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From our Chair, Sue Ball
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The archives in Old Pye Street are The 
Thorney Island Society’s most precious 
resource. Over the past year members of 
the committee have been working hard to 
sort through files containing old planning 
applications, correspondence and many 
boxes of accumulated newspaper cuttings. 
There is still a lot more to do. We usually 
meet for a ‘sorting’ party before committee 
meetings as well as dropping in whenever 
one or two of us have time (see right). 

We intend to open up the archives just as 
soon as we can and invite members to visit 
in small groups to hear a short talk about 
a particular book, manuscript, drawing, 
painting or artefact and then be free to 
explore for themselves. I would be pleased 
to hear if this is of interest to you.

The committee is active in responding 
to requests for information about the 
Thorney Island area and this summer 
we were delighted to help Tom Holland, 
from St John’s Smith Square (see front 
cover), who asked to look at our archival 
material. And we are pleased to report that 
our collaboration with first year degree 
students at the Chelsea School of Art will 
continue with a new project during the 
2018/9 academic year.  

As an official consultee for Westminster 
City Council planning applications, our 
small planning team receives formal 
requests for comment on a variety of 

matters throughout the year. From major 
proposals such as the redevelopment of 
Christchurch Gardens on Victoria Street to 
the placing of a memorial in memory of PC 
Palmer, the policeman killed in an attack on 
the Houses of Parliament in March 2017. By 
far the most significant to date, which we 
have reported on in previous newsletters, is 
the proposal to build a Holocaust Memorial 

and Learning Centre in Victoria Tower 
Gardens, next to the world heritage site 
embracing Westminster Abbey and the 
Houses of Parliament.

Our website www.thethorneyislandso-
ciety.org.uk is the place to look for up-to-
date news on the Society’s views on plan-
ning applications and write-ups on visits 
to places of interest in the Thorney Island 
area. The most recent was attended by 30 
members, who heard a short talk by Tony 
Trowles, Head of the Westminster Abbey 
Collection, before climbing up to the new 
Queen’s Jubilee Galleries in the Triforium.



It is very common for local residents to complain that they did not know in advance  
of applications for planning permission. For significant new or converted buildings 
the developers ‘consult’ the local population by putting on an exhibition for a limited 
time, generally in a nearby building, but poorly advertised. They also notify statutory 
consultees, such as The Thorney Island Society, and generally arrange a private 
meeting to explain the scheme. This engagement with the public and local groups is 
put forward in support of their planning application. 

It would be very beneficial if more people attended these consultations and gave their 
opinions at this stage as well as when planning permission is applied for.  We will try 
to keep our members informed of any public exhibitions of new developments, but 
the only way we can afford to do this is via text messages to smart phones, emails, 
Twitter and our website. We apologise to our members who do not have these 
facilities, but encourage  the rest to look out for announcements.  Please make sure 
we have your email or mobile number if you want to hear from us in this way.

Planning News
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40 Broadway now (above) 
and proposed (below)

Illustrated here is the proposal for the replacement of 
40 Broadway, the office block on the corner of Carteret 
Street. Understandably local residents are not looking 
forward to the noise, dirt and disruption and some 
of their objections have resulted in modifications. 
Meanwhile we are expecting the planning application for 
the Holocaust Memorial in Victoria Tower Gardens to 
be made this autumn.  www.savevictoriatowergardens.
co.uk outlines the problems. 

The Victoria Business Improvement District (BID) have 
put forward a proposal to improve Christchurch 
Gardens, the green space on the corner of Victoria 
Street and Broadway. The trees on both streets will 
be retained while some at the back of the site will 
be removed to improve light levels. The soil will be 
enriched for new planting, alongside benches, bins and 
boards explaining the fascinating history of the site.



The early days of The Thorney Island Society
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In the last Newsletter we mentioned that 
Ann Carlton attended the tree planting in 
June Stubbs’s memory. Here she describes the 
founding of The Thorney Island Society:

Great Smith Street Library was 
threatened with demolition. My neighbour, 
June Stubbs, and I were appalled, as were 
many of our neighbours. The Library was 
the oldest in London. Its high ceilings and 
wooden interior made it a wonderful place 
to read in as well as to borrow books from.

People living in old Westminster village 
had already watched the developer Land 
Securities lay waste to much of Victoria 
Street. Land Securities’ concrete office 
blocks seemed everywhere. It was even 
Westminster City Council’s landlord. Now 
the aesthetically challenged developer was 
intent on laying waste to our street. It was 
time to fight. 

At the time the corner of Great Peter 
Street and Great Smith Street was a 
bombed site. Between it and the library 
stood two Georgian houses. The developer 
would have liked to destroy the remaining 
Georgian houses so they could build 
another concrete monstrosity all the way 
between the corner of Abbey Orchard 
Street and Great Peter Street. However, 
June and I believed even Westminster 
Council was likely to draw a line somewhere 
and that would probably be the Georgian 

The poster that was created (above) and the 
Georgian houses beside the entrance to the 

Baths (below)  
Right: Orchard House as it was, and the 

peacocks over the entrance



houses. We decided to concentrate not 
only on saving the library but also on 
saving the other buildings in the street and 
particularly on saving Orchard House. 

Sitting in our kitchens the two of us 
planned what to do. The first thing was to 
alert as many locals as possible to the threat. 
We asked Liam White, a photographer who 
also lived in Westminster Mansions, to take 
a photograph of the Library. We used it to 
create a poster, which we had photocopied 
and put up round the neighbourhood. 
There was talk of the Library being turned 
into the Embassy of Pakistan if it was not 
demolished so we incorporated that threat 
into our poster. 

Alerting the locals was only the 
beginning. We set up the Save Great 
Smith Street Library Campaign. I became 
its Chairman and June its initial Secretary. 
Others soon got involved. Officers 
included Dr David Custance, who taught 
at Westminster School and lived in Dean’s 
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Yard, and William Rees-Mogg, who lived 
in Smith Square and whose distinguished 
career included editorship of The Times 
and Chairmanship of the Arts Council 
of Great Britain (and father of the now 
even more famous Jacob). Lady (Pempe) 
Aitken, who lived in a flat in Great Peter 
Street, became Deputy Chairman. We 
were determined that, in an area in which 
so many politicians lived and worked, our 
campaign would be non-party political 
and so it was. Irrespective of political party 
allegiances we were united against Land 
Securities’ destructive plans.

June’s earlier study of fine arts proved 
useful as she assembled material on 
Orchard House. She discovered that the 
peacock tiles on the outside were by the 
person who had designed the peacock-
feather tiles in Harrod’s Food Hall. Together 
we drafted a note on Orchard House 
and I typed it up on my Amstrad before 
circulating it. In those days campaigning 



was very different from now. Nobody had 
a mobile phone or emails. We thought 
we were really at the cutting edge of 
technology because we could print out 
copies with the Amstrad and put them 
through people’s doors.

Our campaigning eventually won the 
day but it was hard work. As a result our 
sense of community was developed and 
local awareness of the threat to our built 
environment increased. People who 
did not live in old Westminster village 
but had its interests at heart joined us 
and membership increased. The Save 
Great Smith Street Library Campaign 
metamorphosed into The Thorney Island 
Society when we realised there was still 
much to do to save the area. 

Initially our campaign met in Jonathan 
Aitken’s then home in Lord North Street. It 
is one of the largest of the Georgian houses 
in that street and was ideal for meetings, 
which were made more agreeable by 
Jonathan’s provision of refreshments. Later 
committee meetings were held in the Rees-
Mogg home in a room overlooking St John’s 
church in Smith Square. At a meeting in 
that house we agreed to the name change: 
we decided to call it after Thorney Island as 
that was the name of the island on which 
the Abbey was built.

Among the first non-library campaigns 
we were involved in was opposition to a 
planning application to turn 4 Millbank, 
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a building at the corner of Great Peter 
Street, into a hotel. Members gave 
evidence at a planning hearing held in 
the former Westminster City Council Town 
Hall on the Marylebone Road. It was not 
a pleasant experience.  Giving evidence 
and being then subject to inquisition by 
the developer’s barrister felt like being the 
accused in the dock in court.  One of our 
members was so upset by the experience 
he was in tears later.

Somehow the proposed hotel never 
appeared. Instead 4 Millbank became a 
base for television media and a health club, 
complete with swimming pool, which was 
built in the basement.  The pool and gym 
added greatly to local facilities and for 
some local residents made up for the loss of 
the small swimming pool in St Ann’s Street.

Another building June and I researched 
was the old Abbey Community Centre 
which then stood in Marsham Street. We 
were both very frustrated by what we 
felt were wasted opportunities to use the 
building for community development. I 
typed up another note on the Amstrad and 
we began to circulate it.  We pointed out, 
“The potential of this building is enormous. 
There is a large hall with a stage, numerous 
sound proof rooms, offices, a squash 
court, a car park and Dawson House with 
a caretaker’s flat in Tufton Street. Above 
the entrance to the buildings from Tufton 
Street, the badge of Women’s Service, 



the suffragists’ employment and training 
agency, can be seen.”  

The suffragist movement was the 
peaceful side of the campaign for votes 
for women and many a banner was made 
in The Fleece public house, which was 
adjacent to those buildings but was badly 
bombed in the Second World War, leaving 
only its tiled sign and entranceway. Millicent 
Fawcett led the suffragist movement and, 
in 1929, laid the foundation stone for the 
building. Westminster School’s drama 
centre now occupies the much-refurbished 
Millicent Fawcett Hall. The Fawcett Society 
is the successor body to Women’s Service. 
Millicent Fawcett ‘s legacy was highlighted 
in 2018 by the unveiling of her statue in 
Parliament Square.

Our note about the Abbey Community 
Centre went on to call for the restoration of 
the small swimming pool located between 
Great Smith Street and St Ann’s Street and 
which “until the late seventies was still 
very much in operation.” We knew we were 
unlikely to succeed with this campaign. 
Westminster Council felt the Queen Mother 
Sports Centre on Vauxhall Bridge Road 
was sufficient for the area and wanted to 
replace the old Community Centre with 
the smaller building that now stands in 
Great Smith Street. The new community 
centre is a whole lot more active than the 
former semi-moribund one. What gave 
June and me pleasure was that a campaign 
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The swimmers above the old bath house entrance

to retain the old baths house entrance 
with its tiles in the corridor and terracotta 
tiles of swimmers above the entrance was 
successful. 

Such was the members’ enthusiasm 
for meeting and conservation that 
educational events started to be arranged, 
among them formal dinners addressed by 
experts in the arts, visits to parts of local 
buildings not normally open to the public 
and walks around the area.  Of course not 
everybody could take part in all these 
activities, nor could they be organised 
without the hard work of our members. 
Eventually the dinners ended but the visits 
and walks continue today, as does the 
Society’s eternal vigilance around planning 
applications affecting old Westminster 
village and the nearby Royal Parks. In 2018 
a tree was planted in St James’s Park and 
dedicated to the memory of June Stubbs, 
my co-founder.  It seemed a long way from 
our kitchen tables.
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In ‘old Westminster’, the small area we 
cover, there are many remains of local 
charities, mostly to do with housing the 
old and teaching the young. An 1846 
survey revealed an unbelievable amount 
of poverty and overcrowding, with many of 
this population living criminal or immoral 
lives. In St Ann’s Street (in the area then 
known as the ‘Devil’s Acre’), there were 
17 shops open on Sundays (a sure sign of 
degeneracy), 15 unmarried couples, 16 
brothels, 46 prostitutes, 40 thieves and 
‘smashers’, and 85 beggars. This was after 
centuries during which many prosperous 
locals had attempted to improve conditions 
for the poor through charity and bequests. 
Not surprisingly, throughout the period, a 
lot of emphasis was put on reforming and 
educating the young from such desperately 
poor areas, with a view to preventing them 
turning to crime.

Apart from Westminster School, founded 
in the mid-sixteeth century, but increasingly 

Left: Emanuel Hospital, photographed in 1886, just 
before it was demolished. (c) The British Library

taking pupils from further afield than 
Westminster, the earliest recorded such 
charity is from 1594, when Lady Anne 
Dacre left money for a school and hospital; 
this became Emanuel Hospital, although 
the school was not established until 1736. 
The children wore brown coats. It was 
residential and had a branch in Yorkshire, to 
which some children were sent. In 1882 the 
school moved to Wandsworth and is now 
a prestigious private school. Westminster 
City School in Palace Street has antecedents 
in Lady Dacre’s foundation because it was 
built on part of the garden of the Emanuel 
Hospital building.

In 1633 the Green Coat School (St 
Margaret’s Hospital) was founded by a 
charter of Charles I, to teach boys and girls 
the ‘manual arts’. This did not flourish in 
the same way as Emanuel and there were 
a mere 20 boys in the school in 1817. It is 
now only remembered by street and pub 
names. 

A major local philanthropist was the 
Rev James Palmer (d. 1659), who founded 
almshouses and a school for twenty boys, 
known as the Black Coat School.  In 1817 
the school fund was augmented by money 
left in the will of Emery Hill (d. 1751), thus 
far unspent, for the education of twenty 
children as well as for almshouses. In 1881 
these almshouses were merged with a 

A brief history of schools in Westminster 
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couple more founded in 1675 by Nicholas 
Butler in new buildings on the Emery Hill 
site on Rochester Row. 

In 1681 there were the Brown, Green 
and Black Coat schools and a parish school 
for poor children. Over the next few 
decades several more were established: 
in 1688 the Blue Coat boys school was 
founded in St Matthew’s Street. Under the 
patronage of the Greene family of the Stag 
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Brewery, it moved to the site of the existing 
building facing Caxton Street, taking girls 
from 1713. The school’s foundation was 
part of Broadway Chapel’s fight-back 
against Jesuit-led schooling elsewhere. 
It incorporated the mysteriously named 
Grand Khaibar School, a ‘charity of great 
antiquity’, which contributed 30 guineas a 
year for the schoolmaster.

In 1698 Grey Coat Hospital was founded 
by 8 local tradesmen, ‘appalled by parish 
children wandering up and down begging 
in the streets.’ It began in the Abbey 
Sanctuary and in 1701 became a boarding 
establishment in the old parish workhouse, 
also admitting girls. It was more rigorous 
than other local schools and mathematics 

was added in 1739 as well as navigation 
– several boys were ‘apprenticed to the 
sea’, including Canadian explorer David 
Thompson, whose plaque can be seen on 
the school wall. It became the present girls’ 
school in 1874.

In 1795 a large charitable school 
was founded in Dacre Street by local 
tradesmen. With 100 pupils, it was known 
as Westminster New Charity School until 
the building of Christ Church in 1845, 
when it became the Christ Church Schools,   
Part of it may have moved temporarily 
to Palmer’s Village, a semi-rural spot 
eliminated by the construction of Victoria 
Street in 1851 (located roughly between 
the Cathedral and Cardinal Place). More 
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certainly a Christchurch school stood 
roughly where Caxton Hall now is. and 
had over 200 pupils in 1849, according to 
‘The Memorials of Westminster’ by the Rev. 
Mackenzie Walcott. The same source lists a 
Dacre Street National School, with another 
200 pupils, which was known as the Drab 
Coat School by Emanuel pupils. This may 
have used the domestic building vacated 
by the New Charity School - there is no 
evidence of it on old maps.

                   

The restoration of the 18th century embroidered 
purse from the Society’s archives is well 
underway. The long-term preservation of 
the purse is essential in preventing further 
deterioration. Poppy Singer (left), an expert textile 
conservator, will be undertaking this work. The 
silk fabric is soiled on the outer faces and internal 
pockets and will be surface cleaned. Silk crepeline 
will be dyed to match and applied to support the 
splits and tears in the internal and external hinges 
and the blue silk ribbon holding the key will be 
supported and reattached. These are just a couple 
of examples of the specialist techniques being 
used.
 
We have raised donations of £558 towards the 
restoration costs of £990. Further donations 
welcome by cheque or direct into the Society’s 
Lloyds bank account 00355214 (sort code 30-99-
50), with reference ‘purse’. Thank you!

The Thorney Island Society’s embroidered purse

Left: Blue Coat School  and Right: Greycoat Hospital 

The embroidered purse

To be continued                   Lucy Peck



Diary Dates and other information
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Tuesday 13th November, 6.30pm:

Tuesday 11th December, 6.30pm:

AGM and talk by Ptolemy Dean, Architect of The Queen’s 
Jubilee Galleries and 19th Surveyor of the Fabric of 
Westminster Abbey, Grange Rochester Hotel.  Please register 
on our Eventbrite page (www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/the-thorney-
island-society-10626269821

Christmas Party & Raffle Draw, Grange Rochester Hotel.  Please 
buy tickets on our Eventbrite page (as above)

The Thorney Island Society is a voluntary amenity and civic society, which came into being in 
1985. It is concerned with the welfare of the physical environment of a widening area, sometimes 
referred to as the ‘Westminster Village’. It organises visits, reviews planning applications, and 
maintains a local archive. There are currently more than 300 members, and we would welcome 
more. A membership form can be found on our website: www.thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk
Registered Charity No. 10000751

Disclaimer: While The Thorney Island Society 
is concerned that the views expressed in 
articles are relevant and honestly held by the 
contributor, the opinions stated by individuals 
may not necessarily be held by The Thorney 
Island Society Executive, which is not in a 
position to vouch for their accuracy.

To comment on this Newsletter or 
propose a story for the next edition: 
info@thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk.
For more regular updates, follow us 
on Twitter: @ThorneyIslandSo

Printed by Prolink (GB) Ltd
www.prolinkgb.co.uk

Alternatively, if you do not wish to book online, please contact us by post or email and we will be 
happy to take your booking: 10 Old Pye Street, London, SW1P 2DG 

The committee is planning a varied programme of talks and visits for 2019 and we intend to 
broaden our visits to new buildings on Thorney Island next year.  Thank you to all our members who 
keenly support our visits.  The Duck Island project is about to ‘take off’ (see last Newsletter) and we 
are still looking for volunteers.  Please contact us to be informed of the start date and registration 
details which will be announced shortly.

See the announcement on page 3: Please give us your email or mobile phone number if you would 
like to receive additional information: info@thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk or write to us at 10 Old 
Pye Street, London, SW1P 2DG. For more regular updates, follow us on Twitter: @ThorneyIslandSo 
or see our website: www.thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk

Membership fees have not been raised for about 10 years and the Society is facing increased costs 
as are all charities which rely on the support of members. We have decided to add £2 to most 
categories. to help keep our financial position secure. Thank you for your understanding.


