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I’m very pleased to feature a new post from Jill Stewart, the second of a three-

part series. Jill is Associate Professor in Public Health at the University of 

Greenwich and has worked in housing for over 30 years. She has written 

previously for Municipal Dreams about the earliest environmental health 

practitioners before 1914 and after the First World War and om the South 

Oxhey Estate. This is my review of one of Jill’s books, Environmental Health and 

Housing: Issues for Public Health. You can follow Jill on social 

media @Jill_L_Stewart and @housing-jill.bsky.social and see more of her work 

on her personal website, Housing, Health, Creativity.  

 

In last week’s post, we left Stonebridge Park in the early 1950s. By the end of the 

decade plans were afoot for addressing poor housing in the Stonebridge area once and 

for all. By 1959, the Medical Officer of Health (MoH) reported that ‘in spite of the 

shortage of Public Health Inspectors … more inspections were carried out … Inspectors 

were engaged on special surveys – two on the proposed redevelopment area, one on the 

proposed improvement area, and two on the smoke control areas’. (1) By 1961, the MoH 

(2) reported that: 
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The improvement of housing conditions still remains a very important function of the 

health department … The Minister of Housing and Local Government has 

confirmed, with modifications, the Middlesex County Council scheme for the 

Stonebridge Proposed Redevelopment Area. Two owners were prosecuted for allowing 

occupation in basements where closing orders had been made, and one owner was 

prosecuted twice for contravening the overcrowding provisions of the Housing Act. 

Much work has been done informally to reduce overcrowding in houses, particularly 

for those let in multiple occupation. 

It is not clear where in Willesden these latter cases are, but it adds to the picture of the 

housing challenges faced. 

Fig 1: MoH report 1964 based on 1961 census: Source Wellcome Library, London’s 

Pulse: Medical Officer of Health reports 1848-1972 and reproduced under a Creative 

Commons Attribution 4.0 International licence. 

 

The 1961 census cited in the MoH reports for 1963 and 1964 (3, 4) recorded the ongoing 

housing conditions in the general Willesden area demonstrating more persons per acre 

than other districts in Middlesex (except Tottenham) and the percentage of households 

at more than 1 ½ per room at the highest in the county and higher than the averages 

for London, with low levels of public space and many with no garden. The percentages of 

households either sharing or without a cold tap, hot tap or fixed bath was more than 

double the county average and above that of London (MoH, 1963:8) (3); see Figure 1 

below for MoH 1964 (4) report. 

Change Again? 

Into the 1950s and 60s society was changing more widely; there was an optimism in the 

air. At the Ace Café (Figure 2), bikers were racing along the North Circular to the iron 
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bridge and back to the length of a 45 RPM record, achieving cult status amongst young 

bikers and adding another dimension and layer to the history of Stonebridge Park. The 

1963 film The Leather Boys (5) captures some of this time. The ReelStreets website 

includes stills of the Ace Café and general Stonebridge area that readers may recognise 

(with more recent photographs alongside). (6) 

Fig 2: The Ace Café, Stonebridge. Photograph ©Jill Stewart 2023 

Despite a wider 1960s optimism, local housing stock was in decline both in conditions 

and overcrowding. As the old boroughs of Willesden (Labour) and Wembley 

(Conservative) combined to form the London Borough of Brent, in 1964 the MoH (4) 

reflected on the uncomfortable process this merger had been and said: (4) 

Wembley is fortunate to be relatively free (from) the legacy of bad housing, which 

continues to be a source of considerable anxiety in Willesden. Resources and staff are 

unfortunately insufficient to alleviate it fully, and rehousing perforce is a long-term 

remedy. Much has been done to cope with the worst aspects, so that living conditions 

are at least tolerable for many; but it is to be regretted that the Housing Act, 1961, 

with its measures against multi-occupation, has not overcome the wiles of the worst 

type of landlord. Further legislation is essential to control this exploitation of tenants. 
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An aerial photograph of Stonebridge was taken around this time – see Figure 3. 

Fig 3: Aerial view of Stonebridge 1965. Reproduced by kind permission of Brent Museum 

and Archives 

The Milner Holland Report of 1965 on Housing in Greater London (7) (including the 

Middlesex area) demonstrated the extent of poor housing. In response to this Report, 

Lord Silkin said: (8) 

From the point of view of human happiness and dignity, I believe that this is the 

greatest task which this Government, or any future Government, will have to face. I 

think that we shall be judged by the contribution we make towards a solution of this 

terrible problem. Until every family in the country has a decent home, this task must 

not be abandoned or relaxed. I wish the Government every success, and in 

undertaking this task they have all my blessings. 

Legislation provided for targeted interventions. The Housing Act 1964 introduced General 

Improvement Areas, to invest in private sector housing stock and complement clearance 

and redevelopment programmes. The Housing Act 1974 introduced Housing Action Areas 

to focus on areas of housing stress and help prevent the need for clearance. The scene 
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was thus set for area-based grants to invest in and maintain private sector housing 

stock, and these continued in various forms for many years. Despite this, some areas 

like Stonebridge Park were being prepared instead for large-scale clearance and 

redevelopment. 

‘Stonebridge will be ideal to live in‘ 

By February 1960, the Willesden Civic Review (9) promised a brave new world: 

‘Stonebridge will be ideal to live in’ (see Figure 4) if the fifteen year redevelopment plan 

combining flats, maisonettes, houses in green spaces, parks and other open space, 

received Ministry approval. 

Fig 4: Willesden Civic Review, February 1960. Reproduced by kind permission of Brent 

Museum and Archives 

The Changing Face of S 
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tonebridge booklet proudly proclaimed: (10) 

The proposal is to construct a series of multi-storey blocks of flats, of varying heights, 

and low-rise housing totalling three to four hundred units. The ‘deck’ principle, as 

proposed for the Chalkhill [Wembley, now demolished] scheme, will permit 

pedestrians to travel, mostly under cover, from any one part of the housing area to 

another by a nine foot wide “artery” running the full extent of the blocks. These 

‘decks’ will be reached by passenger lifts and tradesmen will find ease in delivering 

their products by freight lifts which will accommodate vehicles such as milk floats; they 

can then travel throughout the whole area. 

It added: ‘The area will provide new housing of the most modern design and 

construction. A total of 2169 dwellings for over 6500 persons covering a total area, 

including well planned open space, of 100 acres. The approximate estimated cost of the 

entire scheme is in the region of ten million pounds.’ See Figures 5 and 6 from the same 

booklet. 

Fig 5: Illustrations from The Changing Face of Stonebridge booklet. Reproduced by kind 

permission of Brent Museum and Archives
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Fig 6: Illustrations from The Changing Face of Stonebridge booklet. Reproduced by kind 

permission of Brent Museum and Archives 

 

The – by then – London Borough of Brent issued its programme for the opening of 

Phases 1 and 2 of the Stonebridge Redevelopment Scheme on Saturday 8th April 1967, 

with guests invited to assemble at the Services Rendered Club on Hillside, NW10 at 

10.30am. The Chairman of the Housing Committee, Mayor and Leaders were there, plus 

the contractors George Wimpey Ltd, with viewing of specimen flats, light refreshments 

and cocktails. (10) 
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View of Amundsen House with Shackleton House in foreground, 1988. These were the 

first completed blocks of the estate, approved by Willesden Municipal Borough Council in 

1965. © Prof. Miles Glendinning, Tower Block, University of Edinburgh, and reproduced 

under a Creative Commons licence. 

 

The Mayor of Brent, Alderman George Marshall, opened five new blocks of flats in 

Stonebridge Park in April 1967, built by Wimpey, proud of their ‘record as a foremost, 

progressive housing authority’ using the ‘latest industrialised building techniques … [as 

part of] …the massive new seven-year redevelopment programme for Stonebridge [at a] 

cost nearly £1 million’. (11) The alderman supposed that: 

Ultimately a great number of people possibly for the first time in their lives will be 

provided with good modern accommodation, improved amenities and a better 

environment in which to live … We are giving them the opportunity to lead a fuller 

and more adequate life. 

The Housing Committee chair, Alderman Philip Hartley, added: ‘We must remember that 

here we are dealing with the lives, the hopes and the future of people’. The council 

leader George Swanell said: ‘I hope it will not now be very long before the whole of 

Stonebridge is pulled down and redeveloped’. And the Conservative councillor, Denis 

Jackson, indicated that the ‘modern standards compared favourably with anything built 

by private developers’. (11) 
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Looking ahead to 1972 and the completion of a ‘space age project for 2000 homes’, 

the Wembley Mercury in 1968 reported that the estate was now well underway at a cost 

of £8 million to provide: (12) 

Tall, slim towers of gleaming flats, some as high as 21 storeys, and joined together by 

‘streets in the sky,’ will house tenants who once lived in slums or near-slum two storey 

‘homes’.  

The Borough Architect was Mr Adrian Beckett, and plans and models were displayed 

locally. Recalling this, one resident told me that at the time there was great excitement 

and optimism about the redevelopment. 

Wholescale redevelopment and community: lives captured in photography and 

film 

Of course, such fundamental plans have a human and more unpredictable side over time 

than any planned utopia. The lengthy process of top-down compulsory purchase, 

rehousing, area clearance and wholescale redevelopment, displaced families and 

communities in an unfamiliar new living environment can set in place a whole set of 

unintended consequences, both during the process and in the longer term. 

Considering the extent of clearance and redevelopment in the 1960s and 70s, there is 

relatively little documented about the effects and lived experience of communities during 

this process. If largely absence from literature, documentary photographers help us to 

understand the more subjective side of area (slum) clearance and redevelopment. Nick 

Hedges shows us through his exemplary documentary photography how it felt, day to 

day, to live in poor housing awaiting demolition. Many will be familiar with his 

photographs for the housing campaign group Shelter in the later 1960s but, perhaps less 

well known, he also took photographs in a Harlesden hostel. Whilst in the area he 

captured the shots below. It is not certain whether these are Harlesden or Stonebridge 

Park – perhaps a reader may know, or even recognise the people in the pictures? 

Nick Hedges shows us what poor housing conditions did to people, their health and 

morale. In his website he tells us that: (13) 

The families depicted were caught in a never ending cycle of power, insecurity, and 

frequently ill health. Their evidence despair reflects the complete loss of hope in there 

ever being any positive resolution to their deprivation. 



He adds that ‘slum clearance, which had become very necessary, was frequently a long 

winded process, in which residents were left side by side with half demolished properties 

and litter strewn wastelands’. (14) 

Fig 7: Housing in the locality. Reproduced by kind permission of Nick Hedges 

© www.nickhedgesphotography.co.uk

Fig 8: Housing in the locality. Reproduced by kind permission of Nick Hedges 

© www.nickhedgesphotography.co.uk 
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There is a very unexpected source of film capturing the last of some of Stonebridge 

Park’s Victorian terraces as they were literally awaiting demolition in 1973. The 14 (15) – 

starring Jack Wild and June Brown – was filmed there just prior to the bulldozers moving 

in, creating the backdrop and based on a true story. The family’s home is then boarded 

awaiting demolition, with some of the then new flats visible. 
Advertisements 
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There are multiple screen captures from The 14 in ReelStreets (16) of the then terraces 

awaiting demolition and the now demolished housing at Stonebridge Park. Stills number 

10-12 show Victorian terraces in Shelly Road, Milton Avenue, Mordaunt Road and the 

new flats in Shrewsbury Crescent and Wilmers Court, 16, 20-21 Shelley Road and Milton 

Avenue. 24-27 show Mordaunt Road and Shelly Road and the then ‘new’ flats: Mordaunt 

House and in Shrewsbury Crescent and Wilmers Court, and 46-47 again Mordaunt Road 

and Shelley Road. The creator has added a link to show how these areas later looking in 

April 2017. The photographs below taken in the 1970s show Mrs Delaney of Carlyle 

Avenue, referred to as her ‘slum’. (Remember that this street was identified in the MoH 

1933 report, see last week’s post, Figure 10 listing many of these streets). 

Fig 9: Mrs Delaney outside her ‘slum’, 33 Carlyle Avenue, Stonebridge, 1970s. 

Reproduced by kind permission of Brent Museum and Archives
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Fig 10: Mrs 
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Delaney inside her ‘slum’, 33 Carlyle Avenue, Stonebridge, 1970s. Reproduced by kind 

permission of Brent Museum and Archives 

There has of course been much criticism of many area redevelopment schemes that paid 

little regard to the fabric of existing communities, despite some of the major advantages 

that came from new housing design built to generous Parker Morris Standards). For 

example, I was told: ‘We didn’t have any choice’ by one resident when I asked about this 

many years later. Many long term residents had their homes, whether as owner 

occupiers or tenants, compulsorily purchased and they were moved to new and separate 

locations both within Stonebridge Park, but also other places in Willesden area, such as 

the new Church End estate. Families and neighbours who had lived in streets together 

for years were split. Some communities never recovered from this process of ‘slum 

clearance’ and kinship ties which hold immense importance in health and wellbeing and 

are hard – if not impossible – to replace or replicate. 
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Municipal dreams turned sour? 

It feels uncomfortable to write in a post celebrating council housing to also talk about 

what did not go so well. Although the roots of tower block estates like Stonebridge Park 

may have been in modernism and with optimistic intentions, many were never truly 

modernist in their interpretation and design. The tower blocks at Stonebridge Park for 

example bore little relation to surrounding architecture and had an inhuman, forbidding 

appearance, in settings that were sometimes unusable. It is not clear at Stonebridge 

Park if corners were cut but the original design was planned to the meet the railway and 

it did not reach there as the artwork suggests in Figure 6 (This was not what actually 

happened in the end. It is not clear why, since the streets backing onto the railway, 

including Albert Terrance (Fig 11) are still there to this day. 



Fig 11: Albert 

Terrace, backing onto the railway, that escaped the original demolition in the 1960s (see 

also overall plan Fig 6 above). Photograph ©Jill Stewart, 2023 

Estates like Stonebridge took a top-down approach and were not tried and tested. There 

had been little forethought as to how such estates would – or even could – be 

maintained and repaired, as well as managed with the new challenges presented. There 

were also issues around housing maintenance and repair, management, accountability 

and housing allocation. The environment became poorer and disadvantage set in. It 

would be easy here to present an overly simplistic overview to what is in fact a highly 

complex set of circumstances, but in essence for many Stonebridge became less 

desirable to live in and its homes harder to let. It felt like a downward spiral, with little 

sign of hope that things would change. 
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As early as 1973, the Wembley and Kingsbury News (17) reported an ‘barrage of angry 

protest’ from more than 100 residents of the new Stonebridge Housing Estate. There 

were allegations of design faults, lift breakdowns, vandalism, dampness inside the flats 

and flooding of landings and walkways and improper use of play areas. It was also 

reported that there was ‘rowdyism and gang warfare on the estate, making life 

intolerable for many tenants’. The Council put forward several solutions including 

policing, security and possible eviction and added that once the estate was completed 

there would be more available space, a community centre and a designated welfare 

officer.   

This photograph of the Stonebridge estate map taken in 1988 perhaps captures 

something of the area’s decline. © Prof. Miles Glendinning, Tower Block, University of 

Edinburgh, and reproduced under a Creative Commons licence. 

By 1978, the London Borough of Brent established pilot projects at Chalkhill, South 

Kilburn and Stonebridge Estates (18) due to concerns about difficulties tenants 

experienced in living in high rise, high density estates. It was found that homeless 

families were allocated in higher numbers to these estates than the rest of the borough 

and in Stonebridge a system was introduced to reduce allocations to one-parent families. 

As a result of the study, Stonebridge was designated a priority for a five-year plan, 

including the Bus Garage project. The survey overall proposed more working with local 

community groups. 
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The Struggle for Stonebridge documentary was broadcast in 1987 and focused on the 

Harlesden People’s Community Council (HPCC) formed in 1980 by young black 

Stonebridge residents and documenting their efforts to redevelop the bus depot to help 

prevent race uprisings as in Toxteth and Brixton. It attracted much attention and 

showcased some of the tensions in the area between the council and the community, 

alongside conflicting ideologies (19, 20). 

Fig 12: Harlesden Peoples Community Council, From the Stonebridge Bus Garage … to 

the Stonebridge Community Complex, 1984. Reproduced by kind permission of Brent 

Museum and Archives 
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So, by the late 1980s, there were multiple complex and interrelated factors that needed 

to be addressed. In next week’s post we take a look at how Stonebridge looked then, 

how things were starting to change and what happened next. 
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