houses had to be abandoned, save as diving baths, but 
it was a simple matter to add others. Naturally the old street traffic almost vanished, cabs, 
'buses, and carts giving place to gondolas and steamboats. To begin with, we had to import 
gondoliers from Venice, to instruct our late cabdrivers in their new craft, at the same time 
adopting many other features peculiar to the Bride of the Adriatic. Th

ese, as you can 
imagine, have had considerable influence on our customs, our architecture, and even our 
language. English is still largely spoken, however.

Hullo ! we've arrived. 'Stazione di Pancras' I think that gendarme called – formerly known 
as St. Pancras, if I remember rightly.

"Come! hand your bags to the servitori, and let me introduce you to the new London, the 
Bride di M

iddlesex, as we proudly term our city. You will stop at the Hotel Cecil, on the 
Canale, I presume. W

e shall find gondolas at the other side of this piazza."

5



15 I was not sorry when, shortly after, the gondola stopped at the Hotel di Cecil, and I stood on 
terra firma again. As I alighted the gondolier broke forth into song.

"Gondolieri drinka beera," he chanted.

"W
hat means he?" I asked.

"In the picturesque language of his class," explained my fellow voyager," he indicates that he 
will be glad to drink your health."

" I will throw the lazzarone a lira," said I, beginning to catch the atmosphere of the place.

*      *      *      *      *
"I think he'll do," someone said.

I sat up and gasped, "Is it out?"

I was in a dentist's chair, recovering from gas – an overdose, I think. Even a normal amount 
induces strange dreams. M

y hands clutched a newspaper, and as I glanced at it my eye again 
caught the paragraph, " Geologists say that the land upon which London," etc.
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6

Somewhat bewildered, I alighted from the train and followed my friend, having heard him 
instruct a cut-throat looking ruffian regarding my luggage in a jargon I could not 
understand. He led the way across a large paved space on to a kind of quay. W

hat he had 
described was true

At our feet stretched a shimmering sheet of water, its surface, in our immediate vicinity, 
black with countless gondolas, the men standing up in them clamouring loudly for custom. 
M

y companion beckoned, and a score glided up as though we had pulled as many strings. 
Entering one, we took our seats in the cool shade of the awning. "Lago di Hyde, Canale del 
Regente, Lago di Piccadilly, Croce di Charing, and Grand Canal," called my friend, and 
away we sped.

I was dumb with amazement. Th
e dull roar of traffic that I had always associated with 

London streets had vanished as though it had never been. Save for the rhythmical splash of 
the oars and the low musical voices of the gondoliers as they passed each other or 
approached a turning all was silent as the grave.

Here a prosperous city man, I knew the type – he carried his little basket of fish as of yore – 
was being whisked off to his suburban home in a fussy little steam affair; there a vision of 
olive-skinned loveliness, peeping coyly out from behind a fan, flitted past us all too fleetly; 
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