THE WEST HILL PARK ESTATE – A HISTORY

The West Hill Park estate marked by black. Merton Lane to the north, Highgate West Hill to
the east, the Russian trade delegation to the south, and Millfield Lane and Hampstead
Heath to the west.

A HISTORY OF THE WEST HILL PARK ESTATE

First buildings
A map drawn in about 1800 of the Parish of St Pancras by John Thomson shows only fields in
the area between Highgate West Hill and Millfield Lane, where the West Hill Park estate is.
Highgate West Hill was then called Highgate Hill. Merton Lane is not shown on the map.
Pond Square in the village still had two ponds. The fields were part of the estate of the
Fitzroy family, whose home was at Fitzroy Farm. The site of this is now occupied by
Beechwood, a large house with grounds between Hampstead Lane and Fitzroy Park.
Sources: Highgate, Its history since the Fifteenth Century, by John Richardson, and Camden
History Society Review 10
From about 1830, a number of developments were completed in Highgate West Hill. By
about 1870 most of the road had been developed. On what is now the West Hill Park
estate, three houses were built:




West Hill Place, later 34 Highgate West Hill. Built in 1837, roughly on the site of the
current Hill Court block of flats.
Mayfield, later 35 Highgate West Hill. Built 1833. This was roughly on the site of the
current houses 2 to 6 West Hill Park. Its lodge survives at 1 West Hill Park.
Green Bank. Built in 1859. This was on Merton Lane, roughly between the upper and
lower entrances to the current estate.

Source: Highgate, Its history since the Fifteenth Century, by John Richardson
St Pelagia’s
In November 1919 St. Pelagia's Home for Unmarried Mothers bought what is now West Hill
Park for £7,750. The Home was founded in 1889 in Bickerton Road, Upper Holloway by the
Sisters of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and Mary. It rapidly expanded and by 1897 was
recorded as able to accommodate 150 women and 50 infants. Source: Hampstead and
Highgate Express 23 June 1923
‘The great work is to reclaim erring girl-mothers from a life of sin and sorrow, and to find
suitable employment for them after the reclamation period of twelve months during which
time they must be sincere in their desire to improve.....’ Source: Hampstead and Highgate
Express 25 September 1920
In 1920 the Home moved to West Hill Park. In June 1928 Cardinal Bourne is recorded as
opening a new wing at a cost of £7,000. Source: Hampstead and Highgate Express 23 June
1928

The photo below is from the archives of the Home:

With changes in society, and also the development of the welfare state, the need for such a
home reduced and it was permanently closed in about 1970. Shortly before its closure, the
Mother General of the Home is reported as saying:
‘You see, what with abortion and the pill, we are out of business.’
After its closure, the Catholic Church sold the site for development. This in due course led
to the demolition of the buildings in 1972, except for what is now the house of the West Hill
Park estate manager, which backs onto Merton Lane. One little relic of the Home is extant,
a cross which used to be above the pedestrian entrance close to the estate manager’s
house:

The modern history of the estate
The West Hill Park estate has 45 houses, including the estate manager’s house, and also the
Hill Court block of eight flats. The houses are reached by an upper and lower entrance on
Merton Lane, and the flats by an entrance from Highgate West Hill. The estate covers 2.8
hectares.
The previous buildings on the site were demolished in 1972. Some construction was started
soon after, with the houses on the upper part of the estate being completed first. The first
house to be occupied was 21 West Hill Park in 1974. The photos below show it under
construction:

Courtesy of John Villiers

But construction of the rest of the estate was interrupted as a result of the downturn in the
property market after the oil crisis of 1973 and 1974. When the market started to improve
again, the houses on the lower part were then completed, and lastly the Hill Court flats. The
bricks used on the upper part of the estate were no longer available when construction
resumed, so a slightly different brick was then used.

A photo taken in 1976 shows construction in progress on the lower part of the estate:

Courtesy of Alan Carr

The development was by Aztec Land, a firm started by John Villiers and Harold Deco in
conjunction with the builders Walter Lawrence and Sons. They had already completed a
development in Hampstead of another convent site, the Cenacle, and they employed the
same architects for West Hill Park - Ted Levy Benjamin and Partners, a small Hampstead
based firm with three partners: Ted Levy, Issy Benjamin and Ike Horvitch, with Ted Levy
being the best known. All three were from South Africa and at odds with the apartheid
regime there.
The name Aztec was chosen by John Villiers after an Aztec exhibition at the Tate Gallery
which had particularly impressed him! The estate motif, which appears at the entrance
gates and as part of the management company’s letterhead, was drawn up by an employee
of Ted Levy Benjamin and Partners based on his slightly inaccurate concept of Aztec art.
The Building Dossier prepared by Ted Levy Benjamin sets out the client brief and the
planning consideration:

Much of this was drawn up by John Villiers and Ted Levy while on holiday with their families
in Portugal. Each morning they would walk along the beach and draw plans in the sand.
The planning application was submitted to Camden Council in November 1971, and was
approved in April 1972, for ‘52 dwellings, having a total of 280 habitable rooms’. The
number of rooms was important, as the price paid to the Church was dependent on this.
There was some opposition to the application, including from the Soviet Trade Delegation
next door, which objected on the basis that it would be an invasion of privacy and could
reduce the value of its own property. The chairman of the Camden planning committee
expressed surprise that ‘a socialist organisation should express its views in such capitalist
terms.’ Source: Streets of Highgate, Camden History Society.
The application was granted subject to several conditions, including:





A limit of one garage per house or flat.
A maximum of 30 persons an acre.
Particular provisions for pedestrian links.
Provisions on vehicle access, to limit danger to vehicular and pedestrian traffic, and to
safeguard the present road system from an excessive increase in traffic potential.



The removal of all permitted development rights, as it was considered that the erection
of unrestrained extensions would have an adverse affect on the overall concept, design
and unity of the scheme.

At the same time, a tree preservation order was put on all trees then on the estate.
The estate gave rise to much interest in the architectural world, and indeed was the subject
of many tours in its earlier years. It was commended by RIBA, and was the British entry for
the Eurostructpress Award in 1976.
Since its construction, the buildings on the estate have remained almost entirely unchanged,
protected by the conditions of the original planning permission and also the covenants each
purchaser has to enter into, together with the watchful eye of the management company
and residents. What has changed is the landscaping, which has matured substantially. For
example, the photos below of the lower part of the estate were taken in 1979 and 2013
respectively:

Courtesy of Alan Carr and Dan Simon
The photos below of the upper part of the estate were taken in 1975 and 2013 respectively:

Courtesy of John Villiers and Dan Simon

Another thing which has changed is the prices of houses. The asking prices shown in the
original sale particulars were:

Some houses were indeed sold at a significant discount to these prices. The letters refer to
the different house types. For example type A are 2 to 6 West Hill Park, type B are 7 to 11,
type D are 12 to 19, type E are 22, 23 and 36 to 42, and type H are 29 to 35. A recent house
sale was a type E in 2012 for £1.74 million, compared to the asking price in the 1970s of
about £70,000.
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