
Dear readers, 
It is with great sadness that your De 
Beauvoir Association committee announces 
the imminent death of the DBA. This may 
surprise many of you who thought it was in 
rude good health but, in reality, it has been 
ailing for some time.

It’s true that, in the past year, it has 
arranged some wonderful community 
events but those of you closest to the DBA 
will have noticed a steady decline in its 
health, characterised by feelings of tiredness 
and general malaise. It occasionally rallies 
but is generally on a downward trajectory.

Like an elderly mother living out her 
last painful days with no help from her 
immediate family, the DBA is in dire need of 
support from the community it has served 
so selfl essly for many years.

The DBA was born in the late 1960s, when 
it campaigned succesfully to halt what 
would have been widespread demolition 
of its lovely Victorian streets. It also owned 
several houses on a cooperative basis, ran 
a successful newspaper and campaigned 
to have the temporary road closures in the 
area made permanent. It was truly in its 
heyday. 

Then, around 1984, the DBA left home and 
all went quiet until 2004, when it returned 
to De Beauvoir just as some local planning 
issues started to cause concern.

Since then, the DBA has fl ourished, reviving 
its wonderful newsletter and sending its 
weekly email about all things De Beauvoir 
to hundreds of people. It has founded the 
inimitable Party in the Park and has run 

countless events, ranging from jazz and 
classical concerts to beer tastings, from 
wildlife walks to community lunches, and 
from talks to tabletop sales. 

But death is in sight and will surely arrive 
unless the DBA has a transfusion of new 
blood – urgently.

Once it dies, the community will have lost 
the only organisation in the area that 
is truly inclusive. Yes, we have St Peter’s 
Church for the Christians among us, the 
Gardeners’ Club for those who love to 
garden, the WI for the women. These are 
all wonderful institutions, but only the 
DBA opens its doors to all comers, delivers 
a newsletter to over 4000 homes, emails 
you weekly with news, and runs the annual 
Party in the Park and Christmas Fair.

We know you appreciate the DBA and 
wouldn’t want it to die, so what can 
you do?

For a start, if you have energy and 
enthusiasm, please stand for the 
committee at the AGM (see page 3). This 
involves just a handful of meetings a year, 
lasting around 90 minutes, plus helping as 
often as you can at events.

Or, if you can’t commit to that, email 
info@debeauvoir.org.uk and help us 
run events, deliver newsletters or put up 
posters. These things don’t happen by 
themselves. If the DBA dies, just think 
what you’d miss. It would be lights out 
over De Beauvoir.

So please come and give blood – urgently!

Hilary Mandleberg
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‘What a treat to stroll through the 
veils of twilight, to float across the sky 
like a slowly forming thought. Flying 
an airplane, one usually travels the 
shortest distance between two points. 
Balloonists can dawdle, lollygag, cast 
their fate to the wind and become part 
of the ebb and flow of nature, part of 
the sky itself, held aloft like any bird, 
leaf or spore. In that silent realm, far 
from the mischief and toil of society, all 
one hears is the urgent breathing of the 
wind and, now and then, an inspiring 
gasp of hot air.’

This is what Diane Ackerman had to say about 
ballooning in her 1997 article, Traveling Light, for the 
New York Times. Now the balloon has well and truly 
taken off from De Beauvoir. Pamela Dow and
Sarah Dallas, founders of the De Beauvoir Balloon 
Debates, explain. 

On Thursday 19 October, the Crypt at St Peter’s Church 
will host the eleventh De Beauvoir Balloon Debate. Now 
something of a community institution, the quarterly 
debating series features three ‘balloonists’, each 
of whom presents an idea for humanity. And each 
hopes their idea will win the sole place possible in an 
imaginary hot-air balloon. 

The De Beauvoir Balloon Debates started life over a 
coffee in spring 2015 between local residents Pamela 
Dow and Sarah Dallas. Pamela, who chairs the evenings, 
explains: ‘We were both frustrated with the polarising, 
superfi cial, level of public debate in the media, not 
just in political campaigns but on all the important 
questions. It’s a lot nicer to sit in a friendly room having 
a good-natured exchange with a drink in your hand, 
than watch people shout at each other on the news, or 
fi re out 140-character angry Tweets to strangers from 
their sofa.’

The success of the fi rst debate, with Moral Maze’s Claire 
Fox, antiquarian bookseller Ed Maggs and writer and PR 
expert Robert Phillips, confi rmed their hunch was correct, 
and since then the debate series has . . . ballooned! 

Some 30 speakers have shared their ideas for 
humanity with audiences of 40–80 people of all 
ages, about everything from demagogues to fi nancial 
transparency, email overload to extremism, beauty 
to hygge. Questions have prompted fascinating and 
respectful discussions about potentially divisive topics: 
sustainability, free speech, Brexit, AI. After the audience 
casts its votes for the most compelling idea – the one 
that will go up in the ballooon – many conversations 
spill over into the Scolt Head, where they often continue 
until last orders.

‘The balloon debate format is specifi cally designed to 
avoid the polarisation and sophistry of a “this House 
believes” debate, and the three ideas are deliberately 
unrelated,’ explains Sarah. Each speaker has 15 minutes 
to argue their case, then fi elds questions for a further 
10 minutes. ‘If one particular topic doesn’t interest you, 
one of the others almost defi nitely will,’ says Pamela. 
‘We think it’s the slightly whimsical premise of the hot-
air balloon that has helped build our audiences.’

If you haven’t been to a Balloon Debate before, please 
come along in October or in December and fi nd out for 
yourself. You don’t have to ask a question. But you may, 
like many others, surprise yourself!

Pamela and Sarah fund and organise the debates 
themselves and though the costs are modest (room 
hire, publicity and underwriting the donation bar), both 
are keen to fi nd a way to cover this without charging 
for entry. ‘It’s important to us that anyone can walk in 
the door and join us. That’s why we welcome all offers, 
of ideas or cash.’They are also keen to hear ideas for 
speakers and topics, to make sure the debates cover the 
questions that interest people. 

Diary dates
DBA AGM, 10 October 7:30pm, St Peter’s Crypt
Join us for our AGM and stay on for our own version of 
the WHO’s Tea & Talk, with any donations collected on 
the night going to local charities to help support those 
of us affected by mental health challenges. 

The ‘stiff upper lip’ culture, which saw Britain through so 
much adversity now contributes to alarming statistics: 
more than 615 million people worldwide suffered from 
anxiety or depression in 2013, and one in four people 
will experience at least one diagnosable mental health 
problem in their lifetime. 

Expert speakers will provide practical information on 
some of the resources and techniques available to 
help yourself, or others, suffering with mental health 
challenges.

Learn how to get beyond the automatic ‘I’m fi ne’ 
response; inviting deeper connections and potentially 
life-saving interactions.
 
De Beauvoir Prom, 15 October 5:00pm, 
St Peter’s Church
Hurry along to for this year’s de Beauvoir Prom. We’re 
hoping it will be even more wonderful, diverse and 
joyful than last year. Enjoy the musical talents of local 

residents, young and old, professional and enthusiastic 
amateur. The awesome Keelan family who play violins 
and fl ute to a ridiculously high standard, plus the 
legendary a cappella Great Choir of London are on 
board once again. We are delighted to welcome young 
people from Hackney New School, and the Crown & 
Manor Club have promised some drum and guitar 
action and are rehearsing like crazy.
 
If you’d like to take part or know anyone else who 
would, don’t be shy and do please get in touch by 
emailing cecilia@rosemarybranch.co.uk. Last year we 
raised £800.00 for Maggie’s cancer support centre at 
Bart’s Hospital and they are desperately hoping that we 
can match that this year. What a great place we live in! 
 
DBA Christmas Fair, 25 November 11:00am–
5:00pm, St Peter’s Crypt
Another rip-roaringly succesful Christmas Fair beckons, 
where you’ll be able to get all your Christmas presents 
under one roof, and be fed and watered at the same 
time. If last year is anything to go by, we’ll have 30 or so 
stalls of Christmas cards, housewares, pet treats, garden 
must-haves, toys and games, ‘made in De Beauvoir’ 
specials, and a host of other lovely things. Who needs 
Amazon or Oxford Street?

2 3

De Beauvoir is debating

Party in the Park
The DBA scored another spectacular success with its 
ever-popular Party in the Park on 8 July. Between them, 
the WI’s cakes, the second-hand books and DVDs, the 
BBQ, the Pimms, the raffl e and the tombola netted us 
a profi t of £1826. Some of this will be ring-fenced for 
future events or projects for children, like the Young 

People’s Community Fund (see page 9), while the rest 
will help to fund next year’s Party. We’d like to give a 
special thanks to Huw Davies of Davies Direct (www.
davies-direct.co.uk, telephone 07588 10710) whose 
van and cheerful, tirelessly helpful team saved us a lot 
of work.

If there’s someone you think would make a good 
balloonist, or if you have something you want to talk 
about yourself, get in touch using the email opposite. 
Anyone with a good idea and the confi dence to bring it 
to life is very welcome.

Contact: balloondebates@outlook.com

See: www.debeauvoirdebates.com



‘Situation serious. There is anarchy in 
the capital. Government paralysed.’ 
Those were the words sent in a 
telegram to Tsar Nicholas II by Mikhail 
Rodzianko, president of the State 
Duma, to announce the start of the 
Russian Revolution in February 1917.

London 2017 has been awash with events 
commemorating the centenary of the Russian 
Revolution (which was, in fact, two revolutions), but few 
people know about the part played by De Beauvoir in 
that momentous cataclysm. Paul Bolding suggests it’s a 
good time to remember a meeting that took place in 
De Beauvoir, which helped set the Bolsheviks on the 
road to power. 

In the years running up to 1917, exiled leaders of the 
opposition to Tsarist rule met in different cities in Europe 
in an attempt to develop policy and try to seek unity. In 
1907, the leadership of the Russian Social Democratic 
Labour Party (RSDLP), the forerunner of the Communist 
Party, gathered in London for their Fifth Congress (the 
First Congress had taken place as early as 1898). The 
leadership included Lenin, Stalin, Trotsky, Maxim Gorky 
and Rosa Luxemburg.

Lenin had been in exile in London intermittently since 
1902, living at locations in salubrious Bloomsbury and 
Pentonville, which were convenient for his regular study 

at the British Museum. A blue plaque in Percy Circus 
records his stay at a house there in 1905. It is not 
known, however, where he was staying during the Fifth 
Congress. Stalin, then little known outside his birthplace 
– Russian-ruled Georgia – stayed in Tower House, a doss 
house off Whitechapel Road. 

Amazingly, the meeting place for the Fifth Congress 
was a chapel in Southgate Road at the corner of Balmes 
Road, opposite Rosemary Gardens. A block of fl ats 
stands there now. Stalin would make his way daily to De 
Beauvoir but he never referred to his stay in London. 

At the time, the chapel was being used by the 
Brotherhood Church, which, under Rev. Bruce Wallace, a 
Christian Socialist, developed connections with a range 
of radical and socialist activities. So it’s no surprise that 
Rev. Wallace allowed the premises to be used for for 
gatherings that included a vegetarian congress and, 
during World War One, pacifi st meetings. During one of 
these, the philosopher Bertrand Russell became a victim 
when the meeting was stormed by rioters.

The Fifth Congress
But back to the RSDLP’s Fifth Congress. For this, some 
300 delegates trooped to the Brotherhood Church for 
35 sessions between 13 May and 1 June 1907. The 
delegates consisted of 105 Bolshevik and 97 Menshevik 
delegates. Other delegates came from the General 
Jewish Labour Bund, the Polish Social Democrat Party 
and the Latvian Social Democrat Party. During the 
sometimes stormy debates, the Mensheviks supported 
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The nights are slowly drawing in and it 
will soon be Christmas. For gardens, it’s 
a winding-down time of year. The De 
Beauvoir Gardeners offer their tips for 
preparing for 2018.

1 Have a good general tidy-up, checking round and 
under your pots and under large-leafed plants for 
slugs (aren’t they big this year!), and also checking the 
bottom of your fences to get rid of any snail nurseries.

2  Clean the greenhouse before you need to bring 
plants into it for the winter.

3  Bring any tender plants into the greenhouse before 
the fi rst frosts, or cover them with fl eece.

4  Keep deadheading everything. If you’re lucky and 
the weather is mild, you may still get another fl ush 
of fl owers.

5  Cut back any waving rose or clematis branches and 
tie them in before winter comes and the wind starts 

thrashing things about.

6  Don’t waste fallen leaves. Stuff them in black plastic 
bags, punch holes in the bags, give them a good water, 
tie the bags up and stash them away somewhere in the 
garden. In about a year’s time, you’ll have some black 
gold to use as mulch.

7  Keep picking your beans so that more can grow, ditto 
courgettes before they turn into marrows.

8  Dig up your potatoes before the slugs get at them.

9  Plant spring-fl owering bulbs – daffodils, narcissus and 
the like (leave tulips till November). But why not branch 
out and consider some other gems such as scillas, 
anemones, alliums, camassias and muscari?

10  Join the De Beauvoir Gardeners. This is the place 
to pick up some gardening tips and, thanks to their 
plant sales, buy that lovely plant you admired growing 
in someone’s front garden. Our Gardeners Club is 
packed with people with expert knowledge, plus many 
combined years of experience of growing things in 
De Beauvoir.

10 things . . .

Revolution in De Beauvoir
a resolution that was passed condemning participation 
in violence, but lost their battle for a Workers’ Congress 
as a fi rst step towards transforming the RSDLP into a 
West European-style legal Social Democratic party. 
Thanks to the support of the Polish and Latvian Social 
Democrats, the Bolsheviks gained an overall majority at 
the Congress over the Mensheviks. This set the future 
course of the RSDLP.

Lenin noted later: ‘In point of fact, Menshevism departs 
from Marx’s theory of the class struggle … It would be 
risky to say that the London Congress has put an end 
to that period of Social-Democratic hankering after 
liberalism. However, a serious step has, in any case, been 
taken towards putting an end to it.’

The Brotherhood Church 
So what of the chapel itself? This is how the writer Gorky 
recalled it: ‘I can still see vividly before me those bare 
wooden walls unadorned to the point of absurdity, the 
lancet windows looking down on a small, narrow hall, 
which might have been a classroom in a poor school.’
No photos survive but a later painting captures well 

the imposing gothic architecture and depicts Lenin in 
conversation with other delegates.

What happened next
In February 1917 (in the Russian calendar), after the 
February Revolution, Nicholas II abdicated and a 
provisional government was formed under Alexander 
Kerensky. In October, with the October Revolution, 
the Provisional Government was overthrown when 
the Bolsheviks (by then a separate party known as the 
Russian Social Democrat Labour Party) seized control of 
the Winter Palace in Petrograd. In 1918, they changed 
their name to the All-Russian Communist Party, which 
evolved into the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 
1952. This was dissolved in 1991.

The Brotherhood Chapel was demolished in 1934 with 
nothing left to record the events that took place there. 

So next time you’re popping into Tesco’s on Southgate 
Road or walking the dog in Rosemary Gardens, spare 
a thought for the Brotherhood Church – the hotbed of 
revolution that once stood near that spot.

Lenin in London, at the Fifth Congress with, among others, Stalin and Maxim Gorky. 
Painting of 1947 by Joseph Serebriany



Plant power!
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If you live on De Beauvoir Estate and are 
interested in having a raised bed allotment 
or being involved in the community 
garden project, then contact us at: 
dbgallotments@gmail.com

It is the story of the falling rain
to turn into a leaf and fall again
It is the secret of a summer shower
to steal the light and hide it in a flower
(from Falling Awake by Alice Oswald)

Inspired during the dreary, dark winter months of 2017 
to reclaim some of their neglected green spaces on the 
De Beauvoir Estate, and to grow fl owers and vegetables, 
a group of keen residents and aspiring amateur 
gardeners set up the fi rst De Beauvoir Garden Allotment 
Grow-Your-Own project. Members of the project bring 
you the story . . .

Through the De Beauvoir Tenants Residents Association 
(DBTRA) we got start-up funds for a pilot project 
from Hackney Council’s Environmental Improvement 
Budget scheme, and installed 15 wooden-sided raised 
beds complete with compost. No plants but heaps of 
enthusiasm.

‘After much hard work by committee members of the 
DBTRA, it’s been fantastic to see such amazing results 
from all the gardeners. As Chair I spend most of my 
time dealing with problems – smelly drains, cleaning, lift 

maintenance and housing issues – all really important, 
but it’s a pleasure to be supporting something positive, 
inclusive and engaging. A great success and we look 
forward to “growing” the project next year.’ (Laurence, 
Chair DBTRA)

So what next? As complete newbies and amateurs 
to urban growing, we did a ton of research. Thanks 
to amateur gardeners from all over the world, who 
have posted zillions of blogs, advice and videos 
online, covering everything from pest management, 
maximizing small space productivity, organic best 
practice, and soil health to companion gardening plans, 
we began.

Most of us adopted a ‘square foot gardening and 
companion planting plan’. This maximizes productivity 
and diversity, and, allegedly, pest and disease control, 
by creating a mini microclimate that attracts the good 
guys and repels the bad ones. Each square foot section 
is planted with a different vegetable, herb or fl ower 
alongside others that they like best. We experimented 
with vertical gardening, too, for larger spreading plants 
such as courgettes – with some people having more 
success than others.

‘The fi rst year on the allotment has gone really well. I 
feel so proud, especially not having much experience. 
One of my favourite memories as a child was picking 
food from the garden with my grandmother, and then 
cooking and baking together. I love that now I am 
able to recreate these memories with my own two 
daughters.’ (Kelly, DBGA gardener)

We also discussed at length whether we should fence 
the garden off to avoid potential anti-social behaviour 
problems. We got mixed responses, but given the 
prohibitive cost of installing a 10ft electrifi ed fence, 
decided to leave the space open and inclusive to the 
whole estate community. Despite warnings that all our 
veg would be stolen and the garden would become a 
haven for drug taking and sexual activity, we have not 
had a single incident. This is not to say that we didn’t 
face considerable challenges in the early months, but it 
was not caused by human intervention. The surrounding 
blocks of the Estate create a wind tunnel that savaged 
young plants and seedlings before we installed fl eece 
enclosures. Gamboling foxes and dogs had great 
fun digging and burying stuff until we fortifi ed each 
individual bed with complicated bamboo-and-chicken-
wire barrier systems, fi rmly secured so no canny little 

Companion planting in action

critters could squeeze their way in or leap the fence.

‘Gardening is a great way to relax after work and I’ve 
got to know my neighbours better. Sharing ideas and 
watching each other’s gardens grow has been totally 
inspiring and really good fun.’ (Laura, DBGA gardener)

Curious kids grilled us about what we were doing, what 
we were growing, why we were growing. ‘What if I 
come and steal your vegetables?’ one little lad asked. 
Once told that it was highly unlikely that he would steal 
a cabbage or piece of broccoli since he refused to eat 

The raised beds filled with compost

anything green at home, he seemed entirely satisfi ed by 
our security arrangements and asked if they could use 
the water point and hose instead. The installation of this 
accidental water-play feature adjoining the playground 
has proved a resounding crowd pleaser!

‘I like seeing the insects and I like making new friends. 
My favourite vegetable is cucumber and tomatoes are 
yucky.’ (Alexis, age 5, one of our youngest members)

We have big plans for expansion next year – new sites, 
fl ower and orchard landscaping, a fruit cage, bee hotels 
and vertical herb gardens – and a programme of kids’ 
and families’ planting workshops that we didn’t have 
time to organise this year. It’s been a hugely successful 
pilot project, although we have all been defeated by 
cloudy mildew and mosaic virus. We don’t think we’ll be 
supplying a farmers market as yet.

Most importantly, it has brought diverse members of 
the community together around something profoundly 
positive – we’ve all met and made new friends, learned 
an immense amount, and found it fantastically 
rewarding. What’s not to like? Plant Power!



How planning rules affect you

Most people know and appreciate the 
fact that De Beauvoir is a Conservation 
Area and some people are aware that 
a large part of it is under an Article 
4 Direction. But residents may not 
fully understand either the planning 
implications of living in a Conservation 
Area or what an Article 4 direction is 
and how it might affect them. Fiona 
Darbyshire, who chairs the Kingsland 
Conservation Area Advisory Committee 
(KCAAC), explains the planning ins 
and outs.

Conservation areas – areas of special architectural and 
historic interest – were fi rst designated in 1967 and 
there are now over 10,000 in England. The De Beauvoir 
central and south conservation areas were declared 

in 1971 and 1977, and were extended to the north in 
1998. De Beauvoir is now one of 30 conservation areas 
in the London Borough of Hackney.

In order to maintain the character of the Conservation 
Area, the Council has put in place additional planning 
controls. This means that residents must obtain 
permission from Hackney if they want to fell or prune 
a tree, demolish a building on their land or erect a new 
building or extension. If you have business premises 
in De Beauvoir, you also need planning consent for 
erecting advertising signs.

Yet conservation areas are not open-air museums. It is 
accepted that communities need to change over time 
and buildings may have to be extended or altered, but 
it is a requirement that any new developments should 
enhance the Conservation Area and be sympathetic to 
the various qualities that make the place special.

In addition, an Article 4 Direction was introduced in 
2008. This is intended to preserve certain features 
that give the Conservation Area its special character. 
It means that the guidance given in the information 
sheets on Householder Planning Advice in Conservation 
Areas published on the Hackney website does not 
necessarily apply where there is an Article 4 Direction. 
As a result, you must put in a planning application if you 
want to enlarge, improve or otherwise alter your house, 
including making changes to the windows or front door; 
if you want to paint the exterior of any building; remove 
chimneys or chimney pots or otherwise alter the roof; 
construct a porch; construct a patio or other area of 
hard surface; erect or remove railings, fences or garden 
walls, and install or replace a satellite antenna. 

The good news is that there is no fee for these 
applications.

All this may seem rather draconian but De Beauvoir has 
such an interesting mix of houses – many with large 
gardens for an urban area – fl ats, shops and commercial 
buildings, wide streets and open spaces. Minor 
alterations to our properties may seem insignifi cant 
but, over time, these incremental changes can alter the 
special character of the area. This is what the Article 4 
Direction is designed to guard against. 
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Money for our youngsters

We reported on the work of the De 
Beauvoir Young People’s Community 
Fund in the last newsletter. Over the 
past five months, the committee has 
worked tirelessly to decide the criteria 
for choosing which projects for young 
people should win funding, to draw up 
the application form and to interview 
the shortlisted candidates. They 
arranged for the whole process to be 
totally transparent and comprehensive. 
Now they are ready to share the results 
with you.

Your De Beauvoir Young People’s Community Fund 
committee has great pleasure in announcing two 
winners – in no particular order – who will share the 
money that the De Beauvoir Association made available 
from the profi ts made at the Party in the Park over a 
number of years.

The money will be handed out as soon as both 
organisations have produced the required paperwork.

Firstly, we awarded £4050 to The Crib Youth Project 

in Balmes Road in the heart of the De Beauvoir Estate. 
This will provide one session a week each of dance, 
drama and boxing from 4–6pm for 30 weeks. The 
Crib is planning to sign up 16 young people – teens 
and sub-teens – for each class during September. The 
Crib has extensive experience of working with young 
people; their founder is Janette Collins, veteran youth 
worker, who this year won one of the Mayor’s three 
Civic Awards for her incredible service to Hackney. She 
and her daughter, Kelly Reid, have been trying to set up 
after-school activities for young people for some time. 
Until now, although the expertise is lined up ready and 
waiting, money has been the issue. Janette and Kelly 
hope to use the award to attract some partnership 
money so the classes can continue after the 30 weeks 
are up.

Secondly, £1100.00 went to St. Peter’s Church so they 
could hire the Hackney Playbus to provide holiday play 
for very young children in the Crypt. Our award will fund 
fi ve sessions and provide extra toys and refreshments. 
It is hoped that St Peter’s can fi nd sponsorship to fund 
more sessions. St Peter’s might possibly, in the future, 
also be able to offer healthy lunches for the families who 
have enjoyed this year’s pilot sessions so much. 

The committee will monitor both projects over the 
next few months. Watch out for a progress report.

To confi rm if your property is within the Article 
4 boundary, search the property database on 
www.hackney.gov.uk/debeauvoir-ca 



Local wildlife: terrific or terrible?

The last time Jeremy Hornsby ventured 
onto the pages of the newsletter, it was 
to question whether De Beauvoir had 
become Hipster Central. Now he asks: 
has it become a threatening jungle? Do 
we need to go all Bear Grylls?

There was a time when Mr Fox was a friendly, furry 
fi gure of fun, a wily participant in childrens’ tales. But 
now Vulpes vulpes crucigera has invaded our towns 
and cities and has become a menace. He – and most 
probably she as well – dig up our gardens willy-nilly in 
search of an earth and leaving their foul-smelling faeces 
wherever they fancy – on lawns, paths, shed roofs – at 
their own convenience; literally. Their lavatory habits 
could best be described as ‘slack’. They’re an ever-
present danger to pets and even, on occasion, to 
human babies.

When I came to De Beauvoir in 1973, I kept a a happy 
bunch of chickens, fed by bits and bobs acquired from 
the old Gardner’s Granary that once stood at the end 
of De Beauvoir Road, opposite the school. There, young 
Jim Paget, scion of an old Hoxton family of fruit and veg 
sellers, would give me the outer leaves of cabbages. My 
chickens would jump up for these leaves, thus getting 
some exercise, and the result was beautiful golden yolks 
to their eggs. 
 
Now, I wouldn’t dream of keeping chickens. Attempts 
to keep the foxes out of our garden, with a defensive 
perimeter of two-metre high wire fencing, have met 
with total failure. The foxes simply bend the fencing 
down and jump over it.
 
Worse still, there are members of our community who 
actually feed the foxes. I regard this as madness. Foxes 
belong in the countryside, where they are beautiful to 

behold and have fun chasing rabbits. In De Beauvoir, 
they are vermin, scavenging our bins and bin bags, and 
pouncing on leftovers from the local butchers’ shops 
and fast-food outlets. They are a mangy menace, whose 
fearsome bark is the stuff of nightmares.
 
I maintain that there is no difference between feeding 
our local foxes and feeding the rats, which have become 
such a menace to many in our community. Or feeding 
their dear little cousins the squirrels (rats with bushy 
tails, I once heard them called), who raid our bird 
feeders and play havoc with our fence posts.
 
Airborne attack
And, perhaps worst of all when it comes to feeding the 
wildlife, what about the seagulls? Where did they come 
from all of a sudden? I suspect that they, too, have 
located local sources of discarded packets of Messrs 
McDonalds’ offerings and the like. Five in the morning 
and they screech us awake; fi ve in the evening and they 
will dive-bomb us if they see us as a threat or a possible 
source of food.
 
But at least the seagulls seem to have left the fi sh in our 
pond alone. So that’s all right. 

All right??!! No, people. We now must confront the 
heron – fi erce of face, evil of eye, stiletto-beaked, and 
a feeder on our fi sh. Sometimes we are alerted to the 
heron danger by the racket of heron-hating crows on 
the attack. But such attacks only leave the massive 
heron unafraid as it stands immobile, deciding which of 
my fantails or shubunkins it fancies for breakfast, lunch, 
or supper. 
 
Imitation herons draped in verdigris, electronic devices 
that fl ash lights at the heron’s arrival, even a human 
– until he or she gets very close. Nothing, it seems, will 
deter a hungry heron. Cheerful robins, busy tits, aria-
singing blackbirds, secretive wrens, even the raucous 
magpies – all are fi ne and are welcome. 

But herons, please no. And the same goes for the 
voracious cormorants that we’ve seen waiting to 
plunder our pond.
 
As if all this were not enough, we have dangerous 
invaders lower down. Twelve hours before writing this, 
I discovered an Arion vulgaris, otherwise known as the 
Spanish slug, on the compost heap. A lumpy, reddish, 
ultra-slimy thug.
 
Yes, folks, the Spanish slug is here. And it’s immune to 

slug pellets, apparently; it can eat 20 of them without 
any trouble. It mates with our native slugs to create 
‘super-slugs’. Ugh, the very thought! An informative 
online article tells me that they have even been found 
feeding on dead mice, dog turds, and even on each 
other. So they’re cannibals to boot.
 
Nor are these the only creatures that are invading our 
shores. It is reported that the green-fanged tube web 
spider (Segestria fl orentina), a relative of the notorious 
black widow spider, has joined the false widow spider as 
an unwanted immigrant – and there’s nothing the EU 
can do about it, Brexit or no Brexit. You’ll know the tube 
web monster by the fact that if you get too close, it will 
raise its legs, bare it fangs and possibly jump at you and 
bite. Just so you know.
 
Is concrete the answer?
Perhaps, you might think, the best way to deter all this 
fauna is to get rid of the fl ora, like those people who 
concrete or pave all over their gardens. There’s nothing 
for slugs or herons to devour on a concrete slab.
 
But there’s a catch. All this concrete prevents the rain 
from reaching the natural water table. It gets diverted 
to the sewers. And that will be an added problem come 
the fl oods. Oh yes. Where Houston has led, De Beauvoir 
will surely follow, Thames Barrier or no Thames Barrier.
 
Meanwhile, dig in your De Beauvoir garden and once 
you’ve passed through the layer replete with parts 
of clay pipes, cast-off by toilers at the royal Tudor 
brickworks, you will reach – about two or three metres 
down – a stratum of sand dotted with oyster shells. 
These turn up from time to time in your garden, a 
reminder of the fact that we were once a part of the 
Thames alluvial plain. That same Thames which, as 
John Masefi eld wrote, remembers ‘the bat-winged lizard 
birds, the Age of Ice and the mammoth herds, and the 
giant tigers that stalked them down through Regents 
Park into Camden Town’. 
 
In another million years, the Thames will probably yield 
up its City foxes and Spanish slugs as well. Meanwhile, 
we just have to deal with them, as best we can. Forty 
years ago we defended De Beauvoir against the 
planners who wanted to pull it down. Now we must 
defend it against the threat of the fauna.
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10 things . . . 
With so many kids celebrating September 
and October birthdays, Samantha Selmes 
offers her ten road-tested tips for indoor 
venues for children’s parties – whatever 
the weather!

1  Queensbridge Leisure Centre, Holly Street, E8 3XW, 
hires out upstairs rooms. Call 020 7923 7773.

2  St James Church Hall, Prebend Street, N1 8FP, is a 
good space with a raised stage area but can be booked 
up months ahead. Email: hall@stjamesislington.org or 
phone 020 7354 9170.

3  St Peter’s Church Crypt. To enquire about booking 
the Crypt under St Peter’s Church, complete an online 
booking request form, http://www.stpeterdebeauvoir.
org.uk/booking-form/ or call Hanako, the administrator, 
on 020 7275 8842. 

4  Haggerston Community Centre, just by ‘Snake Park’, 
8 Lovelace Street, E8 4FF. Contact Goknil Gokce the 
Centre Administrator on 020 8356 6764/020 8356 

6133 or email   haggerstoncc@hackney.gov.uk  

5  Rose Lipman Building, 43 De Beauvoir Road, N1 5SQ. 
Contact MillCo on 020 7923 3565 or email hello@
themillcoproject.co.uk

6  Slightly further afi eld, The Hanbury Arms pub on 
Arlington Square, 33 Linton St, N1 7DU, hires out its 
upstairs room. Call 020 7288 2222.

7  Indoor ten-pin bowling parties, with bumpers for 
littlies, at All Star Lanes, 95 Brick Lane, E1 6QL.

8  Junk Yard Golf Club is underground, with funky music 
and kitsch décor. They welcome kids and adults: Dray 
Walk, Old Truman Brewery, 91 Brick Lane, E1 6QL

9  Pizza East, 56A Shoreditch High Street, E1 6PQ hosts 
pizza-making parties.

10  Powerleague Shoreditch, Braithwaite Street, E1 6GJ, 
opposite Shoreditch High Street Overground station, 
holds football parties with an indoor party room for food 
and cake (NB: kids still play outdoors though!)
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