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<p>I</p>

<p>It is a paradox, although perhaps a typically British one, that the Minister of Works (Lord Reith) should have asked the London County Council in 1942 to prepare a plan to help in the consideration of future planning methods and machinery (Carter, 1962, 32). The task was given to the Council's architect, J. H. Forshaw, and Professor Patrick Abercrombie, and was to produce a plan for fifty years ahead. Equally remarkable, given the date and other priorities, is the fact that the report was published in 1943 (County of London Plan, 1943, hereafter referred to as the Plan). It was written even before the full scale of the reconstruction task was known, even before victory was certain. It was an impressive gesture of faith in the future and suggested radical and far-reaching changes in the structure and fabric of London. Given the plethora of plans - national, county and local - which have followed Abercrombie in the wake of the war, it is instructive to look at the Plan's proposals insofar as they affect the area of the Borough of Wandsworth and to see how much, and how little, has been achieved.</p>

<p>Lord Latham, Leader of the LCC, wrote in his foreword of the opportunities for change provided by the war to rebuild an imperial city worthy of its past. In retrospect, there is a certain irony in his final words (Plan,iv), "if we do not set our feet on the right road, we shall have missed one of the great moments of history and we shall have shown ourselves unworthy of our victory." Abercrombie is concerned not to repeat the mistakes of pre-war London, which created a massive low-density sprawl around the inner, LCC area. The report sees the principal defects of London as: traffic congestion; poor housing; shortage of open space; mixed industrial/residential development; lack of architectural coherence and an unplanned rail network. (This list might almost have been written forty years later). Its prime remedy was reconstruction and the decentralisation of people and jobs beyond the artificially small confines of the LCC area. The unit of the plan is a series of communities, built up from small neighbourhood units containing 6-10,000 people. Three levels of population density are proposed by the Plan, all of them far higher than anything achieved by pre-war development, although in many cases much lower than those prevailing in the densest-settled parts of the East End. The three levels are 200, 136 and 100 persons per acre. Also fundamental to the Plan is the objective of having four acres of open space per 1,000 people. A series of new arterial and other roads is proposed to relieve congestion at the centre, as well as rebuilding many central London termini and opening up much more of the river frontage to the public. The cost and timescale of all these visions is, perhaps wisely, not quantified in any detailed way.</p>

<p>The preferred population density for inner areas was 136/acre, which would have meant a substantial decrease in the number of people in north Battersea of the order of 20,000 people. It is interesting to note that in fact the war and its aftermath reduced the population of the old Borough of Battersea by something like 35,000. The density for most of the old Wandsworth Borough area was 100/acre and this enabled the dramatic increase which later took place in Roehampton, an area hitherto relatively untouched by suburban sprawl. Both Battersea and Wandsworth come out well in terms of the amount of existing open space within their boundaries, although there are parts of Balham and north-central Battersea which reveal a deficiency in this respect.</p>
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<p>COUNTY OF LONDON PLAN: ROAD PROPOSALS</p>

<p>Concern was already being expressed in the thirties about increasing traffic congestion and accidents in London, a full thirty years before the real age of the car. It was therefore inevitable that the Plan should contain far-reaching proposals for road developments, following on from pre-war work. The proposals put forward by Abercrombie include what we should now call urban motorways, together with the flyovers, underpasses and roundabouts which were still relatively novel in Britain at that time. Several new Thames bridges also feature in the Plan.</p>

<p>The most significant of the road schemes was the "B-Ring Road", a limited-access arterial road enclosing central London at a distance of two to four miles. This foreshadowed the GLC's proposed Ringway 1 of the 1970s and would have had a, dramatic effect in Battersea, as Fig.1 show, _cutting across from Clapham Common to a new Thames bridge along the line of Latchmere Road.</p>

<p>The "C-Ring Road" was a sub-arterial route, broadly equivalent to the North and South Circular Roads. In the Wandsworth area it was a mixture of upgraded existing roads and completely new links. Entering the Borough from a new river crossing at Barnes, it followed the Upper Richmond Road to West Hill, with two major intersections, one at the top of Putney High Street, the other at the top of West Hill, where Route 21 was crossed. The C-Ring Road then swung away south-eastwards across King George's Park to a junction with Trinity Road, then south to Bellevue Road, east to the foot of Balham Hill and rejoining the line of the South Circular Road at Streatham Hill. The effect of this road on residential areas and open spaces across Wandsworth leaves little to the imagination. It formed the basis of the equally unsuccessful Ringway 2.</p>

<p>Other proposed roads in the Plan would also have affected the Wandsworth area.</p>

<p>Route 21, a limited-access arterial road, entered from Chelsea over the new Wandsworth Bridge and ran via Armoury Way, West Hill and Kingston Road to join up with the existing Kingston By-Pass. Smaller, sub-arterial roads were proposed to link up the main routes, avoiding congested suburban centres.</p>

<p>Thus route 116 linked Wandsworth Bridge and Trinity Road with an underpass. This has been almost the only one of Abercrombie's schemes to come to fruition in this area, although he was only taking up a proposal made soon after the turn of the century.</p>

<p>Route 118 connected Hammersmith Bridge and Kingston By-Pass, running straight across a corner of Richmond Park. Route 20 provided a link from the C-Ring at Surrey Tavern to South Wimbledon, using in part Burntwood Lane.</p>

<p>Route 115 ran from Chelsea Bridge via Silverthorne Road to Clapham Common, whilst 119 connected the B-Ring and C-Ring between Elspeth Road and Trinity Road.</p>

<p>Route 21a was a link along the industrial riverfront from Vauxhall to Wandsworth, following existing roads.</p>

<p>What chance any of these roads ever hail of actually being built remains an open question. Certainly, the absence of a strong environmental lobby in the 1940s and 50s would have meant that all but the most blatant onslaughts on housing and open spaces would have succeeded. Wandsworth would have been a very different place in 1985 had the Plan been implemented, although the comment in the Plan (para. 234) that it was "considered undesirable to take traffic into the Putney shopping centre" (along a spur from route 21) rings rather hollow today.</p>

<p>III</p>

<p>The Plan's railway proposals would not have had such a radical effect on the local townscape. The use of the existing West London Extension Railway from Battersea to Willesden as part of the "Outer Goods Ring" is a recurrent theme to develop an under-used link between the northern and southern networks. More drastic was a plan for a deep level full-sized underground link from Whitechapel via Cannon Street, Charing Cross and Victoria, under the Thames to connect with the various railways in Battersea (Plan, paras. 220, 221). This was part of the strategy to abolish all the central London railway bridges and their viaduct approaches. Locally, it would have meant the end of the Grosvenor Bridge, once renowned as the widest railway bridge in the world. Given that it carried ten tracks, the size of Abercrombie's proposed tunnel requires some imagination. Much of the labyrinth of viaducts in north Battersea also have disappeared. The Plan also favoured the decentralisation of wholesale markets to suitably connected transport centres. Typical of post-war planning is the fact that, although Covent Garden Market has been moved to Nine Elms, it is served only by road.</p>

<p>Foreseeing the rapid post-war increase in the demand for air transport, the Plan discusses briefly prospects for aerodromes in the area and their transport needs. Apparently, there had earlier been some idea of using Wimbledon Common for this purpose (para. 283), presumably because it was a large flat area. Although there is no local airport, aircraft noise has certainly become a feature of post-1945 life in Wandsworth.</p>

<p>The proposals made by the Plan for industry in Wandsworth are less surprising, focussing as they do on the Thames in Battersea and Wandsworth, and the Wandle Valley, although it is not clear how this is to be reconciled with the aim of increasing public access to the river. More novel is the proposal to develop industry in the area south of Wandsworth Park, and alongside route 118, just on the boundary of Richmond Park in Priory Lane. At the time of the Plan, only 6,000 of the Borough's 26,000 feet of Thames frontage were accessible to the public, a situation which has, despite many schemes, improved only slightly since 1945.</p>

<p>IV</p>

<p>As with most of its precursors and successors, the 1943 County of London Plan has many features which are idealistic, even Utopian. The need for post-war reconstruction was obvious, as was the need to reduce congestion of all kinds in the inner areas. Little has been done, however, to break out of the old constraints of land use and ownership patterns. Apart from areas of post-war housing development in parts of the Borough - notably north Battersea and Roehampton - Abercrombie's vision of the opportunities presented by the war and by radical rethinking has largely remained unfulfilled, not only in Wandsworth, but in most of the rest of inner London.</p>
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