
n
ew

sletter

02

18

Dear readers, 
I think I can safely say that most of us have 
been happy to kiss 2017 goodbye. For the 
world in general, it was a year of change, 
violence, uncertainty and turmoil. Luckily, 
your newly enlarged and refreshed DBA 
committee is raring to go and bring you 
plenty to help counter the prevailing misery. 

We now consist of Cec Darker and Liz Kohler 
as Vice-Chairs, Steve McCann as Secretary, 
Fiona Darbyshire as Treasurer, plus Jonathan 
Bannister, Denise Brewster, Becky Colls, 
George Dennison, Kathryn Lowrie, Kate 
McFarlane, Emma Middleton, Andria Stirling 
and Laurence Windle – and myself as Chair. 
Thanks to all of you for stepping up and 
thanks, too, to Fiona Abrams, who continues 
to manage so efficiently the delivery of this 
newsletter to the whole of De Beauvoir.

With the DBA Christmas Fair on 25 
November 2017, your new committee was 
immediately thrown in at the deep end 
and came up smelling of roses – to mix my 
metaphors. This Fair was our best yet. I was 
thrilled to have so many new people to help 
and without their efforts, we would never 
have made the £1775 profit that we gave to 
a delighted De Beauvoir Welcomes Refugees 
group (see below). 

But that’s not all. We also have Peter 
Wake and Sasha Kahn, who, under 
the joint moniker De Beauvoir Editor 
(dbnewsteam@gmail.com), now handle 
the fact-filled all-things-De Beauvoir weekly 
newsletter that we send out by email every 
Monday morning. If you have an item 
that you want to include, please let them 
have it no later than the previous Friday. 
And if you wish to be added to the list of 
subscribers, visit our website, debeauvoir.
org.uk, and follow the link to sign up.

And speaking of our website, we’re well 
on the way to launching our beautiful 
new version. The very talented Faten 
Mahmood, who designs this newsletter at 
no cost to the DBA, has generously given 
even more of her time to make the new 
website eye-poppingly gorgeous. Once it’s 
up and running, it will include a calendar 
of events, a PayPal button for booking 
and paying, the opportunity for readers 
to upload their own content and much, 
much more. Local businesses will also have 
the chance to choose one of our attractive 
advertising packages and reach a wide 
audience at reasonable cost.

So, with out further ado, on to the main 
meal. With spring just around the corner, 
we have a bit of a nature theme going on. 
I hope you enjoy it.

Hilary Mandleberg

De Beauvoir 
welcomes 
refugees . . .
six months on

We welcomed the Al Hussein family to 
De Beauvoir on 11 July 2017 under the 
Government’s Full Community Sponsorship 
programme. They arrived with no English 
at all, so an early priority for us was to enrol 
them in classes, first privately (paid for with 
the help of supporters’ donations) and 
subsequently, for the (Continued on p3) 
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Michael Priaulx is pleased to say that, 
a year on from his last article in this 
newsletter, plenty has happened for 
Hackney Swifts Group. 

Thanks to a good response from De Beauvoir residents, 
we have increased the number of swift nesting boxes 
from ten (all in St Peter’s Church) to 21, including one on 
The Scolt Head pub. Given that Scolt Head is the name 
of a Norfolk nature reserve, the owners of this popular 
local pub are keen to help local wildlife. We hope to 
install a couple more boxes there before the spring. And 
we’re pleased to say that the Benyon Estate, who also 
support our campaign, are installing boxes on two of 
their properties.

Swift bricks are news, too. These are a type of nesting 
box and are effective, low-cost, easy to install,
almost invisible from ground level and involve zero 
maintenance. They are also popular with developers 
who want to tick their biodiversity box. We are thrilled 
that the London Borough of Hackney, through their 
Biodiversity Action Plan, now requires swifts bricks to be 
installed in any masonry construction that reaches more 
than 5m above ground. This may affect both new builds 
and extensions. The first local swift bricks will be installed 
at Dovercourt Estate this month.

Calling all swifts

We also installed a swifts call system in April last year at St 
Peter’s Church tower, behind the louvres. This succeeded 
in attracting the swifts’ attention during the summer as 
they were frequently seen flying past the speaker and 
ignoring the other faces of the tower. A recent inspection 
found that the nesting boxes weren’t used last year, 
except by an intriguing array of sheltering insects. But 
swifts live for 20 years or more, so don’t do things in a 
hurry. They will certainly remember these possible
nesting sites for this year. And in further news, last year 
was a good one weather-wise for swifts. There was a cold 
start, when they disappeared for many days at a time, 
but July, in particular, was hot and humid with plenty of
insects, so when August’s storms came, many well-fed 
young birds and adults could depart for the south and did 
not return. But with the warm autumn, there were reports 
of a few lingering birds at Woodberry Wetlands, just a 
couple of kilometers to the north of De Beauvoir, well into 
September.

Further afield

Spreading our net, Hackney Swifts have provided input 
into various London-wide consultations, including 
the Mayor’s Environment Strategy, the proposal for 
a National Park City (which is coming closer to being 

adopted as more Council wards back the concept), and 
the London Housing Strategy, all of which currently 
acknowledge the need for biodiversity but which focus 
on green spaces, not on endangered urban biodiversity.
Ignoring the swifts, sparrows, starlings and bats (along 
with many insect and plant species), which are seriously 
in danger of extinction in many areas of our city as a 
result of modern construction methods, is equivalent 
to having a strategy to protect the Arctic that doesn’t 
mention polar bears.

We would like to change the mindset in governing 
bodies, which says that biodiversity and living space are 
always separate. Here in De Beauvoir, where there are 
no extensive areas of public green space, we do share 
our living space with the local biodiversity. Swifts, which 
nest almost exclusively in small gaps in older homes, are 
a case in point.

Imagine our excitement and surprise, therefore, when we 
heard of swifts nesting at the modern Kingsgate Estate 
in Tottenham Road. This estate is more modern than a 
typical swifts’ habitat, but on closer inspection we saw 
that the swifts can access the edge of the roof space 
of the terraces. The Council have been informed of the 
nests to ensure that they are protected when and if any 
building works are carried out.

Other work for Hackney Swifts

Working with more organisations locally is another of 
our aims. We took part in the De Beauvoir Gardeners’ 
Club Show last September. It was a lot of fun and we got 
plenty of interest. 

We also made contact with The Garden Classroom, who 
recently gave a very interesting talk to the De Beauvoir 
Gardeners. It was inspiring to hear how The Garden 
Classroom changes young people’s lives by giving them 
access to green space.

The first ever Swifts Awareness Week takes place on  
16–23 June; we are planning to organise some local 
events like a wildlife and architecture walk. So watch 
this space and let’s hope the swifts have another good 
summer.

On Wednesday 20 June at 7:30pm there will be a guided 
‘Summer Swifts Walk: Architecture and Biodiversity in De 
Beauvoir’ by award-winning local architect Lisa Shell. The 
event will be free but there will be a suggested donation 
for a local charity. Please email debeauvoirswifts@gmail.
com if you are interested in attending.

An inviting nesting box – you could host one, too Checking nesting boxes at St Peter’s for signs of activity

About Hackney Swifts Group

Please contact Hackney Swifts Group if you know 
of current nest sites for swifts, to receive advice 
for protecting swifts, or have suggestions for sites 
for nesting boxes (typically a wall or roof at least 
5m above the ground without obstructing trees).

Email: debeauvoirswifts@gmail.com
Twitter: @hackney_swifts

Moving swiftly onwards

De Beauvoir 
welcomes 
refugees . . .
(Continued from p1) parents, at Hackney 
Community College. They have all made significant 
progress in the face of the huge challenge of 
learning a new language.

The girl attends a crèche while her parents are in 
their English classes. Her brothers (one in first year 
of secondary school, the other in primary school) 
have coped remarkably well with being thrown 
into the educational deep end. Mr Al Hussein has 
started volunteering work as preparation for paid 
employment, and we’re exploring appropriate 
opportunities for him. We’d be pleased to hear 
of any suggestions from people locally – please 
contact: tom.carter44@icloud.com. 

Thanks to the goodwill and generous financial 
support of the local community, the family is now 
developing wider social networks and friendships. 
People have offered hospitality, arranged Syrian 
meals and provided opportunities for different 
refugee families to meet one another. And five 
local interpreters provide invaluable support to 
the family with day-to-day issues (e.g. health, 
education, benefits and public utilities). With all 
this help, we’re pleased to see the Al Hussein family 
settling in really well in De Beauvoir.



Many of you have been asking 
what’s been going on with the Cycle 
Superhighway and the road closures. 
Wearing his DBA Transport Sub-
Committee hat, Tom Carter reports.

In August 2017 we sent an email to Transport for 
London (TfL), copied to Hackney Council, and asking TfL 
to address six points. The first three points concerned 
specific undertakings given in the 2016 Consultation 
Report covering the proposed road closures. These were: 
the outcome of the formal consultation exercise; Council 
monitoring of impact over the first 6 months of the
‘temporary’ road closures; and the procedures of the 
proposed 6–12 month review and consultation by 
Hackney Council. A further three points in our email 
covered issues of concern raised by local residents – the 
confusing cycle route priority at the Northchurch Road/
Terrace and Culford/Lawford Road junction due to lack 
of markings; the status of the long-mooted closure of 
Stamford Road/Kingsland Road; and the enforcement of 
the regularly ignored 20mph speed limit. 

We received no substantive replies to this request for 
information and have sent a reminder requesting a 
comprehensive response. However, on 14 December, 

The Hackney Archives comprise 
material that helps piece together the 
history of the borough. Who better to 
talk about De Beauvoir’s place in that 
history and her impressions of our 
neighbourhood than an Italian visitor  
to our neighbourhood, Giada Pasqualini, 
who volunteers for the Archives?

The first time I walked along Northchurch Road,  
I immediately fell in love with De Beauvoir Town. 
For several years, my work commute has included a 
ten-minute walk from east to west of De Beauvoir, 
which has given me the chance to admire its beauty in 
different seasons. This neighbourhood is like no other 
in London. It is a rare jewel and a very distinctive area 
of Hackney. Its peculiar urban architecture just clicked 
my curiosity button and I soon developed an excited 

the Hackney Council website reported an update on Cycle 
Superhighway 1, which implies – although not explicitly 
stated – that conclusions have been drawn from the 
consultation exercise, and which offers answers to some 
of the questions raised above:

De Beauvoir Road/Englefield Road: The junction is 
to be made permanent with a wider island, narrower 
junction mouth and raised entry to enforce the one-way 
operation. Additional signage is to be added and the 
guard rail to be removed to improve crossing point (this 
work was carried out before Christmas).

Englefield Road/Culford Road: A parallel pedestrian/
cycle crossing to be installed, and relocation of the closure 
in Culford Road to be investigated.

Stamford Road and Tottenham Road: Closures at 
the junctions of both roads with Kingsland Road to be 
installed in spring 2018.

Residents are encouraged to make their own 
representations on proposed closures direct to TfL
and the Council, either individually or as a group. It is 
impractical for the DBA to attempt to formulate a single 
coherent view on such issues, when each proposed closure 
typically involves some local losers and some winners.

interest in its history. Here there are stunning Georgian 
and Jacobean-style residences with large, luminous 
windows and brightly coloured doors, often framed by 
columns and with a big white stone on top, perhaps to 
resemble the frieze of an ancient Greek temple.

As a passionate and professional art historian, I have to 
admit my senses and brain work in two different phases. 
Phase one: enjoy every single thing that inspires beauty
in me. Phase two: research it. So eventually, I started 
to read about the architectural history of De Beauvoir, 
from St Peter’s Church to the town plan designed – and 
only partially actualised – by William Rhodes; from 
the opening of the Regent’s Canal in 1820 to the 
abandoned Boris industrial building in Hertford Road 
and the Moleman’s house at the junction of Mortimer 
and Stamford Roads. I feel overwhelmed by the people, 
ideas and events that have passed nearby and through 
De Beauvoir, and that shaped this place before I arrived. 
And now De Beauvoir just happens to be my place, too.
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Cycle Superhighway: the latest

The Hackney Archives

What has the DBTRA done for us?
De Beauvoir Tenants and Residents 
Association (DBTRA) has been working 
on behalf of all tenants and residents 
on De Beauvoir Estate since the 1970s. 
Its main aim is to improve Hackney 
Council’s housing services on the estate 
for the benefit of all who live there. 
Chair Laurence Windle, brings us up  
to speed.

The DBTRA has gone through many changes and has 
seen countless estate managers, Mayors and councillors 
come and go, but it is still here today, working hard to 
achieve a cleaner, well-maintained and safer estate.
Drainage: After much pressure, we were instrumental in 
getting an estate-wide drainage survey by the Council. 
This will be followed by a programme of repairs to be 
confirmed soon. 
Decoration of communal areas: We have secured 
a programme of works on all communal areas to 
commence in March, including repairs and decoration. 
Lifts survey: We are currently in discussion with 
Hackney Council to survey the lifts and resolve the issues 
that we all suffer from. 
New office: We now hold our committee meetings at 
85 Downham Road (the old launderette/shop) and are 

looking to offer the space to people on the estate for 
small events/meetings. Watch this space!
Grow-your-own allotments: You may have seen the 
allotment beds on the grass area by Granville Court. 
We managed to obtain funding for these through the 
Council’s Environment Improvement Budget. It has 
been a huge success and we have just secured funding 
from the Greater London Authority for additional beds 
to be installed soon. 
Crib events: We are partnering with The Crib to put on 
small events. We will advertise these across the estate 
once details have been confirmed.
Website: We need someone to help with our website; 
contact us on the email below if you can help. 
Leaseholder charges: We are very active in making 
sure that works done by the Council are done properly 
so leaseholders aren’t charged for inferior works.

If you live on the Estate you are automatically part 
of the DBTRA. If you want to get active and help 
make our estate a better place to live, come to our 
meetings and see what we do. The more people 
that get involved, the better for our estate! 

Contact DBTRA debeauvoirestatetra@gmail.com for 
information, including meeting dates. We update 
the noticeboards with information and details of 
upcoming meetings on a regular basis. 

I have recently started volunteering for the Hackney 
Archives in Dalston Square. Its collections include 
historical documents, maps and photographic material 
that record the evolution of Hackney into the streets we 
walk today. 

My work is specifically for the RA Gibson project, which 
takes its name from the eponymous photography 
studio, situated in Lower Clapton Road. For many years, 
it was the only photography studio in Hackney.

Hackney Archives holds Gibson’s impressive collection 
of over 150,000 negatives photographed by Gibson 
between the early 1940s and the late 1970s. They 
narrate the lives of the people of Hackney as they 
married, worked and celebrated.

The identities of the people featured in the collection 
are mostly unknown but the role of Hackney’s 
communities, including that of De Beauvoir, is vital 

for the project. It will help us trace and piece together 
the stories of these people and, on a bigger scale, the 
history of the whole borough of Hackney in the last 
century. Our lives and the lives of the people that came 
before us are unique micro-histories that together make 
up a more complex and better known macro-history.

Dear reader, as I approach the end of this brief article,  
I would like to invite you to take a look online. Part of the 
Gibson collection’s images is available in the Hackney 
Archives Flikr account (flickr.com/photos/50897082@
N04/) and on their Facebook page (facebook.com/
HackneyArchives/). 

Do you recognise any of the people and places 
featured? If you do, why not contact the Hackney 
Archives (archives@hackney.gov.uk)? Perhaps we can 
make another article from your stories. I hope I have 
clicked your curiosity button!



Britannia rules the waves                       but for how long? 
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People are making waves at the 
Britannia Leisure Centre. Our roving 
reporter Becky Colls jumps in at the 
deep end.

It’s probably fair to say that at first glance, Britannia 
Leisure Centre is a slightly underwhelming building – 
low-rise, green and beige, squatting in the middle of a 
car park. It’s the kind of place that we were all happy 
with in the 1980s but which would never get built today. 
Not least with all that parking. But there it sits with its 
‘beach-like’ children’s pool and large sports hall for 
football, basketball and even kendo, plus cheap outdoor 
pitches. It’s just a very normal place full of local people 
sweating and splashing their way to health. In fact, 
it’s probably one of the most heterogeneous places 
in the whole of London, with all shapes and sizes, and, 
crucially, all ages, too. It’s a community asset, loved by 
those who use it and unique, too, because no other pool 
is as accessible. As one Britannia regular put it, ‘Where 
else can babies learn in the shallows while the bigger 
kids lark about in the waves?’ 

But it’s due to close by 2020, with a new, shinier and 
altogether more expensive version in its place. And yes, 

this time there will be a cafe selling lattes, and a proper 
lane pool, and a bigger gym to appeal to a different 
crowd – a youngish professional crowd, who work in the 
City and who might come to live in the luxury flats which 
are going to be built on the car park, sold in order to 
fund the building of the new leisure centre. Whether the 
New Britannia will still serve local teenagers, pensioners 
and families is open to debate. Or maybe their days are 
numbered anyway as the area changes and becomes 
even less affordable, and eventually most of those 
happy sweaty people who are already there will be 
forced to leave, and the New Britannia will sail away 
without them.

There have been rumblings about the future of the 
Britannia Leisure Centre for many years now but finally, 
in 2016, the Council made public their plans to re-build 
it, promising to give Hoxton a state-of-the-art leisure 
facility, including lane pool and separate children’s 
pool, squash courts, a café, and a much bigger gym. 
The Council say refurbishing Britannia as it stands now 
would cost £14 million. By building a new centre, they 
say, the old one can stay open until the new one is 
ready and the end result, hey presto! will be a grand new 
leisure centre. 

No doubt many people would support the idea of 
having a New Britannia re-built on their doorstep, but 
they might not be so keen when they find out how the 
Council intends to pay for the £40 million price tag. 
The local area will need to absorb three more tower 
blocks, each one huge, about 30 storeys high, dwarfing 
anything around them, including the new Anthology 
buildings. Two will be on the site of the (old) Britannia 
Leisure Centre car park and one on the corner of 
Shoreditch Primary School land, opposite the 20- and 
16-storey Anthology blocks that are currently shooting 
up over the top corner of the park. But that’s not all 
because along with a new leisure centre, a school for 
1100 pupils will also be squeezed onto the site. 

So the carrot is the New Britannia but the stick is a huge 
change in the demographic and in the functionality of 
Shoreditch Park. As one campaigner put it, ‘We don’t 

want a mini-Manhattan springing up around us but that 
is what we are heading for.’

At a public meeting held a few weeks ago the Mayor 
implied it was not a matter of if this proposal was going 
ahead but how it was going ahead. He said local people 
were in favour of the Council’s plans but planning 
permission had not yet been granted so there was still 
plenty of time for people to have a say. 

On the other hand, locals who have been following 
developments more closely say that by keeping the 
plans within the confines of private cabinet meetings, 
the Council have failed to be transparent and that 
the particular sub-committee called the Britannia 

Development Board does not even publish its minutes 
or allow any external person to attend or see what they 
do. In reply, the Council say they are conducting a full 
public consultation, having sent out over 6000 surveys 
and organised eight drop-in sessions about the site 

Needless to say, a local campaign has sprung up – Save 
Britannia Leisure Centre – but those involved say that 
far more is at stake than just saving a well-used local 
facility. They say it’s actually about saving Hoxton itself 
from the march of the developers and the luxury flats 
they want to build. The current plans are for only 48 of 
the 400 units to be council flats and only a further 32 
to be ‘affordable’. The question is: will the overall cost 
to the local area be worth it in the long run, or will the 
demise of a slightly unfashionable leisure facility prove 
symptomatic of things to come for the other amenities 
we depend on, from shops and laundrettes, to pubs 
and parks? Or, to put it another way: do we want local 
people to be able to have an informed say and the 
Council to be more upfront about the real cost to the 
community of the the ‘re-built’ Britannia?

To find out more, go to the Save Britannia 
Leisure Centre Facebook page (facebook.com/
savebritannialeisurecentre/), where you can sign a 
petition, or send letters to your councillors. Also visit 
Hackney Council’s pages (hackney.gov.uk/britannia-
site), where they describe their plans in more detail.

The Britannia Leisure Centre today

Protect yourself against snatchers! 
These tips bear repeating: there’s a 
bit of a street-crime wave going on

Put your phone in your pocket and use head 
phones. Don’t walk along the street with your 
phone in front of you. Or, if you must do this, use 
a cheap phone, not the latest iPhone or Samsung. 
When the summer comes and you’re in a tee shirt, 
don’t wear a visible flashy watch, especially a Rolex. 

If you own a scooter or motorcycle, please don’t 
just leave it on the steering lock or with one cheap 
lock. The police suggest layering up to three locks 
– a chain onto part of your bike, a disc lock and 
a front-brake lock. Thieves are looking for easy 
targets. Make it difficult for them and they will go 
elsewhere. Do call into Scooterden if you need any 
advice. They will be happy to help.

Future plans: dream or nightmare?
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Reclaim and rejoice

In the last newsletter we reported on 
the results of the DBA’s Young People’s 
Community Fund initiative, which saw 
just over £5000 awarded to, between 
them, The Crib Youth Project and St 
Peter’s Church. This latter grant was to 
pay for the hire of the Hackney Playbus 
to provide holiday play for very young 
children. Cec Darker now reports back 
on what’s been happening at The Crib.

The Crib’s strapline reads: ‘Developing youth in your 
community to be the best and live their dreams’, and 
thanks to the grant from the DBA, a few more young 
local people are developing and living their dream.

Kelly, who’s been organising the young people’s after-
school classes that the DBA funded, tells me that dance

De Beauvoir Gardeners has been going 
continuously for nearly 40 years and is 
probably the longest-running club in 
De Beauvoir.

Needless to say, it has changed during that time, 
moving away from gardening in your own garden to 
wider environmental and community issues, which have 
included food production in deserts using seawater, 
urban orchards, green roofs and vertical gardening. 
But the Club is on life support and needs new blood to 
survive. Could you/would you help? For example: J

Join our committee and contribute to future plans and 
activities. We communicate mainly by
email and meet no more than 3 times a year.

Organise a meeting The Club meets on the first 
Tuesday evening of the month. We need speakers for 
April, May, October and November. Is there someone 

is going very well indeed and there are now two classes 
a week, divided into beginners and intermediate. 

African Drumming is also popular, especially with the 
6–9 year olds. Drama didn’t go as well as they had 
hoped so they are replacing it with guitar classes and 
possibly some art and crafts, too, if they can get match 
funding. And thanks to Laurence Windle, there is now a 
dialogue going with the De Beauvoir Estate TRA, who 
may be able to help with some money. 

A real success so far has been boxing, and an 
outstanding talent has been discovered in a tiny 
10-year-old called Amy. Watch out Nicola Adams!

For further info, contact info@thecrib.biz

Master carpenter Jules Darker has 
recently undertaken one of his most 
challenging – and rewarding – projects.

‘My 97-year- old mother died just three days after 
Christmas but she had discussed her funeral two years 
ago and left full instructions. When I volunteered to 
make her coffin, she was delighted by the idea and we 
decided it should be made out of reclaimed wood.’

Jules made the basic shape of thin ply, then trawled 
the local streets and found an old pallet, of the forklift 
type, for the lid, plus a discarded bed frame that he 
used for the sides.

‘My mother was keen on word games and was 
immensely proud of her 22 direct descendants so, 
thinking out of the box (no pun intended!), I routed 
the names of all of us in crossword fashion on the 
slats, then stained it all green to reflect her love of the 
countryside.’

The funeral directors had seen nothing like it before 
but were most impressed and agreed it was a real 
labour of love.

you could organise to come along to speak?

Work on a community initiative There are potentially 
so many fantastic projects that could happen in the 
area, such as a community orchard, tree-pit gardens, 
nature days with children or family growing days.

Support the Flower and Produce Show For many 
residents, this is one event that convinces them that our 
community is very special. We need help in organising it 
as well as help on the day with the dog show, the flower 
and produce competition and the raffle.

Help with social media We have a Twitter account and 
a website but need help to run these more effectively.

If you feel inspired to help with any of these, please 
contact us. We look forward to hearing from you.

debeauvoirgardeners.org.uk
@DBGardeners

10 things . . . 

Make De Beauvoir Gardeners 
great again

Thinking ahead to spring, the De Beauvoir 
Gardeners would like you to ponder on the
words of William Shakespeare, who surely 
loved his garden: ‘There will we make our
beds of roses/And a thousand fragrant 
posies’. Is your garden ready to welcome the
spring? Here are a few jobs to help you on 
your way.

1  Dig over your borders unless the ground is frozen.

2  Split any perennials that need it.

3  Prune late-flowering clematis – usually those with the 
little flowers – down to 30cm. 

4  Start off seeds of sweet peas, parsnips and broad 
beans in frost-free conditions.

5  If you have a pond, clear any debris from it, 
spreading it at the edge of the pond to give any small 
creatures lurking in it a chance to escape.

6  Clean your bird feeders and bird bath, and refill both 
regularly.

7  Rejuvenate your garden furniture, turn out your shed, 
and clean and sharpen your garden tools.

8  Donate your superfluous flower pots to the Eastern 
Curve Garden in Dalston Lane, E8 3DF, or to St Mary’s 
Secret Garden at 50 Pearson Street, E2 8EL.

9  Do you make your own compost? If not, get started. 
Just pile up waste vegetable matter from your kitchen 
and garden refuse (but nothing woody). Store in a
covered container to produce, after a couple of months, 
rich earthy compost that’s ideal for enriching your soil 
at no cost. Spread it up to 7.5cm deep, but keep it
clear of plant stems.

10  And why not add another rose? Prices are modest 
and there’s a huge choice for most situations. Plant 
bare-root roses before the end of April and prune 
existing roses hard. Remove all their tired old leaves but 
be scrupulous about clearing them from the ground. 
Finish by mulching with your lovely compost.

News from The Crib



RIP Arthur Local wildlife: terrific!

Last September, Jeremy Hornsby wrote 
‘Local wildlife: terrific or terrible?’ for 
this newsletter and it provoked a storm 
of comment from wildlife lovers. Many 
thought that Jeremy was suggesting 
that we poison the wildlife that annoyed 
us, but this wasn’t the case. One reader, 
Gideon Corby, felt so strongly about 
Jeremy’s piece that he felt unable to 
continue to deliver our newsletters. 
In the interests of being even-handed 
– and to keep a valuable newsletter 
delivery person! – I naturally decided to 
give Gideon a chance to reply.

Ancient woodland that once covered De Beauvoir has 
gone but the natural processes are still at work and we 
can benefit from them. An example is the Kingsland 
Basin, which, for a few decades, once industry had 
departed, was quiet and secluded. A survey in 2008 
found typical brownfield plants dominated by buddleia 
and sycamore but also noted 29 bird species. Since then, 
hundreds of flats have been built, boat numbers have 
doubled, pet cats have multiplied and the backwater 
has been opened up for public access.

Hackney Council no longer has a Biodiversity Officer 
but luckily the list of biodiversity enhancements for the 
Kingsland Wharves planning conditions were drawn 

up while an officer was in post. This meant that native 
plants that would thrive and create rich habitat
were chosen. Additionally, for the past five years, in 
order to fully implement the planning conditions, 
residents of the Kingsland Basin area have been working 
with London and Quadrant Housing Association and 
the Canal and River Trust. The planting that initially 
needed a great deal of management is now becoming 
established and working with nature means just a light 
touch is enough.

Thanks to these initiatives, many of the birds that 
were recorded in 2008 are starting to return. There 
are now regular visits from a heron as well as from 
cormorants and grey wagtails – and a month ago, there 
were celebrations when a kingfisher was spotted. Not 
all creatures tolerate our noise, light and chemicals. 
For instance, water voles won’t be paddling into the 
Kingsland Basin any time soon, nor will Daubenton’s 
bats return now we have artificial lighting.

The rich complexity of the ancient woodland may be 
lost but natural regeneration just needs a little space 
to start recruiting members. As native planting is re-
established, wildlife can again find a home, even with 
more people and pets in the vicinity.

Long-established ecosystems, such as ancient woodland, 
are resilient because their many species, having evolved 
together, continue to work together to maintain a 
balance. A young and simple ecosystem does not have 
all the interacting parts to maintain this balance. For

instance, for the past few summers the guelder and dog 
roses in Kingsland Basin have been devastated by rose 
sawflies. Thousands of larvae strip the branches bare 
and the sawfly population only reaches its limit once 
every leaf has been eaten. Resident tits and wrens
appear to ignore these small herbivores; another 
natural predator is needed to control them. Pesticides 
are no good, as killing the sawfly each summer also 
discourages the colonisation of a suitable predator and 
a natural balance will never be established. But as
gardeners know, gardening needs patience and the 
sawfly do bring positives; bare branches allow smaller, 
slower-growing plants such as holly, to access sunshine 
and create an understorey – but it would be nice if we 
get to see a few rose blooms this year.

Attracting beneficial species sometimes needs more 
than native plants and prey. With the encouragement 
of the Hackney Swifts group (see pages 2–3), the 
Council and residents are putting up swift nesting boxes 
– another Kingsland Basin planning condition. These 
birds eat an astonishing number of small insects such as 
aphids and mosquitoes; they are our allies. I wish they 
would get a taste for sawfly!

Meanwhile, what of Jeremy’s goldfish pond and 
complaints about slugs? A small pond would not 
naturally support fish but would instead be a habitat 
for frogs and toads – which eat slugs. Additionally, 
without pet goldfish one can relax about herons, stop 
buying slug pellets and enjoy dazzling damselflies and 
dragonflies around the garden pond. It’s easier to
work with nature, rather than against her. 

Hedgehogs are to be encouraged into our gardens, 
too, as they also eat slugs. It may be, however, that 
the Spanish slug which has been introduced from 
elsewhere, is not on our native animals’ menu, hence EU 
regulations that seek to control the introduction of non- 
native invasive species. Sourcing locally grown plants 
such as from Hackney Marshes’ Tree Nursery also helps. 

Encouraging wildlife in De Beauvoir is not just for the 
benefit of the wildlife: we benefit, too. Flowers are pretty 
and trees give shade and absorb noise and pollution. 
So, rather than reaching for the poison we should 
address the source of the problem. We don’t need to 
control nature but to observe and appreciate the natural 
processes that are at play all around us. Let’s create 
more space for nature in De Beauvoir and enjoy the 
wildlife that arrives, rather than begrudge its existence.

10 11

No toast or bacon after 11.30, no chips 
before noon, calls for a glass of ‘white wine’ 
with breakfast – and not the grape kind 
but the milk kind – and God help you if you 
asked for scrambled eggs. With the death 
of Arthur of renowned Arthur’s Café on 
Kingsland Road, an era has passed. George 
Dennison remembers.

Some people just couldn’t get their heads round 
Arthur’s strict ordering process but I loved it. Arthur 
passed away on 7 January having just celebrated his 
91st birthday on Christmas Day.

I have been eating my ‘usual’ there for the past 30 
years. This ‘usual’ will depend on the time of day or 
time of year. And for the first 20 years, Arthur refused 
to call me by my own name. ‘George is the name of an 
English king, not an Irish motorbike dealer. I’ll be calling 
you Tom’, he insisted. 
So I answered to Tom for a long time, much to the 
amazement of my visiting friends.
More recently, as Arthur and I became friendlier, I 
got my name back. Maybe it was his way of finally 
accepting me.

Everyone got their dinner for free on their birthday 
and there was always a score (£20) to get the kids 
something when they were born. 

As I get a bit older, I find these little details are the 
things that make me a local, that give me a sense of 
belonging here. They are so, so important to me.

Seeing the massive wave of change that’s now 
enveloping our neighborhood. I think how nice it would 
be if Arthur’s grandson James could keep the spirit of 
the old fella alive for a few years more. I’m going to 
miss Arthur and all his wisdom.



With 6 February just gone and with it the 
100th anniversary of the Representation 
of the People Act of 1918, which gave some 
women the right to vote, our thoughts turn 
to our WI and the women of De Beauvoir. 
Your WI does get involved in campaigning 
on both local and national issues but more 
importantly, it is a community space where 
women from all walks of life can come 
together as women and as friends.

De Beauvoir Women’s Institute is a group exclusively 
for women, and is part of the largest voluntary women’s 
organisation in the UK. We meet on the first Thursday of 
the month at 7.30pm in the crypt of St Peter’s Church, 
where we come together in a spirit of female friendship 
to hear from a different speaker every month. 

Over the last year we’ve had speakers on topics 
ranging from ‘Gin And Vice In Georgian London’ 

to ‘Bellydancing for Health. We’ve also hosted a 
comedienne from the Edinburgh Fringe and designer 
Ella Doran talking about the circular economy, plus 
much more besides.

Beyond the monthly meetings, we study local history 
and our local area. We have a book group, a craft group 
and a walking group. We run jam-making workshops, go 
to museums and the theatre, and we love bowling and 
playing darts.

On 1 March we will be celebrating 100 years of women 
having the vote with a talk from leading women’s rights 
charity The Fawcett Society. And later in the year, there 
will be a talk from local milliner J.Smith Esquire, whose 
work has been seen on stage and screen, as well as one 
on osteopathy and women’s heath – not to mention 
our 4th Birthday Party and AGM.
 
Find us at www.debeauvoirwi.com and on Facebook, 
Instagram and Twitter.
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