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The exhibition records a community in a London neighbourhood –
Blackfriars in Southwark SE1, on the South Bank of the Thames – fighting
back against social conditions and development pressures in the 1970s.

The future of Hays Wharf was a major battleground for community action in the 1970s with
the community wanting housing to meet local need against the landowners’ wall of offices.
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The Backdrop
The extraordinary political turmoil of the 1970s and 80s in the UK was the
backdrop to the events in Blackfriars and the wider SE1 area described in the
exhibition. During the 1970-74 Heath government, confrontation between
Government, employers and trade unions erupted in bitter national strikes of
miners and dockers. Then in 1973 there was a property boom and crash (the
‘Barber boom’ named after the Chancellor of the Exchequer of the time) which
highlighted the speculative and damaging nature of commercial property
development and the financiers in the City of London that backed it.
The occupation of the Centre Point building in central London shown in
the exhibition panels was a symbolic protest against these excesses. When
the crash came, developers and banks went bust or were bailed out by a
Government ‘lifeboat’. No such lifeboat existed for communities who suffered
(such as those in this exhibition).
The Labour government that followed from 1974-79 introduced important
legislation like the Race Relations Act, the Community Land Act, and the
Inner Urban Areas Act but after a financial crisis in 1976 it started to make
cutbacks in public services and limit its ambitions. Added to this, local
councils were often paternalistic and slow to bring democracy into public
services such as council housing management, thus becoming the target of
community protest. The Community Land Act 1975 which was originally
intended to deal with property speculation so evident on the South Bank,
ended up with almost no land acquired under the Act.
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Waterloo, Blackfriars and Bankside in SE1

The Thatcher government of the 1980s overturned the welfare state
consensus that existed since 1945. It went to war with the trades unions, local
government and the social welfare system. Right to Buy came in for council
homes and a massive privatisation of public assets and public
services followed.
Government set up undemocratic development corporations like the London
Docklands Development Corporation (LDDC) to by-pass local authorities
and communities. Regeneration became overtly property-led. An enterprise
zone was created in Docklands. Canary Wharf on the Isle of Dogs was built
without public consultation.
Some councils, notably the Greater London Council (GLC), Sheffield, and
Lambeth fought back by refusing to make cuts and pressed ahead with
funding community initiatives as part of wider protests at government
policies. This local resistance was highly significant for the future of
Blackfriars and the South Bank as the exhibition shows.
Blackfriars in the 1970s
Blackfriars is situated on the South Bank of the Thames between Waterloo
Bridge and London Bridge sitting opposite the City of London. It was off the
beaten track for tourists and commuters. Much of the housing was Victorian
in need of improvement. Parks and open spaces were few and far between.
Public services were poor. Jobs in printing, food and drink and in the docks
were rapidly moving out. Property developers were eying up the area.
Local authorities and government, captivated by the property boom of the
early 1970s, produced plans for sweeping regeneration all along the waterfront
and down into Docklands.
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These plans, such as Southwark Council’s Thames-side Strategy Plan, took
little account of local needs or local opinions but focused on allocating land
for development to satisfy the commercial pressures from the City and West
End just across the river.
Further downstream in Bermondsey and Surrey Docks, and across the river in
Tower Hamlets and Newham, major redevelopment and restructuring of the
Docklands was under consideration by councils and government.
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In 1981 the government set up the LDDC which began selling off the docks
and gave the green light to large-scale commercial redevelopment.
The whole Thames-side area from Waterloo to Greenwich was under attack.
Blackfriars was on the western edge of this development zone and had a
different make up from the Docklands further east. But it was not exempt
from rapid change and development pressures.

Most residents lived in blocks of flats and tenement buildings amid factories
and warehouses. Incomes were low, many worked in public services, on the
docks or across the Thames in the newspaper print in Fleet Street. Schools
were in poor buildings with pupil numbers in steep decline. Jobs were moving
out. There was a number of hostels for the homeless. Many families struggled
along, relying on social security and charitable support.

In the 1970s, Blackfriars was a dense network of estates, factories, wharves
and warehouses cut through by major roads leading to the bridges across the
Thames and by railway lines on their way to mainline stations at Waterloo,
London Bridge and Cannon Street.

There was almost no open space except that attached to churches and schools.
Community services were poor. Shops were limited in number, or were
located further away at Lower Marsh in Waterloo or at the Elephant and
Castle. There were few community centres and youth projects, and those that
did exist such as at Blackfriars Settlement and Southwark Community Project
were extremely busy dealing with many cases of deprivation and hardship.
The Aim of the Exhibition
The Exhibition tells a story of the Blackfriars community fighting back
against failing public services, poverty and bad housing on the one hand,
and property speculation by commercial developers on the other. Many
residents and trade unionists, faith groups, and amenity societies joined
together to campaign for better housing, community services, open space and
jobs. Where land became vacant as industry moved out, they demanded new
housing and community facilities. Above all, they wanted to be heard and
properly represented and see their social conditions improved.
To increase their strength, local groups, tenants associations, trades unions,
and churches combined together through alliances such as the North
Southwark Community Development Group and Waterloo Community
Development Group. They in turn were supported by action centres at
Blackfriars Settlement in Nelson Square, the Waterloo Action Centre in Baylis
Road, and the North Southwark Community Planning Centre in Great
Guildford Street.

One of SE1’s foremost campaigners, Ernie Hearn speaks to residents of the Peabody
Blackfriars Estate about starting a tenants’ association.
Photo by Paul Carter
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There were, as the exhibition shows, remarkable community leaders such
as Ernie Hearn from Peabody Estate Duchy Street, Ted Bowman from the
Borough in North Southwark, Anne Keane from the Rockingham Estate,
Margaret Mellor from Waterloo, and Lil Patrick from Tooley Street in
Bermondsey - all committed to stand up against those in power and against
the conditions they endured.
But the backbone of this fightback were the many hundreds of local people
who attended community meetings, went to protest gatherings, gave evidence
at public inquiries, and lobbied councillors at town halls – entirely on their
own time. Some of them are profiled in our Golden Oldies panel.

Campaigning to be rehoused from squalid tenement blocks, the residents of Munton Road
demonstrate outside Southwark town hall. 			
Photo by Paul Carter

Community Action
The exhibition is a celebration of community action, its value, and what it
can achieve. We are using ‘community action’ to mean collective action to
challenge and change the views of authorities over local issues such as housing,
planning, jobs, and open space. Local action demonstrated that residents had
a voice, and had ideas and creativity that could more than match those in
town halls and developers’ offices.
People doing things together outside of their familial relationships was
also shown to be a vital part of maintaining a cohesive community connectedness, mutual support, empathy, collective action, defence against
attack and many more positive characteristics, even having fun together!
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Demolition of tenements in Redcross Way. 			
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At the same time, something else was happening. Young, politically motivated
people were attracted to the area, wanting to join and assist these local
struggles. Important here was Blackfriars Settlement – a long standing local
voluntary organisation – which moved away from its role in welfare support to
encourage more oppositional activism.
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The North Southwark Community Development Group, (with a specific
focus on planning issues) came into being in 1972 and the Blackfriars
Community Action Team in 1974. Along with other action groups such as
the Waterloo Community Development Group and the Coin Street Action
Group, they helped develop and support local campaigns across many issues.
This was a rich tapestry of citizen action.
It spawned protests on tenement housing, homelessness, and demands
for tenants’ rights. New community arts projects flourished, such as the
Docklands Poster Project and the Blackfriars Photography Project along with
events such as the People Live Here theatre production.
Local campaigns were set up to save shops, schools and services threatened
with closure due to the declining resident and working population.
Community groups came up with practical ideas for old buildings such as the
Colombo Street Sports and Community Centre, Edward Henry Housing
Co-op, and the Mint Street Adventure Playground among many.
Demand for decent affordable housing led to the Coin Street and Park Street
developments, as our exhibition shows. All broadcast by the SE1 Community
Newspaper (see below).
These were new ways to engage and organise, ensuring that local voices and
creativity were heard. They showed there were alternatives to simply writing
the area off and inviting a bonanza for commercial developers.

HMS Belfast is occupied in protest against plans for office development on the Hays Wharf site.
							Photo by George Nicholson

SE1 Community Newspaper
‘SE1 Community Newspaper’, played an important part in linking together
local campaigns. It provided updates and reports on local issues, community
events and important local council meetings, and publicised threats from
redevelopment proposals.
It was painstakingly produced (using typewriter, scissors, paste and old
fashioned Letraset) every month by action centre staff and volunteers working
out of a small office in Meymott Street just off Blackfriars Road, and later at
Borough Community Centre in Southwark Bridge Road. Published for 15
years, from July 1975 until February 1991, it was distributed by community
groups and newsagents across the SE1 area.
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Creating the Exhibition
This exhibition has been produced by community activists and volunteers who
worked in the area during that period, many based at Blackfriars Settlement
and North Southwark Community Development Group. They came together
in 2020-21, meeting (until the pandemic) at Southwark Library in Borough
High Street to explore the Southwark archives, share their stories, memories
and photos, and design this exhibition.
The exhibition draws on these archives and memories, and also on a
remarkable photographic record of that period captured by Blackfriars
Photography Project, based at Blackfriars Settlement, along with the archive
of SE1 Community Newspaper and photographs taken by individual residents
and activists.
The Exhibition includes artefacts – copies of SE1 Newspaper, posters,
booklets, and campaign materials.
The Panels in the exhibition illustrate these campaigns:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Redcross Way Buildings (Southwark) campaign against tenement
housing
The occupation of Centre Point, a vacant office building in central
London which symbolized property speculation in central London
and the South Bank
The occupation of HMS Belfast to highlight the need for housing
for local people instead of the massive office development proposed
for the huge Hays Wharf site below London Bridge on Southwark’s
Thames-side
Protests about chemist closures and hospital closures (St Olave’s
Hospital)
Campaigns for public open space and adventure playgrounds
Resident action at public planning inquiries such as at the Globe
Theatre site and Coin Street
Lobbies against the setting up of the unelected London Docklands
Development Corporation in 1981

Some of these campaigns were a success. Others such as the battle for housing
on the Globe Theatre site on Bankside, or for council housing at
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Campaigning on the Peabody Blackfriars Estate 		
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Hays Wharf, were finally lost after prolonged public planning inquiries which
only took place because of local protests.
Community victories
The Exhibition celebrates some of the victories won through community action:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Demolition of Victorian tenements such as Redcross Way buildings
The construction of Rockingham Adventure Playground,
Dickens Square Park, and Rockingham Community Nursery
Construction of Mint Street Adventure Playground
The creation of the Colombo Street Sports and Community Centre
Formation of the Hatch Row, and Edward Henry Housing
Cooperatives
The successful campaign for open space at Hatfields on the site of a
car park
The Stamford Wharf co-operative housing development in a former
meat warehouse on the waterfront to the west of Blackfriars Bridge
(part of the larger Coin Street Community Builders development)
The Courage’s bottling plant council housing development on Park
Street.
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Final Thoughts
The extent of community initiative in Blackfriars and SE1 was partly due
to residents’ response to unacceptable local conditions but also because
communities had the means to fight back, supported by action centres funded
by charities and critically at times by local councils.
It was effective at two levels: at the neighbourhood level in terms of delivering
many practical projects; and at a political level in changing local council
policies. Local councils relevant to Blackfriars - Southwark Council,
Lambeth Council and the GLC - were compelled to listen and to consult
the community and, in some cases, they began to back the community’s
efforts. In particular, the planning and housing policies of the 1981-86
GLC for the South Bank, and of Lambeth and Southwark councils, were
strongly influenced by the work of community groups in Blackfriars and the
surrounding SE1 area in the 1970s and 80s.
Lessons for Today
This exhibition shows a snapshot in time of independent citizen action; of
people standing up for themselves in the face of huge pressures from vested
commercial and political interests. Conditions in Blackfriars have improved
since the 1970s, but poverty and development pressures in SE1 have not gone
away. And on a wider vista, the passage of time has seen many challenges to
the vision of an inclusive and caring society.
The degradation of health, welfare and social services, the dominant influence
of global corporate institutions, transfer of wealth to the already rich, rising
inequality, erosion of our civil liberties, and planetary jeopardy surround us.
There are many brave people continuing to stand against these challenges.
We hope that the organised involvement of ordinary people four decades ago
in one London neighbourhood, showcased here, will strengthen their resolve.
This is the message of our Exhibition.
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Find Out More
Books
•
•

Oliver Marriott, The Property Boom; Pan Books, 1969
Peter Ambrose and Bob Colenutt, The Property Machine, Penguin
Books 1975
Noni Stacey, Photography of Protest and Community, The
Radical Collectives of the 1970s, Lund Humphries, 2020

•

Pamphlets
•
•
•
•
•

Coin Street Community Builders, There is Another Way, 2002
Land Campaign Working Party, Lie of the Land – Community
Land Act: Land Nationalisation Betrayed, 1976
Community Action Magazine published from 1972-82
A Record of Achievement - Community Areas Policy, GLC 1985
City as Commodity or Community, The Architect’s Journal 30 March 1988

Websites
•
•
•
•

Ernie’s Beach: pla.co.uk/Thames-foreshore-by-Gabriels-Wharfnamed-Ernies-Beach
Southwark Archives: heritage.southwark.gov.uk
Lambeth Archives: beta.lambeth.gov.uk/libraries-0/lambeth-archives
London Metropolitan Archives: https://search.lma.gov.uk/scripts/
mwimain.dll/144/LMA_OPAC/web_detail/REFD+GLC?SESSIONSEARCH

Campaign Groups and Action Centres:
•
•
•

Blackfriars Settlement: blackfriars-settlement.org.uk
Waterloo Action Centre: waterlooactioncentre.co.uk
Coin Street Community Builders: coinstreet.org
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