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For Claire, who I hope will be walking with me for ever










INTRODUCTION








Are the London parks the capital’s greatest glory? Let’s think what the other contenders might be: the Thames? Good suggestion. The Thames has been there for ever and it flows through London and the heart of its history. In fact, the Thames is the main reason London exists at all. But other big cities, such as Paris, have pretty impressive rivers. And in the UK the Clyde is one of the prides of Glasgow and the Tyne is at the heart of Newcastle.


London’s buildings? Yes, there are lots of stunning ones, but per square inch you would have to say that Venice beats London for architectural wonders.


The royal family? Unfair to drag them in. They are a national monument, not just a London one, though awfully well known throughout the world.


The theatre? London’s West End does have more live theatres than any other city, with wonderful actors and great playwrights. There are currently 230 professional theatres in London, with seating for over 100,000. They attract a lot of tourists, and natives. Depending on your interests in life, where you live and what you do, you might well consider the theatres are London’s best thing.


London’s football clubs? This is not as daft as it sounds. London usually has five or six clubs in the top division and the Premier League, so the Premier League and Sky TV constantly tell us, is the envy of the world; the most watched, with the best players. Much though I love football, in another twenty years all the world’s stars could well have left these shores and be kicking a ball around in China. So let’s forget football.


My vote for our greatest glory goes to London parks. It’s not new news. Critic and essayist John Ruskin once observed: ‘The measure of any great civilization is in its cities, and the measure of a city’s greatness is to be found in the quality of its public spaces, its parks and squares.’ He had the honour of having a park in London’s Denmark Hill named after him.


And the good news is that London parks are still growing, despite the temptation to build offices and homes for mighty profit in any spare square yard. Yet I can think of five major parks that were not here before the war, which together have added over 1,000 acres to London park life. Three I have included in this book – Burgess Park, Olympic Park and the Wetland Centre. Add to those Northala Fields and Beckenham Place Park. Amazing. Five new London parks, which I bet are unknown to most Londoners. London has recently announced itself as the world’s first national park city, in recognition of all the wonderful parks and green spaces we are so fortunate to have acquired or created over the centuries.


We need our parks more than ever before, for our health and spirits, our bodies and souls, to keep us fit, to save us from pollution, to protect nature and wildlife. The parks are lungs. They do our breathing for us. Research says a leisurely walk in a park reduces your stress levels by 12 per cent.


During the lockdowns of 2020, caused by the coronavirus, what would we have done without our parks? The London parks, in fact all parks all over the nation, proved a vital escape, a tonic, giving health and spiritual uplift to everyone – and all for free.


I thought when I first started this book, back in 2018, that we would have no more new urban parks – but one of the effects of the virus is that the government is now promising to contribute towards new city centre parks in Manchester, Leeds and Sheffield.


Parks are being used more than ever before. Every park I visited just before the lockdown set in reported that visitor numbers have roughly doubled in the last twenty years. It’s hard to estimate how many of us visit a park every year – they don’t have turnstiles. But surveys show that the Royal Parks alone get 78 million annual visitors. Counting all London parks, big and small, royal and common, it must be at least 250 million a year.


There are eight Royal Parks in London, and I have included four. Their history is our history, the nation’s story unfolded on their landscape. Visitors to Hyde Park can’t believe that it exists, plonked right in the heart of the richest chunk of real estate in London, if not the world. Wow. How did that happen?


The Royal Parks have been with us for around 500 years and represent the first stage in the evolution of the London parks. The Royals originally grabbed some local land around palaces for hunting and fun, and then, over the centuries, they let in the great unwashed – or were forced to do so.


The second stage was in Victorian times. Enlightened persons and socially conscious local authorities decided that the toffs living near the Royal Parks should not have all the perks and parks. What about the poor and deprived in the East End? Surely they could do with some decent air? In fact, the notion that parks would benefit the wider public had been around since the start of the nineteenth century, voiced by luminaries including Scottish landscape designer John Claudius Loudon, who advocated for the installation of parks as ‘breathing spaces’ in the Gardeners’ Magazine in 1829. Four years later a parliamentary select committee was formed to investigate how public walks might be a valuable addition to society. Its report observed, ‘The provision of parks would lead to a better use of Sundays and the replacement of debasing pleasures.’


I’m sure not everyone was in agreement on that point, but during the Victoria era, around forty new public parks were created, a dozen of them in London. The best known in London is probably the aptly named Victoria Park.


The third stage, which even long-time residents of London might not really be aware of, is that since the war we have had some brand new parks, created from scratch, and not all for the same reason. Burgess Park, for example, in south London, was dreamt up in a wartime bomb shelter by some town planners who vowed that they would improve the lives of the people who lived nearby.


Northala Fields, near the thundering A40 in Ealing, has recently been created from rubbish tips and accumulated waste dumped over the decades to make way for Heathrow Airport, Wembley Stadium and other monster constructions. It is now a 68-acre public park with fishing lakes, sports fields and four hills to mask the traffic noise.


Beckenham Place Park in Lewisham, which opened as a public park only in 2019, used to be a golf course. Now, among other delights, it is a 237-acre public park with an enormous 285-metre-long swimming lake. It adds to the long-established open-air swimming places which other London parks have had for many years, such as Hampstead Heath and Hyde Park.


Open-air swimming, or wild swimming, to give it its new cool name, has become incredibly popular in the last ten years. Today, 266,500 people in England swim in open water at least twice a month. In 2015, the number was only 93,500. One day in September 2019 the Serpentine in Hyde Park had 6,000 swimmers doing races up to two miles long. Global warming could make all-year-round wild swimmers of us all. Who will need to go abroad when we have the London parks and lidos to swim in?


It hasn’t all been plain sailing for parks, which became notorious as hang-outs for gangs and criminals during the 1970s and ’80s. Indeed, some parks are only now shaking off an image of being dangerous places after dark. Another problem has been money, or lack of it. Finances have been slashed down the decades, making it difficult for those in charge of parks to make ends meet. Yet they know what our ancestors knew, that parks are central to our well-being – and you cannot put a price on that.


So how many London parks are there? Oh God, I have struggled for over a year to answer that question. What is a park? That is the first question. It has to be public, it has to be mainly green, it has to have some facilities, such as a cafe. How big does it have to be to qualify as a park? Another hard question.


I decided to make a list of every park in London over 20 acres. What a mistake. It took me almost as long to compile as complete the book itself. In the old days, when the Greater London Council existed, which controlled almost all of the region’s parks, you had some central focal point to contact for such information. Now the thirty-two different London boroughs individually own most of the green areas – and they all have different systems, different definitions, different departments, doing different things. Some hide their parks under Arts and Leisure, or Environment and Sport. Some have sublet all their parks to an outside body with a meaningless acronym. Often council workers don’t in fact know how many parks and green spaces they have in their borough. Sometimes a large roadside verge is included as a green space, just because it has to be cut, which makes a total number of borough parks a bit of a fiddle and comparisons with other boroughs impossible.


I have listed my results in an appendix at the end and, by my reckoning, there are 370 parks of over 20 acres in the Greater London area. Twenty acres is roughly the area of fifteen football pitches, so quite spacious, but of course most of those listed over 20 acres are much bigger.


There are at least as many smaller parks, of under 20 acres, some of them with just as many delights. One of my daughters lives opposite Priory Park in Crouch End, which boasts a cafe, paddling pool, fountain, tennis courts and a history going back to the nineteenth century. It attracts 25,000 visitors a year. But it is only 16 acres, so did not make my cut. There are also a great number of smaller public green spaces, which are known and used by local people and I am sure most of them, when they go for a walk or take the dog out, refer to it as ‘the park’. Overall, I should think there are around 1,000 parks in London, big and small, grand and modest, which locals love and use and view affectionately as their local park. As for the total number of green spaces, of all sorts and conditions and sizes, it must be 3,000.


How much of London is green? That is another good question – and equally hard to answer. It is usually estimated that 40 per cent of London is made up of public parks and open spaces. But if you add in nature reserves, cemeteries, churchyards, woods, along with private bits of greenery, such as residential squares and people’s back gardens, then the total comes to 60 per cent. Beat that, you other major cities.


By the sound of it, Singapore might equal that one day. Their proportion of parks was 36 per cent, but they are still expanding. New York recently completed a target of planting one million new trees. All enlightened urban sprawls are trying to go greener. They know it makes sense. So far, though, London is the benchmark for public parks.


The object of this book is to give a hurrah for London parks. I decided to illustrate and illuminate their wonders by spending a year walking round ten different, carefully chosen, top London parks. It is not a guidebook, in the normal sense, though I hope it will be informative, as well as entertaining. It is my personal journey, what happened, what I thought, the people I met, my observations and reflections, the changes I observed, and the London memories I have accumulated, having lived in London these last sixty years.


I start on Hampstead Heath, beside which I have lived all my London life, and end up a year later in south London, in a famous park I am ashamed to say I had never visited before. This was the result of meeting a lady, a young woman of seventy, and wanting to get to know her more.


In every park, I made a point of interviewing the park superintendent, in his or her den, which is often hidden away. They don’t want to be bothered all day long with walkers complaining about unruly dogs or mad cyclists. I wanted to hear their problems and pleasures, how they got the job, how they do it, what the future of parks looks like to them. I also knew they would reveal things, point out hidden delights, new attractions, which I would otherwise miss and which even regulars would not know about.


The book is also meant to be amusing. Parks, after all, are not just about greenery and nature or keeping fit or exercising the dog. Parks are meant to be fun.


Hunter Davies, NW5, October 2020







1 HAMPSTEAD HEATH
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On Christmas morning, as I have done for over fifty years, I set off to watch the swimmers break the ice on the Men’s Pond. Rarely in all these years has there been any actual ice to break. Christmas in London has always turned out mild, middling, damp, compared with the Christmases I used to spend at home in Carlisle where it was always freezing. Put your bare feet on the lino when you got out of bed and you could be stuck there till Easter. For most people, having no central heating at the time, all houses, no matter how grand, were freezing all winter long.


When I first came to London in 1959, I used to tell the folks back up north that here there was no sign of winter till late January. In fact, in London it was often hard to tell what season it was.


All the same, I would not fancy swimming in an open-air pond on Christmas Day – or any day until mid-summer. That’s when I do regularly go swimming in the Men’s Pond, or the Mixed, or the Lido. We are so lucky, we folks who live near Hampstead Heath, having all these places to swim. I just have to go out of the back door from my garden, along a hidden mews, across Highgate Road, and bingo, I am straight onto the Heath. Or onto the Fields, which is what most locals used to call this side of the Heath – after Parliament Hill Fields.


I do like to see young people, and not so young people, men and women, being brave and hardy on Christmas morning, before tucking onto their turkeys.


During sixty years of living near the Heath, the numbers of Christmas Day swimmers have grown considerably. This time there were at least thirty people throwing themselves in, men and women, doing a quick dash, then back just as quickly, while their friends and supporters and passers-by cheered and clapped. You have to get into the Men’s Pond compound early, and squeeze your way towards the lifeguard’s hut and the diving board, in order to get a good view of the action, as several hundred people now turn up to watch, turning it into a jolly social occasion. They come from all over north London, and most of them I don’t know. I suspect they are merely Christmas Day visitors. We regular Heath walkers, who go there every day, like to think we know or at least recognise everyone.


There has been a huge increase in what they now call wild swimming, which we just used to call open-air swimming, meaning more lifeguards are needed, to be on the safe side. Wild swimming makes it sound awfully adventurous. My daughter Caitlin, the only one of our three children who has turned out to be a writer, has written two books about wild swimming – one about the history of swimming on the Heath and one about swimming in the Thames.


There used to be a trumpeter, whom I got to know, who played Christmas carols before the Christmas swim began. The sound of his bugle could be heard miles away, as if calling the faithful to play. He was called Dave and he was also a professional bagpiper, playing at Burns suppers and weddings. Haven’t seen him this year. Perhaps I missed him – I was a bit late. Living on my own these days, I don’t rush out of the house as I used to when my wife was alive. I would leave her to start the magic of Christmas Day while I sloped off to watch the swimming.


One of the big attractions these days is the hot mulled wine and mince pies – yum yum. They are presumably meant to reward the swimmers, but it’s the friends and supporters who scoff them. As usual, I pushed myself to the front of the queue and had two. I don’t know who pays for them – presumably the Highgate Lifebuoys Club, the club for men swimmers based on the Men’s Pond.


I remember a few years ago, when the City of London took over ownership of the Heath, there was a move to have hot showers in the changing room. I was all for it, as the changing area is open and concrete and horrible and the showers freezing. But the regulars vetoed it. They wanted a cold shower, as they always had done. Hot showers would just attract the wrong sort of swimmer.


I spoke to two of the parkies – to use a term that many of us knew in childhood, covering anyone who worked inside park gates – who are both called Paul. Paul Jeal, whom I have known since he was a little boy, as he went to school with my son Jake, is now the senior swimming facilities supervisor, based at the Lido. Paul Maskell is in charge of all the events at this end of the Heath, such as the live shows on the bandstand and the cross-country races.


All regulars at parks, in London and elsewhere, like to think they know some of the parkies by name. They become snobbish, showing off about which ones they know, and are thrilled when they in turn are addressed by their first name. Proves we exist, part of the community. Do you know how long I have lived here?


I also spoke to Dan Fawkes, who works at the Lido and ponds, whom I have also known for decades, being great friends of his parents. I do like to think Hampstead Heath is my Heath. I rather resent these offcomers who turn up once a year for the free mulled wine. Yes, I will have another glass, Paul, how kind.


The Men’s Pond is the second pond you come to when you enter the Heath from the Highgate Road end. The first pond is officially on the maps as the Highgate Number One Pond, but I have always known it as the duck pond. Now it has become the dog pond. Every time I go past it there are dog owners throwing sticks in for their overexcited dogs. Some are also throwing bread for the ducks, swans and pigeons, which of course they should not. The dogs churn up the water and mud and reeds, making this end of the dog pond dirty and unattractive. So I walk on quickly.


The Men’s Pool in the summer goes equally murky and very green with all the algae. I know strangers who shudder at the sight of it and can’t believe it is safe for swimming. It can look horrible at times, but in all these years I have never picked up any lurgy or heard of anyone being ill. Recently, the body of a man in his fifties was found drowned in the Men’s Pond. He lived nearby and was a good swimmer. But he suffered from undiagnosed coronary heart disease and, after having a heart attack, his body sank from view. In the middle, the pond goes down to a depth of 20 feet. It was an unusual event. I can’t think of any other deaths in the Men’s Pond in recent decades, though there was one in the Ladies’ Pond in 2013.


After the Men’s Pond you come to the Boating Pond, meaning model boats, not rowing boats, as, unlike lots of other London parks, the Heath does not have any rowing. Alas, the model boat enthusiasts seem to have disappeared. Back in the 1960s, there were races at weekends among the model-boat owners, which was very entertaining, and attracted quite large crowds. Perhaps the recent massive work on the ponds put them off and they have not yet returned.


For about two years, this end of the Heath was turned into a vast building yard as over £20 million was spent on constructing spillways and aquatic planting schemes. The string of ponds on this side of the Heath was the original source of the River Fleet, one of the many rivers which flowed into the Thames, long built over when London started expanding. The name lingers on locally in Fleet Road, and Fleet Primary School, and of course in Fleet Street, where the River Fleet went into the Thames. Fleet Street, when I came to London, was the home of the nation’s newspapers. Now all the papers have dispersed, or closed, their homes often purely in the clouds these days, not on the ground. Fleet Street though remains as a generic term for our national press.


The next pond along is the bird pond, which is a nature reserve with no public access. Then comes the Ladies’ Pond, which is the prettiest of all the swimming ponds, beautifully secluded and sylvan. I have not had the pleasure of swimming there, but I often think, on a really hot day, when the Men’s Pond is so crowded and noisy, if only I could just enter and dive in. Surely in this day and age there is no discrimination allowed against men? Since last year, they are now at least more inclusive, allowing in those who identify as women.


There was nobody in the Ladies’ Pond, as all the excitement on Christmas morning is of course at the Men’s Pond. I walked on, as I was there on a pilgrimage, not just to see the Christmas Day swimming races, but to visit a memorial connected to my late wife.


In 1985 we celebrated our silver wedding anniversary. What should we do, we thought, to commemorate this remarkable achievement – at least in our lives? We had a silver wedding party. Two parties, in fact – one at the Groucho Club, which had just opened in Soho, and one at home for our local friends. We also wanted to do something that would be more permanent and somehow connected with the Heath – but what?


We had married on 11 June 1960, the day after my wife sat her last exam as a student at Oxford. We moved into a flat in the Vale of Health, a little oasis, which even many locals don’t know is there, tucked into the middle of the Heath on the Hampstead side, off East Heath Road. Shelley sailed paper boats on the Vale of Health Pond and Keats lived nearby. Although by 1911 it was described as ‘vulgarised’ by the presences of the pub, tea gardens, merry-go-rounds and slot machines, plenty of famous folk made their home there, such as writers D. H. Lawrence, Leigh Hunt, Compton McKenzie, Edgar Wallace, artists Stanley Spencer and Sir Muirhead Bone and newspaper proprietors Alfred and Harold Harmsworth.


The name Vale of Health is supposed to come from the fact that this little enclave was one of the places to escape the Great Plague of 1665. There is no historical proof of this, but traditionally it has always been considered a pretty healthy place.


It did not quite work out that way for me. The Vale has its own pond, which our bedroom window overlooked. In the winter the misty, moisty air crept into our bedroom and caused me to have the most awful asthma attacks. I had asthma as a boy and until that moment thought I had outgrown it.


We only stayed there two years, saving like mad to put down a deposit on a house. Margaret was working as a supply teacher in Barnsbury, going on the Overground from Hampstead Heath station, and I was a reporter on the Sunday Times. I was just twenty-four and she was twenty-two when we got married, with no money and no help from our families, yet in two years we had saved £1,500 – enough for a deposit on a house. A modern couple, on similar wages, at a similar position in life, would probably today have to save for fifty years before they could raise one-third of the price of an average London house.


We could not afford to stay in Hampstead itself, as a house in Flask Walk cost £7,500, so we bought a house on what was considered the wrong side of the Heath, the Kentish Town side, off Highgate Road. It cost £5,000 – which I tell every new person who moves into our street, just to see them being sick on the pavement. It did have a tenant on the top floor, but by 1985, when we celebrated our silver wedding, she had gone.


After twenty-five happy years living on or beside the Heath, we decided to mark our silver wedding by having some sort of memorial to ourselves, possibly somewhere on the Heath itself.


I enquired at the Greater London Council, then the owners of Hampstead Heath, about having a bench on the Heath engraved with our names. There was a long waiting list and, traditionally, memorial benches are for someone who is dead. It took time and some faffing to get them to agree. I think, from memory, we paid £200.


We were given a choice of location, and picked one which we thought was secluded and attractive, and also, by chance, a bit of a visual joke. So that was what I was off to see, on that Christmas morning, hoping no one was sitting on it, or had vandalised it.


Our seat is situated to the left of the entrance gate to Kenwood House, a Georgian stately home, up a sandy, windy track, which these days, aged eighty-three, I find a bit steep for my dodgy knees. It overlooks a section called the South Meadow, which has a sort of valley at the bottom, and lots of trees, an area which never attracts many people. Most folks are heading straight on, through the gates to Kenwood.


Our seat, which faces towards London and the City, sits under a silver birch tree. In fact it is now a little clump of birch trees. It seems to have spread over the decades. As we all have.


The inscription on the back of the bench, carved into the wood, is very simple.


TO HUNTER AND MARGARET ON THEIR SILVER WEDDING, JUNE 11, 1985


I wonder how many people, who have chanced upon it these last thirty-five years and rested their legs, have been aware of the visual pun? Celebrating a silver wedding – in front of a silver birch tree. Good joke, huh?


And I wonder how many Heath walkers have realised that it was the only memorial seat on the Heath in memory of a living person? And at the last count, at least, one of us is still living.


I sat for a long time, thinking of course about Margaret. She died in February 2016, four years ago now, after fifty-five years of marriage. I have lived alone ever since, though I now have a lady friend who often visits. In turn I go on the wonderful Overground railway from the station on the Heath at Gospel Oak to visit her. She lives elsewhere in London, but she does have her own local and very well-known park, which I plan to visit for this book, a book which will be about my year walking London parks – if, of course, in a year’s time, we are still chums. Otherwise I will finish on another park. There are loads to choose from.


Margaret loved the Heath, walked on it every day, almost to the end of her life. She was always a better walker than me, and stronger. I used to get her to carry our rucksack when we were hostelling in the Lake District as students – until we passed through a village, when I carried it so as not to look a total wimp.


I spent a long time on our seat, just looking at the view, thinking, as always, about how lucky all Londoners are to have so much greenery within walking distance, wherever they live.


Hampstead Heath is probably the most remarkable park of all, in that it is so near the centre of London – just four miles from Charing Cross – yet so extensive and so varied, with its hills and lakes, that you can feel you are in the countryside. Not quite the Lake District. But at certain spots, on a quiet day, in a quiet place, by narrowing your eyes, looking down on the ponds, you can pretend you are on Ullswater.


For sixty years, I have boasted about the Heath to all relations and friends visiting from the north. They often say how can you live here in the Smoke? I tell them how you can walk for three hours, doing the whole circuit of the Heath, taking in Kenwood, Sandy Heath, the Heath Extension and Golders Hill Park – and yet only have to cross one road. There are endless facilities, a stately home with old masters, cafes and restaurants, and every sort of sport available.


Perhaps over the year, as I plan to visit several parks I have never been to before, I might decide there are other London parks just as wonderful – possibly even more so. We shall see.


It was of course not a matter of luck and chance, or even God’s goodness, that Hampstead Heath today is 800 wonderful acres, free and open to all. A lot of battles had to be fought, and still have to be fought, to make it as it is today.


The name Hampstead comes from the Saxon Hampstede, meaning home stead, which in those days usually meant a farm, and until well into the Middle Ages, farming was the main activity, especially pig farming. By the sixteenth century, it had become more like a village, with its own specialised activity – washing. It was full of laundresses, using all that free-flowing local water and natural springs, who washed the dirty linen for the high and mighty down the hill from the Hampstead heights. The London aristocracy and even the royal family sent their dirty linen up to Hampstead. On a dry day, it was said that Hampstead was turned into a snow-capped mountain, with all the lines of flapping linen.


In the early eighteenth century, Hampstead became a popular watering place as people flocked to the spas on Well Walk which were supposed to have medicinal qualities. Fine houses were built in and around Church Row and the High Street, and Hampstead became a fashionable place to live and for visitors to enjoy themselves, attracted by a racecourse on the Heath and other associated pleasures.


By the nineteenth century, Hampstead was becoming still more refined, where successful chaps who worked in Bloomsbury or the City settled down with their families in what they liked to imagine was rural, sylvan bliss. As the village grew, so the Heath began to shrink.


It had been wild scrubland, full of gorse; hence it had always been described as a heath, not a park. Various enclosures and housing developments had gobbled up surrounding open land, such as Highgate Common. The Heath itself in 1818 covered only 250 acres. The lord of the manor, Sir Thomas Maryon Wilson, maintained he had rights over all the Heath, including the rights to enclose even more of it.


In 1829, when extensive building work was going on all over London, he tried to cash in his inheritance by announcing he was going to develop it all – which resulted in local uproar. He might have got away with it when the main local residents were washerwomen, but all the affluent, professional classes knew their rights. They insisted it had always been common land, took legal advice, mounted protests, and for the next forty-two years there was open warfare. They put up legal objections when he tried to get enclosure bills through Parliament, a route taken by numerous landowners to get legal control of land previously used by others. He replied by charging the washerwomen for drying their clothes on his Heath and builders who took away his sand. As a final warning, he built a road across the Heath from East Heath Road and erected a large viaduct over a pond, the first stage in a grandiose housing development he had planned.


This viaduct is still there, and its road, and the pond below. When we first moved nearby into the Vale of Health in 1960, it seemed so weird, this huge bridge, in the middle of nowhere, going nowhere. I was not interested in local history at the time, or any sort of history, even though I did read history at Durham.


There was a plan to buy the Heath from him when the price was said to be £400,000, but the locals could not raise the money. Ten years later, in 1856, he had put the price up to £2.5 million, which of course was just trying it on, to frighten off all his enemies. It was his death in 1869 which finally solved the problem and in 1871 the Hampstead Heath Act was passed. His brother, who inherited the Heath, agreed to hand over his manorial rights to the Heath for £45,000. It was bought by the Metropolitan Board of Works, later the London County Council and, later still, when we moved in, it was owned by the GLC.


Over the next few decades after the Hampstead Heath Act, there were further campaigns and battles – this time to extend the Heath. In 1886, Parliament Hill and its surrounding fields were taken over for £302,000. In 1899, Golders Hill was purchased for £38,000. The most spectacular acquisition was the purchase of the Kenwood estate in the 1920s.


Since then, there have been other, smaller bits acquired, which has resulted in Hampstead Heath today covering 800 acres, compared with just 200 acres in 1871 when the Act was passed and it first went into public hands. A stirring, uplifting, moral story to please the hearts of all campaigners and environmentalists everywhere.


I have been a member of the Heath & Hampstead Society since 1960, when we first moved into the Vale, and over the years I have got to know much more about the history of the Heath. When friends living elsewhere in London moan about encroachment or development on their local if rather pathetic patch of greenery, I tell them that if Hampstead can do it, so can they. They roll their eyes and reply with a cynical shrug. All right for you; if we had the great and good living locally, all those lords and ladies, judges and famous actors they have in Hampstead, we could probably move mountains, if not pull a few influential strings…


During all these years, these decades, of boasting, and thinking I know everything about the Heath, even at one time leading conducted tours, you would think I’d be best friends with the Hampstead Heath superintendent. At least I would know what he looked like, doff my cap to him, say good morning, squire. I would know where his office was, where he lived.


But blow me, once I started thinking about it, knowing I would have to go and interview him, I realised I didn’t even know the name of the Heath’s current big boss, despite being on first-name terms with so many of the Heath’s managers and parkies.


Back in the 1980s, when Dave King was the superintendent, I knew which house on the Heath he lived in, said hello to him most mornings on my walk. I had assumed, because I had not come across him locally, that the present superintendent was perhaps based at the Kenwood yard and lived in one of the rather handsome Georgian cottages over there, on what we always consider the posh side of the Heath.


There have of course been huge changes in the ownership and running of the Heath in recent years, especially after the demise of the GLC in 1986. I was bound to be a bit out of date.


I remember at the time there were lots of local worries about what would happen. Would we want Camden Borough Council to be in charge, which might subject us to political pressures and whims? We were all quite relieved when the City of London Corporation emerged as the new owners, whoever they were, whatever they owned. They at least would appear to be above party politics, an ancient and affluent leftover organisation from the great days of the City of London. It did seem a bit strange at the time, as the Heath is not in the City of London. But, on the other hand, a remote body might not be as tempted to interfere.


Would today’s superintendent even still be called superintendent? I didn’t even know that. I do like that traditional terminology for a chief parky. So many public bodies these days prefer to use the term general manager or chief executive.


Superintendent did turn out indeed to be his official title – hurrah – but I was surprised and rather disappointed to find out where he works from. Not from some secluded little Georgian gem hidden away behind Kenwood House, or even a little wooden camp in a bosky glade. He turned out to have his office in an anonymous modern brick building on the horrendously noisy Archway Road. Poor feller, I thought, having that traffic thundering outside.


Then there was another surprise. When I happened to say he must be disappointed not to live at Kenwood, he revealed that as superintendent of Hampstead Heath, he is no longer responsible for Kenwood House or its grounds. Oh goodness – tough luck – should we get up a petition?


I had assumed, like most locals who walk the Heath, and all visitors carrying the map of the Heath, that it is all one entity. When you walk past the ponds, past the path to my seat, and go straight into Kenwood, there are no gates, no barriers and no demarcation lines. It must clearly all be Hampstead Heath.


I had forgotten, or more likely never took it in, that when the GLC packed up in 1986, Kenwood and its 74 acres of grounds did not pass over to the City of London. It went to English Heritage.


I suppose it does make sense. Looking after a famous stately home, with all those famous paintings, is a job for arty sorts and well-bred architects, not rough-hewn parkies.


Today’s superintendent is called Bob Warnock, aged fifty-two. No relation to football manager Neil or philosopher Mary. He was born in Kingston, Surrey, where his dad was an architect. He got a diploma in nature conservation and worked his way up from being a ranger to being a park manager, from Dartmoor to Surrey. In 1991 he joined the City of London Corporation and was working on a large nature reserve in Surrey, at Ashtead, which had been taken over by the City of London. Seems a long way from the City?


‘That’s what we first thought, but the City of London has a long tradition in acquiring green spaces within twenty-five miles of London – in order to protect them – which was how it came to take over the Heath.’


The City of London Corporation currently owns a huge swathe of London greenery. Sorry, its old-school aldermen and councillors don’t like the word ‘own’. They prefer to be termed custodians. Their empire, sorry, domain, includes Epping Forest, Burnham Beaches, Highgate Wood, Queen’s Park in Brent, and Hampstead Heath, plus about 80 acres of small parcels of greenery in the City of London itself. Altogether, they are custodians of over 11,000 acres. They spend over £19 million a year on their green spaces, which comes from the City’s long-standing funds, plus grants and donations.


Bob became superintendent of the Heath in 2014, never having worked in London before. He was immediately struck by how busy it all was. He was amazed by all the people, all the activities, going on all the time, every day, all day.


He had to move house and his wife had to give up her job as a teacher. One of his two daughters had to commute for a year back to Surrey, as she was still doing her A levels at her old school. Now, both his daughters have just graduated – one from St Andrews and one from Exeter.


So where does he live now? Surely not in some modern block on the Archway Road? Phew. He does have a very attractive tied house at Golders Hill. It is inside the park boundary, so he gets locked in at night, Golders Hill Park being the only patch of the Heath that gets locked up.


Altogether, thirteen of the Heath staff have tied accommodation – five living on the Heath itself and the rest with flats in their Archway Road premises. Getting staff, on humble wages, is otherwise hard in London, as people cannot afford the accommodation.


Did he feel a provincial, coming to work in London after all these years out in the sticks? That’s how I felt, back in 1960, moving in with the quality in the Vale of Health.


He says he didn’t. Nor did he feel intimidated by all the poshos, the famous judges and actors who live beside the Heath in Hampstead, many of whom he has to deal with as they all tend to be passionate about the Heath.


‘Yes, there are some very famous and clever people here, but we do have our experts – ecologists and arboriculture consultants who are very good at their job. We all get along well.’


His job is much bigger than I had expected. Though on paper the Heath itself is smaller, with the loss of Kenwood, his empire is bigger, for he also looks after Highgate Wood, which is just behind his Archway Road office. In addition he looks after Queen’s Park in Brent and Keats House in Hampstead. The Heath’s gardening team – which cares for the gardens at Golders Hill Park – also looks after the Keats House garden, with excellent support from the Heath Hands volunteers.


Altogether, he controls a staff of 130, which is more than any one of the Royal Parks has. All are employed directly by the City of London. Everywhere else in London, the majority of parkies you see working away in London parks are contract staff.


He has six management staff in his office with him. Most of the rest are based in yards on the Heath itself, such as at Parliament Hill. Twelve rangers patrol and care for the Heath. There are sixteen involved with sports and recreation, a dozen who look after the Lido and the ponds, an education team, an ecology team and other teams whose names I never got. There is also a constabulary – two sergeants and ten constables, with two patrol vehicles – to deal with incidents ranging from medical emergencies to indecent exposure. The constabulary is based at Kenwood beside the nursery. The nursery, which also has a splendid garden, open to all, is part of the Heath but is managed by English Heritage.


Bob arrived at a fraught time in 2014, for him and for all Heath lovers. It was right at the beginning of the £20 million Dams Project – which became a term of abuse, dreaded by all locals, criticised by the local press. I even signed a petition wanting it not to happen.


The City had told us that, with the threat of major flooding coming with global warming, the ponds would rise and overflow and the roads and houses in Highgate Road and Gospel Oak would be filled with water. It was implied that hundreds of locals could drown in their beds – which would have included me. So something had to be done. Massive dams and barriers and underground pipes had to be installed to regulate these potential floods.


It seemed to me, and many others, that the risk was a minor one, and far away in the future. The City was being alarmist. Why ruin the Heath for two years with massive digging and landscaping, when it might never happen? There was clearly too much money washing about and the Corporation just want to spend it. So some of us believed.


Bob arrived when legal arguments and complaints were still going on and a judicial review was under way. He found himself, as a newcomer to the Heath and the area, having to attend endless meetings and answer countless questions.


‘Flooding was a serious threat. Work really had to be done whenever there was a storm warning, we had to use a telemetry – which is a way of measuring water level electronically. We were eventually able to download it on our mobile phones – then rush out and inspect where it was happening. We couldn’t actually do much about it – just prepare storm flood alerts and warn local residents of the danger and what they must do. The storm warnings had been getting more frequent. So we knew something had to be done.’


One of the things he had to do was liaise with all the so-called Heath stakeholders who were entitled and keen to have their say. He counted twenty-six in all, ranging from the long-established powerful ones, such as the Heath & Hampstead Society and the Highgate Society, to smaller pressure groups representing various niche activities, such as fishing, tree-spotting and birdwatching.


The work went ahead with all the mess and chaos that it entailed. It really was appalling, so I thought, making myself sound like Prince Charles. The ponds, on both sides of the Heath, Hampstead as well as Highgate, became one huge horrible building site. It was like an army encampment. You had to trudge for miles to get round the cordoned-off building sites. For two years, I gave up trying to get to our memorial bench. The detour took too long. I feared it would never end.


It was amusing, though, when they totally drained the Boating Pond as they found something rather strange at the bottom – an ancient 1960s Ford Cortina. It was rusty and mud-caked, but still relatively intact, in that its number plate was clear. How it had got there? There is no direct road access to the Boating Pond. So who had driven it into the water, and how?


One theory, according to the Camden New Journal, was that it was the wife of a fisherman. She had become suspicious when night after night her husband said he was on the Heath doing night fishing, but in fact was off with another woman. She took his car, drove it through a barrier, across the grass, to the spot beside the pond where she knew he said he had gone fishing. She got to the edge, took off the hand brake, and let the car slide into the water. A plausible story, but no one has yet come forward to admit it.


Today, now that the enormous upheaval is long over, I have to confess, through gritted teeth, that all the chaos and mess was worth it. The ponds on either side of the Heath are better landscaped than they were before. You can’t now see any of the scars left by all the building work. There are new trees and, best of all, the Boating Pond, which was a fairly boring, rectangular shape, now has dinky curves and a very pretty island, which is a bird sanctuary. So hurrah for the City of London Corporation.


It is now a pleasure again to walk round the ponds every day. They do appear even more natural than before. And it is reassuring, I suppose, to know I now won’t be drowned in my bed.


Bob was a bit defensive when I suggested that the City of London is a moneybags corporation, able to spend almost what and when they like. And with the number of swimmers doubling in a decade, money becomes a greater issue.


In 2005 a voluntary charge was brought in for the Men’s, Ladies’ and Mixed ponds – which I have to confess I don’t always pay. The Lido has always had an entrance fee. In 2019 the combined income from the three swimming ponds came to £67,000. However, £747,000 was spent on the three ponds and the Lido during those twelve months. On a busy day, the Lido alone has twelve lifeguards and, with the numbers of swimmers increasing, more are needed.


With that in mind, an Act of Parliament was passed in 2018 giving the City of London powers to license commercial activities on the Heath.


Commercial dog walking on the Heath is one of the more recent growth industries. Agencies in Hampstead which specialise in dog walking have their own offices and designated vans. Dog walkers go out with up to seven dogs at a time. A lot of employees are not of course full time, but out-of-work actors or the retired or unemployed, on minimum hourly rates.


Many of them, from my observations, spend a lot of their dog-walking time sitting smoking and chatting to other dog walkers, in various cafes, especially the summer cafe near the bandstand. Meanwhile, their dogs rush around, chasing each other and being shouted at. Professional dog walkers are constantly getting into arguments with ordinary walkers – and most of all with runners, who trip over the leads, or get attacked by unruly dogs. Yes, I am not a dog lover, though my children are, as is my girlfriend. Until she met me, she had told herself that when she got to her next – seventieth – birthday, she was going to get her own dog. So far she has not got one. Phew.


At the moment, as I write, there is no limit to how many dogs a dog walker can walk. The only rule is that they must all be properly controlled. But there is an ongoing discussion about imposing a Code of Conduct for Dog Walkers, which is obviously going to happen. That will ensure all dog walkers are insured and will limit the numbers of dogs they can walk at any one time.


The other huge increase in recent years, and a clear sign of the times in which we live, is in fitness coaches. One group is called the British Military Boot Camp. I see them most weekends, about twenty-five sweltering men and women in matching tops, being shouted at, ordered around, made to run up and down Parly (Parliament Hill), or do endless mad press-ups. The properly organised, professional fitness schools now pay a fee for permission to use the Heath for their activities, unlike dog walkers.


But there are also now dozens of one to one freelance fitness trainers who arrive with a skipping rope and a mat and a client they have just hooked on the internet. Bob thinks they will be hard to control. When apprehended by a parky, they always say they are not professional, just helping a friend to keep fit.


I asked about the schools that use the Heath. On the Hampstead side, where there are forty different schools in a one-mile radius, most of them private, you often get whole classes of prep school kids in their immaculate uniform using the Heath as a classroom, spending whole afternoons playing games on the Heath, taking advantage of the facilities – without paying.


Yet parents are paying the schools to look after their children. Is that not commercial activity?


Bob sighed. He would be wary of charging any schools, state or private. One of the fantastic opportunities the Heath provides is outdoor learning and play for children of all ages, all types.


Schools do of course pay a modest fee to use the race track and changing rooms for their sports days. Almost every day in the summer term you see a school sports day taking place. I love watching them and think: happy days. I am thinking not just of my own children, who all went to local schools, but of my own appearance in a father’s race. This was when my children were at Brookfield Primary. I beat one of the teachers who had just appeared in the Olympics. True. Except I always forget to add that he was a wrestler, not a runner.


There are many, much bigger events held every year, which bring in more people. The biggest is the National Cross Country Championships, which can attract up to 10,000 runners – and twice as many spectators. Then there is the Southern Counties championship, which usually has 4,000 entrants. The Night of the 10,000 Metres, where well-known runners try to improve their PB, lasts all day and most of the evening, in the dark, with the floodlights on. It is part of the qualifying process for the UK’s Olympic and Commonwealth 10,000-metre team.


There must be tens of thousands of people from all over Great Britain, who have memories of trailing to Hampstead Heath to compete in some sort of race, coming in a special coach, setting up their club marquees, and then whizzing off again, without ever realising what Hampstead Heath is, what it contains, what its other attractions are. They must go away thinking it is a just a big muddy racecourse.


The Affordable Art Fair is a newer annual attraction, which gets set up on the fairground site beside East Heath Row – a massive construction, which takes a week to erect. The parkies don’t have to do any work putting it up – they just collect a rent for the site.


All London parks, and all parks everywhere, are constantly trying to think of money-making activities that won’t of course detract from their normal attractions. Few can have as many as Hampstead Heath, but then it has been attracting crowds for a long time. Its most famous annual event is the Hampstead Heath Fair, which has been going since the 1800s – and is the origin of the expression ’Appy ’Ampstead. It takes place on the three main Bank Holidays. It used to be on two sites, but in the last few years it has been restricted to one site, at East Heath Road.
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