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Sanitation and Education for the Masses 

Hugh Myddelton's grand project completed: 
Dame Alice Owen bequeaths school to the 
populace of Islington and Clerkenwell 
 Clean water reaches Islington 
Wondrous to relate, the scheme to bring clean 
water from the Hertfordshire countryside to 
Islington, begun nine years ago, reached 
completion on Michaelmas. 
 Intervention of Mr. Hugh Myddelton 
It will be recalled that the idea was first mooted in 
1602, and that authority to proceed was given two 
years later.  The project made little progress, 
however, until in March 1609 the Welsh born 
goldsmith of London, Mr. Hugh Myddelton, 
offered to begin work on this difficult project 
within two months.  It has been beset by 
innumerable unforeseen difficulties.  The Springs 
from which the water emanates are only 20 miles 
distant from London, but it was found necessary, 
in order to avoid the eminences and valleys in the 
way, to make it run a course of more than 38 
miles.  The depth of the trench in some places 
descended full thirty feet, whereas in others it was 
necessary to mount it over a valley in a trough 
between hills, rising in height above 23 feet. 
 Extended time and funds 
Mr. Myddelton was obliged to seek additional 
time to complete the project, and when it reached 
Enfield he was so impoverished by the expense of 
the undertaking as to be obliged to seek the 
financial support from the City Court of 
Common Council.  Happily they recognised the 
value of the project (dubbed Low Speed 1 in some 
quarters) and provided sufficient funds to ensure 
what in the last months became a timely 
completion. 
 Family affair 
We can rejoice in the coincidence of the 
completion of this project on Michaelmas Day 
with the election to the London Mayoralty of Mr. 
Myddelton's brother Sir Thomas.  He could not 
take up his post in more exciting times because 
the next task will be to bring the water to the 
entire Metropolis. 

 Lady Owen's bequest 
Shortly after these happy events, the school 
promised in Lady Owen's Will made earlier this 
year was opened a few days before her decease at 
the end of November.  The school is for the 
education of 30 boys of the parishes of Islington 
and Clerkenwell.  The boys are instructed in 
reading, writing and arithmetic, and have books & 
c. found for them.  Obviously education is not 
for girls, but Dame Alice has provided for the fair 
sex in widowhood by the creation of almshouses 
for widows of the same parishes.  The widows will 
also receive an annual fuel allowance and a gown 
every two years.  The purchase of the land and 
building of the school and alms houses has 
amounted to £1,776. 
 Government 
 The ten Alms Houses and the Free Grammar 
School are to be governed by the Worshipful 
Company of Brewers of the City of London.  We 
are sure they can be relied upon to maintain the 
best of educational standards until such time as 
Parliament involves itself with the creation of 
league tables, targets, and Ye Office for Standards 
in Education, or YOFSTED. 

In conclusion, we can say that the events 
of  this Autumn will stay long in the public 
memory. 
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Islington Society News 

Annual Dinner 
Members should have received details of this by 
e-mail and in the post.  The application form 
enclosed with this issue is therefore a final 
reminder. 
Museum visit 
The event on November 12th (see back page) also 
requires pre-booking, but there is no form.  The 
Order of St John operates a wide range of  
facilities: 
1.     A straightforward Museum, that anyone 
can visit during most normal hours during the 
day, when it is open. 
2.     Tours of the complex of buildings, 
including the museum, the Grand Hall of the 
order of St. John, the Gatehouse, the Church of 
St. John and the Crypt of the original church, in 
any combination of interest. 
3.     The crypt and/or the church as a 
conference or performance venue with the Grand 
Hall used for the refreshments. 
4.     The rooms of the Gatehouse as a private 

 meeting or dining venue. 
5.     The Grand Hall as a venue in its own right 
for corporate or media events and launches 
6.     Use of the complex of complex of 
buildings as a set for filming. 
     It is more multi-functional than the labels 
under which it is traditionally known, and is very 
popular.  The visit will include the elaborate 
Chapter Hall, and the formal Council Chamber.  
The Church of the Order is large and light with 
the shields of the Order in many other countries, 
while underneath it is the amazing and beautiful 
12th century crypt chapel. 
Membership Manager Needed 

The Society relies entirely on its membership to 
support its activities and events.  The 
membership records are at the moment up-to date 
and in good order (we think), but the lists require 
regular maintenance, checking and amendment. Is 
there anyone who could do this?  The current list 
is held in excel format, but this could be changed 
if a volunteer found an alternative easier to use.  DG 

 Islington Society : What we do 

· we support conservation planning work to 
preserve the borough's historic fabric and 
individual buildings of distinction 
· we campaign for a high standard of design in 
new buildings 
· we encourage best practice through awards for 
good architecture in new or refurbished buildings 
· we organise a varied programme of events 
including talks, walks and site visits 
· we campaign for better public transport and 
priority for people travelling on foot or by bike 
· we produce publications that celebrate 
Islington's history and its social and cultural 
diversity 
· we publish neighbourhood walking trails to 
foster exploration awareness and pride of place 
·we build links between residents officials and 
councillors 
· we publish a regular newsletter  
 

· we send advisers to Council groups dealing 
with development, the environment and transport 
· we are represented on the London Forum of 
Civic & Amenity Societies, which takes up 
cross-borough issues and is a member of Civic 
Voice 
CURRENT OFFICERS 
President : Lord Smith of Finsbury 
Vice Presidents: Mary Cosh, Harley Sherlock 
Chairman: David Gibson, 
35, Britannia Row, London, N.1 

 020 7-226 2207; e mail@dgibarch.co.uk 
Secretary: David Trillo 
45, Ellington Street, London, N.7   

 020 7-607 9325; e david@trillo.net 
Treasurer: Robert Coyle, 
Wells House, Upper Street, London, N.1  2UQ 

 020 7-354 3663; e  Robert.Coyle@colmancoyle.com 
Newsletter: Andrew Bosi, 
The Croft, Wall Street, London, N.1 0OO 

 020 7-354 8514; e  AndrewBosi2@aol.com 
 
Society publications [available from the Society at 35, Britannia Row, London, N.1 or from local bookshops] 
Twentieth Century Buildings in Islington, by Alec Forshaw, £14.99, photographs by Richard Leeney, ISBN 0-9541490-0-9 
The Story of Day Flats in and around Islington, by Andrew Bosi, photographs from C.F. Day Limited and Oliver Craxton, 
£5, ISBN 0-9541490-1-7 
An architect in Islington, by Harley Sherlock, £14.99, ISBN 9-78-0-9541490-2-4 
Books from our President and Vice-Presidents 
Suicide of the West, by Richard Koch & Chris Smith, £14.99 and available on Amazon, ISBN 0-8264 9023-9. 
A History of Islington, by Mary Cosh, published by Historical Publications at £18.95, ISBN 0-948667-974 
53 Cross Street - the biography of an historic house by Mary Cosh & Martin King, photographs by Pauline Lord, published 
by the Islington Archaeology & History Society 
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Red card for Arsenal student tower 

Arsenal's plans to build a 25-storey tower block of 
student flats near its home ground, the Emirates 
Stadium, have been shown the red card in the 
High Court. A judge quashed planning 
permission for the scheme originally opposed by 
Islington Council and granted on appeal by a 
planning inspector. 

The North London planning authority 
successfully challenged the approval for the 
project, earmarked by Ashburton Trading, the 
football club's property arm, for a site in Hornsey 
Road. 

As a result of the court ruling the 
proposals will have to be considered a second time 
by a planning inspector. 

The planning authority had initially 
refused permission for the 2,620' high block for 
450 students on the grounds that existing council 
policies did not allow tall buildings in the area. 

The planning inspector had concluded 
that the appeal should be allowed as the scheme 
was in line with council policy. 

This stated that buildings over 300 metres 

(just under 1000') high are "generally 
inappropriate to Islington's predominantly 
medium to low character". It did accept that "parts 
of the Bunhill and Clerkenwell key area may 
contain some sites that could be suitable for tall 
buildings". 

The inspector had said in his report that 
"the inclusion of the word 'generally' in the policy 
provides for the possibility that there may be parts 
of the borough, not of medium to low level 
character, where a building more than 30 metres 
high would not be inappropriate". 

He argued that in the part of Upper 
Holloway involved, such a building would not be 
"out of scale with its surroundings" and would not 
be in conflict with the policy. 

The judge disagreed. He concluded that 
the proposed development did conflict with the 
policy which he read as meaning "tall buildings are 
inappropriate and will not be supported except in 
the Bunhill and Clerkenwell area". The judge said 
the quashing of the permission was "no criticism 
of the Inspector".

 

Sculpture Exhibition 
A magnificent Sculpture Exhibition has just opened in the 
Estorick Collection at 39a Canonbury Square with some forty 
works by Emilio Greco in bronze and terracotta. This is the first 
show at the Estorick Collection to be devoted entirely to 
Sculpture, and is supported by The Henry Moore Foundation. 
The Exhibition has been mounted to mark the centenary of 
Emilio Greco's birth in Sicily, one of Italy's most important 
modern sculptors, and will be on view until 22 December 2013. 
Life-size female figures dominate with perfectly rounded heads 
and sensual nudes. Many of Greco's vigorous drawings for his 
works included in the Exhibition are almost sculptural in the way 
that they convey a sense of volume and explore the space between 
forms.  
One of Greco's remarkable sculptures on display is his Monument 
to Pinocchio with an abstract style, revealing the transformation 
of Pinocchio from a puppet into a boy. Its spiralling forms evoke a 
hollow tree trunk. 
A special aspect of the Estorick Collection is its location in a 
renovated Georgian Grade II listed building in Canonbury 
Square, formerly Northampton Lodge. Today this unique 
Collection comprises six galleries on three floors, together with an 
art library, a shop and a café. Its Director Roberta Cremoncini 
writes that the Estorick Collection "provides the British public 
with access to a magnificent collection of modern Italian art
 

Emilio Greco : Crouching Nude, 1956 
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It's all happening in Bevin Court
Islington in Bloom
The Islington Society has again been one of the 
Sponsors of the Council's Islington in Bloom 
project, which attracted entries from community 
groups, residents and schools for fourteen 
categories.  This year we sponsored the category 
"Best Food Growing Project" which resulted in the 
following awards by the Judges: 
  1st place - Bevin Court Community 
Garden, Tim Spoor 

2nd - Plot 12 Quill Street, Dee Xan Thos 
3rd - Pollard Close Allotments, Sandy 

Marks  
The judging criteria include appropriate choice of 
plants, together with their health and 
maintenance, wildlife friendliness and the use of 
water conservation techniques. The winners of 
each category received certificates, awards and 
prizes at the Bloom Awards Ceremony on 24 
September in the Islington Assembly Hall. For 
more information visit the website at 
www.islington.gov.uk/inbloom. 

The borough of Islington has been 
successful in previous years' London in Bloom and 
Britain in Bloom awards and received Gold 
Awards. Janet Stone co-ordinator of Islington in 
Bloom writes: "I've thoroughly enjoyed 
o-ordinating the Islington in Bloom competition 

this year. The competition is truly a great 
opportunity to involve everybody in the great task 
of greening the Borough."   

The food growing area has been 
established in place of the Tarmac that once 
covered the long-abandoned ground level drying 
area of Holford House, where once there were 
only leaning, rusty washing line poles.  As well as 
food growing in the abandoned former drying 
area, the Community Gardeners have entered into 
a service level agreement with Islington Housing 
to manage and maintain the Bevin Court estate 
planting.  FH 

 

Tim Spoor, Chairman, at Bevin Court Community Garden 
 

People's Choice Green Plaque to Cyril Mann at Bevin Court 
The Bevin Court Community Gardeners are 
rightly enthusiastic about what they have achieved. 
They are, equally rightly, enthusiastic about 
Lubetkin's Grade II* Listed fusion of Russian 
Constructivism and Baroque geometry in Bevin 
Court.  With a nice coincidence, on the Saturday 
after the Islington in Bloom award presentations, 
the block - or rather one of its former 
residents - was honoured with an Islington 
Council 'people's choice' Green Plaque, thought to 
be the first placed on a council block. 
  Cyril Mann (1911-1980) lived and painted 
there from 1956 to 1964. On the seventh floor, 
his flat bathed in daylight, Cyril Mann flourished, 
a new excitement appearing in the colour of his 
paintings, also helped by a new relationship with 
Renska van Slooten who, by her own account, 
turned up at his door in Bevin Court and simply 
moved in and reorganised his life.  Renska and 

their daughter were there as the plaque was 
unveiled by his biographer, John Russell Taylor.   

After the plaque presentation, Andrea 
Klettner from Building Design spoke 
(enthusiastically, too) about Bevin Court and then 
on to an exhibition of Cyril Mann's work from the 
Bevin Court Period in Islington's Local History 
Gallery in St John Street. DG 
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Cleaning Islington : 11 June 2013 
 

 

When Kenny Wilks came to Islington as Head of 
Waste and Street Environment Services from 
Camden in 2005, less than 5% of waste was 
recycled.  Today more than 30%, and rising, is 
recycled.  Kenny doesn't claim credit for this; he 
says it's part of a general trend and comes out of 
Council policies and initiatives, but those of us 
who heard him talk at our event on 11th June 
were in no doubt that he played a large part in it. 

This was in the midst of a busy few days 
for Kenny.  Islington Council had just taken its 
contracted-out street cleaning back in-house and 
this week saw the briefing and induction of all of 
the wide range of staff.  With 400 staff, Street 
Services is the largest directly employed service in 
the Borough, and it is organised to  provide an 
effective, efficient flexibility of deployment. 

The range of services that the department 
deals with came as a surprise to everyone in the 
audience. Without even mentioning ordinary 
domestic refuse collection Kenny entertainingly 
talked about: 
Fly posting - from tracking and confronting 
perpetrators to support for direct action by a 
member of the public, who was present at the 
meeting 
Graffiti - the council's target is 5 days for the 
removal of ordinary mischievous or tagging graffiti 
and 24 hours for offensive text, and there is the 
contentious subject of Public Art versus Graffiti 
Open space safety - how the park wardens (proper 
title ?) deal with unruly behaviour and clear the 
open spaces at night  
Dog fouling - Education and Enforcement, 
leafleting and the Dog Squad 
Dead animals - removal and sensitive disposal, 
contacting owners where they can be traced, 
keeping the carcass frozen until it can be returned 

to the owner or incinerated 
Abandoned vehicle tracking and removal - now 
hugely reduced, largely thanks to police initiatives 
in stopping and tracking illegal vehicles 
Fly tipping - Tracing, tracking, prosecuting and the 
effective use of Anti-social Behaviour Orders 
(ASBOs) and enforceable undertakings from the 
perpetrators 
Littering - this is a permanent mystery; why do 
people do it? 
Pavement weed removal - although one member 
of the audience thought they should be left for a 
greener Islington 
Pavement gritting - becoming more demanding 
and the subject of frequent complaints, but with 
the Council's access to accurate meteorological 
information and the flexibility of staff deployment 
during winter was helping 
Recycling - a visit to the astonishing mechanised 
recycling facility in Bow to see how it's done is 
planned. 

There were a few statistics: 
A street cleaner sweeps 600 miles of pavement and 
curb-side in a year (that's the distance from 
London to Milan, sweeping up as you go).  6000 
tons of rubbish are collected (and sent to land-fill, 
which needs to change) every month. 1750 tons of 
recycling waste are collected every month. 

I make no secret of this.  Kenny Wilks is 
one of my heroes. He understands the cleaning 
services from the staff point of view (he started 
work as a refuse collector - which he charmingly 
refers to as 'a bin man' - at the age of 18), from the 
implementation of council policies, as a manager 
and from the public's perception of the service. He 
keeps Islington cleaner than most boroughs. 

As was said in thanking him for talking to 
us, Islington is lucky to have him. DG 

 
Inclusive Design Supplementary Planning Document 
 

Islington Council is consulting on the proposed 
inclusive design SPD.  The deadline for responses 
is Monday November 11th. 

The draft SPD sets basic minimum 
standards for the most commonly occurring

 design elements.  It updates the current 
standards for flexible housing and wheelchair 
accessible housing, and includes guidance when 
these standards apply to student 
accommodation.
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New River, inaugurated September 29th 1613 
In the first of many events being held to celebrate the quatercentennary of the inauguration of the New River on 
Michaelmas day, September 29th, in 1613, Andrew Smith and Darien Mitchell talked to the Islington Society and 
Islington Archaeological and Historical Society on 18th September 2013 
 
It is astonishing that 400 years later the New River 
is still doing what it was intended to do.   

The New River is an aqueduct starting 
near Hertford, laid out to have a very gentle fall 
and so essentially running around the contours of 
the ground and only imperceptibly downhill, built 
between 1604 and 1613 to bring spring water by 
gravity flow in an open channel to just below the 
summit of the hill of Islington, from where pipes 
were already being laid at the time of the 
inauguration to supply the City of London.   

Because of the necessity of following the 
contours around the topography along its route, it 
was initially over 42 miles long for a straight line 
distance of just under 20 miles, and so was later 
progressively enlarged and straightened, 
particularly in the 19th century, to make the best 
use of the height difference between its ends and 
the water supplies along it. 

In addition to the springs at Chadwell and 
Amwell, the River took water, almost from its 
inception, from the River Lea, and very soon this 
was the primary source.  There are important 
legal differences between springs, which are the 
property of the owner of the land where they rise, 
and rivers over which many conflicting parties 
have rights, and it was not until the mid 18th 
century that the New River Company reached a 
proper legal agreement allowing it to take water 
from the Lea. In the 19th century the supply was 
further supplemented from deep wells into the 
underlying chalk, pumped up and discharged into 
the River by steam engines along its route. 

The River eventually supplied water not 
just to the City but to the burgeoning West End 
and London's expanding northern suburbs, 
including Islington. It still delivers around 8% of 
London's water to the East Reservoir at Stoke 
Newington, from where it is now taken to the 
Coppermills treatment plant near Walthamstow.  

From Stoke Newington to Clissold Park 
the channel originally followed a very elongated 
course around the contours of the wide shallow 
valley of the Hackney Brook which took it west of 
the Holloway Road from north of Tufnell Park 
Road to beyond 'Ring Cross' - more or less at the 
junction with Hornsey Road.  This was the first 

such meander to be cut out by the construction of 
the 'Boarded River', a timber trough on tall timber 
trestle frames, in 1618. The timber frame was later 
replaced by an earth embankment running across 
the lines of Wilberforce and Finsbury Park Roads 
to the line of Riversdale Road, (whose name does 
not seem to relate to its approximate alignment 
with the former course of the River). 

Although no water has flowed to the New 
River Head since around 1946, the restored 
stretches are very pleasant and tranquil. 

The water flowed around the east side of 
the hill of Islington, eventually passing in front of 
Sadler's Wells to reach a large cistern constructed 
on the terminus site.  The Round Pond was built 
with a diameter of 200' and was rebuilt several 
times.  In the mid 19th century the great 
Victorian drive to improve public health led to its 
final rebuilding, of which part of the revetment 
can still be seen. 

The Engine and Pump House complex 
remains at the Head, currently the subject of serial 
planning applications for residential use against 
the wishes of the Borough and of many of its 
people.   

These buildings housed a sequence of 
steam engines, the first in 1768/9 by John 
Smeaton no less, which pumped water from the 
Head up 33' to the Upper Pond, covered over at 
Claremont Square in 1856.  Next to Smeaton's 
Engine House is the stump of George Sorocold's 
Wind Pump of 1707: the first of the sources of 
power for pumping water to the Upper Pond but 
which proved inadequate and had been replaced 
by a horse gin by 1720. 

Why was the New River needed?  Because 
of the hills to the north, the City has limited fresh 
water available as the streams actually running 
through it have a catchment area of only a few 
acres.  The Roman city took water from the 
Walbrook for water power as well as domestic 
uses, but even then, as the City grew, it soon 
became inadequate and hence the need for wells 
and devices such as the bucket chain water lifting 
mechanism recreated by the Museum of London a 
few years ago.  The geology of the London basin 
imposes several constraints: all of the nearby water  
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sources came from catchments bounded on the 
north by the clay hills of Stoke Newington, 
Islington, Highgate and Hampstead form which 
the supply of water was finite, and the 
practicalities further restricted what could be 
used.: From time immemorial people had also 
drawn water straight out of the Thames.  The 
available supply was vast and, in the early days, 
although turbid, the water was no more unhealthy 
than the other supplies, but as London developed 
westwards the new suburbs discharged their 
sewage into the Thames upstream of the City and 
so the water became increasingly polluted. 

So what was needed was a generous supply 
running to London under gravity. It is now clear 
that the idea of bringing spring water from 
Hertfordshire was not Hugh Myddelton's, though 
he was undoubtedly the person who made it 
actually happen.  In 1602 Edmund Colthurst, 
referred to as Captain Colthurst, wrote to Sir 
Robert Cecil who owned Theobalds Park, seeking 
his support for an 'endeavour to bring a river 
through your park'.   

The Queen sent out a commission to 
enquire whether or not this river would cause 
harm to others and they reported that it would 
not. 
  Later, On 1 April 1604 James I granted 
Colthurst Letters Patent authorising the 
construction of a river to provide water to 'our 
Cities of London and Westminster. from certain 
springs in the County of Hertford.'   

Colthurst could not have specified any 
route with conviction unless he had surveyed the 
terrain between the springs and London in 
sufficient detail to know where the necessary levels 
lay on the ground. 

The River was built with an initial length 
of over 42 miles with a total drop of about 18' 
giving a fall of around 5½" per mile, or 1 in 
12,500: this is a very gentle fall and it had to be 
steadily maintained.  How did anyone know that 
this would be sufficient?  The available precedent 
was very limited, partly because measuring such a 
slow fall was quite a feat in itself, but Colthurst 
would have had some sense, from rivers such as 
those through the Fens, that a gentle fall would be 
sufficient.   

Colthurst started work in late 1604 and by 
the year's end had brought his channel 3 miles 
from Chadwell to Amwell, where it picked up the 
other original spring source, but by then he had 

run out of money.  He sought backers but 
initially was not able to secure additional finance.  
In 1605 Colthurst presented his scheme to a 
Committee of MPs which included Hugh 
Myddelton, MP for Denbigh.   

By 1609, Hugh Myddelton had become 
the principal entrepreneur or Adventurer for the 
scheme, but he retained Colthurst's services 
throughout the construction of the River.  In 
1609 Colthurst was into his 60's and he may have 
been grateful to take a less onerous role.  At the 
inaugural ceremony he was named as the 
'Overseer' of the work and as an 'Artisan' so may 
perhaps have acted in the role of Site Manager, 
responsible for the supply and direction of labour 
and for the River and its ancillary structures, such 
as bridges, for which his military experience would 
have prepared him.  He may not have been 
responsible for the supply of plant and materials, 
or for the finances, all of which seem to have been 
kept under Myddelton's control throughout. 

Myddelton later used his experience to 
drain silver mines owned by the Crown in North 
Wales, one of which, at Cwmsymlog, proved 
highly profitable to both Myddelton and the King, 
and to drain Brading Haven on the Isle of Wight.  
In 1622 he was knighted by James citing these 
three achievements, but perhaps principally for 
the success of the mine. 

In a recent lecture at the City University 
Evan Davis reviewed how decisions on 
infrastructure investment are made.  He 
concluded that, firstly, cost benefit analyses bear 
little relation to what actually happens, either in 
terms of costs or benefits, and secondly that 
allowing political motives to sway what's built 
usually proves to be, at best, a mistake, if not 
disastrous.  His conclusion was that you have to 
have not only an identifiable need but also a 
vision of what more it could lead to.  Edmund 
Colthurst and Hugh Myddelton would say 'amen 
to that'. It's almost unknown for such projects to 
show a return in the early years and neither of 
them lived to receive any profit for the River.  But 
the New River Company did start to pay 
dividends around 1635 and eventually became 
unusually profitable, its shares being known at 
one stage in the later 19th century as 'the best 
shares in the world'.  And the River's still there 
supplying water 400 years on, what better 
justification of the vision and the expense could 
there be? 
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Summary of a talk given by Darian Mitchell to the Islington Archaeology and History Society and the 
Islington Society on 18th September 2013 
A. New River Company and the New River Head 
 

When the New River Company was incorporated 
by James the first in 1619, six years after the 
completion of the River, Hugh Myddelton was 
appointed its first governor.  The king held half 
of the shares and the rest were divided between " 
the adventurers", the men who had invested in the 
construction of the River. The Company met in 
taverns until they opened their first offices in 
Dorset Street. 

Most unfortunately,  the offices burnt 
down in 1769 and all their records were lost so 
little is known of the company's history over its 
first 150 years.  The offices were rebuilt and there 
they remained until they moved into the Water 
House at the New River Head fifty years later. 

The Water House had been built the River 
Head in 1613 to accommodate a cistern, a 
counting house and to provide a home for the 
supervisor or clerk of works of the New River.  It 
was enlarged In 1690 when the Oak Room was 
created with its wood carvings attributed to 
Grindling Gibbons.  More alterations were made 
by the company's engineers living there, including 
Robert Mylne and William Chadwell Mylne until, 
in 1820, it was enlarged again to accommodate the 
Company's offices.   

As the population of London increased, 
the demand for water grew rapidly and despite 
taking water from the river Lea the New River was 
never going to meet the demand.  Other water 
companies were established in competition with 
the New River Head.  By the 19th century there 
were eight London based water companies and in 
order to remain solvent the New River Company 
had to find other ways of making money. 

The Company had been gradually 
acquiring the land around the River Head during 
the 17th and first half of the 18th century .  The 
area was being developed for housing and the 
Company decided that this was the way to go.  
Except for the Round Pond and filter beds its own 
lands were covered by the elmwood pipes required 
for its distribution network.  Fortunately, 
improved technology meant that the wooden pipes 
could be replaced by cast iron ones and buried 
underground, releasing the land for building.    

The first steps were taken to prepare for 
building the estate in 1811 when William 
Chadwell Mylne was appointed to oversee the 
development.  Much of the New River Estate was 

built in the 1820s, Claremont Square and 
Myddelton Square being the first and Percy Circus 
the last in 1853. Although the collection of 
builders and speculators who developed the land 
ran into the financial difficulties common even 
today and by 1840 the area had become less 
fashionable, making the houses less valuable, 
Mylne dictated the architectural form and 
maintained the cohesiveness of the area 
throughout the sporadic nature of the 
development.   

By the end of the 19th Century a number 
of cross London water mains has been proposed 
and to facilitate capital-wide water distribution, 
the eight independent water companies were 
amalgamated in 1902.  The New River Company 
passed its water supply role to the newly created 
Metropolitan Water Board and was re-formed as a 
limited liability property company. 

It retained direct management of its 
property up to the end of the second world war 
and piecemeal development and rebuilding took 
place in partnership with Finsbury Borough 
Council, which built Bevin Court on the site of 
Holford Square.  Some of the property was listed 
in 1950, and the whole area was designated the 
New River Conservation Area in 1968 by 
Islington Council.  By this time the area had 
become quite run down with almost all of the 
houses in multiple occupation.  In 1974 the New 
River Company Ltd was taken over by London 
Merchant Securities who sold most of the houses 
to Islington Council.  Gradually, a programme of 
refurbishment greatly reduced the overcrowding 
and many of the properties went into private 
ownership. 

Meanwhile, the Metropolitan Water 
Board, which had retained ownership of the 
reservoirs, filter beds, the engine house and stores 
and the Water House decided to build its 
headquarters at the New River Head.  It 
demolished the water house and filled in the 
round pond and installed the magnificent 16th 
century Oak Room as its Board Room in the new 
building in 1924.  In 1936 the easterly filter bed 
was covered and the laboratory building was 
created and in 1946 the two remaining filter beds 
were covered over and the New River was 
terminated at Stoke Newington.  The engine 
house and windmill base were preserved. 
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B. Recent Residential Development of the New River Head 
In 1989 Thames Water Authority was 

privatised and became Thames Water PLC.  To 
make money from surplus land and buildings they 
applied to Islington Council to develop the New 
River Head site.  After public consultation and 
with the agreement of English Heritage the 
headquarters building and the laboratory building 
were converted into flats.  The famous Oak 
Room was retained with the right of public access. 
 Later in the decade the Hydra Building and the 
Nautilus Building were built as new developments 
and the Remus building converted from a 
workshop.  The developers were Berkeley 
Manhattan and Kennet Properties, a subsidiary of 
Thames Water.  Thames Water retains the 
freehold.   

At the time of these developments 
Islington Council drew up planning briefs for the 
New River Head site, the first in 1991 and the 
second in 1999.  These guided the development 
we see today  and set out aspirations for the 
undeveloped part of the site which includes the 
historic Wind Pump base and the Engine and 
Pump House complex, which were to be retained 
for heritage, community and education uses.  
Public access to parts of the site was also outlined 
in the brief and incorporated into the planning 
permissions.  The Planning Brief has been 

rewritten and was re-adopted by the Council in 
September this year. 

Unfortunately, Thames Water sold the 
engine house and windmill base in 2010 to a 
property developer who was misled by Council 
officers into thinking that conversion into luxury 
houses and flats would be acceptable.  It seems 
that both parties had forgotten the planning brief 
and  obligations that they had agreed a few years 
earlier.  Fortunately people in the community 
had not, and now the housing proposals are being 
contested with the support of the Council, 
Thames Water and viable uses in line with the 
planning brief that have been proposed by an 
alliance of heritage groups. 

Meanwhile in 2007 London Merchant 
Securities sold what was left of the New River 
Estate to Derwent London, a property company 
which has no interest in residential property , and 
which was keen to sell off the flats and houses.  
Many were bought by the leaseholders,  but a few 
freeholds and the garden in Myddelton Square 
were bought by another developer who wants to 
see some profit.  So the battle for Myddelton 
Square Gardens is now being fought alongside the 
battle for the New River Head.  This is the down 
side when the area becomes very desirable and 
consequently lucrative.   
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Week-end of Celebration 

 
The last weekend in September witnessed 
numerous celebratory events to mark the opening 
of the New River four hundred years ago.  On 
Saturday, September 28th the focus was on 
Enfield which of course was reached earlier in 
1613, withe Islington the focus on the anniversary 
of the final completion day.  There was a walk 
from Manor House to the New River Head, and 
more than the usual number of guided tours on 
the way.  The walk was scheduled to arrive in 
time for the main events at New River Head. 

Meanwhile, Islington Council had 
arranged a number of events for the section of the 
New River between St. Paul's Road and the 
Willow Bridge.  They included Story Telling, a 
Punch & Judy show, a Bouncy Tunnel, Den 
Making, and the visit of Hugh Myddelton himself. 

The Myddleton (sic) Arms was offering 
special cocktails to mark the day. 

Hugh was dividing his time between 
Canonbury and the New River Head.  A large 
crowd of people, around 200, attended in warm, 
threatening-to-rain weather to watch the Face 
Front  (www.facefront.org) inclusive theatre's 
production of "Tales of the New River".  The 
small, talented, enthusiastic cast playing in turn 
water carriers, moles, the Bishop, the Mayor, the 
Town crier and, of course King James, Edmund 
Colthurst and Hugh Myddelton was excellent. 
(Hugh Myddelton addressing the King, above)  It was 
certainly enjoyable and entertaining and the script 
was remarkably close to the story of the events as 
we know them (see pages 6 &7). 

It was Enfield Council that had 
approached Face Front's 'IntreACTion' group, to 
create this original living history project with the 
help of local people to celebrate the building of 
the New River.  The New River is a source of 
pride, to the people of Enfield, where it also 
provides "a wonderful place to walk and 
experience nature". Our Amwell Society 
(Islington) and the local Amwell Society 
(Hertfordshire) combined to bring the production 
to Islington. 

There was live music from Clerkenwell 
Parochial School and a specially composed fanfair 
"On the Occasion of the Opening of the New 
River in Islington" written and performed by the 
Tom Barnes Brass Sextet.  Fireworks, too.  Cllr 
George Allan presided. 

Many thanks are due, but especially to 
Darian Mitchell, chair of (our) Amwell Society, 
Robert Barnes of the CASS Architecture school 
and students, the other members of the 'New 
River Head 400' group, including our own Frank 
Hopkins, and to Thames Water, who sponsored 
the event, and to the residents of New River 
Headquarters, in whose garden the event took 
place. 

Other events included unveiling a water 
Feature in Myddelton House Gardens, Myddelton 
Road (Bowes Park) Street Market in the 
Community Garden (including views of the 
Victorian Tunnel), a Family activity day in 
Clissold Park, and Petherton Road community 
celebrations. 
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Another four hundredth anniversary of an event surrounding the 
founding of Islington. 
 

 
Cover illustration from Clive Rose's "Alice Owen", Phillimore & 
Co, 2006 
 

As I write, Monday 23rd September 2013, exactly 
400 years ago on this date in 1613 Dame Alice 
Owen was marking (not signing) her Will setting 
out the allowances, amongst her private affairs, for 
her School and Almshouses.  She died a couple of 
months later. The School, although still under 
construction, started in November that year. 

Is there anyone who doesn't know the 
story? "This worthy woman, being born in 
Islington .." escaped death from a random arrow 
which pierced her tall hat when she stepped back 
from her first (successful) attempt to milk a cow, 
whereupon she declared that "if she lived to be a 
Lady she would erect [an almshouse and school] 
on that very spot of ground, in commemoration of 
the great mercy shown by the Almighty in that 
astonishing deliverance." 

Dame Alice directed that the entire 
management of the school and power to alter its 
statutes be entrusted to the Brewers Company.  
To the end of the school's time in Islington, the 
Brewers Company gave pupils tokens which could

only be redeemed at the neighbouring Crown & 
Woolpack, ensuring that they left at the end of 
term in a contented state. 

And so Dame Alice Owen's school 
continued in Islington (apart from a brief war-time 
evacuation of the boys to Bedford and the girls to 
Kettering) for 350 years until the inadequacies of 
the site for modern education forced its move in 
stages to Potters Bar.  By 1976, the school had 
left Islington for good, leaving only the "Lady 
Owen Arms" and a handful of street names to 
commemorate this extraordinary Lady. 
 
  
 
 
 
Tribute to Sir Hugh Myddelton, laid at Islington Green on 
Sunday September 29th, 2013 
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Fire Station closures  
The Mayor responded to consultees by reprieving two of the threatened fire stations.  Those with the greatest 
real estate value, including Clerkenwell and Kingsland, remain earmarked for closure. 
 LFCDA defeated 
The LFCDA failed to reverse the Mayor's decision 
when one abstention enabled it to approve the 
closures on the casting vote of its chairman.  It 
remains unclear how an impasse between the 
Mayor and one of his committees could otherwise 
be resolved. 
 Judicial review 
Seven local authorities, including Islington, have 
called on the Secretary of State to call in the 
Mayor's decision.  Having received no response, 
they have explored the possibility of judicial 
review, but have been advised it is unlikely to 
succeed.   
 False economics 

The Mayor appears to be motivated by a 
desire to reduce the precept to the Greater 
London Authority which is included in the 
annual Council tax.  A single person in band C is 
paying £6.65 less this year as a result.  However, 
insurance premia will almost certainly rise by more 
than this, even on the relatively modest properties 
that fall into band C.  Moreover, fire cover only 
provides compensation after the event.  A fire 
service which can meet current response times can 
prevent some of the damage arising, which is 
infinitely more desirable.  There is no likelihood 
of the private sector providing an alternative fire 
service. 

Shops to housing: is this really such a good idea? 

Why tie yourself in knots to try to limit the damage of such a poorly-conceived initiative? asks 
Michael Bach 
Deregulating the Use Classes Order is not the 
sharpest tool in the planning tool box. Suggestions 
that the Use Classes Order can target vacant 
property, let alone particular areas, is nonsense. 
Rather than being a rifle to take out vacant units 
or tackle secondary areas, it is more of a 
blunderbuss that can produce considerable 
collateral damage. 

So why is the Government suggesting it? 
The forthcoming proposals to provide a freedom 
to change from shops to housing is motivated by 
the existence of high levels of vacant shops in 
many parts of the country (including parts of 
London: Barking and Dagenham, Croydon and 
Lambeth have more than 20 per cent of their 
retail floor- space vacant), especially in secondary 
or tertiary shopping areas. 

However, the Government's proposals 
cannot be limited either to such areas or to vacant 
units. Instead a proposal to allow shops to change 
into housing without consent would affect all 
shops and leave it to the market which ones get 
chosen. As with vacant offices, it may well leave 
untouched those areas which perhaps most need 
to reduce the number of vacant shops because of a 
lack of market interest, yet where there is a strong 
market for housing it could well decimate local 
shops in London's neighbourhoods. 
 Impact on London  
The situation, particularly in much of London 

where large differentials in values between shops 
and housing exist, is that even if shops are viable, 
this differential in values between shops and 
housing means that there would still be a huge 
windfall gain to be achieved by converting all 
corner shops, many shops in local parades and 
neighbourhood centres and even the outer edges 
of district centres. There is already evidence of this 
happening in areas where the value differential 
between shops and housing is greatest. 

This change could be fairly devastating for 
the distribution of convenience shops and local 
services, reducing access to day-to-day shopping 
needs within easy walking distance for local 
communities, but more particularly to the 
continuing vitality and viability of these local 
centres. Being able to control the release of local 
shops to other uses is absolutely critical to 
maintaining vital and viable neighbour- hood 
centres. The outcome could be even worse for 
"under-served markets" in our inner city areas, 
resulting in increased social exclusion. 
 Conflict with the NPPF and the London Plan  
This would be in direct conflict with the NPPF, 
which advocates:  
• maintaining a balance of uses; 
• promoting healthy communities, by promoting 
strong neighbourhood centres and active street 
frontages; • planning positively for the provision 
and use of shared space, community facilities 
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(such as local shops, meeting places, sports venues, 
cultural buildings, pubs and places of worship) 
and other local services to enhance the 
sustainability of communities and residential 
environments;  
• guarding against the unnecessary loss of valued 
facilities and services, particularly where this 
would reduce the community's ability to meet its 
day-to-day needs;  
• ensuring that established shops, facilities and 
services are able to develop and modernise in a 
way that is sustainable, and retained for the 
benefit of the community; and  
• ensuring an integrated approach to considering 
the location of housing, economic uses and 
community facilities and services. 

The proposals also conflict with the 
Mayor's London Plan and SPGs on town centres 
and on neighbourhoods, with regard to strong 
neighbourhood centres, social inclusion and 
access to fresh food. 
 How to avoid a bad outcome  
To enable local/neighbourhood centres to 
continue to provide a focus for local communities 
as well as to provide a range of their day-to-day 
needs, it will be absolutely essential to retain the 
existing planning powers to manage both the 
amount and the mix of uses in local centres. It will 
also be essential for neighbourhood planning that 
communities can shape their local centres and 
maintain their ability to meet the daily needs of 
their community. 

Failing that, there will be a need to: 
• exempt communities/areas/local centres where 
a blanket relaxation of change of use from shops 
to housing could destroy the network of 
neighbour- hood centres - this would certainly be

 necessary for neighbourhood centres across 
London; 
• limit the proposals to premises currently vacant; 
or failing that  
• limit the proposals to premises last used as a 
shop - ie excluding A2, A3, A4 and A5 uses which 
could otherwise be converted to a shop without 
consent and then converted to housing without 
consent. 
Even this would leave post offices and pharmacies 
at risk. 

But why tie yourself in knots to try to limit 
the damage of such a poorly-conceived initiative? 
Given the strong conflict with central themes of 
the Government's planning policy, namely 
ensuring the vitality of town centres, supporting a 
prosperous rural economy, and promoting healthy 
com- munities, it will be essential to emphasise 
greater use of positive planning to manage the 
change within existing centres rather than 
introduce an across-the-board proposal that could 
decimate local, neighbourhood centres, local 
parades and corner shops in areas where housing 
values greatly exceed those for small shops. 

The bottom line is that introducing the 
freedom to change use from shops to housing is a 
poorly-targeted initiative, illustrating the 
insensitivity of top-down imposed change. No 
amount of finessing will change this. 

What is needed is greater 
encouragement - even guidance - to promote 
positive planning to use planning in a stronger, 
more targeted and more locally-sensitive way.  

   Michael Bach is chairman of the Planning and 
Transport Committee, London Forum of Amenity and 
Civic Societies 
Planning in London Issue 86 July-September 2013 
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Transport News Round-up 
Heat is on for High Speed 2 
The debate about whether to build a new high 
speed railway from London to Birmingham and 
thence to Manchester and Leeds has heated up 
over the summer.  Although initial opposition 
came from the property and land owners on the 
route, the impact on social housing in Camden is 
far more severe at a time when there is a chronic 
shortage of housing in inner London.  Moreover, 
the government seems keen to encourage demand 
for housing, which may be appropriate in other 
parts of the country,  when there is already an 
acute problem of supply in London and to some 
extent the south-east.  How then can we possibly 
afford to lose swathes of housing?  Any new 
housing which might replace it is desperately 
needed to address the pre-existing shortage of 
supply.   

Moreover, in times of austerity it is 
disconcerting that the estimates of the cost of the 
proposed High Speed Line have been apparently 
escalating.  Although all party support (at 
National level, there is plenty of all party 
opposition locally) has not yet been broken, 
several prominent Labour politicians including 
some who previously voiced support for the 
scheme have now called it into question. 

Unlike High Speed 1, HS2 will not have a 
direct effect on Islington, but if it were to require 
the North London line as a means of access to 
HS1 this would have a severe impact.  Ironically 
when the Secretary of State has just acknowledged 
the primary purpose of HS2 is to increase capacity 
rather than decrease journey times, such a scheme 
would have an adverse effect on one of the lines 
with the greatest capacity problems. 

Unfortunately all the "expert evidence" is 
from people or organisations funded by those with 
a financial interest in the outcome.  It seems to 
tell people what they want to hear.  What is 
needed is the involvement of disinterested experts. 
 It is not enough to ridicule suggestions like 
building the High Speed line alongside existing 
lines.  We need to know how much such ideas 
would cost and how much land they would take.  
If the argument is about capacity for freight, it 
would be possible to increase this in some 
measure by creating passing loops, for which there 
would be some flexibility in the choice of location. 

TfL consults on ending cash on buses 
Less good news for the occasional bus user 

and visitor to London is the idea rekindled by TfL 
to stop taking cash on buses.  While contactless 
cards and Oyster cards have greatly reduced the 
number of people paying by cash - now less than 
1% - the inconvenience to TfL of having to handle 
cash has been reduced accordingly.  On the other 
hand, the inconvenience of not being able to pay a 
cash fare, particularly at 3 in the morning when 
the shops are closed, is considerable.  TfL claim 
the ban would save them £14 million.  If that 
were true, it would be cheaper to waive the fares 
altogether. 
Barking/Gospel Oak electrification 

We are very pleased that, as trailed in the 
last issue of Islington News, funding has at last 
been found to electrify the whole of the Barking 
to Gospel Oak line and its freight links to other 
lines.  The only question is when, and whether 
the chronic overcrowding can be alleviated in any 
way in the meantime.  A programme to extend 
the already electrified Overground trains to five 
carriages from the current four is already in hand. 
 The East London line will be first, mainly 
because fewer of its platforms require lengthening. 
New Bus for London 

We continue to receive reports from users 
disappointed by the New Bus for London, 
principally its windows and the lack of fresh air 
upstairs during the Summer heatwave.  Some find 
the seats unyielding and the interior unnecessarily 
dark, although the purpose seems to have been to 
mimic as much as possible the colour scheme of 
the routemaster pre-1992 refurbishment. 

These vehicles have been introduced on 
the 24, which was converted wholesale on June 
22nd, and route 11, which commenced with 
mixed use of NBfL and older one person operated 
vehicles on September 21st.  The six remaining 
buses at Clapton garage are now operating on 
route 38 without a guard and with the rear door 
closed between stops, which seems rather 
pointless.  The rest of the fleet operate this way 
with more seats and more standing room.  Future 
routes which are to have the New Bus include the 
390 which serves the western side of our Borough.  

 AB 
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From the Society  
Current officers and What We Do appears on 
page 2 
Future Society events 
The Society gives reminders by e-mail of 
meetings about a week before they are held.  
Please let the Secretary have your e-mail address 
if you are not on the existing mailing list.  
Events take place at 7.30, Town Hall, unless 
stated otherwise. 
 
October 9th: rescheduled A.G.M.  
Athen Ayren from Greenpeace and her colleague 
Emily Hall will be talking to us about 
Greenpeace's work, some of their successes and 
some of the issues they are currently battling 
with.  We are proud of having Greenpeace's UK 
offices here in Islington and welcome them to the 
Islington Society. 
 
October 22nd: the presentation of our annual 
Architecture Award.  The very deserving winner 
of this year's Award is Tim Ronald's restoration 
of Ironmonger Row Baths.  The award is 
sponsored by the Business Design Centre.   
  
October 29th: Annual dinner, Frederick's, £25. 
The Annual Dinner 2013 for members and guests 
will be in Frederick's Restaurant, Camden 
Passage at 7.0 for 7.30 p.m.. An application form 
is enclosed. 
 
November 12th : 6 p.m. visit  to The Museum of 
the Order of St John at St John's Gate 
(Gatehouse, 1504).  There is a £5 charge for 
members attending this event.  If space allows, 
non-members will be welcome at a charge of 
£7.50.  Bookings and cheques to The Islington 
Society, 35, Britannia Row, London, N.1 
  
Our monthly Meet the Officers meetings 
continue at the Marquess Tavern, Canonbury St., 
on the first Tuesday each month at 9.0 p.m. on 
Tuesdays 5th November, and 3rd December 2013 
and January 7th and February 4th, 2014. 
 
The copy date for our next newsletter is February 
3rd, 2014. 
 
Other Events in or around Islington: 
Archaeology & History Society (8.0 p.m. 
Islington Town Hall) 
 

 

Non-IA&HS members welcome, donation invited. 
Further information in the website. 
 
Wednesday 16th October. "Islington's Kennedy 
Moment". Speaker Lester Hillman. 
 
Wednesday 20th November. "Bombing and 
Building: the post-war re-building of Parliament". 
Speaker Dr. Caroline Shenton. 
 
London Forum of Civic & Amenity Societies 
Meetings at 77, Cowcross Street, commencing 
6.30 p.m. 
October 15th: A.G.M. 
November 22nd: planning regulations governing 
changes of use 
November 26th: Walter Bor awards to member 
societies 
January 30th & March 4th: topics tbc 
 
Islington Museum & Local History Centre 
245, St. John Street. tel. 7-527 2837 
Exhibition until 24th January 2014: "It's Arsenal 
Around Here". 100 years in Islington. Opening 
hours 10 am -5 p.m.. Closed Wednesday and 
Sunday. 
 
Estorick Collection of Modern Italian Art,  39a 
Canonbury Square 
 
Sculpture Exhibition "Emilio Greco" (1913-1995) 
until 22nd December Opening hours Wed. to Sat. 
11 a.m.- 6 p.m., Sunday 12 noon-5 p.m.. 
 
The Cally Market 
Every Saturday from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., located 
along the Caledonian Road south of the 
Overground station to Bridgeman Road. 
 
Almeida Theatre,  
Almeida Street, N.1  0207 359 4404 
Monday-Saturday 7.30 p.m., Saturday matinée 
2.30 p.m. 
"Ghosts" by Henrik Ibsen until 23rd November.  
 
Islington University of the Third Age (U3A) 
Thursday 21st November. Speaker David 
Aaronovitch at Voluntary Action Islington, 
Pentonville Road. For details and membership  
www.IslingtonU3A.org  
 




