
IVEL VALLEY WALKERS – Oranges & Lemons from City Thameslink, London (10 miles) 

Saturday 21st August – Meet Bedford mainline railway station (MK40 1DS) to catch the 

08:49 train (09:00 from Flitwick) to City Thameslink which is due to arrive at 09:56. A train 
to City Thameslink arriving at a similar time is available on the East Coast mainline too. 

We will assemble inside City Thameslink Station at the Holburn Viaduct entrance. 

The walk visits the many churches from an alternative version of the Nursery Rhyme called 
Oranges and Lemons but not in the order that it is sung. That walk would be at least 18 
miles whereas this walk is half that at an economical 9-10 miles. The walk will be leisurely 
with many stops and we are hoping to hear the bells ring out too. 

Oranges & Lemons:   

There are all sorts of theories about the meaning of the lyrics. Some suggest that they deal 
with Henry 8th’s marital difficulties and his special way of solving them. It's the last three 
lines - the bit about choppers and candles - where the speculation is concentrated. Most 
historians believe the rhyme paints a wonderful picture of social life in London in the 16th 
and 17th Century. 

The first published record of Oranges and Lemons dates back to 1744 in Tommy Thumb’s 
Pretty Song Book, although it’s fair to assume it had been in circulation for some time 
before then. There is a reference to a square-four-eight-dance with the same name in 
Playford's Dancing Master published in 1665 (at a time when the plague was endemic and 
periodically erupted into massive epidemics, as in 1603, 1625, 1636 and the Great Plague 

of London in 1665-1666, when an estimated 100,000 people – close to a quarter of 
London's population – died within a period of 18 months) but it’s not clear if any lyrics to 
that dance are the same as the ones in the song we know today. 

What is clear is that there have been many lyrical variations of the rhyme. Many of which 
were never recorded in writing and will have been forgotten completely. Even some which 
are recorded have dropped out of usage. In the 1744 Tom Thumb version Shoreditch is 
called Fleetditch and the Great Bell of Bow replaced by a reference to St Paul’s Cathedral. 
Similar rhymes naming churches and giving rhymes to their names can be found in other 
parts of England, including Shropshire and Derby, where they were sung on festival days 
and bells would also have been rung. 

 



The Nursery Rhyme: (popular version that most of us know) 

Oranges and lemons, Say the bells of Saint Clement's. 

You owe me five farthings, Say the bells of Saint Martin's. 

When will you pay me? Say the bells of Old Bailey. 

When I grow rich, Say the bells of Shoreditch. 

When will that be? Say the bells of Stepney. 

I do not know, Say the great bells of Bow. 

Here comes a candle to light you to bed. Here comes a chopper to chop off your head. 

 

The Nursery Rhyme: (Alternative version we wll be using for our walk) 

Happy go up, and happy go down, To ring the bells of London town. 

Bull's eyes and targets, Say the bells of St. Margaret's. [1] 

Brickbats and tiles, Say the bells of St. Giles'. [2] 

Halfpence and farthings, Say the bells of St. Martin's. [3] 

Oranges and lemons, Say the bells of St. Clement's. [4] 

Pancakes and fritters, Say the bells of St. Peter's. [5] 

Two sticks and an apple, Say the bells at Whitechapel. [6] 

Pokers and tongs, Say the bells at St. John's. [7] 

Kettles and pans, Say the bells at St. Ann's. [8] 

Old Father Baldpate, Say the slow bells at Aldgate. [9] 

Maids in white Aprons, Say the bells of St Katherine's. [10] 

You owe me ten shillings, Say the bells of St. Helen's. [11] 

When will you pay me? Say the bells at Old Bailey. [12] 

When I grow rich, Say the bells at Shoreditch. [13] 

Pray when will that be? Say the bells of Stepney. [14] 

I'm sure I don't know, Says the great bell at Bow. [15] 

Here comes a candle to light you to bed. Here comes a chopper to chop off your head. 

 

 

 

 

The Churches: 



The identity of the churches is not always clear, but the following have been suggested, 
along with some factors that may have influenced the accompanying statements: 

St. Margaret’s was burnt down in the great fire but rebuilt by Sir Christopher Wren in 1690. 
It’s thought that bullseyes and targets refer to archery which was practised in fields nearby 

St. Giles is interesting, since Oliver Cromwell was married here and John Bunyan, Daniel 
Defoe were baptised there. The reference to brickbats and tiles are thought to refer to 
materials used by builders nearby. 

St. Martins on Martin Lane was pretty much destroyed in the Great Fire of London in 1666 
leaving only the bell tower today. It is thought that owing halfpence and farthings is a 
reference to the money lenders who operated in the area. 

St. Clement's may be St Clement Danes or St Clement Eastcheap, both of which are near 
the wharves where merchantmen landed citrus fruits. The oranges and lemons refer to the 

cargo offloaded close to the churches when the Thames was a lot wider than it is today.  

St. Peters was destroyed in the fire of London and then rebuilt by Sir Christopher Wren. 
Cornhill was the site of a corn market that dated back to Roman times. It is thought that 
the pancakes and fritters in the rhyme refer to the types of food that were sold nearby. 

Bells of Whitechapel in the rhyme is not a church but a foundry where the bells of London 
were forged. The ‘two sticks and an apple’ could be to do with the shape of the hand bells 
produced at the foundry which might have resembled toffee apples. No one is certain. 

St. Katherine’s survived the great fire of London although it destroyed a lot of Leadenhall 
market which is nearby. The ‘maids in white aprons’ are thought to refer to the costumes 
of women working in the market selling meat, fish and poultry. 

St Johns chapel is the oldest church in the rhyme and is located within the white tower of 
the famous Tower of London. It is thought the reference to ‘pokers and tongs ‘ might have 
something to do with the methods of torture used on prisoners in the tower. 

St Annes nestles up to the remains of the old Roman fort and near to the old London Wall. 
It was destroyed in the great fire of London, rebuilt by Wren, hit by a bomb in WW2 and 
rebuilt once again. The ‘kettles and pans’ in the rhyme are thought to refer to the utensils 
from the local coppersmiths who worked in the area. 

St. Botolph’s is thought to refer to the name of old father baldpate who apparently had a 
bald head. Another interpretation links old father baldpate to the prostitutes of the area, 

with old father baldpate meaning something else entirely. 

St. Helens Bishopsgate can be found directly underneath the imposing landmark of the 
Gherkin. It is thought that the ‘you owe me ten shillings’ refers to a former lord mayor of 
london called John Spencer who had a notorious reputation as a money lender. 

Bells of Old Bailey are the bells of St. Sepulchre church opposite the Old Bailey, the site on 
which stood the former Newgate prison. The bell of Sepulchre rang out during executions. 
It is thought the phrase ‘when will you pay me’ refers to the debtors interred at Newgate. 

St. Leonards was located in the old theatre district of London. Shakespeare had his first 
theatre nearby and Richard Burbage a contemporary of his from the time is buried there. 
The area itself was very poor and it is thought that the phrase ‘when will I grow rich’ refers 

to the hope of riches that the inhabitants of Shoreditch must have had. 



St. Dunstans, Stepney was an important church for mariners; one of the oldest churches in 
London. it is possible the phrase ‘when will that be’ might refer to the hopeful wishes of 

loved ones wondering when their sailor husbands or sons would be coming back from sea. 

St Mary le Bow might refer to the bell in the church which rang every evening at 9pm and 
signified that people should go home. It is often said that people who are born within the 
sound of the famous ‘Bow bells’ are true East London ‘cockneys’. 

The spectacularly dark end lines to the rhyme probably refers to practices at Newgate 
prison. The gaol stood on the current site of the Old Bailey, next to St Sepulchre’s church. 
The sound of that church’s “great” tenor bell striking 9am on a Monday morning would 
signal the start of any hangings due to take place that week. The prisoners on death row 
were visited the night before by the bell man, who would hold a candle in one hand and 
ring the execution bell in the other. He would then recite a poem; 

All you that in the condemned hole do lie, 

Prepare you for tomorrow you shall die, 

Examine all yourselves, in time repent 

That you may not be to eternal flames be sent 

And when St Sepulchre’s bell in the morning tolls 

The lord above have mercy on your souls. 

“Oranges and Lemons” as a children’s game 

For children we know that the game was great fun and that the ending to the rhyme was 
very scary in an exciting sort of way. Like those other scary childhood rhymes such as 
London Bridge Is Falling Down, Pop Goes the Weasel and Ring a Ring of Roses.  

How to play: 

At the beginning, 2 people, face to face join hands, forming an arch. One of them will 
represent The Oranges and one of them The Lemons.  

The players one by one, form a line and catch the clothing of the person in front of them. 
All start to run through the arch formed by the hands of the first 2 players singing the 
lyrics of the Oranges and Lemons rhyme. 

When the word “head” is pronounced, the arch will drop the arms down and the person 
who’s trapped in the arch will be caught. They ask that person very quietly: Oranges or 

Lemons? Their answer must also be said very quietly so other players cannot hear. That 
person then stands behind the Orange or Lemon representative they’ve chosen, holding 
them around the waist. 

The game continues until each person is captured and two teams formed, one as oranges, 
one as lemons. The players from each team hold each other’s middle strongly to form a 
tug line. Between the two teams there is an imaginary line. The original two, now each 
carrying their team behind them will start the oranges and lemons tug-of-war:  

They have to pull strongly until one of them succeeds in crossing the imaginary line that 
divides them, moving forward with the entire team behind them. 



 



 


