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CHAPTER 1


THE GROWTH OF LONDON AND ITS NEED FOR GOVERNMENT





1965


On 30 March 1965, the London County Council held its last meeting at County Hall on the South Bank of the Thames. A few hours earlier, the ashes of Herbert Morrison, the LCC’s most famous leader, were scattered from a fireboat into the river near Westminster Bridge. Elsewhere in the capital, county, borough and district councils had already held their final meetings.1 The old order of London’s government was being swept away.


The year 1965 marked the border between post-war Britain and the ‘Swinging Sixties’. A Labour government had been elected in 1964, following thirteen years of Conservative rule. Tory grandee leaders, most recently Harold Macmillan and Alec Douglas-Home, were replaced by the more meritocratic Harold Wilson. The period since 1945 had seen austerity, nationalisation, the creation of the welfare state, massive house-building programmes and the development of a ‘Butskellite’ political consensus. But, by the early 1960s, radical voices were calling for further changes in the way society functioned.


A series of political scandals during the early 1960s, notably the Profumo affair, helped create a climate that revealed establishment figures led rather different lives from those of the public at large. A ‘satire boom’ fed off the foibles and failures of the political class. By the mid-1960s, Britain was ripe for social and political change.


In his book White Heat, Dominic Sandbrook considers the ‘end of an era’ feeling that attended Sir Winston Churchill’s funeral on 30 January 1965. The passing of Britain’s great wartime leader was seen as a watershed for Britain. On both left and right, the prospect was national decline. Sandbrook quotes Patrick O’Donovan writing in The Observer:




This [the funeral] was the last time that London would be capital of the world. This was an act of mourning for the imperial past. This marked the final act in Britain’s greatness. This was a great gesture of self-pity, and after this the coldness of reality and the status of Scandinavia.2





London’s fall from grace was part of this narrative. Having been the ‘biggest city the world had ever known’ and capital of an empire ‘upon which the sun never set’, it is easy to see how commentators thought London would fade as part of the ‘orderly management of decline’ envisaged by the British establishment at the time. Viewed from 2015, things look remarkably different. ‘London’ somehow managed to escape from ‘Britain’,3 which itself has emerged into something far better than the crumbling Nordic museum that seemed likely in 1965.4 Moreover, Scandinavia is now seen as a global exemplar of good government and human rights, and is widely admired.


In mid-1960s London, at the heart of British politics, the city’s skyline was changing as if to signal a move not to decline, but to modernisation.5 Tall buildings had started to appear through speculative office building and social housing programmes. Harold Macmillan’s government had benefited from increasing affluence and change in Britain during the late 1950s and early 1960s. A desire to achieve social and economic progress had created an enthusiasm for new modernist buildings. Massive home-building programmes were undertaken using new techniques such as system building. Modern architecture became a symbol of progress, though there have long been conflicting views about its benefits. As Edward Jones and Christopher Woodward have observed:




[T]he good intentions of the Welfare State, coupled with watered-down allegiances to Le Corbusier’s principles and the democratic building style of Sweden, were not enough to produce good architecture. The lack of coherent architectural models, combined with mad planning policies, resulted in a further deterioration in the quality of building in London … the skyline of London is now a depressing spectacle of stubby, evenly distributed towers.6





More recently, a defender of twentieth-century modernism, Owen Hatherley, has written (partly, though not exclusively, of London):




There is another modernism well worth rescuing from the dustbin of history and the blandishments of heritage … Left modernisms of the 20th century continue to be useful: a potential index of ideas, successful or failed, tried, untried or broken on the wheel of the market or the state. Even in their ruinous condition, they can still offer a sense of possibility which decades of being told that ‘There is No Alternative’ has almost beaten out of us.7





This debate, or some of the structures that provoked it, will recur in the pages that follow. Before and immediately after 1965, many councils were replacing slums with superior (it was thought) homes in the sky. In central London, Centre Point and other architectural icons were reaching upwards. On 8 October 1965, the Post Office (now BT) Tower was opened by Prime Minister Harold Wilson, creating a permanent monument to the London of that year and to what Wilson himself described as the white heat of the technological revolution.8


London government reform, including the creation of today’s boroughs, took place in the midst of all this upheaval. With hindsight, it is easy to see the reformed ‘Greater London’ governance arrangements as yet another element in the transformation of Britain that occurred in the 1960s. Yet the pressure to create a system of government that embraced most or all of the wider urban area of London had been evolving since the 1920s. Uncontrolled expansion between 1918 and 1939 had added hundreds of square miles of housing, high streets and industry to the area covered by the LCC.


LONDON’S GROWTH – A BRIEF HISTORY


‘London’ is an amorphous concept. The City of London, originally a Roman city, was long established as ‘London’. But, as new and important settlements developed across the river in Southwark and in far-flung locations such as Westminster, it was not entirely clear if they were part of London or, more plausibly, places in their own right. The City sometimes established Southwark as part of its jurisdiction, though generally without voting rights. As Westminster and the City of London grew together along the Strand, a wider urban area developed. But the City resolutely retained its boundaries and powers. Counties and parishes developed government arrangements in the surrounding territory.


Elizabethan efforts to impose a green belt to contain the burgeoning sprawl that bulged around the Thames were unsuccessful. The city grew inexorably outwards. The coming of railways speeded this expansion. Towns and villages that had been miles from London eventually found themselves embraced by brick and tarmac. A unique form of mega-city developed, with millions of small houses covering almost 800 square miles of land: larger than today’s Greater London. London became a vast province of towns within a town.


Thus, St Mary’s Church in Harrow, which can be seen from tall buildings in central London (and vice versa), once looked southwards over mile after mile of open countryside. Today, perhaps a million homes lie between the church and Centre Point at St Giles. St Giles’s own church is ‘in-the-Fields’, or at least it used to be. However, a protected view that allows visitors to Richmond Park to see St Paul’s Cathedral frames an image of the City within a long canopy of trees. No other global city entwines its rural history and urban present so deliberately.


The names of Underground and railway stations attest both to the city’s history, but also to the efforts of the embraced territories to cling on to their pastoral origins. Harrow-on-the-Hill conjures up images of a rural idyll. Similarly – and there are many examples to choose from – Harringay Green Lanes, Stamford Brook, Parsons Green, Northfields, Southfields, Shepherd’s Bush, Oakwood, and Ruislip Gardens all sound plaintively non-urban. Waltham Forest, a borough name chosen in 1965, implies a large expanse of trees. This is still partly true, but less so than in the distant past.


This historical preamble explains the unique composition of contemporary London. It is one of the world’s largest and most successful cities, but it is also a patchwork of architecture, small settlements, trees and wildlife. The system of government that exists today is the product of two factors: the way the urban area of ‘London’ grew outwards; and the City of London’s approach to protecting its boundaries.


Nothing can be understood about London without a grasp of the city’s history. Although this book is about London’s thirty-two post-1965 boroughs, their creation was a direct consequence of the City of London’s government model, evolved over 1,000 years. In particular, the City’s defence of its original territory set the stage for all that has followed, and, indeed, for the way Londoners think about their city.


THE CITY OF LONDON AND THE GROWTH OF A METROPOLIS


The City was originally founded by the Romans, who left Britain in AD 410. By 450 or 460, English history descends into a period when the city was abandoned and its great Roman buildings fell into disrepair. The Anglo-Saxon settlement of London – or Lundenwic, as they called it – began during the seventh century, not on the site of the Romans’ Londinium, but somewhat to the west, at contemporary Aldwych.9 Later, King Alfred took London back within the Roman walls to make it easier to protect from Viking invaders. From this point onwards, meetings of the ‘folkmoot’ (a general assembly of citizens) took place, allowing all the people of the city a voice, though formal power rested with the Court of Hustings, which developed a ‘Court of Aldermen’ to perform administrative functions. The Court of Aldermen came, over time, to seek the support of a Court of Common Council as a way of broadening decision-making.10


King Alfred re-established London and attempted, though with little success, to impose a grid street plan on London. The establishment of the city’s own government during the Anglo-Saxon settlement of England put in place the first building block of today’s system of government. King Canute (1016–35) is believed to have built the first royal palace, and seat of national government, near to a church (a minster) to the west of the City of London. Westminster has been the centre of national government since the eleventh century, and has remained separate from the government of London in the City.11 From here on, ‘the City’ is the centre of mercantile London, while ‘Westminster’ is the home of the national government.


The relationship between these two districts was not always easy. Sir Laurence Gomme describes the ancient origins of the City and Westminster as being very different. The Dean of Westminster Abbey was, according to Dean Stanley, the ‘shadowy head of a shadowy corporation’ that was wholly separate from the City of London:




[It was] a system of government [in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries] absolutely different from that of the [C]ity. The constitution of Westminster was based upon the English manorial system in its most complete form … [the City of ] London was governed upon a system as unlike it as possible. The two systems were alongside of each other, but being drawn from different origins they developed in quite different fashion … We see in particular the lordship at the top of the Westminster system. We see in London the elected mayor, and we may well recall at this point the cry of the Londoners that they have no lord but their mayor. This Westminster evidence shows too that the constitution of London was built upon the government of the ‘whole community’, which not even the power and personal interest of Henry III could put on one side … The separation of Westminster from the [C]ity … emphasises the action of the sovereign most markedly.12





The City of London Corporation (that is, the local government of the City of London) as it operates today dates its earliest origins from around this point. Because the City’s evolution comes to determine so much else about London government, these early stages can be seen as hugely important in setting the scene for developments during Norman, Plantagenet, Tudor and Victorian history. William the Conqueror decided to leave the City alone, granting it a charter to guarantee its freedoms.13 The Tower of London, in neighbouring Tower Hamlets, was built to keep watch over the powerful, self-governing and taxpaying merchants of the City.


In the period after the granting of its charter, London’s importance was stressed by it being the only city mentioned in Magna Carta, which stated ‘the City of London shall have all its ancient liberties by land as well as by water’.14 The office of Mayor of the City of London (established in 1189), later Lord Mayor, was entrusted with ensuring the provisions of the document were carried out. Dick Whittington became Lord Mayor in 1397.15 Peter Ackroyd, in London: The Biography, suggests Magna Carta inaugurated the process of shifting London from being an independent city state towards becoming a national capital.16 But it is the City’s defence of its ancient ‘square mile’ boundaries that has had the most direct impact on the development of the wider city’s government as London has grown.17


Between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries, as the historian Caroline Barron records, the City of London developed many of the livery companies and guilds that became part of its system of government. As the urban area surrounding London grew, Justices of the Peace and Sheriffs, who were appointed by the Crown within each shire, sustained the law and were responsible for a number of military functions. In the area surrounding London, the shire counties were Kent, Surrey, Berkshire, Middlesex, Buckinghamshire, Hertfordshire and Essex. Parish-based government evolved, mainly to administer the 1601 poor law.


The potential for London to spread far was constrained by travelling times. Roads were basic and carriages horse-drawn. Most people could travel no further than they could walk. London’s geographical growth was, by today’s standards, limited. Instead, population density increased to accommodate growth. In 1650, the population of the City of London was probably 150,000–200,000.18 Today, it is just over 8,000.19


By the sixteenth century, Elizabeth I was so concerned with the sprawl of the city that her government attempted to prohibit further construction in its hinterland by an early form of green belt.20 At this time, ‘bills of mortality’ were introduced to monitor deaths around London on a weekly basis – an early involvement by local government through parishes in public health. The parishes covered by these bills of mortality became the basis of the area of the 1855 Metropolitan Board of Works (MBW), and subsequently of the London County Council (LCC) and today’s inner London.


By the time of Elizabeth’s death in 1603, London had spread beyond the City and neighbouring Westminster in all directions. Her government’s restrictions on development had had little effect, and the sprawl continued. Areas beyond the City were not governed by the City of London Corporation, although, from 1550 until 1899, part of today’s Southwark (the historical ward of Bridge Without) was run from the City’s Guildhall. Westminster, a settlement to the west of the City of London, had its own governance, administered by officers of the abbey and the Parish of St Margaret’s. In other built-up areas close to the City and Westminster there was a limited kind of parish-based government, later to include poor law provision, funded by an early form of rates.


New players, in the shape of aristocratic estates, emerged into the story from the later seventeenth century. A number of families owned land between the City and Westminster and began to develop housing in places such as today’s Covent Garden, Mayfair and Belgravia. These developments did not require planning permission. Simon Jenkins has described how, particularly during the eighteenth century, farmland was rapidly covered with elegant squares and thoroughfares.


A GROWING DEMAND FOR METROPOLITAN GOVERNMENT


From this point onwards, the great city sprawled across fields in what would today be Marylebone, Fitzrovia, north Lambeth and to Marble Arch and beyond. By 1820, London covered something close to today’s Transport for London (TfL) Underground Zone 1, and was a city of 1.5 million people. But London’s government did not expand to match this outward development. The City of London governed itself according to its historic traditions. By the start of the nineteenth century, there was a problem with the way London was run. The municipal corporations commissioners who reported in 1837 suggested there be a single metropolitan municipality that would, inevitably, consume the City. This proposal was given short shrift by the City of London Corporation, which wished to protect its ancient self-government and privileges. As a result, the growing urban area continued to be governed by county- and parish-based local authorities. Ad hoc boards and private companies came increasingly to have a role in delivering water, lighting, paving and other services.


Britain developed into the world’s leading industrial economy. In the north of England and the Midlands, burgeoning cities such as Manchester, Liverpool, Sheffield and Birmingham successfully petitioned Parliament for the powers to create the elected corporations needed to provide their rapidly growing cities with government. But in the built-up area surrounding the ancient City of London, it proved harder to assert the need for a similar corporation. On the one hand, the City was unwilling to extend its boundaries to embrace the new, much bigger, London. On the other, the scale of London was such that a single corporation was seen by many politicians and reformers as inappropriate for such a massive urban agglomeration.


Every year that passed meant ‘London’ grew bigger and the need for city government increased. The Metropolitan Police Service was established in 1829, covering an area within a radius of 6–7 miles surrounding Charing Cross, and responsible to the Home Office. A number of writers have described with relish the random chaos of governmental institutions that developed in the city beyond the City. Writing in 1898, Sir Laurence Gomme summarised the nineteenth-century local government arrangements beyond the City boundaries in the following terms:




[The local areas in London beyond the City] are marvellous productions. The ancient parishes with their civil powers, the districts formed by the [Metropolis Management] Act of 1855, the poor law areas, the Local Board of Health, all combine to produce a chaos … not understood by any member of Her Majesty’s government, and certainly not by the ordinary citizen … The affairs of the county area are administered by the London County Council, the City of London Corporation, the Commissioners of Metropolitan Police (whose area extends beyond the county area), the School Board for London, the Metropolitan Asylums Board (whose area does not extend to the whole county), the Justices in Quarter Sessions, the Home Office with reference to the Metropolitan Police Courts (whose areas do not agree with the county), and the Thames Conservancy (whose area extends from Cricklade to Yantlet Creek).21





Gomme chose the unique district of Ely Place, Holborn, as an example of the minute subdivisions of London government that operated during the nineteenth century:




[Ely Place,] an extra parochial jurisdiction of the Bishops of Ely when they had an Episcopal residence in London and to which Shakespeare alludes in a well-known passage in Richard III, still possesses its commissioners of paving, still appoints its watchmen, the lineal successor of ancient ‘Charley’, who cries the hours four times a day, and whose presence prevents any ordinary policeman having jurisdiction within the ‘liberty’.22





Complexity is not new to London. Throughout the nineteenth century, reformers struggled to make sense of the ‘London government problem’. John Davis, in his definitive study of the subject, boils it down to a number of key issues.


First, as outlined above, the City of London was serially resistant to reform that threatened its boundaries and ancient privileges. Second, the parishes, vestries and district boards (municipal units made up of smaller parishes) that were empowered by the 1855 Metropolis Management Act were also unenthusiastic about most of the local government changes that were regularly proposed. Third, there was a significant difference of opinion among reformers and politicians about the need for city-wide government in London.


The leading proponent of a centralised form of London government was the sanitary reformer Edwin Chadwick, who believed that a powerful and nationally appointed body was required to impose clean water, sewers and public health on the vast and often filthy metropolis. Key supporters of the existing form of super-local government included Joshua Toulmin Smith, who campaigned to retain and strengthen the then-existing system of parishes and district boards. It is worth noting that some vestries were ‘open’ and held elections, while others were ‘close’ and self-selecting. Only a few were properly democratic, even by the standards of the time.23


By the middle of the nineteenth century, the civil parishes of London, which were responsible for local government, often had populations bigger than provincial cities. They may have been ‘local’, but the bigger parishes had as many residents as the boroughs in 2015. St Pancras (in today’s Camden) and Lambeth each had a population of about 150,000.24 There were proposals for ‘tenification’: that is, creating ten large municipalities within London, based on parliamentary borough areas. But the notion of creating a series of Manchester- or Birmingham-style municipal corporations was bitterly opposed by localists, and, indeed, by the existing vestries.


The 1855 legislation, which had been triggered by a series of cholera epidemics during the 1840s and 1850s coupled with a growing realisation that the Thames was little more than an open sewer, created a classic London solution to the challenge of providing metropolitan government.25 The MBW was created to deliver sewers, roads and other infrastructure for the city. Its chief engineer, Sir Joseph Bazalgette, was London’s Haussmann.26 But the ‘Metropolitan Board of Works’, as its name suggests, was not an elected council; rather it was operated by a joint committee of the City, vestries and district boards. Although well short of the powerful institution advocated by many reformers, it solved the London government problem without having to create an elected council.


The MBW, like the London Passenger Transport Board in the early to mid-twentieth century and the London Docklands Development Corporation in the late twentieth century (or, for that matter, a number of public bodies dominated by New York planner Robert Moses),27 was an example of how single-purpose, unelected, city authorities can be highly effective in delivering infrastructure and urban redevelopment. A lack of democracy empowers individuals to drive forward change more quickly than would be possible if elected politicians were in charge. The indirect control of the MBW by the City, district board and parish members barely constrained Bazalgette as he constructed sewers, roads, bridges and embankments.


The fire brigade was also created by the MBW following a classic ‘nothing ever changes’ struggle between different arms of London and national government. In the early nineteenth century, parishes had been required by the government to provide fire engines, ladders and fire cocks. At this time, some private cover was offered by insurance companies.28 A number of parish services were combined in 1833 to form the London Fire Engine Establishment.29 Its concerns were mostly for property (not people) in the central area.


A big warehouse fire in Tooley Street, Southwark, in 1861 led to a demand for better fire protection. The Metropolitan Police Commissioner, Sir Richard Mayne, proposed that his force should take responsibility for a metropolitan fire brigade. The commissioner’s proposed plan was, in the Home Secretary’s (Sir George Grey’s) view, far too costly. Instead, an arbitrary amount was determined by the government to fund a police-run brigade that would be funded partly by a rate precept, partly by the government and partly by insurance companies. This arrangement was then challenged by the City of London, which had its own police force. The City of London Corporation demanded that its police should run a separate City fire brigade. When this idea proved unacceptable to the government, the MBW was called upon to take over. It agreed to do so, and added the fire brigade to its empire.30


A second metropolitan authority was created in 1870. The London School Board (LSB) held its first elections on 29 November 1870. The legislation to introduce the board, driven through Parliament by William Gladstone and W. E. Forster, was controversial. The Church of England was opposed to state intervention in schooling, while Nonconformists and radicals opposed a clerical monopoly.31 These opponents were outweighed by the recognised need to tackle the scale of educational destitution in the great cities of Britain. The board was to be responsible for ‘elementary education’ – that is, the education of the lower classes. Its minimum content was prescribed by the Education Department and subject to inspection. Charles Dickens notably described the poor standards of schools in critiques such as Our Mutual Friend and Hard Times.


The board was the first city-wide elected local authority in London. Forster had originally intended to constitute the school board in much the same way as the MBW – that is, with district boards and parishes nominating members. But the legislation was amended in Parliament to make it directly elected. The capital was divided into ten electoral districts. The City, Southwark, Chelsea and Greenwich returned four members each. Lambeth, Tower Hamlets, Hackney and Westminster each returned five. Finsbury had six and Marylebone seven. The form of voting was unusual: each elector could cast as many votes as there were seats in the division. The voter could thus ‘plump’ all their votes for a single candidate, instead of spreading them throughout the list. The ballot was secret.


The quality of the board’s membership is remarkable and suggestive of the growing importance of education in the capital. One of the initial members was Dr Elizabeth Garrett (later Elizabeth Garrett Anderson), the country’s first female doctor,32 whose name is commemorated in a wing at University College Hospital and a school in Islington. A number of Anglicans and Free Church members were elected, as were several MPs. The MPs included W. H. Smith, founder of the still-existing newsagency chain and future First Lord of the Admiralty. His lack of naval service before this latter role led him to be satirised by Gilbert and Sullivan in HMS Pinafore.33 The first meeting of the LSB took place at the Guildhall by invitation of the City of London Corporation.34


Both the LSB and the MBW were effective at delivering the services required of them. They provided a stepping stone between the fragmented, parish-based governance of the early-to-mid-nineteenth century, and the system that took shape between 1888 and 1899. In the cases of both the MBW and the LSB, parish and district board membership was considered, although by the time the School Board was created in 1870, a joint committee of indirectly elected members was deemed unacceptable. Nevertheless, the power of the local tier of London government to assert its parochial influence was still present well after the 1870 education reforms.


THE LONDON COUNTY COUNCIL


The MBW was a leading indicator of the ‘bottom-heavy two-tier system’ that has operated in London almost continuously since 1855. In 1888, with the MBW mired in accusations of corruption, legislation was introduced to replace it by the London County Council, which was a directly elected authority covering the same area. But the complex pattern of parishes, district boards and poor law guardians remained unreformed.


From 1888 to 1899, the long struggle to reform the ‘local’ tier of London government moved into a decisive stage. There was a growing acceptance from a number of vestries that reform would probably be their best chance of survival. The City of London found itself exposed to the risk that if there were a reform of the local level of London government, then it might be reduced to the status of (as it saw it) a district council. In the end, proposals put forward by the Kensington Vestry, one of the most powerful of the original parish-based municipal units, suggested a form of elected local borough, which the City saw as offering it the chance to survive largely unscathed. The 1899 legislation that reformed the vestries, district boards and poor law guardians created twenty-eight ‘metropolitan boroughs’ within the LCC area.


Parliament had, broadly, split along party lines on London government issues. Conservatives (generally styled ‘Moderates’ within the capital) were unenthusiastic about big government at either the metropolitan or local level. Liberals and later Labour (‘Progressives’ within London government) broadly favoured the creation of the LCC and new borough councils. Two books published in 1939 considered the operation of the metropolitan boroughs alongside the LCC in the forty years since 1899.


William Robson, in The Government and Misgovernment of London, argued that the post-1899 authorities had been created to undermine




the interest and authority … the London County Council had aroused. It sought to strengthen and magnify the district councils to the greatest possible extent and to emphasise their independence of the larger body in subtle as well as obvious ways. Every device [that] might tend to divide the allegiance and confuse the loyalty of Londoners was imported to the bill [which created them]; while at the same time nothing was done to ensure coherent administration or give the London County Council power to override parochial views in the interests of the metropolitan community as a whole.35





Robson quoted A. G. Gardiner, who had observed: ‘There was to be not one London, but thirty Birminghams,’36 and also that the purpose of the 1899 reforms was:




[T]o prevent the voice of London as a community from being heard on any subject affecting its common interest, and to substitute a chorus of sectional and competing interests … In order not to disturb the City, the measure of 1899 set up a system of new municipalities, which left London a mosaic of unreal and arbitrary cities, and its essential unity unrecognised.37





The metropolitan boroughs often chose to exert influence on London Members of Parliament rather than on the LCC.38


Concluding his assault on the two-level system created by the 1888 and 1889 reforms, Robson stated:




Twenty-eight autonomous authorities are responsible for providing such costly institutions as swimming baths, washhouses, public libraries etc.; yet no attempt is made to see that these are places in the most suitable locations in each district having regard to similar provision in neighbouring districts. There is no mutual consultation or common plan to determine the site of a swimming bath or a maternity and child welfare clinic, with the result that it is mere chance whether they are suitably placed or not.39





Also writing in 1939, Sir Gwilym Gibbon and Reginald Bell were less critical of the boroughs and their relationship with the LCC. Indeed, they concluded: ‘The Council has grown greatly in stature and in girth compared with the City Corporation and the metropolitan borough councils.’40 They added: ‘It has always been felt by the borough councils as a whole that not enough has been done by Parliament in the way of decentralisation … There still remains a general desire among borough councils that more of the functions of the Council should be administered by them.’41


Gibbon and Bell accepted that




at times there has been friction between the Council and the borough councils. This has been much less a matter of politics than of personalities and local traditions … A marked feature of recent years, however, is the general improvement in relations. A friendlier spirit has developed, and a greater readiness to bear with each other’s difficulties.42





Notwithstanding such critical observations, the chaotic arrangements described by Gomme and nineteenth-century reformers were, after an extended and often bitter process, turned into a two-tier system of elected metropolitan authorities. The City of London survived as a city and county with its own police force and retaining its historic system of government. The arrangements enacted in 1888 and 1899 continued, substantially unreformed, until 1965. But the massive further geographical expansion of London after 1888 and 1899 meant voices were soon raised to propose further change. The LCC and the metropolitan boroughs operated in parallel within the same territory for sixty-six years, a period that saw the rapid growth of the metropolis outside their area. No other London government system has lasted as long. The MBW and parishes co-existed for thirty-three years, and the LCC with the parishes for eleven. The Greater London Council (GLC) and the post-1965 boroughs operated together for twenty-one years, followed by a fourteen-year ‘interregnum’ with no city-wide tier. The Greater London Authority (GLA) and the boroughs have, thus far, been together for about a quarter of the period of co-existence of the LCC and metropolitan boroughs.


THE COMING OF ‘GREATER’ LONDON


In considering contemporary London, it is easy to forget that most of its territory comprised open fields and villages as recently as 1850, and much of it remained so until the 1920s. However, to the east of the LCC, a major urban expansion had occurred even before it assumed the MBW’s boundaries in 1888. Two county boroughs, similar to the corporations that had been created in other big cities across the country, were created in West Ham (1889) and East Ham (1915), just across the River Lee from the easternmost metropolitan borough, Poplar. As the urban area of London continued to expand, places that had been free-standing towns and villages were gradually engulfed by the city.


All these places had their own, autonomous, local authorities before London crept out to them. County government, which had been reformed by the 1888 Local Government Act that created the LCC, operated in all the territory up to the LCC boundary, except in the county boroughs. Thus, Middlesex County Council, which covered the area to the north and north-west of the LCC, gradually filled up with houses and factories. Similarly, the northern parts of Kent and Surrey became urbanised, as did the west of Essex and south Hertfordshire.


The LCC area of ‘London’ had never, as was the case with other counties, been an ancient shire. The LCC came into being as a by-product of the reorganisation of the predominantly rural counties elsewhere in the country.43 In some of the larger municipal boroughs within the counties surrounding London, there were pressures for greater autonomy, particularly in education. Many districts lobbied the government for ‘excepted district’ status, to allow them self-government over education. A number of the councils in the counties just outside London (such as Acton and Ilford) were bigger than metropolitan boroughs within the LCC area.


London was amorphous. By the 1920s, it was a vast province of houses, and continued to grow outwards without constraint. Observers became aware of the difficulty of generating a civic identity for such a large metropolis:




The Londoner is often charged with lack of civic pride. The charge is untrue. Greater London, even the County of London, is too big to inspire much in the way of civic pride. It is too vast, the mind cannot grasp it; but the mind can and does grasp the importance and the glory of the Central Area … Our planning has been in terms of a single building, a single estate, perhaps a single parish, sometimes a borough, but seldom in regard to the requirements of London as a whole.44





Written during the Second World War, the 1944 Greater London Plan provides a planner’s view of the way London grew. Although its author, Patrick Abercrombie, was concerned with the planning rather than the governance of the city, his analysis of the way London developed offers a useful insight into the challenges of providing such a large urban area with a system of government that could reasonably adapt to its rapid growth and scale. In particular, his plan considered the then-recently developed outer London area:




In surveying the main features of the growth of Outer London, is any structure discernible in the apparently amorphous sprawl? One can discover old communities that still, in spite of accretions, retain their focal points, such as St Albans, Watford, Guildford, Kingston, Gravesend, Brentwood and others. One can find old communities that still remain more or less unchanged, as Hertford, Denham, Dorking or Epping. There are communities entirely new, as Letchworth, Welwyn Garden City and Becontree. There are others entirely overwhelmed, like Wembley, and finally there are vast areas of inchoate, incoherent housing, such as can be found to the south of Harrow, to the north of Hayes in Middlesex, to the south of the Kingston By-Pass, or around Hornchurch.


Looked at in a more general way, there emerges a certain tendency towards concentric rings, which can be measured in terms of housing density. The central overcrowded urban mass of London is not confined within, but in places laps over the LCC boundary. Outside this mass are the fully developed suburbs, some within the County of London, but more without, containing on the whole tolerable densities. Next comes a zone with sufficient openness to have enabled attempts to be made to create a Green Belt, a zone in which the communities maintain some semblance of distinct individuality. Lastly, there is the outer zone in which communities old and new are still seen against an agricultural background.


This faint indication of structure calls for a decision. Is the structure to be maintained, revivified and strengthened in its present form? Are the dry bones of the valley once more to receive the call to stand and live? Or, on the other hand, is the skeleton to receive modification and alteration? Or, finally, is the shape so hopeless that only breaking up will meet the case? … What we now find before us is the combined result of two opposing trends. There has been an exodus of people moving from the centre, people moving out in a process of voluntary decentralisation of homes, if not of work, and at the same time the pull of London has caused an immigration from various parts of the country. The regional fringe has formed the meeting point of these two groups, who have there perforce formed uneasy settlements together.45





The Greater London Plan was written in the tone often adopted by grandee planners during the 1940s and 1950s. The growth of London that had occurred between the early nineteenth century and 1939 had randomly created a vast and unplanned town stretching for miles and miles. Abercrombie, in common with other experts, wanted to re-order the sprawl and impose greater harmony.


Looked at from the perspective of the inhabitants or civic leaders of, say, Croydon, Tottenham or Richmond, their local area was a distinct entity with its own local government. Croydon, like West Ham, had been given the status of a county borough as early as 1889. Tottenham and Richmond, in common with dozens of other municipal boroughs and urban districts in the counties of Middlesex, Essex, Kent and Surrey, had their own responsibility for council functions. These ‘district’ authorities had been created within the post-1889 counties, and, for a while until 1899, local government in the London area outside the LCC’s boundaries was clearly superior and more democratic than the unreformed local tier inside the city.





FURTHER STRUGGLE FOR REFORM


However, by the 1920s, pressure was once again building to reform London government so as to align metropolitan administrative capacity to the reality of the vast city that had accidentally evolved. London School of Economics academics, writing in 1970, summarised the issue by saying:




The growth of London beyond the boundaries of the LCC in the twentieth century brought increasing problems for London’s government. By 1914, places like Walthamstow and Leyton to the north-east and Acton and Willesden to the west and north, had grown to be indissolubly part of London’s built-up area, and had demonstrated the artificial nature of the boundaries between London and Middlesex or Essex. This development brought pressures for action to be taken … over a wider area than that of any existing local authorities. Between 1905 and 1920, for example, four official committees investigated various aspects of London’s traffic problems and all concluded that there ought to be a single authority responsible for traffic and indeed transport services generally over an area at least as large as Greater London.46





In 1921, a Royal Commission was set up under Lord Ullswater to consider the government of Greater London. It was not unanimous: one set of commissioners proposed some redistribution of responsibilities within the existing system, but also believed there was no need for a London-wide authority. However, they recommended a statutory advisory committee for Greater London. A second group of commissioners proposed a central authority for Greater London, while a third group favoured a two-tier system with a Greater London authority and a number of county borough-type councils within it (close to the system eventually adopted in 1965). The conclusion of the majority of the commission that no changes were needed was reinforced


by the views of most of the local authorities in what was now called ‘Greater London’, who opposed reform. No action was taken on any of the Ullswater Commission’s proposals.47


In the best traditions of London, a number of ad hoc solutions were found to the city’s governance problems. A London and Home Counties Traffic Advisory Committee was set up in 1924 to advise the Minister of Transport about roads and traffic. In 1927, a Greater London Regional Planning Committee was initiated, though it had no powers to enforce any of its recommendations. The London Passenger Transport Board was created in 1933 to administer transport across a wide area surrounding London. For the time being, the establishment of such metropolitan institutions put off the day when a full reform of London government would be undertaken.48


Against all the odds, one major planning decision was taken during the 1930s which has had a lasting impact. The Greater London Regional Planning Committee proposed a green belt to control urban growth. The Town and Country Planning Act 1947 then allowed local authorities to designate green belt proposals in their development plans. Few London-related policies have ever been so effectively implemented, albeit this policy deliberately stopped things happening rather than facilitating development.


THE FINAL PUSH


From 1945 onwards, the need for post-war reconstruction and a desire to reform public services were seen as reasons for leaving the structure of local government unchanged. There was, however, an important challenge to this conservative approach. A wartime coalition White Paper proposed a commission to consider the organisation of local government outside London, including the creation or extension of county boroughs. In recognition of the problem of London and the wholly urban county of Middlesex, both were excluded from the scope of the proposed commission. It was further proposed that there should be a committee, chaired by Lord Reading, to consider the number, size and boundaries of the metropolitan boroughs within the LCC area. The new Labour government decided in 1946 that the Reading Committee should be wound up even before it could produce a report. In making his announcement about the Reading Committee, health minister Aneurin Bevan explained that it would be hard to look at only one aspect of London government rather than to consider the wider issues raised by the condition of metropolitan administration.49


Between 1945 and 1957, the established pattern of London government continued. A number of councils outside the LCC area, notably Ilford and Ealing, promoted private bills to acquire county borough status. The government’s argument against them was always that it was wrong to consider them in isolation from the wider need for a review of London government. But this objection wore thin as successive governments failed to hold such a review. In 1954, when Ilford again and Luton for the fourth time promoted legislation to become county boroughs, the government acknowledged that something needed to be done, and soon.50


Academic experts and planners such as William Robson argued, as they had for some time, that there needed to be a Greater London authority and a consequent restructuring of local government within and around the capital.51 But the possibility of reform was rendered insoluble by overlapping ‘chicken-and-egg’-type problems. It was impossible to reform local government structures nationally, or even to create new county boroughs, without addressing the widely acknowledged inadequacy of London government’s outer boundary. Middlesex, it was generally believed, could not alone be tackled unless London government were to be reformed. London’s boundaries could not be considered separately from the wider ‘Greater London’ area, which stretched well beyond Middlesex. The distribution of powers between the LCC and the metropolitan boroughs could not be tackled in isolation. Doing nothing was easier than doing everything.


On 29 July 1957, six months after the Suez Crisis had ended, the Macmillan government took action. Housing & Local Government Minister Henry Brooke, who had been a member of the LCC from 1945 to 1955 and leader of the Conservative opposition on the council, announced that a Royal Commission on London government would be created to consider the question of the possible reform of ‘Greater London’. Chaired by a solicitor, Sir Edwin Herbert, it considered a far wider area than built-up London. There were 117 municipalities within a review area covering 840 square miles – a third larger than today’s Greater London. The stage was set for the process that would lead to the establishment of the post-1965 London boroughs. But a huge struggle lay ahead before the new system could be born.


Royal Commissions were more popular as a means of examining important governmental problems in the 1950s and 1960s than they are today. They tend to act slowly and thoroughly, which is out of step with the way governments now want to work. The GLC, which emerged from the Herbert Commission, was unceremoniously abolished twenty-one years later, on the basis of little more than a government consultative paper. Nor was there a Royal Commission about the creation of the GLA in 2000. Back in the 1950s, governments were more willing to appoint a senior establishment figure and a set of commissioners to take several years to examine an administrative or governmental reform.


Herbert received very different evidence from two competitive groups of academics: the Greater London Group at the London School of Economics (LSE); and the Centre for Urban Studies at University College London (UCL). The LSE group, led by Professor William Robson, argued for a radical reform to the system of London government across the whole of the built-up metropolitan area around the existing version of ‘London’. The UCL researchers preferred to leave the structure of local government largely unreformed, but also to advocate that central government took strong powers to co-ordinate metropolitan and regional policy and action.52 Even the LSE academics in their study of reform conceded their UCL colleagues had gone further than the LSE team in examining socioeconomic (as opposed to service efficiency) arguments for particular sets of proposals. The UCL team concluded that the boundaries of the LCC corresponded to an area of ‘distinct social identity’, and that this coherence of identity provided a powerful reason to retain the LCC.53


With hindsight, the UCL researchers were correct about an important aspect of London’s government, and one that proved fatal to the GLC. The boroughs that were to be created whose territory fell well beyond the LCC boundary generally had substantively different attitudes about, say, tall buildings or council housing than the new authorities within the LCC area. The efforts of GLC politicians to build large housing estates and to move people from slums in inner London to leafy suburbs were to trigger significant opposition from some of the new outer boroughs. Yet by the 2000s and 2010s, outer London came increasingly to have socioeconomic characteristics which resembled those of inner boroughs. As a result, the UCL view of the difference between the distinct social identity of inner boroughs and, by implication, the equivalent identities of outer ones is now far less important than in the 1960s.


THE BIRTH OF THE LONDON BOROUGHS


Herbert reported in 1960, proposing the creation of a ‘Council for Greater London’ and fifty-one Greater London Borough councils with populations of between 100,000 and 250,000. The borough was to be ‘the primary unit of local government in Greater London’. Many of the functions of the then-existing counties ‘could be better performed by the Greater London Boroughs’. The scale of operations of the boroughs ‘must be big enough to attract first-rate people … both as councillors and officials’, and the resources of the borough ‘must be sufficient to support the full range of borough services’. It followed that many existing councils would have to be reorganised.


The City of London was different. The Herbert Commission dryly noted: ‘Logic has its limits and the position of the City lies outside them.’ The commission went on:




The City is, in some respects, a modern local authority with the powers of a metropolitan borough. It has also powers, ancient and modern, of its own … Its wealth, its antiquity, the enormous part it has played in the history of the nation, its dignity, its traditions and its historical ceremonial make the City of London an institution of national importance.





Herbert, and, indeed, the government, proposed to retain the City and give it all the powers of one of the new boroughs, plus a number unique to it.


The commission also opined: ‘It may be that the Greater London Boroughs will find it desirable to have some form of joint committee … covering the whole of the new area.’ Thus, the London Boroughs Association (LBA) and, after a number of reforms and name changes, London Councils came into existence.


A number of Herbert’s proposed boroughs – Newham, Merton and Harrow – exist today. Most did not get past this Royal Commission stage, although many formed the building blocks for subsequent mergers before the London Government Act 1963 was finally enacted. Herbert’s borough of ‘Finsbury, Holborn and Shoreditch’ ended broken up in Islington, Camden and Hackney respectively, though Shoreditch briefly visited Tower Hamlets in the government’s White Paper proposals. ‘Banstead and Epsom & Ewell’ and ‘Esher and Walton & Weybridge’ did not make it as boroughs because the government eventually chose to take them out of Greater London.


Some of the fifty-one proposed authorities included former district councils in what is today ‘outer London’ whose status would be much enhanced when they were liberated from their county council. Places such as Ilford had previously attempted to win county borough status and escape the clutches of Essex. A number, including Harrow, Twickenham and Wembley (in Middlesex), were ‘excepted districts’ within counties, providing education on behalf of the county. Many of the authorities in outer London were happy to become boroughs within the new Council for Greater London’s area, because the new metropolitan authority was less powerful than the former counties. Uxbridge, Tottenham, Erith and Crayford were among those that supported the Royal Commission’s proposals. Croydon and East Ham (both county boroughs) opposed reform, as did Middlesex County Council.


Within the LCC area (now inner London), Conservative boroughs including Kensington, Chelsea and Westminster were enthusiastic for the proposed reforms. Most Labour boroughs opposed them, except Fulham and Hackney, which supported change. Unsurprisingly, the LCC opposed its own demise, while many Labour boroughs within London supported the council’s position. Labour accused the Conservatives (and not without reason) of wanting to expand ‘London’ and thus, by bringing in a number of affluent suburbs, make it more likely the Conservatives would win control of the new Council for Greater London. But Conservative-controlled Surrey County Council opposed reform and suggested, instead, the creation of a joint planning board of local authorities in the wider London area.


One of the earliest reviews of the new boroughs was published in 1961, four years before the new authorities started work. A pamphlet was based on a lecture by Professor William Robson, the LSE academic who had been so influential in pressing for ‘Greater London’ government and whose colleagues at the Greater London Group at the LSE had, along with the Centre for Urban Studies at UCL, provided much of the expert analysis for the Herbert Commission. Robson made his views public in the period between the publication of the Royal Commission’s report and legislation being introduced to Parliament.


He concluded that his study of London led him to believe that ‘many important functions, which urgently need to be carried out for the whole metropolis, are being neglected or carried out in a piecemeal fashion’, and that ‘second-tier authorities need strengthening’.54 Robson made no secret of his own views, and explained how he and his LSE colleagues preferred powerful ‘Greater London Boroughs’, whose title was to include the word ‘Greater’, so as to stress these authorities’ power: ‘The adjective “Greater” applies not only to the area of London, but also to the powers and responsibilities of the authorities concerned.’ Robson wanted the name to be such that every citizen of the city ‘will know he is a member of the Greater London community’.55


Robson was less convinced about the Royal Commission’s desire to avoid the terms ‘upper tier’ and ‘lower tier’ of London government, which, in their view, conveyed the idea of superior and inferior authorities:




They prefer to regard the distinction between Greater London Boroughs and the Council for Greater London as based on the difference between a narrower and wider area of administration. This is perhaps a little hypersensitive. Most theatres have three or four tiers of seats; but it is the lower tiers [that] contain the best and most expensive seats.56





Where the Herbert Commission proposed fifty-one boroughs, Robson wanted fewer. He and the LSE researchers proposed an average population of 350,000 to 450,000, leading to between twenty-five and thirty councils. The only smaller borough would be Watford, which had a well-defined boundary and would be left as a new authority with just 74,000 people. He suggested the Royal Commission might have decided to propose a smaller size to avoid upsetting the larger existing municipalities such as Croydon, Islington or Lewisham.57


The government published a White Paper in November 1961, which included a preference to call the new metropolitan authority the ‘Greater London Council’. Henry Brooke, the Minister for Housing & Local Government, proposed there should be fewer, larger boroughs and that education should be run by the boroughs alone, except within the LCC area, where a single authority should take control. Herbert had suggested making education a joint responsibility of the GLC and the boroughs. At this point, thirty-four boroughs were proposed – fewer in number and thus bigger than those proposed by Herbert.


As the debate about the White Paper continued, ministers, under pressure from outer districts, gradually ruled out a number of proposed boroughs. Banstead, Caterham, Warlingham and Walton & Weybridge were excluded, as were Cheshunt, Esher, Staines and Sunbury-on-Thames. Parts of Hornchurch and Surbiton were taken out. Epsom & Ewell survived as part of London until the legislation reached its report stage in the House of Lords.


Commenting on the struggle between shire districts and the government over their place in London, The Economist commented:




Dr Hill [now the Minister of Housing and Local Government] must not let himself be browbeaten by suburban witenagemots … The Surrey Tories may dance in the streets because they still have sack and soke in Banstead … [but] London’s readjustment will not be advanced if Dr Hill’s first action has to be to placate those of his political friends who make the loudest noise.





In fairness to Dr Hill, the more outer parts of the metropolitan area excluded from London, the less likely the smaller Greater London would be to vote Conservative.


In examining the government’s proposals for new boroughs, LSE academics described the government’s proposed ‘Borough 27’ (today’s Hounslow) as:




[A] funnel-shaped authority over 10 miles long from the Hammersmith/Chiswick boundary to the Thames at Staines with the A30 as its spine. But it was less easy to see what had led to the grouping in Borough 28 [Hillingdon]; it was almost as long from north to south as Borough 27 but the main lines of communication ran across it.58





The White Paper proposed a series of conferences to be chaired by town clerks from outside London to consider the final composition of the proposed boroughs. These conferences faced a number of critical issues, and their decisions shaped the future government of London. The following is an edited section of Gerald Rhodes’s book on the struggle for reform:




The government had proposed to split Wandsworth … The main reasons were that it was very large … and an awkward shape. Moreover, its neighbour, Battersea, was small. It seemed an obviously sensible proposal, therefore, to add part of Wandsworth to Battersea. This the government had suggested, but unfortunately the result was to leave the remainder of Wandsworth as a separate borough ‘without municipal buildings or any other of the basic equipment of public administration’ … [T]he town clerks suggested a different borough grouping, but in doing so they rejected the views of both boroughs. Wandsworth did not want to be divided and Battersea simply wanted to take as much of Wandsworth as would bring it up to the required population size … To solve the problem, they suggested adding most of the eastern part of Wandsworth (i.e. Clapham and Streatham) to Lambeth, leaving the rest of Wandsworth to be joined to Battersea … However, the consequence of this suggestion was that there had to be a wholesale recasting of practically all the other boroughs in the area. In the government proposals, for example, Lambeth was to have been joined with Southwark. Now a new home had to be found for the latter.59





Thus, in a different version of history, Lambeth & Southwark would have been one of the new boroughs, Camberwell (including Bermondsey and Deptford) would have been another, and the new London Borough of Lewisham would have been Deptfordless and have no riverfront. It is remarkable how one period’s modest administrative tidying-up can become the basis of another’s day-to-day government.


Matters proved rather easier north of the river, though there were some creative suggestions for changes to the White Paper’s proposals. The Borough of Chelsea came out with an ingenious proposal to combine Chelsea, South Kensington, Fulham and Knightsbridge into one borough. This approach was rejected because it meant splitting existing authorities. The proposal to merge Wembley and Willesden was fiercely opposed by both councils. But Wembley was considered too small to go it alone and would have had to be joined, if not to Willesden, then to Harrow. Neighbouring authorities opposed being joined to either Wembley or Willesden, so, in the end, the town clerks left the Wembley–Willesden borough (Brent) in place.


Summarising the efforts of the Herbert Commission, the government White Paper and the town clerks, Rhodes concluded:




The metropolitan boroughs of 1899 were formed out of existing parish units of that date purely as the most convenient method … to hand. In 1962, the London Borough boundaries were drawn to form the most convenient administrative units out of the existing conglomeration of county boroughs, metropolitan and municipal boroughs, and urban districts. An attempt was made to do this with as much regard for criteria such as lines of communication and location of service centres as was possible given the limitations of size, of the need to amalgamate whole areas and, above all, of time within which the operation was carried out. But, when all is said, many of the groupings [that] finally emerged must be regarded mainly as marriages of administrative convenience. East Ham and West Ham; Hornsey, Tottenham and Wood Green; Ruislip-Northwood, Uxbridge, Hayes & Harlington and Yiewsley & West Drayton – they may form workable patterns for running education, welfare or public library services, but it would be hard to find any consistent reasons for the particular amalgamations [that] were finally accepted.60





After extensive consultation about the White Paper, the government set about passing the legislation necessary to achieve reform. The London Government Bill was introduced in November 1962. It was pushed through by Conservative MPs and opposed by Labour. There were lengthy debates about the powers to be given to the GLC and the boroughs, and many proposed amendments about the precise configuration of the new boroughs. Any decision about the components of one borough had knock-on consequences for its neighbours. To make things even more difficult, the outer boundary of London was still not finally fixed.


One of the amendments put down by two opposition MPs (Eric Lubbock, Liberal victor of the Orpington by-election, and Labour MP for Dagenham, John Parker) proposed a single central London borough.61 The government rejected the proposal on the grounds that it would be wrong to set up a borough purely based on the need for a planning function within the central area. A Conservative, Sir Hugh Lucas-Tooth, MP for Hendon, moved an amendment at the committee stage to make the GLC the sole planning authority for a smaller, core area of the centre. The Housing & Local Government Minister, Sir Keith Joseph, rejected it.


A large number of professional and other bodies played a part in shaping the final legislation. The (now ‘Royal’) Town Planning Institute and the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors lobbied about planning powers. But despite the momentous nature of the proposed change to the government of London, the public was not much interested. The Conservative MP for Beckenham, Philip Goodhart, remarked during the passage of the London Government Bill: ‘I have been impressed by the lack of interest shown in my area … since the beginning of this month. I have received more letters about the iniquities of the discrimination in the taxation on greyhound racing than on this topic.’62


In the end, there were to be thirty-two boroughs, not thirty-four. The City of London lived on once again.
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CHAPTER 2


THE NEW BOROUGHS AND THEIR CONTEXT





Books written about London government and planning covering the period since 1965 have generally concentrated on plans for metropolitan, city-wide planning or on the central areas of London.63 The creation and abolition of the GLC have been considered, yet there is no comprehensive history of the London boroughs. Much has been written about Ken Livingstone,64 the GLC’s final leader, while there are also publications analysing the creation of the GLA.65 There have been a number of studies of planning or politics in particular boroughs,66 and there have been books about the economy, planning, housing or development67 that consider conditions in parts of London or use boroughs as an example. Some academics have undertaken systematic examinations of aspects of planning in every borough,68 but the number of boroughs has rendered detailed, comparative, analysis of how each has developed difficult.


Each of the boroughs has evolved a distinct entity. Political cultures differ from one to another, even when the same party is regularly in control. Some boroughs, for example Newham and Westminster, have never changed political control, while others, including Ealing and Richmond, have done so frequently. Labour groups in one borough have a different culture from others, even in neighbouring authorities. The same is true of Conservatives and Liberal Democrats.


This separateness is recognised in the next chapter of this book, which considers each of the thirty-two boroughs individually. Although the thirty-two authorities and the City collectively constitute a vast metropolis, their individual characteristics have led to different politics and policies. A sweep across the contemporary inner London skyline is instructive. Councils in Westminster and Kensington & Chelsea have largely rejected tall buildings, at least in central London. A scattering of 1960s medium-sized, shoebox-type blocks (many of them hotels built with subsidies) can be seen, but generally there is a four-or five-storey limit. Camden has adopted a similar policy, except at Centre Point and Euston. These exceptions date from the 1960s.


The City of London, apart from the Barbican estate, allowed only a single skyscraper before a post-1980s change of policy. It, like its neighbour Tower Hamlets, has latterly encouraged tall buildings. In the period since 2000, Hackney, Islington, Southwark, Lambeth and Wandsworth have been more willing to give permission for tall buildings around the edge of the central business district. Major new towers have been constructed (or are about to be) in locations such as the City Fringe (north and east of the City of London) and along the Thames. Latterly, Newham has started to create its own cluster of towers at Stratford. Lewisham (in the town centre), Redbridge (Ilford) and Hackney (Woodberry Down) have been willing to see developers build at a height in neighbourhoods outside the city centre.


The economic and social condition of London in the early-to-mid-1960s gave rise to critical pressures that helped shape the fifty-year history of the thirty-two boroughs. The boroughs and the GLC took control almost exactly twenty years after the end of the Second World War, when Britain was changing rapidly. Although a Conservative government had originally appointed the Herbert Commission, broadly accepted the commission’s proposals, and then legislated to enact them. It was a Labour government which was in power by the time the new councils started work.


Much has been written about the ’60s, a decade when Britain threw off its curiously repressed approach (compared with a number of other European countries) to personal morality. Satire boomed. The Profumo scandal in 1963 allowed ordinary people to see how differently the rich and powerful lived. Between 1965 and 1968, legislation was passed that legalised prostitution, abortion and homosexuality. Race discrimination was made illegal. The changes made by Labour and sponsored by Home Secretary Roy Jenkins led to the creation of what its supporters called the ‘civilised society’, but its enemies labelled the ‘permissive society’.69 The historian David Kynaston observed of this period: ‘The Profumo affair was one of the things that switched the English default position on politics from deference to scepticism, if not yet to cynicism.’70 London flourished in many ways during the 1960s. Anti-establishment attitudes, liberation and fashion fused to produce ‘Swinging London’.


The boroughs came into existence as this new world emerged. Although the local authorities were amalgamations of councils, which in many cases had their origins in the days of Victorian parish and vestry government, the world in which they operated was changing quickly. The modern signage and logos adopted by the new London boroughs reflected this shift to modernity. Camden’s decision to adopt a ‘linked hands’ logo or Westminster’s definitive street signage, both of which are still in use in the city today, are reminders of the new London that was emerging at this time.


Yet the social and economic backdrop to the creation of the new London boroughs was less encouraging. The capital still bore the physical marks of a world war that had finished twenty years previously. There were hundreds of bombsites and soot-black public buildings, while many people lived in appalling housing conditions that are difficult to imagine today.


The population of Greater London, which had grown to 8.6 million in 1939, fell to about 7.6 million by 1965. Official projections made just after the boroughs were created suggested this total would fall to between 7.1 and 7.3 million by 1981.71 The reduction was broadly seen as desirable by planners at the LCC and GLC, who, since the Abercrombie report in 1944, had come to accept that the capital needed to be made less congested and unpleasant to live in. The orderly management of decline, with the objective of the city eventually levelling off at a population closer to 6 million, was the broad planning consensus.


In the wider south-east region, where many Londoners moved to, the picture was different. Between 1961 and 1971 the Greater South East’s population grew from 18.2 million to 19.5 million. New towns such as Harlow, Basingstoke and Milton Keynes took population from London – though, in doing so, they effectively became part of a growing metropolitan region still centred on the core of London.72 A number of commentators lobbied for the creation of a wider, regional governance model to adapt to the reality of this wider super-region. Some still do.


Peter Hall, writing from an academic planner’s perspective in 1963, outlined the findings of the Milner Holland report on housing in Greater London.73 The report had been commissioned in 1963, following the publicity given to the activities in inner west and north London of notorious slum landlord Peter Rachman. Like Charles Dickens, Rachman has provided London with a word, derived from his name, to describe aspects of the city’s sometimes dark soul. Rachmanism was one of the new boroughs’ least attractive inheritances.


Hall observed slum housing was




traditionally concentrated in the East End and in certain inner boroughs south of the Thames, like Southwark. In Stepney and Southwark, more than half the single family dwellings had no bath in 1961. Secondly, there are areas where the housing stock is better, but is overcrowded and ill adapted to the needs of its present occupants; these are the areas of multi-occupied big houses, which are chiefly in west and north London. While in the east the housing problem is getting better, Milner Holland found in the west it is all too often getting worse. Ranking the old metropolitan boroughs of London on a number of indices of housing stress, and then comparing the number of appearances in the table, the Milner Holland committee [was] able to produce an index of the intensity of the housing problem. Finsbury ranks worst, followed successively by Islington, Paddington, St Pancras, Hammersmith, Willesden, Kensington, Lambeth, and Stoke Newington. It is highly significant that these boroughs form a solid arc surrounding central London, but only (save for Lambeth) on its north and west sides. The real weight of the London housing problem … is no longer concentrated in the East End; it is in London’s west side.74
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