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A tenth addition to the series Inside London: The Life-Story of a City in Nine Buildings should feature Waterloo
station. Its long and rich history in many ways reflects London's evolution, representing continuity through
change, British culture, internationalism and the London experience. First this essay will examine Waterloo
station's history and how the building came to be what it is today. Second, it will be argued that Waterloo, is
a cultural landmark of the city of London due its social and cultural layers of meaning, which shed light on
the question what it means to belong in London today.

Throughout London's history, Waterloo been an important transport hub, owing to its large size and capacity.
Hosting nearly 100 million passengers per year, Waterloo is the United Kingdom's largest and busiest station.1
Waterloo station hosts arrivals and departures on 21 platforms to and from the city of London. It brings a great
number of people together, from the many daily suburban commuters to the Ascot and Epsom race goers.2
The classic 1948 posters of Waterloo station, commissioned for its 100th anniversary, show that it has housed
of the London's most important historical moments, such as its rapid economic expansion and the two World
Wars.3 In fact, in Waterloo station's Victory Arch, a Grade II listed site, remains engraved the memory of staff
members who lost their lives in service during the First World.4 Yet another layer of London's history can be
found in the retail balcony extension, which took place in response to higher expected demand during the 2012
London Olympic Games.5 Waterloo station has become a focal point both for transportation and for London
life generally.6

Moreover, a second layer of Waterloo station's importance is its vibrant and dynamic character as a building
that is both contributing to, and a part of, London's history. The purpose of Waterloo station, which dates back
to 1848, was to serve city and country through the trains, and later, with the underground.7 Importantly,
Waterloo opened London to the continent in the 13 years in which it housed the London terminal of the
Eurostar, from 1994 to 2007.8 Additionally, Waterloo station has dynamically bounced back after witnessing
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some of the most difficult times in the city's history, such as bombing during the Second World War.9 Like
London, Waterloo station survived the challenge and was born anew. As with the city itself, Waterloo station
never ceases trying to improve, push the boundaries and look to the future, as revealed by the most recent
extension due for completion in 2021.10 Waterloo station has invigorated the formerly run-down South Bank
of the River Thames and 'transformed' it into one of the most sought-after and lively commercial centres in
London.11

Waterloo station effortlessly represents a microcosm of London, reflecting both its rich culture full of many
layers of human meaning as well as its current challenges. The commuters hosted by Waterloo station mimic
the non-stop heartbeat of the city, reflecting the sometimes chaotic and overwhelming character of London
life. In many ways, Waterloo station brings Londoners together every single day as a transport and retail hub.
Importantly, however, a close look at Waterloo station's people reveals a great deal about the divisions and
difficulties that pervade our city. Commuters travelling long distances early each morning and late each
evening shed light onto London's challenges of affordability and extortionately high living costs. Waterloo
provides a prism through which the growing inequality and social problems which characterise London, such
as the homelessness crisis, can be seen. Near the historic Victory Arch, are people sleeping rough traversed
quickly by young, ambitious white-collar workers running through the station to catch the next train.12
Although inequality and social malady exist, they are woven into the fabric of the city alongside many of the
most hopeful and unifying aspects of London, such inclusivity for disabled people.13 Like London, Waterloo
is a space evoking nostalgia and community, deeply diverse and accepting as well as sometimes relentless and
faceless and blind to the human anguish at its doorstep.

Therefore, its hidden complexities reveal that Waterloo station is full of layers of human meaning. As with so
much of London, Waterloo station's history as a building reveals it to be a palimpsest, continually building,
erasing and creating new layers of meaning on the same starting point. It is at once very international, but also
distinctively British, honouring brands such as M&S, LUSH, Accessorize, WHSmith and Oliver Bonas.
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Within the chaos of people-centred London, walking along its large concourse, one can find peace. Waterloo
station is characterised, like the essence of the London experience, by the interweaving of moments of
tranquillity, wonder and romance within the intense pressure, repetitiveness and structure of daily life. One of
the most culturally significant examples is the traditional meeting point "under its clock at Waterloo", whereby
lovers typically walk towards each other to meet in the middle of station.14 Its ability to bring people together
and inscribe layers of meaning into their experiences, has inspired the creation of various artistic works such
as its regular inclusion in the Punch magazine and one British film, earning it a place in London's popular
culture.15 The Kinks' track 'Waterloo Sunset', inspired by the station and its place in London's modern culture,
is widely regarded as one of the best songs of the 20th century.16 Like many of the most enduring and culturally
rich buildings of London, which featured on this AKC lecture series, Waterloo has both embraced and resisted
change, negotiating its distinctive identity as a part of London. Waterloo station connects us as Londoners
both to one another as well to the previous generations and events that form the history of our city, collective
experiences and sense of belonging.

To conclude, if there was a tenth lecture for this AKC series, it has been argued that it should feature Waterloo
station because of its ability to unite people, and in doing so, enabling us to reflect on the continually building
history of London, from our point of view in space and time. First, a historical tour of the building was given,
showing that Waterloo deserves a place at the very heart of London's history, having begun as a small station
in the Victorian era, endured two world wars and witnessed the 2012 London Olympics. Second, Waterloo
station has both physically and culturally inscribed many layers of meaning into London, in particular ones
that evoke nostalgia for how London life used to be as a well as a sense of togetherness in how life in London
is now. Traversing Waterloo station, and a few moments' reflection, one cannot help but experience the
feelings that this place evokes because Waterloo is not merely a building, but a living part of London's history
and identity. It is a true palimpsest of human meaning – economic, artistic, social and cultural, that would
therefore fit perfect into a lecture series about London's life-story told through ten buildings.
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