
The lectures are absolutely FREE! 

Wednesday, 24th March at 6.00pm 

Wednesday, 31st March at 6.00pm 

Wednesday 7th April at 6.00pm 

WHY POISONOUS PLANTS 
MAKE GOOD MEDICINE

MANAGING REGENT’S PARK 
& PRIMROSE HILL

AN AMUSING HISTORY 
OF PRIMROSE HILL

Dr Henry Oakley will talk about a few of the 1,100 plants in the gardens of the Royal College 
of Physicians. But, says Dr Oakley, do not eat them unless you can buy them in Waitrose!

https://zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_5PNCzb3HQXmyNxXENDc2fg

Nick Biddle, Park Manager, will outline plans for Spring and Summer 
as well as some of the challenges he is facing.

https://zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_1hwvMcDgSqehV-3wmn4C5g

Martin Sheppard, author, historian, and occasionally, stand-up comedian 
will relate some of the lesser-known tales of Primrose Hill.

https://zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_dupAspFlQXuoqBPJ_Mn0bg
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The park in winter has a totally different 
feel from the other seasons. I hope you 
have been enjoying the daily photographs 
that Mike Baker puts on our Instagram  
@friendsofregentspark. The scenes show 
how lovely the park can look even on cold 
wintery days. Since October, he has posted 
more than 300 wonderful photos. Please 
enjoy and ‘like’ them. By doing so, you 
help increase our social media presence, and 
move us up the internet ratings.

At our AGM, I announced that we planned 
to build a kiosk for the Friends. We completed 
a detailed study and submitted it to The 
Royal Parks. Unfortunately, their executive 
committee decided that it is not possible to 
go ahead at present, given their financial and 
staffing pressures resulting from the loss of 
around 80% of their income over the past 12 
months. Instead, we are acquiring a gazebo 
that will be erected on summer weekends 
and staffed by volunteers from the Friends. 
We are disappointed that we shall not have a 
kiosk but can see advantages of a gazebo. We 
shall be able to erect it to greet park visitors 
wherever they are, maybe at the Bandstand, 
or perhaps when there is a major event at the 
Hub. If you would like to volunteer to help 
visitors with information about the park, then 
please do let us know.

We have started work on the Summer 
Bandstand Festival. See our Diary section.

I am very pleased to announce our 2021 
lecture series.  Our poster shows the wonderful 
speakers we have arranged for these “Zoom” 

talks.  We hope you will enjoy them.
The Royal Parks (TRP) have indicated 

that they would like to start a ‘Ranger’ 
programme in our Park sometime this year.  

Ranger teams currently operate in 
Richmond, Bushy and Greenwich Parks 
where they provide advice and assistance 
to visitors. We are in discussion about how 
best to set this up in our park, and TRP are 
confident that they will be able to recruit 
around 50 people to train for this programme. 
You may be surprised to learn that, when 
we met with the TRP volunteer leadership 
team, we discovered that they already 

have more than 300 volunteers working in 
our park. The largest group of over 250 are 
those who work overnight on the regular 
hedgehog surveys, and invertebrate studies 
(spiders, worms, beetles etc). There are also 
50 volunteer gardeners working in Queen 
Mary’s and the English Gardens, as well 
as eight in the Wildlife Garden (next to the 
tennis courts). We hope that this volunteer 
community will inspire you, our members, 
to come and join this growing group.

Spring is almost with us and, although the 
Park can be lovely in winter, I am delighted 
to see the crocuses and daffodils! •

FROM THE CHAIR
Mark Elliott, Chairman

friendsofregentspark
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The Climbing Roses

Hot Chocolate

Royal Philharmonic

Keep Smiling

Chandos Beauty

A FLOWER 
HEAVEN IN 
QUEEN MARY’S 
ROSE GARDEN
Ruth Lipton

I don’t know what pulled me to Queen 
Mary’s Rose Garden in April 2020. However, 
until lockdown I have never had so much 
pleasure in being in such a ‘flower heaven’. 

There was a group of bushes with buds, 
and when I saw the name ‘Keep Smiling’ I 
thought That is exactly what we all need to 
do. We were just one month into lockdown. 

The next day I entered the rose garden 
from Chester Gate. I saw a beautiful delicate 
pink shrub rose named ‘Scarborough Fair’ 
and nearby a group of ‘Lady of Shallot’ and 
‘Molineux’ roses. 

On 9 May I took my first photo of ‘Royal 
Philharmonic’, a white rose with a slight 
tinge of pink, and a deep fuchsia rose, ‘All 
My Loving’.

Over the next few months, I went into The 
Regent’s Park almost daily. I often thought ‘I 
won’t go to the rose garden today – I should 
be at home,’ but it never worked – my feet 
carried me there, and I became engrossed 
in taking a photographic record of the roses. 
Each one too precious not be included and 
they seemed to be a symbol of life. 

My ‘short walk’ became a two-and-a- 
half-hour walk of pleasure. The ‘Keep 
Smiling’ roses were breathtaking, and I was 
thrilled to see the beds of ‘Tintinara’, a deep 
vibrant red/orange, and ‘Pink Perfection’, 
a pink with a touch of purple, flourishing. 
‘Ingrid Bergman’, a deep red, had started 
to bloom and looked amazing. As I walked 
on, ‘Garden Glory’, a delicate yellow with 
a touch of orange came into view, and next 

to it was the pale orange ‘Song & Dance’. 
Close by, ‘Commonwealth Glory’, a 
beautiful white flower with a peach centre, 
was stunning, and not far away the mid-
yellow ‘Belle Epoque’ was also in bloom. 

As the days passed, I took more and 
more photos of the roses, but I could not 
remember all their names. I solved this by 
taking a photo of the name plate of each 
rose as I took its photo. I then filed each rose 
in an individual album on my computer, 
adding to each album daily. I named all my 
files, used their numbers to create my own 
plan of the beds with each rose named. 

By mid-May each rose was almost talking 
to me – ‘please take my photo today it’s such 
a lovely day’. From ‘Chandos Beauty’, the 
most delicate of pinks to ‘Rachel’, pink with 
a slightly yellow centre, and ‘Charisma’, a 
slightly softer fuchsia to ‘Inspiration’, a lovely 
pink and ‘Nostalgia’, red with variations, I was 
hooked. I saw this wonderful golden-yellow 
rose aptly named ‘Golden Anniversary’. An 
inspiration! Two of my cousins were about 
to celebrate their golden wedding, so I took 
photos of these roses and had them made into 
anniversary cards. 

 

‘Lovely Lady’, ‘Dorothy House’ and 
‘Valentine Heart’ are all delicate shades of 
pink. Nearby were the bright red colours of 
‘Eternity’ and ‘Hot Chocolate’. I wondered 

if this was named for the drink, or the 
famous 1970s band. ‘Southern Belle’, a 
canary yellow and ‘Britannia’, a yellow with 
pink edges, were stunning. The dramatic 
pink colouring of ‘Blessings’ really touched 
me and ‘Donatella’, a gentle pink rose kept 
me photographing for a long while. 

As days passed more and more of the roses 
bloomed. ‘Belmonte’ and ‘Tickled Pink’ 
as well as ‘Robert Winston’ and ‘Natasha 
Richardson’ blossomed. ‘Champagne 
Celebration’, ‘Champagne Moment’ and 
‘Silver Anniversary’, all different shades of 
white, so special. 

I must mention the exceptional dedication 
of the Gardeners who plant, tend, and nurture 
these magnificent beds, as well as the rest of 
the Park. They have given both the public 
and me hours and months of enjoyment. 

It is impossible for me to list here all the 
roses that made my summer of 2020 so 
special. I feel exceptionally lucky to have 
been able to spend so much time in this 
magnificent rose garden. The colours and 
delicacy of each bloom and their names 
inspired me to photograph each and every 
one of them •



The importance of the Regent’s Canal 
route through north London was recognised 
at an early stage by railway promoters, 
leading to a succession of proposals to turn 
the canal into a railway.

In September 1845, a special general 
assembly of the proprietors approved the sale 
of the canal for £1 million to the Regent’s 
Canal Railway Company which wanted 
to convert the canal between Paddington 
and City Road basin into a railway. 
The importance of this undertaking was 
advertised as effecting a junction between all 
existing and projected railways north of the 
Thames, combined with the advantage of 
a City Terminus. By the proposed railway, 
it claimed, passengers and goods would be 
brought into the heart of the City at a great 
saving of time and expense.

The railway company subsequently failed 
as the finance could not be raised but in 
1846 the directors of the canal company 
tried to obtain an Act of Parliament to allow 
them to build a railway along its banks in a 
covered way, here drawn at Macclesfield 
Bridge, Regent’s Park (Camden Local 
Studies Centre).

The scheme was abandoned in the face 
of vigorous opposition, especially from the 
government who objected to the idea of a 
railway passing through Regent’s Park. In 
1859, two further schemes to convert the 
canal into a railway were proposed. One, 
from a company called the Central London 
Railway and Dock Company, was accepted 
by the directors, but once again the railway 
company failed.

In 1860, the Regent’s Canal Company 
itself proposed a railway track alongside the 

canal from Kings Cross to Limehouse, but 
funds could not be raised. Further schemes 
over the next twenty years also came to 
nothing as in 1863 the Metropolitan Railway 
opened, serving much the same purpose of 
linking lines radiating north of London. In 
1883, a further attempt to buy the Canal for 
£1,275,000 and turn it into a railway failed.

In 1874, a barge carrying gunpowder 
exploded on 2nd October at 4.55 am, at 
Macclesfield Bridge in Regent’s Park. 
The bridge was destroyed and three crew 
members were killed. The photo from the 
Illustrated London News shows crowds 
lining Prince Albert Road to see the 
spectacle (Canal and River Trust). The 
canal was closed for four days.

This bridge has become known as “Blow 
Up Bridge”. The accident involved over 600 
claims for damages and this set-back was 
so expensive that the Company closed its 
carrying business for several years. Effectively 
this incident marked the end of the Regent’s 
Company, as it never recovered fully.

The second quarter of the 20th century 
saw organisational changes. In 1929, the 
Regent’s Canal purchased the canal assets 
of the Grand Junction Canal, and of the 
Warwick canals, and the enlarged concern 
became the Grand Union Canal. In 1948, 
most UK railways, canals, and some road 
transport were nationalised under the 
Transport Act 1947. The Regent’s Canal 
became part of the British Transport 
Commission’s system. The Commission’s 
Docks and Inland Waterways Executive 
became responsible for the canal, trading 
under the name “British Waterways”. 
In1963, reorganisation of the nationalised 
transport industry saw the break-up of the 
British Transport Commission and the 
canal was taken over by the new British 
Waterways Board.

The decline of commercial use of the 
canal stimulated a debate over its future. 
Robert Aickman, one of the founders of 
the Inland Waterways Association (IWA), 
maintained: “if anything is going to kill us 
all it will not be the atomic bomb – it will be 
smallness of vision. That is the background 
to the problem of the canals. It is a national 
problem, an all-or-nothing problem”. He 

was convinced that the only way to save the 
waterways was to develop the network for 
a multitude of uses: commercial carriage, 
pleasure boats, fishing, water supply and 
drainage, the preservation of archaeological 
sites and walking along the towpaths. Some 
in the IWA disagreed, preferring that parts of 
the network remain reserved for traditional 
commercial use.

Local and national authorities saw 
much of the Regent’s Canal as blighted, 
associated with crime and a threat to 
neighbouring communities. The views of 
the communities were more nuanced. Some 
saw a weed-infested wasteland, whereas 
others saw a potential nature reserve and 
wildlife habitat. Craftsmen saw workshops 
that could be colonised at affordable cost, 
whereas other professions saw buildings 
that stood in the way of redevelopment. To 
some the dereliction was an increasingly 
painful reminder of industrial decline, 
whereas industrial archaeologists could see 
the affirmation of a past that needed proper 
explanation. And always, looking behind 
the public façade, one found the unself-
conscious workings of the human anthill.

Artists felt the power and saw the 
beauty in the industrial ruins along the 
canal, which depicted one of the grandest 
industrial landscapes in Europe. Prominent 
among such artists was Käthe Strenitz. 
Industrial dereliction acted as a stimulus 
and inspiration , and she devoted decades 
to drawing the canal and its hinterland until 
she started to feel unsafe and exposed to 
vandals. Five examples of her drawings are 
given alongside and below (Käthe Strenitz, 
London Metropolitan Archives).

Here we see the view, painted in 1976, 
south from St Pancras Locks to the Coal 
Office and Gasholder 8 (now moved 
to Gasholder Park). The retaining wall 
supports Wharf Road (now Bagley’s Walk) 
and features windows to the arches behind 
that formerly housed 120 horses.

In the next newsletter, the last of this series 
of four articles will cover the regeneration of 
the Regent’s Canal, from the 1950s up to 
today •

BICENTENARY 
OF THE OPENING 
THE REGENT’S 
CANAL PART 3: 
A LONG DECLINE
Peter Darley



Edward Kellow was born in Edinburgh, 
and was always interested in gardening. At 
the age of 12 he won a Boy Scout competition 
which asked what he liked about Edinburgh. 
His reply was ‘The open spaces’. After 
reading French and Russian at university, he 
came to London to work for the Ministry of 
Defence. He moved to Fitzrovia in 2009.

For the past six years Edward has been 
working as a volunteer in the St John’s Lodge 
Garden, the ‘Secret Garden’ of the park for 
one or two days each week. He is an admirer 
of Robert Weir Schultz, the original architect 

The weather from October until mid-
January wasn’t conducive for pushing 
migrating birds from mainland Europe across 
the sea to the UK. We’d normally expect 
several days where numbers of the winter 
thrushes and finches, redwing, fieldfare, 
chaffinches, greenfinches and siskins exceed 
1000 or more birds. We were lucky if it 
reached 300. This was very disappointing 
as we so look forward to those cold crisp 
mornings, bright, patchy cloud and south-
easterly breeze. You can stand in the middle 
of the open spaces looking towards the BT 
Tower and pick out flocks of birds such as 
thrushes and finches heading in the park’s 
direction. There can also be flocks of 200 
plus woodpigeons heading north-east to 
south-west. The weather is so important; if 
the continent is experiencing mild weather, 
which seems the case nowadays, the urge for 
birds to head south is not there. They will 
move shorter distances hoping the weather 
does not catch them out. This has been a 
bumper berry year in the UK, another reason 
they stay nearer home. 

We did have several good sightings over 
the park. Rock Pipit: 2 singles on the 30 
September headed SW. 

A female kingfisher was seen in the 
Longbridge Sanctuary on 1 October and is 
still present, favouring the trees by the lake 
between the Longbridge and the Holme. 
Also near the tennis court stretch of water 

and the sanctuary by the blue bridges.
Maybe as many as five Cetti’s warblers 

were heard singing from reed beds. A curlew 
flew SW at 7.35am 12 October. 

An adult Mediterranean gull flew SW on 12 
October with another sighted on 9 November.

Two small flocks of lesser redpoll fed on 
silver birch seeds on 5 November.

A female water rail turned up in the rail 
ditch (by Hanover Bridge) on 26 November. 
Another bird was heard calling from the 
Wetland Pen on 21 January.

At least four European wigeon on 13 
November commuted back and forth from 
the main lake into the Longbridge Sanctuary 
to share the collection of birds’ food. 

After the disappointment of so few redwing 
seen in the autumn migration, the numbers 
exceeded 120 birds for a couple of weeks. 

There was big excitement on 30 November, 
a grey misty morning, when Dave Johnson 
(Wildlife Officer) and I were on our regular 
walk around the lake. We were completing 
our walk and stopped to look at the water 
opposite the boathouse reed bed. Dave 
suddenly spotted a Russian white-fronted 
goose. These birds are normally found on the 
coast of East Anglia, Kent and The WWT 
Reserve at Slimbridge in Gloucestershire. 
They are not an urban species. Amazingly 
it must have tagged on to a group of geese 
that move around the inner London parks 
as it was also found in Hyde Park. How did 
we know that it was the same bird especially 
as other locations in the London area also 
had the odd bird drop in? Our bird had an 
obvious dent in the white of its facial mask 
as well as a notch in one its tertial feathers. It 
finally departed on the 14 December •

of the garden. He is very grateful that the 
park management are always willing to listen 
to and discuss his ideas for regenerating the 
flower beds with old roses and hardy plants 
that create interest throughout the year. He 
is also an admirer of the ‘natural planting’ 
advocated by nineteenth-century gardener 
William Robinson who worked in The 
Regent’s Park.

Somehow, in summer he also finds time 
to be a front-office volunteer for both the 
Opera and the Shakespeare performances.

Edward is the ‘gardening man’ on 
the Friends’ committee and assists with 
volunteering. He believes that the Friends 
can act as advocates for the park. The Royal 
Parks have so much to manage, and each 
park is quite different, so the Friends have 
a role to play in making The Royal Parks 
Management aware of both challenges and 
opportunities as they arise. The Friends 
can also bring together the Royal Parks, 
the CEPC, and all the other authorities 

that have a role in the park, for constructive 
discussions in the interest of The Regent’s 
Park and Primrose Hill.

Edward is in favour of making the 
park more pedestrian friendly. He would 
like some redesigning to accommodate 
competing traffic, joggers, walkers and 
cyclists. He strongly supports efforts to 
increase biodiversity.. Currently he feels 
there is a battle between the environment 
and traffic, as demonstrated when part of 
a rare London hedgehog colony was taken 
over for an HS2 construction facility •

MEET THE 
COMMITTEE -
EDWARD 
KELLOW
Margaret Elliott

TONY 
DUCKETT’S 
BIRDS

Photo by Claudia Leisinger



The Lake
Mark Rowe, Assistant Park Manager

Over the last few weeks, the contractor, 
Olympic Ltd, has been working on the lake. 
One of the tasks is to deepen an area of the 
lake to help keep a cooling reservoir of deep 
water during the summer and to reduce the 
incidence of summer algae blooms. The 
material dredged out is being used to create 
a marginal water planting on the south side 
of Heron Island opposite The Holme. This 
will benefit the number of invertebrates 
around the lake which in turn benefits the 
waterfowl. The work is being supported by 
our Mission: Invertebrate team with funding 
from the People’s Post Code Lottery.

English Gardens 
Shrub Bed Refurbishment 
Ian Nightingale, Assistant Park Manager

The Regents Park team have begun work 
in the English Garden shrub beds, with the 
aim of improving the benefits offered to 
invertebrates and other wildlife.

Funding is again from the People’s 
Postcode Lottery for Mission: Invertebrate. 
Priorities were identified as the 2 beds either 
side of the entrance by the Park Square East 
and Outer circle corner, as well as well as the 
four beds in “the Triangle”.  Others will be 
addressed in a future phase of works.

The shrub beds have not been refreshed 
for quite some time and so the first phase of 
work was pruning and the removal of old 
plants. This work will open up the beds, 
allowing better air flow and reducing the 
risk of disease. It was important to retain the 
established shrubs since some provide good 
coverage for birds and other wildlife.

We worked alongside our ground 
maintenance provider (idverde) and ecology 
team to ensure that the plant selection 
offered good ground cover for hedgehogs 
and also habitat for invertebrates. We also 
increased pollen and nectar with a more 
diverse mix of plants. 

Once the ground had been cleared, the 

next job was to improve the soil. This area 
of the park is quite dry, thanks to large trees 
which provide  a canopy from the rain and 
draw up most of the moisture in the soil. We 
incorporated a mix of ‘Topgrow’ compost 
and our own leaf-mould, generated by 
green waste taken from within the park and 
mixed on site at our leaf yard, into the first 
30cm of soil to add nutrients to give the new 
planting the best possible start and also to 
aid moisture retention. 

The new plants will initially be set out in 
their pots to ensure they are spaced correctly 
before being planted in the ground and 
watered in. The final phase of the works will 
be to erect stock fencing in the four beds 
in The Triangle. These beds are known to 
have a fair amount of footfall though them, 
so the stock fencing will provide a barrier 
to protect the new plants, while allowing 
wildlife to enter and will have minimal 
impact on light and airflow.

New big bins
Daniel Steel, Assistant Park Manager  

The current bins have a 100 litre capacity, 
and these new bins will hold 1100 litres. 
With 38 of these new bins the increased 
capacity will be around 40,000 litres. 

  All the cast iron bins along the Lime 
Avenue, Broad Walk and Queen Mary’s 
Gardens will be kept, as they fit in well, but 
all wooden bins will be removed and stored.

The Community 
Wildlife Garden
Gail Timewell, Royal Parks volunteer

The Community Wildlife Garden is a 
hidden gem, tucked away off York Bridge 
Road, south of the Will to Win tennis centre. 
There are two entrances, one from York 
Bridge Road and one from the Inner Circle, 
both with signs for Will to Win tennis. From 
the 1830s to the 1930s, the whole area was  
the domain of the Toxophilite Society, a 
society for archery. During the Second 
World War, it became a dumping ground for 
rubble from bomb-damaged buildings and 
was grassed over as open parkland without 
any garden features. It was designed in its 
current form in 2006 to provide wildlife 
habitats and garden features, funded by 
the RSPB and constructed over a three-

year period. The garden is maintained by a 
team of Royal Parks volunteers. One of the 
garden’s objectives is to provide a physical 
demonstration of small garden features such 
as raised timber flower beds and the slate 
drive with planting where a vehicle could be 
parked.

First impressions: From York Bridge 
Road, the slate drive is on your right and 
you go through the arch in the wall (covered 
in clematis, ivy and honeysuckle) to find a 
little lawn on your left and a raised flowerbed 
on your right. The garden area beyond is 
grassy meadow with splendid trees, cow 
parsley, brambles and nettles here and there 
according to the season. The wheelchair-
accessible path meanders round flowerbeds, 
a grass sculpture of a newt (on your right) 
until you reach a pond good for wildlife. 
Beyond the pond, past a huge red oak, find 
the cascade running round and down into 
the lake. The path continues back up to 
the tennis courts and the exit to the Inner 
Circle. Most plants are there to benefit birds, 
small mammals and insects.

Key features
• There is quite a range of wonderful trees: 
for example, along the path next to the tennis 
courts, you can find London plane, horse 
chestnut, Indian horse chestnut, ginkgo, 
tulip tree and catalpa. Then alongside the 
path there are some fine cherries for blossom 
in spring and elsewhere birch, alder, oak, 
ash, hornbeam, willow, hawthorn, holly 
and more besides. More unusually, near 
the pond there is a huge Tree of Heaven 
(Ailanthus altissima) and an American 
Sweetgum (Liquidambar styraciflua) which 
lost the top half of its trunk in a storm in 
autumn 2020. At the back of the pond is the 
big red oak (Quercus rubra).
• Come in spring for glorious displays of 
daffodils, camassia and cherry blossom.
• Enjoy the water features: the wildlife 
pond, the cascade and the lake.
• Wildlife: you may spot ducks in the 
cascade, a heron or a coot in the lake but 
mainly this garden gives space for bugs and 
birds to enjoy themselves.
• As this garden is a haven for wildlife, we 
ask you to keep your dogs on leads •

IN THE 
GARDENS

Alexis planting the bedding in the Triangle, near 
the south-east entrance to the English Gardens. 
Photo by Alex Hanson



Warning to those using Park Square East. A family of foxes has decided this is a nice place 
to stay, hiding except when they think food is in the offing …

LOCKDOWN 
FOXES

FROM THE ZOO
James Wren, Fundraising Director, ZSL

ZSL London Zoo ushered in 2021, as 
always, with the annual stocktake - where 
zookeepers count every single resident at 
the zoo, from the smallest snail to the tallest 
giraffe.  

I’m sure the team would agree it felt strange 
doing it behind closed doors for the first 
time, as we were once again closed as part of 
the latest national lockdown, but as a vital tool 
for informing global breeding programmes for 
threatened species – as well as being a part of 
our zoo licence – it was an important way to 
start the year.  

It  gave everyone  at the zoo  a sense of 
normality,  which  – when life  continues to 
be anything but normal for us all – felt vital too.  

It was also an opportunity to look back at 
everything the team has achieved in the past 

year at the zoo: there’s no doubt that 2020 
was the most challenging year in our almost 
200-year history – national lockdowns saw 
us closed for 18 weeks, cutting off millions of 
pounds of vital charitable income from lost 
ticket sales.  

The Sumatran tigress Gaysha arrived in 
mid-December to be reunited with her former 
mate, Asim, in Tiger Territory – a critically 
endangered species, the important new 
addition was recorded for the first time as 
part of the 2021 tally.  

Whether we are open or closed, we will 
continue  caring for the 18,000 animals at 
the zoo, many of which are threatened and 
part of important breeding programmes, but 
we do still need your help. If you can support 
ZSL in any way, be that through making a 
donation, becoming a member, adopting an 
animal, or shopping at the ZSL Shop, your 
support will make a real difference.  Head 
to www.zsl.org to see how you can help •

The Government 
Gymnasium 1848

 In 1848 the Commissioner of HM Woods 
and Forests, Viscount Morpeth, commissioned 
the building of a gymnasium at the foot of 
Primrose Hill. The apparatus was enclosed 
and supervised by a keeper to preserve order. 
The regulations were written on a large board 
and forbade users to take more than 15 minutes 
on each piece of equipment.

Skating from 1826 to 1867
 Skating was a very popular sport in the 

19th century. The lake in The Regent’s 
Park was created in 1826 and became a 
popular winter venue for skaters. There was 
even a skaters’ clubhouse that is now the 
Will to Win Tennis clubhouse. Sadly, on 15 
January 1867, 39 people drowned and one 
died from hypothermia when the ice on the 
lake broke, pitching about 200 people into 
icy water up to 3.7 m deep. Consequently, 
the lake level was reduced to a maximum 
depth of 1.2  m and skating ceased. The 
skaters then came to an agreement with the 
archers to lease their land and building for 50 
guineas a year as a winter archery ground.

Archery from 1832 to 1922
 The Royal Toxophilite Society flourished 

in The Regent’s Park from 1830 to 1922. 
For nearly 40 years they had six acres of land 
between the Inner Circle and the spur of the 

GIRLS & BOYS 
GO OUT TO 
PLAY SPORT 
IN THE PARK 
FROM 1848 
TO 2005
Mark Elliott

https://www.zsl.org/zsl-london-zoo


lake that extended under York Bridge. In 
1834 a magnificent pavilion containing a 
baronial hall and many balconies was built 
and furnished at a cost of £4000.  Webster, 
in his 1911 book on the Park, suggests the 
pavilion was built on old foundations, either 
a farmhouse of the old Marylebone Park 
or an outbuilding of Marylebone Manor 
House. In 1874 the Society relocated to a 
six-acre site now occupied by the Will to 
Win tennis courts and clubhouse. 

After 90 years in the Park, the Toxophilites 
were ‘expelled’ at the request of residents. 
The Royal Toxophilite Society now meet at 
their club near Burnham Beeches.

 

The Golf and Tennis School
 In 1920 Edward Holdright acquired the 

lease on land near Macclesfield Bridge to 
open a Golf and Tennis School, which he 
ran for 50 years. Among his eminent pupils 
were the Duke of Windsor and his brother the 
Duke of Kent. In 1970 Ken Thom took over 
the school, and employed Howard Richards 
as tennis coach. Ralph Richardson, Heather 
Mills (Paul McCartney’s ex-wife) and Carol 
Thatcher were some notable students, and 
Stuart Goddard (later Adam Ant) looked after 
the courts.  From 1987 Chris Meadows ran 
the school, until the Royal Parks announced 
its closure in 2008 to make way for a five-a-
side football centre. This was fiercely opposed 
by the Friends, led by then chairman Malcolm 
Kafetz, and the plan was dropped when it 
failed to get planning permission. Sadly, by 
then, the Golf and Tennis school had been 
closed. Yuri Ouvarov, head coach from 1992 
died in sad circumstances shortly after the 
closure.  (see newsletter no 106 for more).

Running track
 The cinder running track is located on 

land between The Regent’s Canal and the 
Outer Circle. The 440-yard track was built 
in 1930 on land formed from clay dug out 
when the canal was constructed. It was 
financed with £1250, left over from the 

£5,000 given by Sir Howard Frank to the 
Great Exhibition of 1850.

In the 1930s, sports events were held on 
the track involving as many as 500 school 
children but after WW2 it was little used. 
The reasons cited were that it was the wrong 
size and shape, (the radius is only 43 feet 
whereas modern tracks are 90 feet), often 
waterlogged, and that the changing rooms 
were too far away.

In 1961 there was a proposal to build a new 
track near the Baron Pavilion, but this was 
rejected as the nearby track in the Paddington 
recreation ground was under-used.

In 1966 and 1983 the Zoo made offers to 
use the land for car parking, but these offers 
were rejected.

Sports pavilions
There have been many sports pavilions in 

The Regent’s Park, the Hub being the latest. 
In 1887 a license was granted to Mrs Shanley 
(a kiosk operator) to build a movable pavilion 
on a site about halfway between the Hub and 
the Broadwalk on the north side of the east-
west footpath. The specification included iron 
bars on the windows so cricket balls would 
not break them! The pavilion cost £100 and 
was named the Princes Pavilion. By 1918 the 
building had rusted, was considered unsafe 
and was demolished. It was not replaced for 
13 years. 

 In 1931 the Baron Pavilion was opened. 
Sir Louis Bernhard Baron was a local 
businessman who was concerned about the 
welfare of his workers and encouraged them 

to play sport. It is believed to have been built 
in red brick with stone Doric columns and 
was ‘very solid looking’. Unlike the earlier 
pavilion that had been built for cricket, this 
one was for all ‘healthful games’. It comprised 
a central lounge, a tea-room, seven dressing 
rooms for men plus three for women.  

 In 1943 an RAF plane crash landed in 
the park and hit the pavilion. The crew and 
pilot, Captain James Allen Robertson, were 
all killed. The pavilion was ‘patched up’, but 

the women’s dressing rooms were lost. 
 A new pavilion on the same site was approved 

by the Ministry of Works and opened on the 
same site in 1965. It cost £35,000 to build, and 
was opened by the Minister Miss Jennie Lee 
and her husband Mr Dennis Howells. It was 
typical 1960s architecture, and described in 
the press as ‘single storey, a series of squares 
arranged in a staggered pattern with a higher 
section housing the water tanks’.  It was 
larger than the previous ones, with 11 double 
changing rooms plus seven for men, three for 
women and had 25 showers. By the turn of 
the century the building was in bad condition 
and was demolished in 2004. As the Hub 
was not ready, portacabins were installed as 
changing rooms.

Throughout 2003-04 work on pitch 
renewal was undertaken, including 
Cumberland Green. Many pitches still 
contained rubble dumped during the Second 
World War, which had to be removed, and 
new surfaces laid. Pitches were treated with 
glyphosate, a herbicide applied to remove 
grass and weeds in an environmentally 
friendly way. Grass was resown, using a 
specially designed mix of species according 
to soil types and moisture levels in damp and 
dry grasslands.

By 2003 the Royal Parks had most of the 
£3.5 million needed to build the new pavilion 
– The Hub. Donations included £908,000 
from the Football Association, £502,000 from 
Sports England (Lottery fund), £300,000 from 
Star Trek Hyde Park exhibition, and £75,000 
from the London Marathon Trust. At that 
time, the plan was to build an underground 
pavilion with a café on the surface.

The process of choosing a site and design 
for the Hub was long and complex. Initial 
ideas were to place it on the site of the old 
pavilion, It was then suggested it should be 
near the Chalbert Bridge. The current site 
and design, by David Morley architects, 
were finally approved in spring 2002.

By 2005 The Hub was complete and 
was opened by the Prince of Wales and the 
Duchess of Cornwall. The press reported that 
it was a ‘stunning design’ that conceals the 
building within a grass covered mound. It is 
equipped with 16 changing rooms each with 
showers and lockers. It also has a first aid room 
and rooms for management. The Hub Café on 
top of the changing rooms has stunning views 
across the sports area of the park •
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FOR THE DIARY

GET IN TOUCH

The Regent’s Park Open Air Theatre has 
confirmed that, with great regret, they will be 
unable to go ahead with their plans to present 
101 Dalmatians as part of their 2021 season. 
Indications appear to be such that restrictions 
will almost certainly still be in place when 
rehearsals were due to begin in March. 

Artistic Director Timothy Sheader said 
today: ‘Although we will be contacting all 
ticketholders to provide them with a full 
refund, we are exploring all options with our 
co-producers, writers, and creative team and 
very much hope to be able to announce new 
plans for the production in due course’.

ROMEO AND JULIET
By William Shakespeare

Saturday 26 June – Saturday 24 July

CAROUSEL 
Music by Richard Rodgers 

Book and Lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein II

Friday 30 July – Saturday 18 September

Nicoll Entertainment presents

DRAGONS AND MYTHICAL BEASTS
By Derek Bond

Tuesday 10 August – Sunday 5 September

LUISA OMIELAN: GOD IS A WOMAN
Sunday 4 July

JIMMY CARR: TERRIBLY FUNNY
Sunday 11 July

Allie Esiri Presents

SHAKESPEARE FOR EVERY DAY 
OF THE YEAR LIVE
Sunday 18 July

The Luna Cinema presents

PRETTY WOMAN 1990 (15)
Sunday 22 August

The Luna Cinema presents

THE SHINING 1980 (15)
Sunday 5 September

See www.openairtheatre.com for full details 
and to book tickets. Friends can buy best 
available seats in person at the Box Office for 
£30. Available for purchase from two weeks 
prior to the performance, excluding Saturday 
evenings. Subject to a maximum of two tickets 
per transaction.

The Bandstand Festival

The festival will run from Saturday 19 June 
until Sunday 12 September. On the main 
bandstand there will be two concerts every 
Sunday and Bank Holiday Monday as well 
as Saturday Jazz on the Broadwalk on the 
mini bandstand near the Broadwalk café. 
The full programme will be on our website 
in April and we shall be seeking volunteers as 
supervisors in May.

THE PARK POST
We are updating our website to speed it up and improve the content. 

Our Opening Time table is proving very popular. 
www.friendsofregentspark.org/visiting/opening-hours/

We have changed a homepage heading from “News & Events” 
to “Noticeboard”. We are adding blogs that we call the “Park Post” 
– each one tells a short story about something in the Park. 

We hope you like them. 

Visit: www.friendsofregentspark.org/news-events/news/ 

ROYAL ACADEMY 
OF MUSIC

Since the start of 2021 students have not been 
at the Academy but there is a wide range of 
recorded concerts on their YouTube channel.   
www.youtube.com/royalacademyofmusic

The Regent’s Park Open Air Theatre 2021 programme

friendsofregentspark
friendsofregentspark.org

Postal Depot in the park in WW1
Photo courtesy of The Postal Museum
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