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From our Chair, Sue Ball
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These are testing times. We have not been
able to run our visits programme as usual, in
many ways the core of the society. Celebra‐
tions for our 35th anniversary were put on
hold, which was particularly disappointing.
We did manage to arrange a small safe-dis‐
tancing gathering by June’s tree on 23rd
June in St James’s Park, instead of the party
we had planned. There was a champagne
toast to co-founders June and Ann and stor‐
ies and reminiscences exchanged. It was not
the same without you, our members. And all
this when the parks’ flower borders were ab‐
solutely stunning. This newsletter will be in
production before Greg Packman's virtual
talk 'A history of St James's Park through
trees' on 1st October, so please visit the web‐
site for a report:
www.thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk
We opened the Archives at the end of July
to welcome recent member Andrew Jones
who is completing a new book about the
history and architecture of the structures
and monuments of The Green Park and the
buildings surrounding it. The book is expec‐
ted to be published in late 2020/early 2021
and a preview of it can be seen on Andrew’s
Instagram account @mayfairbuildings.

Sue, Mark Wasilewski, Victor and Graeme toasting
June and Ann in St James’s Park

Left: Andrew
Jones at work in
the Archives
Right: Three
devotional books
by Richard
Allestree printed
in the 1670's,
bound by the
'Queen's
Binder A’

Sadly we were not able to resume our
series of short talks, but we were delighted
to organise and run our first ever virtual talk
after Anthony Davis kindly offered to be the
pioneer. He spoke on the specialist subject
of 'Collecting fine books and bindings'. He
shared some of his most treasured books,
including King Charles ll's own copy of his
Royal escape from the parliamentary army
and Elizabeth Cromwell's book of the Life of
Archbishop Usher.
We are planning a Zoom-Annual General
Meeting from the Wellington Hotel in Vin‐
cent Square on the 10th November fol‐
lowed by a talk by historian Dorian Gerhold,
‘From Palace and Abbey to public park: the his‐
tory of Victoria Tower Gardens and its site’. We
intend to put on a Christmas Celebration
with Carols on Monday 7th December. The
South Westminster Community Choir, who
entertained us last year, have promised 'one
way or another we'll make the party fun',
even if this too is by Zoom. There is an out‐
side chance that weather permitting we
could celebrate with mulled wine in the
hotel grounds. As with everything now, we
will see what the future brings.
And finally, congratulations to the team,
led by the Victoria BID, that has transformed
Christchurch Gardens (see cover photo).

Stephen Myers
Earlier in the year, we heard the tragic news that
our member Stephen Myers had died of Covid-19.
Stephen's connection with the Society was due to
his historical research and knowledge of the River
Tyburn. As a qualified Chartered Civil Engineer,
specialising in water and wastewater projects, he
worked at an executive level all over the world on
prominent pollution control projects for global
organisations.
After writing his own book 'Walking on Water', he
and Nicholas Barton re-wrote Nicholas's classic
and definitive book on the lost rivers of London.
He was a generous and kind man, pleased to give
his time as a voluntary guide. Some members will
remember his walks for the Society in 2016, tracing
the ancient route of the River Tyburn, from Bond
Street, through The Green Park, to the Thames.
He leaves a distinguished legacy through his
lectures, books, walks and projects. The Society
would like to offer his wife Marion and his family
our sincere condolences.

Planning News
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For another office building, 10 Greycoat
Place (opposite the school), the developers
are proposing an alteration to an office
building that was remodelled from an 1899
Army & Navy stores warehouse in 1959. A
sixty-year life span for each phase of the
building is admirable – it is just a pity that
the appearance of the proposed building
does not live up to the earlier avatars.

Victoria Tower Gardens this summer, a godsend during lock-down (left) and what is proposed (right)

The Government has recently announced
a big change to the planning laws, the
largest since the present system was set up
in 1947. If the legislation is passed it will have
widescale implications, with very little local
authority control over building in areas
designated for ‘growth’, but perhaps our part
of Westminster will not be as affected as
other places because a lot of the area will fall
into the ‘protected’ category.
One of the peculiar parts of the legislation
is that house-owners will be free to add two
stories to their houses, although there will
be a ‘requirement to carefully consider the
impact on neighbours and the appearance
of the extension’. How will that work? It is
unlikely to apply in our area at all. Very few
family houses are outside conservation
areas, but it is difficult to imagine how most
houses could be extended by two stories
without making a radical alteration to the
streetscape – a loft conversion, which has up
to now been the standard way of enlarging
houses, can only contain one extra floor and
generally does not affect the roofline.

We shall have to wait to see what
happens to this legislation, but meanwhile a
change has already happened on the ‘high
street’, where the ‘change of use’ rules have
been considerably relaxed. It is feared that
this will lead to the conversion of useful
local shops into yet more coffee shops.
Local planning issues
The Public Inquiry into the use of Victoria
Tower Gardens for a new Holocaust
Memorial and Learning Centre is to take
place over four or five weeks in October and
November. The principal participants will
probably meet in a room in City Hall, but
others, including the public, will join online
via Teams. We will be represented by an
experienced barrister, which is essential but
expensive. There is a Crowd funding website
for donations:
https://www.crowdjustice.com/case/savevictoria-tower-gardens/
Meanwhile, perhaps surprisingly, de‐
velopers are forging ahead with office de‐
velopment schemes. The most prominent is

Southside, 101 - 105 Victoria Street, as existing
(above) and proposed (below)

the Southside site (House of Fraser) in Vic‐
toria St, where a completely new building is
proposed, with a public space – a sort of mall
– on the ground floor, cycle storage and
other facilities below, and an office block
above which will be much higher and more
dominant than the existing building. There is
much to criticise in the scheme, which the
Society will be doing, not least because of
the implications for the energy consumption
involved in rebuilding a workable building.
Even if the new building may be more effi‐
cient, it is now realised that the energy em‐
bedded in existing structures is enormous as
is demolition. Rebuilding thus should be
avoided if we are trying to achieve global
CO2 reductions.

10 Greycoat Place: The original 1899 building (top)
The existing building (middle) and what is proposed
(bottom). The ground floor columns and the main
structure remain the same.

Black Lives Matter

Trees in Thorney Island
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The past 12 months could justifiably be called the year
of the tree. The importance of trees both as sources of
wellbeing and of environmental improvement has never
been greater. The last year has also seen an increase in
websites, apps and events which have hugely added to
our enjoyment including the London Tree Festival which,
because of Covid-19, went virtual and then global.
You can still experience many of the events which
have been preserved on this YouTube channel:
https://bit.ly/3kxQd2R
It includes a talk on ancient trees by Greg Packman, a
favourite of Thorney Island members for his walks
around St James’s and The Green Park. Another
interesting talk was by Jane Steward in Norfolk who is
probably the only person in the country making jellies
and cheeses from the fascinating Medlar tree, two of
which can be seen in St James’s Park. The more mature of
the two is found near the group of Mulberry trees southwest of the blue bridge. If you scroll down the screen far
enough you will come across half a dozen poems about
trees which I was invited to contribute as resident poet
for the festival.
Our enjoyment of trees has also been greatly
enhanced by websites and apps which identify the trees
in London, including in our own streets. This map https:/
/bit.ly/31IP4fZ located over 700,000 of the millions of
trees in London drawn from publicly available data. Just
insert your postcode and see what happens.
Another website https://www.treetalk.co.uk/ enables
you, among other things, to type in your postcode to
receive details of a tree walk starting from your front
door. We tried one from our Archives at 10 Old Pye Street
and got the map reproduced to the right.
If you are still stuck for the name of a tree there are
several apps that will do it for you including
www.picturethisai.com/ which I use and which I reckon
identifies the leaves of trees and flowers with nearly 90%
accuracy.
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If it is just an old-fashioned
illustrated map that you are
looking for then there is a very
attractive one co-authored by
Greg Packman which will take
you on a conducted tour of St
James’s Park:
https://bit.ly/3fMNKxB.
Happy hunting! Victor Keegan
For easier access you can find all these
links on our website
Above: One of the Medlar trees in St James’s Park and its fruit
Left: The map produced by the website Treetalk

Black Lives Matter in Thorney Island
We appear to have lost our attempt to have the
passageway through Northacre’s 19-storey
skyscrapers on the Scotland Yard site on Victoria
Street named ‘Sancho Place’ in honour of the
distinguished black Georgian, Ignatius Sancho,
who is buried nearby in Christchurch Gardens. But
all is not lost. The success of Black Lives Matter
makes it all the more relevant to honour a man
who, at a time of mass illiteracy, escaped from a
background of slavery in the 1700s to educate
himself and become a distinguished literary figure.
His own letters were a best seller purchased by a list
of aristocrats that could have come from Debrett’s,
including the Prime Minister Lord North.
By virtue of owning a house and shop in King
Charles Street, off Whitehall, Sancho became the
first black person to vote. Northacre has invited us
to join a panel to decide on a “much more relevant
celebration of Ignatius Sancho”. We have accepted
the invitation not knowing what it entails. Watch
this space.

Social Housing in Thorney Island - Part 2
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The Millbank Estate

Continued from the last Newsletter:Towards the end of the century there was
mounting pressure from many directions,
from the Fabians to Trades Unions, to create
more housing units. Revised legislation and
improved government funding enabled the
LCC to embark on various impressive
projects, including the great Millbank
Estate, built between 1897 and 1902 on the
site of the Millbank Penitentiary, which had
been closed in 1890. Another local authority
scheme was the Regency Street Dwellings
of 1903 (now part of the Grosvenor Estate).
Both schemes are very much more
architecturally interesting than the Peabody
Estates: Millbank has very high-quality Arts
and Crafts exterior detailing and the three
Regency Street blocks feature a curious mix
of elements – for instance, some moulded
Art Nouveau semi-elliptical panels over
windows, Art Nouveau railings, and a
medley of window arrangements lighting
the stair towers. The parallel block layout of
the Regency Street Dwellings is very
different from the picturesque Millbank
Estate. On these estates, as in the Model
Dwelling Company blocks, the residents
must have felt very lucky to have escaped
their previous squalid circumstances.
In 1912 another Peabody Estate went up
on Vauxhall Bridge Road, near Victoria
Station. By now more importance was given
to the architecture, and the drawings for
this building were exhibited in the Royal
Academy. New blocks on Horseferry Road in
the 1920s were similar to the nearby Abbey
Orchard Estate: the basic architectural style
remained the same, but with ornamental
entrances to the blocks, perhaps in
response to what the LCC was doing.

Regency Street Dwellings

The remaining big development was the
Grosvenor Estate either side of Page Street.
The genesis of this new estate was a tragic
flood in January 1928, when the river burst
its banks and flooded the basements of
numerous houses, drowning ten people.
Much of the housing was of very poor
quality and was mixed in among light
industries. The landlord was the Duke of
Westminster, who decided on a major
rebuilding exercise, letting the land for a
peppercorn rent and contributing £113,650
as subsidy towards the building costs,
allowing the rents to be affordable. An Act of

Peabody Estate, Vauxhall Bridge Road

The Thorney Steps
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Peabody Estate, Horseferry Road

Parliament was needed to reorganise the
road system and the utilities, which was
passed in January 1929. The architect was Sir
Edwin Lutyens, who was more used to
designing war memorials and grand country
houses than working class housing. The
result is striking; it is commonly referred to
as the checkerboard estate for obvious
reasons. It is not picturesque like the
Millbank Estate, but it is handsome, and the
provision of shop units between the blocks
must have been a convenience to the
residents.
There are a few further isolated housing
blocks such as the various buildings around
Chapter and Regency Streets, which are
similar in style to the later Peabody
buildings, except that some blocks are a
modest three storeys. The only significant
post-war housing is Hide Tower on Regency
Street, which was built between 1959 and
1961. It stands out in the streetscape
because of the open space around it,
necessary for a tower block, but difficult to
reconcile with the tight street pattern of its
surroundings. The building may not be to
everyone’s taste but its pure modernist

The Grosvenor Estate, Page Street

aesthetic was praised by architectural critic
Ian Nairn for its design integrity. He states,
for instance, that its ‘rough-shuttered
concrete work is carried out with a devoted
quietness’!
So, not only does ‘Thorney Island’contain
a World Heritage Site, but it also contains a
varied and representative collection of early
‘social housing’, built over a period of about
one hundred years. Recently new social
housing has been constructed, but it has
been through planning obligations by
luxury housing developers. These new
blocks lack the presence of many of the
older schemes.

Hide Tower, Regency Street

It is a relief to learn from the late Stephen
Myers’s (obit p.3) book The Lost Rivers of
London, written with Nicholas Barton, that
‘in summary, it would appear that Thorney
Island did exist, but there is insufficient
evidence as to whether the island was
formed as a delta by a pre-historic channel
of the Tyburn, or whether it was formed by
an accumulation of gravel on a bend in the
Thames by the action of that river.’
As to the existence of ‘steps or stairs’, the
vital links leading to the Thames from its
banks, there is plenty of evidence.
Especially important to the society are ‘The
Thorney Stairs’, located where Thorney
Street (which curves from Horseferry Road)
meets Millbank, just below Lambeth Bridge.
They give access to the foreshore just south
of Lambeth Bridge and can be clearly seen
from the road or river. They must have been
created when the embankment was rebuilt
following the 1928 flood, to replace an
earlier route down to the river in this
position.
Watermen’s stairs formed part of a
complex transport network, causeways and
alleys, in use from the earliest days to access
the waters of the tidal Thames in order to
ferry passengers across and along the river.
The foreshore of the river used to be
London’s ‘beach’ with people working and
relaxing. They would have used the stairs to
climb down to the foreshore, but now most
are sealed off. Some have been lost
altogether through neglect and disuse. For
the most part the foreshore has become
‘dead’ space although during lockdown, it
was a delight to see families playing, people
strolling and mud larkers in action.

Above: map from the River Thames Society
www.RiverThamessociety.org.uk, showing the
positions of the remaining Thames stairs. The
‘Thorney Stairs’ (below) are shown just south of
Lambeth Bridge.

2020/21 Diary dates and other information
Page 12
Tuesday 10th November, 6.30pm:*AGM and talk 'From Palace and Abbey to public park: the history
of Victoria Tower Gdns and its site' by Dorian Gerhold (by Zoom)
Monday 7th December, 6.30pm: *Christmas Celebrations at Blue Orchid Wellington Hotel, Vincent
Sq. Carols by the South Westminster Community Choir (by Zoom)
Saturday 3rd April 2021, 2pm: Visit to St Stephen's Church, Rochester Row. Talk by John Turpin
Wednesday 5th May, 12.30pm:

SOLD OUT - Lunch at Westminster/Kingsway College, Vincent Sq.

Tuesday 1st June, 3pm:

Visit to RUSI (Royal United Services Institute), Whitehall. NB Likely
to be postponed to 2022 due to refurbishment works

Tuesday 15th June, 10.15am:

SOLD OUT - Visit to Shepherd’s Bindery & Antiquarian Books Talk,
76 Rochester Row

Wednesday 23rd June, 6.30pm: T@36 Summer Party
Saturday 3rd July, 2pm:
'Caring for the Poor & Vulnerable on Thorney Island'. Walk and talk
by Michael Marriott
Tuesday 13th July, 2pm:
Visit to the RHS Lindley Library, Vincent Square and talk
Saturday 25th September, 2pm: 'In Celebration of Thorney Island'. Walk and talk by Victor Keegan
Tuesday 9th November, 6.30pm: AGM and talk
Monday 6th December

T@36 Christmas Party

We hope to add further events and also look forward to visiting the Guards Museum.

Bookings can be made through Eventbrite:
www.Eventbrite.co.uk/o/the-thorney-island-society-10626269821
Or please contact us at info@thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk / 10 Old Pye Street, London SW1P 2DG
*For Zoom events, please email info@thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk to be sent the link
The Thorney Island Society is a voluntary amenity and civic society, which was founded in
1985. It is concerned with the welfare of the physical environment of the area sometimes
referred to as ‘Westminster Village’. It organises visits, reviews planning applications, and
maintains a local archive. There are currently more than 350 members, and we would welcome
more. A membership form can be found on our website: www.thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk.
Registered Charity No. 1000751
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

