
Local Hackney residents formed the Hackney Society in 
1967. They were concerned at the level of demolition 
taking place in the borough as part of the post-war slum 
clearances. At the time the newly formed Hackney 
Council were threatening to demolish Victorian houses 
in Mapledene Road, near London Fields in order to build 
tower blocks. 

The Society were also vociferous in opposing plans for a 
North Cross Route through Ridley Road Market and up 

house in the process. At this time it is fair to say, planners 
were seen as visionaries and ideas of conservation were 
fairly unfashionable.  

However, led by the late David Batchelder – a dynamic 
tour de force – the Society set about encouraging good 
design and conservation. They also initiated the Brown 
Plaque Scheme to commemorate buildings of historical 
interest.

Although originally set up in opposition to the Council, 
today the Society is invited to comment on planning 
proposals and is funded by Team Hackney. The Society 
is a registered charity made up of volunteers and has a 
board of trustees.  

Lisa Rigg works on projects, but has to concentrate alot 
of her energy on raising funds.  She believes that total 

opposition to redevelopment proposals is counter-
productive. “I don’t think we should be working in 
opposition to the Council,” says Lisa, “or else you 

The last decade-and-a-half of course has seen a lot of 
regeneration money come into the borough, and a large 
number of new developments. However the Society 
itself was suffering from a lack of funding and 
organisation and was unable to effectively challenge 
developments such as that which saw the destruction of 
the Dalston Theatre.  

In 2007 the Society nearly disbanded altogether after 
losing its funding. Many of the volunteers were 

committees, and raise the money needed to operate. 
However a change of focus to more community and 
educational projects gave the Society a new lease of 
life. The Society has begun to publish books on the 

books already published since 1979.

Society 

   Matters

However the focus still remains on preservation of 
buildings. One such building is Pond House in 

was bought by developers in the mid-noughties, 
where it has stood idle ever since apart from the 
squatters who occupy it from time to time. Lisa 
estimates it will take £3.5 million to buy and restore 
it, and believes the Council are not in a position to 
issue a Compulsory Purchase Order (CPO). 

The New Lansdowne Club on Mare Street is in a 
similar state of disrepair.  Currently it is squatted. 
The occupiers have helped to keep the building  
safe and have initiated numerous activities and 
workshops. Parts of this former women’s refuge  
date to the late-seventeenth century and there are 
real concerns that more of the buildings historic 
features will be damaged, or stolen, as has already 

 
This happened to Sutton House in the 1980s, but 
fortunately its rare linenfold panelling was returned. 
However, it is surely better that it is put to some 
social use than left in neglect.

Today it is virtually impossible for charitable 
building trusts to buy these properties, leaving them 
and the Hackney Society with the only recourse 
being to put pressure on the Council to act,  but  
they too claim poverty. The Society also comment 
on developer’s planning applications, but Lisa 
admits that battles must be chosen.

“We try to be as pragmatic as possible, as its easy  
to spread yourself too thin or be too romantic. 
Sometimes you have to compromise, and it is very 
easy to start thinking conspiratorially.” 

The Society tries to encourage sustainability and  
the re-use of buildings: “Its tragic to see buildings 
demolished, there are lots of buildings out there that 
could be adapted.” Lisa cites the Woodberry Down 
Estate, built  in the 1940s and already part-
demolished. “Is this Estate really past its sell by 
date?” The former Tram Depot in Upper Clapton is 
another example where the Society is trying to 
encourage sensitive retention rather than demolition. 

Part of the problem lies in the fact that new-builds  
are often the cheaper option, exempt from VAT, 
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Lisa hopes that by keeping the Council and residents 
aware of the architectural treasures in the borough they 
can stop some of these buildings been sold off. The 
Society’s most recent publication was Hackney – 
Modern, Forgotten, Restored, Ignored. It featured forty 
different buildings, described by forty different authors. 
Contributors included author Ken Worpole, critic Tom 
Dyckhoff and architectural historian Ann Robey. 

The book features many at risk buildings such as  
St Mary-of-Eton Church in Hackney Wick, as well as 
some already lost such as The Mothers’ Hospital and 
Hackney Stadium. There are also paeans to modern 
projects such as Mossbourne Community Academy, 
Hothouse in London Fields and the award-winning 
Adelaide Wharf on Queensbridge Road.

Sutton House in Homerton High Street is an example 
of how houses of historical interest can be restored and 
put to good use. Hackney’s oldest house was restored 
in the early 1990s after a long campaign persuaded the 
National Trust to open it as visitor attraction. 

Alongside the publications, the Society continues to 
organise walks around the borough, such as the one 
around Upper Clapton in late July 2010 by Ann Robey. 

Much of this kind of activity is voluntary with little 

in the locality. Smaller localised groups are also 
springing up such as Open Dalston, the London Fields 
Preservation Society and the Transition Towns network. 
These groups, it must be stressed, existed way before 
Cameron started blathering about the Big Society.

Despite the activism, Hackney continues to  
have high levels of deprivation and polarisation.  
The Hackney Society does not want to be seen as 
representing a privileged few. “There is a housing 
problem,” concedes Lisa “but we also have a choice 
about the kind of new homes and amenities that we 
build. They should be quality schemes for everyone 
to access and enjoy – high density doesn’t have to 
mean tower blocks.” 

Planning system reform, education and community 
participation, Lisa believes, are the keys to stopping 
future planning mistakes. Community planning is 
deeply out of fashion and doesn’t seem to work in 
areas like Hackney. Most recently the Society initiated 
an oral history project on the theme of the borough’s 
historic hospitals. Funded by the Heritage Lottery 
Fund and entitled ‘From Fever to Consumption’ it 
traced the history of healthcare in Hackney through 
photographs, archive material, written accounts as 
well as oral testimony. “It’s so nice to see local people 
writing about the place they live,” says Lisa.

As a civic and amenity society this kind of 
contribution and support is key to its future. With 
architectural fashions changing fast, the Society’s 
role becomes all the more prescient. Buildings are 

from the civic pride and watchfulness of 
organisations like the Hackney Society.

Membership of the Hackney Society is £15.00 year 

or £10.00 for concessions (unemployed, disabled or 

retired). Membership includes free access to events 

of which there are about 18 a year.

Forthcoming events include:
An evening stroll around Upper Clapton, (Walk)  

 
(Meet at St. Thomas’s Church, Upper Clapton)
Beating the Bounds of the Games (Walk) 
Saturday 25 September 2010, 11am.  
(Meet outside Hackney Wick Overground)

For more info visit www.hackneysociety.org

Like a lot of the best unusual, quirky, and 
interesting things in life you either might miss 
out because you’re going too fast or don’t take 
the time off to look.  I recommend standing on 
one spot for a good hour, or purposely make 
all the wrong turns and get lost to see what you 
discover. 

Here at the Specialist Pages, we try our best 
not to be the grim reaper to small expert led 
workshops, although some of those featured do 
ask, “Do you want to do a feature on us before 
we close?”

Yet, in the six years we have been knocking 

specialist things in Hackney, I can’t think of 
one who has closed. 

For this issue we have been snooping around 
Clapton. So one day I was dawdling up 
Chatsworth Road, and half way-up in the 
middle of a parade of pound shops, bakers 

style cafes, I happened upon a little electrical 
shop with an intriguing small window of coal 
mining sculptures. It was set back further than 
the other shops and looked like it could do with 
a Eel cuddle and a patient ear.

standards in the electrical trade, soldering on 
and most importantly, embracing the new.

Keith Tjaden has run his small electrical shop 
on the Chatsworth Road for twenty years now.  
He is ably assisted by his 49-year-old son: 
“Young” Mervyn.
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