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It was with enormous sadness that we learnt of the very recent death of
our extraordinary co-founder and Chairman, June Stubbs. June was genuinely one-of-a-
kind, both for the things she achieved and the way she went about them. Whilst they
may not have known her, the people who live, work in or visit the Thorney Island are
indebted to June for the preservation of this historic area. For those who did know her,
great admiration was mixed with huge affection, and I know that many members will feel
the loss. The Society will extend condolences to June’s family, and please do contact me
on info@thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk if you would like to pass on your personal
messages to the family.

Our next edition will include a full obituary for June, and we would love to hear and
include any recollections or anecdotes from our members.

Juliet Shellabear

Editorial & The Thorney Island Society News
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The Thorney Island Society was founded by June and others in response to the
threatened demolition of The Old Westminster Library. So it was appropriate and
satisfying to be able to hold our first ever Gala Dinner at The Cinnamon Club, which
has its home there. Our speaker, the Honourable Jacob Rees-Mogg MP shared
memories of his childhood in Smith
Square, whilst our auctioneer for the
evening, Colin Sheaf, helped to raise an
impressive sum for the refurbishment of
our archive. We are very grateful to all
those who donated auction lots, and to
all those who bid for them. We will share
updates on the refurbishment of the
archives as it gets underway.

On 17th October members had the rare honour of a visit to
Henry V's Chantry Chapel in Westminster Abbey, a hidden space
that has hardly ever been open to the public in 600 years. It was
built above his tomb at the request of the victor of Agincourt so
that prayers for the repose of his soul could be said. It is a quite
stunning place with unusual views of the other tombs and a
glimpse of a stained glass window that escaped the
consequences of the Reformation. We are most grateful to the
Abbey for this opportunity. Victor Keegan

mailto:info@thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk


Holocaust Memorial Foundation that there was to be a new Holocaust Memorial and
associated Learning Centre built in central London. At that stage three particular sites
were proposed: the Imperial War Museum, an area near London City Hall, and the
Millbank Tower podium. In July of this year we were approached by a PR company
about a proposal to site the memorial in Victoria Tower Gardens. This, we assumed,
would combine with a Learning Centre at the Millbank Tower, which now has planning
permission for conversion to mainly residential use with a cultural/arts complex in the
podium. Various meetings were arranged and then postponed by the Foundation. It was
therefore with considerable surprise that we learnt that the announcement was to be
made imminently. When it came, it revealed that there was to be an international
design competition, that the site had been selected, and that it was now proposed that
the whole project should be built in Victoria Tower Gardens. The Learning Centre is to
be underground, with a prominent monument somewhere on the central grass area of
the park.

Victoria Tower Gardens and
The National Holocaust Memorial
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The UK Holocaust Memorial Foundation's webpage is 
at www.gov.uk/government/organisations/uk-holocaust-memorial-foundation

The document inviting expressions of interest from tenderers is 
at https://competitions.malcolmreading.co.uk/holocaustmemorial/assets/downloads/
UK-Holocaust-Memorial-Expression-of-Interest.pdf

The draft design brief itself is 
at https://competitions.malcolmreading.co.uk/holocaustmemorial/assets/downloads/
UK-Holocaust-Memorial_DRAFT-Tender-Brief.pdf

The Society is obviously very concerned
at the loss of this valuable small park, because it
is very difficult to imagine that a project of this
size and importance would not dominate the
space and transform it from a tranquil local park
to a busy civic space. We do not object in any
way to the building of a memorial, but we feel
that there are more appropriate sites, including
those already proposed and some not yet
considered.

For more details:

The Holocaust Memorial Commission Report: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/
prime-ministers-holocaust-commission-report

In January 2015 David Cameron made an announcement on behalf of the

http://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/uk-holocaust-memorial-foundation
https://competitions.malcolmreading.co.uk/holocaustmemorial/assets/downloads/UK-Holocaust-Memorial-Expression-of-Interest.pd
https://competitions.malcolmreading.co.uk/holocaustmemorial/assets/downloads/UK-Holocaust-Memorial_DRAFT-Tender-Brief.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/prime-ministers-holocaust-commission-report


The Thorney Island area: low class, vicious and semi-
criminal? 
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Whenever I walk through Mayfair I marvel at how well preserved it is

compared with our area, south of St James’s Park. How can it be that our Thorney Island
neighbourhood is so close to the Houses of Parliament and yet seems so humdrum
(think of Victoria Street and the Horseferry Road) in comparison with that zone between
the park and Oxford Street, (where the humdrum begins again)? It is not that there are
no fascinating or curious buildings and places in Thorney Island, it is just that they are
interspersed with some very uninspiring ones.

The answer must lie in history and the dubious reputation of Thorney Island in the
past. Many things were against it, including the fact that it was very marshy; early maps
show that Tothill Fields, of which Vincent Square is a remnant, had a number of ponds,
which survived into the nineteenth century. The area between Tothill Fields and the
Abbey / Whitehall Palace was built over but, like the city of London, was a network of
narrow lanes and courtyards; far from a fashionable place to live or work. The buildings
that now remain from the early eighteenth century would have been relatively modest
by the standards of the day; we think of the houses in the Smith Square conservation
area as rather grand, but they were modest compared with houses further north – think
of Queen Anne’s Gate or Mayfair. This sustained unfashionableness was no doubt due to
proximity to the marshes and, above all, to the river itself, which gradually became more
and more smelly as London grew and more drains discharged into it, culminating in the
famous ‘Great Stink’ of 1858. Despite the grandeur of St John the Evangelist Church
(finished in 1728) it was, by the nineteenth century, surrounded by pockets of intense
deprivation. This is revealed in the Booth poverty map of 1898-9 covering the area that



contained almost the only street marked in black, denoting ‘Lowest class, Vicious,
semi-criminal’. This street (mapped as New Peter St in 1869 and Chadwick St in 1894),
in an area known as The Devil’s Acre in Victorian times, was replaced in 1922 by a
Peabody Estate. Alongside the slum housing the area was also interspersed with
industry: gas works, breweries, manufacturing of various sorts, and of course the river
was lined with wharfs.

There were also two large prisons in the area, the Millbank Penitentiary
(functioning 1816-1890) and the Bridewell Prison (functioning 1834-1877). The late
nineteenth century saw a vast rebuilding programme. The Millbank prison was
replaced by the Tate Gallery, which opened in 1897, and the superb Millbank Estate,
started in the same year. The Bridewell was replaced by Westminster Cathedral (begun
in 1895) and the Ashley Gardens estate, built during the 1890s. The teeming slums
were gradually replaced, notably by Peabody Estates, one among several philanthropic
builders of Model Dwellings for the ‘Labouring Classes’. The squalor can be imagined
when it is known that 18 of the demolished houses contained 459 people! The last
major slum clearance was in the 1930s, when the ‘Page Street Estate’ was built to
replace slum housing in which many people drowned in cellar dwellings when the river
burst its banks.

Meanwhile along Victoria Street, which was driven through the lanes and
alleyways of old Westminster in the 1840s, there were constructed a number of
buildings that set a local standard for height. Queen Anne's Mansions in Petty France,
begun in 1873, was a block of flats that went up to fourteen stories, and from the
1850s, along the newly laid out Victoria Street, there went up a succession of
residential and office blocks of at least five storeys.

While all this radical rebuilding was taking place south of St James’s Park the
situation to the north was rather different. There were no problem areas, be they
slums or prisons, that needed clearing, and redevelopment was piecemeal, each
building replicating its forerunner in scale if not in style. This situation still prevails,
with comparatively few large-scale developments north of the park, while we are
faced with large old modern schemes being replaced by generally even larger new
modern schemes – sometimes with an improvement to the look, but generally
encroaching more on the skyline. While this trend is likely to continue unless there is a
radical re-think by the Planners, happily there are now a number of areas that are
protected by Conservation area status, including the two great housing estates,
Millbank and ‘Page Street’, which are unlikely to see significant changes.

Lucy Peck
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I’m glad that I am old enough to remember a largely non-digital world, or at
least to recall the transitional period, having been born in 1972. I wonder if those people
who are gradually digitising materials which were previously accessible as a ‘hardcopy’
are aware that they deprive the user of crucial sensory experiences of touch and smell?
They cite spurious notions of ‘preservation’, yet some of these records are handled so
occasionally that no damage is really caused. I have in mind the disappointment I felt on
learning that the former National Monument Record’s Architectural Red Box Collection
of photographs of English buildings can no longer be physically consulted. Part of the
previous pleasure was travelling to the Swindon Search Room to consult Solander boxes.
I could examine what I was originally looking for, but in the process would often make
discoveries - perhaps a remarkable, previously overlooked image – and was able to hold
it in my hand. Alas no more! Instead we are compelled to look online, straining our eyes
to read handwriting on the verso of scanned photographs, against the flattening white
glow of a computer screen. Needless to say, it is convenient to do this research online,
but to be robbed of the choice of both pathways is tantamount to sensory deprivation.

Is the unbearable vision of the future one where all our archival records are
digitised and we are debarred from laying a finger on our ancestors’ muniments on
account of a fleeting fashion? And fashion it is, for 15-20 years ago archivists, in their
supposed wisdom, deemed that ancient vellum manuscripts must not be touched, and
powdery latex gloves were introduced: an O.J. Simpson-style ordeal to put on. Yet this
procedure was abandoned once it was realised that human touch and the oily secretion
produced of clean hands actually help to preserve ancient records - as it has for
centuries previously. The real concern is actually how long digital records may last, with
deterioration already evident in hardcopy and software forms.

Such sensory deprivation also applies to a London where authorities like
Westminster City Council would rather see semantically-barren glass and metal
developments than meaningfully-scaled brick and stone buildings. In Soho, Westminster
is complicit in what has been described as ‘blandisation’; incrementally assisting in
stripping Soho of its seedy, vibrant character, as chain coffee-joints replace antique
violin repair businesses, smart cobblers and so on. Soho was once so much more than
merely lurid pink stairs leading up to heavenly ‘models’; John Pitman’s 1985 BBC
documentary Just Another Day captures it with all its old-school character.

Westminster’s latest act of lunacy is to permit demolition of the original Foyles
bookstore on the edge of Soho, despite Historic England advising that: ‘the height,
bulk and corporate character of the design for this building to replace the much-loved
original Foyles store on Charing Cross Road is completely out of keeping with the
historic grain of Soho.’ And so it goes on.

On sensory deprivation in life and in London
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resulting in daily insipidity and an increasing conformity of thought since the more
individualistic 1970s. A particularly chilling illustration of which is Land Securities’ ultra-
hideous development opposite the historic Victoria station, ‘Nova Victoria’, a name
which alone smacks of brain-searing tedium! Currently under construction, this is over-
development gone steroidal, and two historic blocks were sacrificed for it. The developer
and local Council have shown their contempt for preserving the adjacent The Duke of
York public house (1821) by gutting wholesale within, shoring up the Regency stucco
façade without and letting one of Victoria’s oldest buildings rot. It is rather like the
buffoon practice of removing spines from leather-bound books and pasting them onto
cabinets housing, say, DVD box sets. Next to the insufferable blandness of yet one more
glass and metal mega-structure, The Duke of York appears very forlorn. And whilst the
ruthless demolition of history is deplorable, so too is the way that one firm - Land
Securities - can impose their overblown, cash-munching dictate on Victoria so
undemocratically.

One pities future generations who may have less access to books, be denied
mothballed archives, and be subliminally beaten-down by soul-destroying architecture
(yes, we can thank the 1960s for setting the latter in motion). We are experiencing
dispiriting conformity in what feels like a texture-less world where social media and
‘selfies’ are preferable to reading even a marginally difficult book. I am no Luddite: it is
perfectly possible to use the internet, email and text every day, whilst also drawing total
nourishment from a past that has real depth. For as the architect Philip Johnson
memorably put it: ‘you cannot not know history’.

Naturally, every generation has a tendency to put down the present, but
fortunately it is also human nature to attempt to mitigate the onward march of
blandness. Whether that be through youthful rebellion (often musical - though this
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Homogenisation flattens out the textures that we should experience,

requires more originality rather than the
current rehash that is ‘Punk at 40’), sartorial
independence or, less subversively, by
shopping at unaffordable farmers’ markets
and supping at micro-breweries. As planet
earth experiences ever faster globalisation,
perhaps neo-regionalism/localism is the way
forward! Localities where history is still
palpable and glass and metal blandness not
dumped on citizens by philistine councils and
profiteers in cahoots with each other.

Oliver Bradbury



Diary Dates & Practical Philanthropy
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If you would like to comment on this newsletter
or propose a story for the next edition, please
contact info@thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk
For more regular updates, follow us on Twitter:
@ThorneyIslandSo

Diary dates 2016

Fri 4th Nov: Tate Britain, Behind the 
Scenes tour

Weds 9th Nov: The Thorney Island 
Society AGM

Weds 7th Dec: The Thorney Island 
Society Christmas Party

Visit bookings can now be made through 
Eventbrite: 
http://www.Eventbrite.co.uk/o/the-thorney-
island-society-10626269821
Alternatively, they can be made in the usual 
way, by sending the completed application 
form found on the website, with cheque, to: 
The Thorney Island Society (Events), 
10 Old Pye Street, London, SW1P 2DG
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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 400
members, and we would welcome even more. A
membership form can be found on our website:
www.thethorneyislandsociety.org.uk
Registered Charity No. 1000751

Launching his new book at The
Cinema Museum earlier this
month, philanthropist Laurie
Marsh announced his bid to
secure the future of the museum,
in Kennington. He offered to
acquire the redundant NHS site
on which the museum stands, to
build new housing on the site,
(including a large proportion of
affordable housing) and to
reinvest the entire sale proceeds
in The Cinema Museum and the
NHS. How refreshing to hear a
regeneration proposal that
involves no monument to ego or
personal financial gain, but rather
an ambition to preserve the city’s
cultural heritage and improve the
quality of life for local people in a
practical, meaningful way. The
likes of Boris Johnson, Irvine Sellar
and Renzo Piano could learn a lot
from Mr Marsh.

Clare Annamalai
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