
There are many sights that are 
familiar yet we take little notice of 
as we go about our normal daily 
lives. In the present pandemic, the 
restrictions imposed on 
international travel offer an 
opportunity to rediscover our local 
surroundings. 

Chelsea's built environment has a 
fascinating history that has played 
out around the area. The most 
famous of Chelsea's streets is 
undoubtedly the King's Road 
which is known around the world 
and still holds secrets yet to be 
revealed 

The modern King's Road at 
Chelsea probably began to take 
shape as a part of preparations for 
a visit by James I in 1621. The 
reason for the king's visit was to 
celebrate the christening of the 
young son of the Lord High 
Treasurer Lionel Cranfield who 
was the resident owner of 
Chelsea's most impressive abode, 
Chelsea House. A rural farmer's 
track from the ancient Church 
Lane (Old Church Street) was 
upgraded to provide convenient 
access for the coaches of 
distinguished guests who were 
coming for the occasion. The 
celebrated architect Inigo Jones 
was commissioned to design an 
imposing gateway offering a 
dramatic vista of Cranfield's home 
for his arriving guests that was 
comparable to the picturesque 
view from the river. Jones had 

been the leading theatrical set 
designer for the masques of the 
era and his talents were well 
suited for the spectacle that 
Cranfield desired. 

Cranfield also purchased open 
land to the north of this new road, 
that extended to the Fulham Road 
from Lovers Walk (Park Walk) to 
Church Lane. An enclosing wall 
was built to create Chelsea Park. 
Cranfield was an astute 
businessman whose careful 
management of the nation's 
finances also brought enemies. In 
1624 he was impeached on a 
charge of corruption and his  
Chelsea estate was seized and 
passed to his chief accuser, the 
powerful Duke of Buckingham. 

Chelsea had already earned its 
future title of a "Town of Palaces" 
and among these, Chelsea House 
was the most spectacular. The 
house had originally been built by 
Sir Thomas More after he had 
purchased land at Chelsea in the 
early 1520s. Here, More created 
his own private Utopia and it 
would also be the scene of his 
legendary fall from favour at the 
court of Henry VIII. More's refusal 
to acquiesce to the king's wishes 
resulted in his execution and the 
confiscation of his estate by the 
Crown. 

More's house and Chelsea's other 
riverside palaces were usually 
approached from London by river 

which avoided travel by land 
through the dangerous expanse of 
the Five Fields in modern day 
Belgravia. The Chelsea community 
had grown up around the old 
Manor House and the church 
which had both been there from 
medieval times along with the 
farmhouse that stood on the site of 
today's Lindsey House. 
Shrewsbury House was based on 
a timber-framed building re-
fronted with brick during the Tudor 
period. A new Manor House was 
built in the early part of Henry VIII's 
reign with Thomas More's Chelsea 
House coming a few years later. 
Chelsea College was built in 
1609/10 and Gorges House was 
built by 1619 with Danvers House 
following in 1624. This cluster of 
mansions on the north bank of the 
Thames was interspersed with 
smaller houses mostly along 
Church Lane and along the River 
Thames. After the Interregnum  
(1649-1660), Chelsea became a 
popular place of recreation where 
visitors from London came to 
enjoy the area's refreshing air and 
relatively clean river water. 

Charles II was a regular visitor and 
enjoyed the local hospitality. But 
he had good reason to be a little 
wary of the public exposure and so 
chose a more secretive route 
across Chelsea's fields when 
travelling through the area 
between his palaces at Whitehall 
and Hampton Court.
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