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Back in August the Garden Bridge
Trust finally announced that it would be
winding up its operation, conceding
gracelessly that through the fault of others
they were no longer able to raise the
private funds required to commence - and
be sure of completing - construction. We
wait to see if any of the £47m of public
funds can be recovered, and if any of
those involved will be held to account. Of
course, this is now water under the (non-
existent) bridge, so why does it matter?
Because in the UK National Holocaust
Memorial, a project which is 100% more
important and worthwhile than the
Garden Bridge ever was, we see many of
the same implementation flaws. A highly
public design contest that precedes
planning, financial and technical hurdles, a
lack of transparency in the choice of
location and a dogged refusal on the part

of the organisers to concede that their
plans will effectively requisition what is
currently public space. Let us hope that
the UK Holocaust Memorial Foundation
look to the lessons of the Garden Bridge
Trust.

With restoration and renewal of the
Palace of Westminster being urgently
discussed, the May/June edition of British
Archaeology magazine included a special
feature, Saving Westminster, which
underlined the need to make
archaeological exploration central to this
huge project. The feature stretches to
more than 20 pages, and is well worth
reading if you get the chance. With the
kind permission of the magazine’s editor
we have included a few interesting
snippets on the following pages.

Clare Annamalai

We have had a great series of events and visits over the Summer and Autumn,
including the very popular Westminster tree walk. A varied programme of visits for
2018 is in preparation, with details to be published shortly. We have been given
limited tickets for the wonderful Purcell Tour of Westminster Abbey on Saturday 23rd

June and will hold a ballot to allocate them.
In the envelope along with this newsletter you will find the new Thorney Island

Society promotional leaflet. As an existing member you already know the benefits of
membership, so please don’t hang on to your leaflet, but pass it along to a friend who
might be interested in joining.

Finally, we are still in search of additional Committee Members. The time
commitment is fairly small, but you will be helping to continue and shape the Society,
and to influence the development of the Thorney Island area. We are also in need of a
new Editor for this Newsletter. If you are interested in joining the Executive
Committee, editing the Newsletter, or both, then we welcome nominations before, or
at, the AGM on 15 November. If you would like to discuss what either of these roles
would entail, then please email info@thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk.

mailto:info@thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk
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Applications for really major housing redevelopment schemes are less frequent
now that Westminster City Council has decided there have been too many office-to-
residential conversions. There are some office schemes in the early stages of preparation
for planning permission. The Sanctuary Building in Great Smith Street is one, currently
housing the Department for Education, which is likely to be redeveloped internally to

create a more marketable office space.
Currently it has a curious atrium, which opens
up towards the glass roof with the floors
stepping back floor by floor on one side,
allowing for fine ‘hanging gardens’ as the
parapets step back but leaving a rather small
floor area on the top levels. The atrium will be
reduced in size, but the good-looking facades
on Great Smith Street and Abbey Orchard
Street will be preserved.

The concern over Victoria Tower Gardens continues. To our knowledge a large
number of people and organisations are against the use of the gardens for the memorial
and learning centre, but for understandable reasons are reluctant to voice their concerns
publicly. It is particularly worrying that a very sensible proposal was put forward by the
Imperial War Museum, but was rejected by the UK Holocaust Memorial Foundation. The
pressure on our part of London is huge and new developments such as this one should be
located elsewhere. The offer of a site less than a mile away from Victoria Tower Gardens
should have been accepted with enthusiasm.

The 10 shortlisted designs are now being considered by the jury. Once they have
selected a design it is likely that the UK Holocaust Memorial Foundation will move swiftly
to a planning application. It is not yet too late to write to ukhmf@cabinetoffice.gov.uk
expressing your objections to the choice of site, or to sign the petition, which you can
find on The Thorney Island Society website. Lucy Peck

Plans are in hand to turn the old St James’s Park police station – at the junction of
Birdcage Walk and Horseguards Road – into a sandwich bar/café with tables and
chairs outside. The building was recently vacated by the police as a result of the public
spending cuts. It is much bigger than it looks as there are two storeys underneath,
covering a much larger area than the building at ground level. They will be used for
food preparation for other outlets in the parks and will be serviced by an outside lift.
The building, known as Storey’s Gate Lodge, was constructed for the park manager
around 1840 on the site of an earlier building used by the Keeper of the Aviaries in the
time of Charles II.

mailto:ukhmf@cabinetoffice.gov.uk
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Until I became involved in The Thorney Island Society I had never paid much attention
to planning applications or architectural design contests. Now, three years later, and as I
step down reluctantly from the Executive Committee, I’d like to share some of what I’ve
learned, as neither an architect nor a designer, about pre-construction visuals, or renders.

Clare Annamalai

The Bird’s Eye view. When admiring a
visual, ask yourself if you will ever see the
finished article from that angle. The bird’s
eye view has a distancing effect by which
all the unruly clutter of life at human-level
is obscured, and rather than the
construction looming over one, one looms
over it. The Zig Zag building on Victoria
Street is a great example of this
phenomenon. In the artist’s impression we
can admire rooftop terraces and a view
across St James’ Park. In real life, at street
level it’s rather more gloomy and
oppressive. Indeed it’s barely recognisable
as the same building, and it’s hard to
believe that the client, Land Securities,
didn’t have at least a few words with
Lynch Architects about the reality gap.

Paraphernalia. Apparently bicycle racks
don’t sell. So they rarely appear in public
realm design visuals. In fact, as you’ll see
from this picture of one of the UK
Holocaust Memorial proposals, architects
often like to present their designs without
any of the paraphernalia that is
unavoidable in public spaces. Where, for

example, are the railings to stop people falling off that grassy slope? Where are the bins?
Where are the signs directing visitors to the entrance, or the security guards and bag
checkers? They clearly have no place in this sylvan fantasy.
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Consider the weather. It probably goes
without saying that it never rains in
renders. Developers London & Oriental
wanted to show how Buckingham Green
(top left) might look after redevelopment
(bottom left). Their design included
replacing the building on the left hand
side with a building some two or three
storeys higher. Yet their new piazza is
pictured as being much sunnier than the
existing space. This may be due, in part, to
the mature tree that has kindly moved
aside so that we can see the little
rectangle of blue sky.

Just pleasantly busy. Public realm in renders is
always just pleasantly busy. Even if the
proposed construction is in a high traffic
location, or if massive visitor numbers are
forecast, all you will ever see is a handful of
people, strolling casually. The Garden Bridge,

Misdirection. When an architect suspects that
their building may be a hideous monstrosity,
they need only stick a couple of cherry
blossom trees in the foreground, to draw the
eye away from it. That said, Nova Victoria
(pictured right), probably deserves some
credit for having been unmistakeably awful
even in the design visuals!

for example, was forecast to attract 5-7 million visitors a year. Even the lower end of that
estimate equates to 761 visitors per hour. Hard to tell from their visual!

There is a serious point here. Advertisers are
rightly taken to task when they mislead consumers, but there seems to be no equivalent
sanction for architects or developers, whose product can be a blight for decades. In the
absence of such, it pays for all of us, always, to question what we’re being shown.



Marsham Court, the handsome 1930s
block of flats in the heart of Thorney Island, has
gone back to the 1960’s for the filming of A
Very English Scandal starring Hugh Grant. In
this 3-part BBC TV drama directed by Stephen
Frears, Hugh Grant plays Jeremy Thorpe MP,
the former Liberal Party leader and first British
politician to stand trial for conspiracy and
incitement to murder. He was acquitted after
a sensational trial at the Old Bailey in 1979 and
died in 2014. Jeremy Thorpe had a pied-a-
terre at Marsham Court in the 1960’s and this
photograph shows Hugh Grant as Jeremy
Thorpe at the south entrance.

Rosemary Fitch

The Arts Page
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Photo credit: Esther van de Geijn

The Thorney Island Society has
started an interesting collaboration
with its neighbour, Chelsea College
of Art and Design. Over the last few
weeks more than 20 students from
their BA course in Interior and
Spatial Design, have visited our
Archives. They have also been given
an orientation tour by Victor
Keegan and one of their lecturers,
covering the history, culture and
architecture of The Thorney Island.

Each student has chosen an
item from the Archives which they
have measured, photographed or
sketched, and are now researching.
Inspired by this item they will
create a new piece of work. We are
very much looking forward to
seeing what they produce, and
hope to exhibit some of the work at
one of our future events.

David Harrison, retired House of Commons
clerk and medieval historian, on an unhappy
history of destruction and poor record-
keeping in Westminster:

‘The Act of Union with Ireland in 1800
increased the number of MPs. On August 10 of
that year, the wainscoting was ripped from St
Stephen’s Chapel (used then as the House of
Commons) so that the walls could be chiseled
away to create extra space. In the process,
Edward III’s wall paintings were revealed on
the stonework “as fresh and vivid as if they
could only boast a twelvemonth’s date.” The
news spread, and the next day John Thomas
Smith and others hurried to the House of
Commons and secured permission to copy the
decorations. Recording commenced on the
14th. Smith would go to the house early and
draw until the workmen arrived. They
frequently demolished what he had just
finished sketching.’
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Westminster Council have
responded to an enquiry concerning the
attractive row of terraced houses on Castle
Lane. These were sold in 2010 to Land
Securities who committed to refurbishing
them as affordable houses for more than
50 families. Refurbishment was due to
start immediately after the 2012 Olympics,
but the houses are still standing empty
and becoming increasingly dilapidated.

"The planning consent to upgrade and
convert the buildings into new affordable
housing was linked to converting Portland
House into private residential but as the
market has changed Land Securities have
said they no longer intend to implement
the scheme. They are therefore reviewing
other options for Castle Lane and have said
they expect to approach us about
alternative proposals in the autumn.“

At a time when Westminster Council are
consulting about further tall buildings in
the Borough, partly as a solution to the
housing crisis, and when families are living

for long periods in bed and breakfast

accommodation, there really is no excuse

to let Land Securities delay any longer.

Another Land Securities project,
Nova Victoria, recently landed the
uncoveted prize of the Carbuncle Cup,
awarded to the year’s worst new building
in the whole of the UK. It was described by
the judges as “one of the worst office
developments central London has ever
seen”, and one that “sets a new
benchmark for dystopian dysfunction.”

A new library was promised as part of this
development but, like the Castle Lane
development, appears to have been
delayed, with the Council saying:

“We have been in contact with [Land
Securities] and confirmed that a library is
required, however they have not confirmed
a start date for Nova2, and the reason they
are giving is instability in the London
commercial property market at the present
time. This will affect the whole of the
Nova2 scheme not just the community
element. As the library provision is
contingent on the whole scheme it is not
possible to give a date for provision at this
stage.”

We have previously discussed in this newsletter the problem of notification letters
being sent only to residents within a very small distance of any proposed
development. Now, Westminster Council proposes to save money by discontinuing
such letters altogether, and moving the whole system online. We recognize the need
for councils to make savings, but it is hard not to see this as part of a wider tendency
to try to exclude residents from planning decisions. Westminster is one of very few
councils in the country not to allow residents to speak at planning meetings, and
under this proposal their planning decisions will face even less scrutiny. There must
continue to be a mechanism for informing interested parties who, for whatever
reason, either cannot access the online system, or are unaware of the need to do so.



Diary Dates and other information

Supplied by Prolink (GB) Limited 
www.prolink.co.uk

For more regular updates, follow us 
on Twitter: @ThorneyIslandSo

Weds 15th Nov, 6.30pm: 
The Thorney Island AGM with speaker 
Caroline Shenton,  author of Mr Barry’s War
Grange Rochester Hotel

Weds 13th Dec, 6.30pm: 
Christmas Drinks Party,
Grange Rochester Hotel

Bookings can be made through Eventbrite: 
http://www.Eventbrite.co.uk/o/the-thorney-
island-society-10626269821

Alternatively, if you do not wish to book 
online, please contact us and we will be 
happy to take your booking.

info@thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk
10 Old Pye Street, London, SW1P 2DG

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.

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 and dinners, reviews
planning applications and maintains a local
archive. There are currently more than 350
members, and we would welcome even more.
A membership form can be found on our
website: www.thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk
Registered Charity No. 1000751
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Steven Brindle, senior properties
historian at English Heritage, on
the Palace of Westminster:
‘[Charles] Barry worked on the
palace until his…death in 1860, by
which time the building had been
substantially completed, at a cost of
£2,400,000. The two houses never
really appreciated Barry. His
architectural colleagues subscribed
generously to a memorial,
eventually given a modest home on
the stairs leading up from the Lower
Waiting Hall. Only six MPs out of
658 subscribed to it.’

Warwick Rodwell, consultant
archaeologist to Westminster
Abbey, on medieval furniture:
‘A programme of tree-ring dating of
roofs, doors, paneling, chests and
other furniture has been carried out
by the Oxford Dendrochoronology
Laboratory, and has yielded some
remarkable results – none more so
than confirming the long-held
suspicion that a battered and cut-
down door in the Chapter House
vestibule, is a relic of Edward the
Confessor’s church of the 1050s. It
is the oldest working door in
Britain.’

http://www.prolink.co.uk/
http://www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/the-thorney-island-society-10626269821
mailto:info@thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk
http://www.thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk/

