
. , 

:' 
·. lZ-Express Be News, October 22,1976 

... ... 

_...., 
e Nick W~tes i• Tolmers Square. 

----~~L-------~~--~-- ----------------

.... 



'tHEY closed · the Lord 
Pabnerston pub, at the 
corner of Hampstead 
Road, on Sunday night.-

- . . )lick Wates aDCl dozens of 
... ot~ for wboin Tol~ 

Men $quare. had ooce beeJa 
a eaua. lind an o~n 
•ttended the last rites tor" 
what had once been a 
brjght spot in __ a bu~fuig 
Inner London commum!r-~ 

'They' 
.and · 
the 

:But it was as if they 
were. just pa&sers-by. : _ .. V. 
would haye been different rf 
they had tried this a year 
ago," said Mr Wates. " But • 
people just stood around 
saying • If only we had heard 
about this earlier ••. ' " · · 

square 
deal 

A year ago the ToJmer.s 
Village Association would 
have been active, protesting 

- against this further o1trophy 
· of a decaying but fighting 

area;· the " they" would 
- have been clearly identified 

as the stereotyped evils of 
p roperty developer Mr J.<ie 

, Levy . ·and his company, 
Stoclc; Conversion and In
vestment Trust. 

But to most of the erst
w h i I e campaigners, t h e 

·battle for Tolmers Square 
has been won. Camden 

· Council is buying up the 
houses, ensuring that the 
area is not ravaged by 
property development. Cam
den agreed the pub had to 
go. 

So the closure served only 
as a useful r•)inter for Mr 
Wates~ book THE BATTLE 
FOR TOLMERS SQUARE 
(Routledge and Kegan Paul, . 
£2.95), published last-Friday. 

For the newcomer and the 
forgetful, Tolmers Square is 
the catch-name for 12 acres 
b o u n d e d by Hampstead 
Road, Euston Square and 
Euston Station which~ was 
the battleground between 
1971 and 1974 for a public 
campaign to prevent the 
commercial redevelopment 
of the area. 

Camden Council origin
ally intended to aid Stock 
Conyersion in building a 
lucrative office complex, · in 
return for which the cc.m
pany would sell the remain
der of the site to the coun-

- cil at a cut price for hous
ing. In 1974 Camden 
decided to buy out Mr ·Levy 
and finance the ho\lsing 
scheme with the aid of 
profits from its own office 
development. 

Tbe boo«"s 232 pages not 

w]letber it waqte.d .to pay 
Jlte pljce (?f preserving homes 
on ex:pensive .cei:ltral London 
lan_d, ~a~ ~_yer deeper 
e~$4._-. itt , p r o p e r t y 
specu1at!~. . . 

'!tfr Wate$, 25, became 
}nvolved !n the debate by 
accident, when as a member 
of a groqP. doi!lS their final 
year studies for planning 
degrees, they chose Tolmers 
Square as a suitable subject 
fQr ~- five--w~k · project. He 
returned to ,squat in one of 
the many· empty houses the 
-team ~ discovered in 1973, 
he}l_)ed establish the Tolmers 
ViJJage· Association and 
became its first full-time co
ordinator, with the help of 
a Rowntree grant. 

-B-ut now he is Jiving with 
friends in Delancey Street, 
Camden Town, the TVA is 
dormant and the camoail!!l 
banners are furled - even 
though Mr Wates heads his 
Jast section prophetically 
The Struggle Continues. 

\Stopping the Levy Deal
as it became known - was 
crystallised by a scheme 
devised by property journa
lists ChristOpher Booker and 
Bennie Gray, .showing that 
Camden could raise the 
tnoney commercially to buy 
up ·the land and subsidise 
the housing from ·the office 
development. The scbame 
w-as rejected by the council, 
but it is sHJJ the philosophy 
behind Camden's present 
strategy. . 

Mr Wates concludes of 
this episode: "The failure of 
the Labour group (of Cam
den) wa5 not in misjudging 
the · technicalities of the 
c~. whidl could be argued 
e1ther way, -but in failing to 
reco&ffise that the issue 

. only chronicle that public 
-debate, but also reveal the 
earlier history. While it was 
common rumour that lltfr 
Levy bad been shrewdly 
assembling piece by piece 
ftis ownershi~ of this key 
commercial site since 1962, 
Mr Wates reveals for the 
first time that Camden was 
also in on the negotiations 
from its creation in i 965. 

. could be useil by Ca~en 
as ..,art. 41 a political cam-
paign . a~nst property 
speculation. . . , 

]MaYbe so, but Mr Wates 

With t 'be permission of 
Councillor Roy Shaw, Labour 
leader of the council, he has 
been able to quote from 
coundl files, to show bow 
11 newly-created borough, 
s~rait-jacketed by a Govern· 
ment which was ~c~in- . 

. admits in the boo« that the 
~~ke~ .~Dd Gray scheme 
~as no radi~ banner raiser. 
":It was a brilliant liberal 
r#o~JDist sohJtion enabling 
social gains to • be made 
wit-bout . requiring . · a n y 
fhanges in the rules of the 
game." Booker. and Gray's 

• subsequent fulminations 
againSt -the cost of council 

· hOt!sing would have made 
them e~r.ra~ing _ . feHow 
traveHers 1n any. caa~paijil 
f~ ~Ohn. • . • 

The ot er ra 1ca course 
of action, attd that adopted 
by Camden, was convincingly 
spelt out by Peter :Best, then 
d e p u t y council leader: 
" . . . The right way to deal 
with tfJe property developers. 
is a progressive government 
and I don't for one moment 

' imagine the next Labour 
government will be. in that 
c•tegory •• . but a "really 
progressive go-ahead Labour· 
government might take some 
action to end the total non
sense ot private ownership'" 
of Jand." . 

Mr Wates opted for re
formism in his own work at 
Tolmers Square.· He j,1ined 
the local LaboUT Pilrty.· Jt 
gave him access·, to council 
members and a platfotm for 
resolutions to go to the coun. 
cil's Labour group and . the 
party's constituency manage-
ment committee. • 

But above all · if provided 
~im with information. :'There 
IS so little communicati<.n 
between people and the 
council," he said. ''I could 
go to a meeting and say do 
you kn~. the council at its 
last meeting had a long dis
cussion about ToJmers 
Square and passed three 
resolutions. 

"If there is one 1bing that 
comes out of Tolmers Square 
it is that you have ·to-til!ht 
at all levels. It is no good 
leaving it to MPs or council
lors. Community associations 
on their own .are impotent, 
squatters are ImpOtent and 
Booker and Gray couldn't 
achieve much. Together these 
groups can achieve social 
change." 

On the surface, that 
message seems triumphant at 
Tolmers Square. New council 
homes are going up, !Jlany old 
ones are scheduled for re
habilitation and tenants are 
secure in the knowledge they 
can stay in the area. · 

But the old dilemmas 
posed by profit remain To 
finance the housing Camden 
needs 350,000 square feet of 
offices- more thari Stock 
Conversion even public1y 
laid claim to. The threat of 
demolishing the actual square 
-the area's architectural and 
historic heart-is as real 
under Camden's rule as ever. 

Mr Wates fairly describes 
these dilemmas. "There are 
several Labour councillors 
who take the line that tbey 
should build what the 
planners ideally want and 
write the losses off on the 
rates. Others say that if th-e 
o~ces market picks up, the 
office development might not 
have to be so large to be 
profitabl~,'' he said. · 

Yet others might say;·with 
the benefit of hindsight, th~t 
going ahead with the Levy 
deal would have left Cam,icn 
with much ·of the hO!lsing 
built or rehabilitated and i.ir 
Levy with a financial •head
ache delivered by the collap~<e 
of the .m!MIL .. ..malign~:tl 
pro~ JQ~et; ;: · · _ 

Philtip 


