
discoverbritainmag.com  75

➤

DISCOVER LONDON

In a new series exploring the lives of iconic Londoners, Marianka Swain gets  
an insider’s tour from a black-cab driver. Photography by Arnhel de Serra

MAYBE IT’S BECAUSE I’M A LONDONER 

P aul Kirby’s most unusual passenger? 
A four-legged one. “A gentleman 
asked if I take dogs. When I 
said yes, he put his Labrador 

in the taxi on its own! Turns out he was 
divorced and shared custody with his ex. 
The whole way, I wondered if I’d end up at 
Battersea Dogs Home or telling my wife 
we’ve got a new addition to the family. But 
it was fine in the end – and the dog was 
one of my better-behaved passengers...”

It’s all part of the job for Paul, who’s spent 
25 years driving one of London’s iconic black 
cabs. “I’m a Londoner born and bred, and I 

liked the idea of being my own boss, plus the 
honour of joining the best taxi service in the 
world.” It took him two years to master the 
Knowledge, learning about 25,000 streets and 
20,000 landmarks. “They’re always changing: 
new landmarks, new names for hotels, theatres, 
restaurants, clubs. London never stops.” One 
upcoming change is the new Crossrail service, 
which Paul hopes will “spread the work out”.

Technology hasn’t affected him, as he prefers 
local knowledge to satnav, though a black-cab 
app flags up jobs if needed. Otherwise the 
network of some 25,000 drivers is his most 
valuable resource. “We compare notes: that 

Paul Kirby takes a break from his black cab 
outside the taxi drivers’ cafe in Notting Hill
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street’s shut off, that hotel’s changed its name 
again. If a passenger asks for somewhere you’ve 
never heard of, you call round – someone 
always knows. And there’s mutual respect. 
We’ll always let another taxi out of a junction, 
as we know what they’ve gone through to be 
able to drive a black cab.”

Passengers vary “from locals to tourists, 
young, old, businessmen, shoppers... I drive 
kids on their own too – parents know they can 
trust us.” One of Paul’s longest journeys was all 
the way to Oxfordshire, when an enterprising 
passenger gathered a group of strangers 
following a train crash near Paddington. 

“Another bloke was so stressed out from 
work we got all the way home, and then he 
remembered he had moved two days ago.  
Lots of people tell me their problems. A shrink 
explained it is because there’s not much eye 
contact, so even Londoners are comfortable 
opening up.” Celebrity passengers include Kate 
Moss, Hugh Grant, Jude Law, boxer Barry 
McGuigan and the late Terry Wogan.

Paul, who mixes up his hours, has become 
adept at finding late-night cafes. “London really 
is a 24-hour city if you know where to go. And 
I always meet up with friends at the Sea Shell 
of Lisson Grove – brilliant fish and chips. The 
takeaway side is half the price of the restaurant, 
and they offer a discount for taxi drivers.” 
Getting caught short is tricky, with so few 
public toilets, “but the hotels usually let us in”.

One of his favourite areas is the Southwark 
stretch of the Thames. “There’s the replica 
of Francis Drake’s Golden Hind, the Clink 
Prison – the oldest in England – Shakespeare’s 
Globe, the old bear-baiting pits, and the Anchor 
Bankside pub where Samuel Pepys wrote his 
diary entry about the Great Fire of London, 
which he could see across the river. 

“It’s proper history. I love walking round, 
imagining it all. The Monument to the Great 
Fire is well worth a look, and has fantastic 
views from the top.”

There are hidden gems everywhere, notes 
Paul – sometimes tiny ones. London’s smallest 
statue, in Eastcheap, is a 19th-century rendering 
of two mice fighting over a piece of cheese. 
“It’s from when they were working on the 
Monument, and one worker accused another of 
eating his lunchtime cheese sandwich. They got 
in a fight and fell to their deaths. Turns out, it 
was a mouse all along.” 

He also loves the flower-filled boats of Little 
Venice in west London, “which feels like 
another world, even though you’re a mile from 
Oxford Street”, and the disused tube tunnels 
and stations, “a part of London no one sees, like 
stepping back in time. It’s a privilege to drive in 
this amazing city – so full of history, and also 
growing every day.” n 

For more on iconic Londoners, visit  
www.discoverbritainmag.com/london

“One of Paul’s 
favourite areas is the 
Southwark stretch of 
the Thames. ‘There’s 
the replica of Francis 
Drake’s Golden Hind, 
the Clink prison, 
Shakespeare’s Globe’”

Favourite London attraction
“I like watching the street entertainers 
in Covent Garden, then walking to 
Waterloo Bridge. Any way you look, 
there’s this great mix of old and new: 
Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament 
next to the London Eye, St Paul’s next 
to the Shard and the Gherkin.” 

Favourite London view
“From Primrose Hill, that whole 
cityscape is laid out in front of 
you. Galvin at Windows on top 
of the Park Lane Hilton is pricey 
– just go for one drink – but you 
get a great bird’s-eye view.”

Favourite London meal
“Our favourite local is a Greek 
restaurant on Uxbridge Road called 
Vine Leaves. The same couple’s run it 
for 25 years – it’s a proper family place.”

Favourite Londoner 
“Suggs, the lead singer of Madness. 
I’ve grown up with their songs of 
Londoners and London life.”

THE INSIDE 
TRACK: A 
BLACK-CAB 
DRIVER’S PICKS


