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About the St John’s Wood Society
Our objective is to encourage the 
preservation, development and 
improvement of features of general public 
amenity or historical interest in St John’s 
Wood and improve its social and cultural 
wellbeing. 

The SJWS is consulted by  
Westminster City Council on Town 
Planning applications, Traffic and 
Licensing. The SJWS  represents its 
members and can offer them free advice on 
planning issues. It produces two magazines 
a year. There is a Summer Garden Party 
and an  Annual General Meeting, and we 
organise other events.

On the cover: Patella, a colobus monkey born 
in summer 2015 in London Zoo. 
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Cllr Robert Rigby
Regent’s Park Ward, 

Chair, Planning  
Sub-Committee

When I was considering to become a 
councillor back in 2010 I recall having 
a conversation with Sir Simon Milton, 
who told me if and when residents 
contact you about local issues in your 
ward it will tend to concern one of 
the three P’s – Planning, Parking, & 
Dog Poo (waste)! Well, as I know 
eight years on from being elected as 
one of your councillors in St John’s 
Wood (Regent’s Park Ward), he was 
spot on especially when it comes to 
planning.

Planning is a key service for 
which we as a local authority have 
responsibility, and it is one which 
can and does agitate and affect the 
amenity of our residents. Whether it 
is a simple extension on a residential 
dwelling or a major new build such 
as Lord’s Compton and Edrich Stands 
(ill. p. 41), your local authority has 
the power and responsibility to decide 
if and in what form it can go ahead. 
Administering the planning system, 
determining planning applications, 
and carrying out enforcement for 
unauthorized developments are all 
key elements within the planning 
process. 

As one of your elected councillors, 
I together with my fellow councillors 
play a key role in representing the 
views of our residents when a planning 
application is submitted, often making 
representation on behalf of a resident 
or a number of residents who are 
concerned about a development and 
its impact on their amenity. 

Basement extension applications 
have tended to cause the most anxiety 
in St John’s Wood. Despite the 
Council updating its basement policy 
in July 2016 limiting extensions to a 
single storey, on average we received 
some 150 applications of this type 
across the Borough each year. They 
remain controversial partly because 
of the disruption caused during their 
construction.

Planning policy and resident participation 

Overall in Westminster we 
have typically handled over 11,000 
planning applications per year, 
making us one of the busiest 
authorities in the country. Of these 
more than 200 go forward to one of 
the four planning sub-committees, 
with the others being dealt with under 
officers’ delegated powers. There  
has however been a ‘marked decrease’ 
in the number of major schemes 
recently submitted, partly blamed 
on the Brexit uncertainty. Within St 
John’s Wood there are on average 
around 300 planning applications per 
year, and the St John’s Wood Society 
does an excellent job in monitoring 
them and making the necessary 
representation. 

Planning is determined by both 
national and local policy framework. 
Any application has to have due 
regard for national and local planning 
policies – the City Plan – as well as 
the Mayor’s London Plan. Currently 
a number of changes are proposed to 
the planning system at Westminster, 
to ensure that all stakeholders have an 
earlier and bigger say. The draft City 
Plan 2019–2040 was published for 
informal consultation in December 
2018; the formal consultation started 
in the New Year. The new City Plan 
once adopted will set out the strategy 
for the City’s development and the 
policies to be used in determining 
planning applications. 

One of the key changes of note was 
the introduction of public speaking 

at planning committees, at the end 
of February 2019. Following the 
Planning Advisory Services (PAS) 
review of the planning service, 
the Council has developed a new 
approach to the early involvement 
of local communities in the pre-
application process, to enable them to 
shape development in their area. 

William Court in Hall Road is a 
good local example of how a plan-
ning application has been influenced 
by resident and local councillor  
participation in the planning and ap-
peal process. This proposal – for the  
construction of three residences  
flanking the block of flats at the  
back – attracted significant opposi-
tion from residents, and following 
a member’s site visit the planning 
committee overturned the officer’s 
recommendation and refused permis-
sion. The applicant lodged an appeal, 
and a Public Inquiry took place in 
September 2018. Alexia Konomis led 
the objectors on behalf of the William 
Court Core Residents Group; she  
reports the result – ending in success 
on 30 October – on the facing page.

Planning can and does play a cru-
cial role in the life of the Borough, 
and touches all our lives. Planning 
policy is here to ensure that any  
development not only enhances the 
landscape and surroundings but also 
helps to protect residents’ amenity, 
with residents now having a strong-
er platform from which to make their 
voice heard.

A basement excavation’s contribution to Hamilton Terrace footfall  
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Westminster City Council is kindly 
funding the cost of the second year of 
the Society’s initiative to monitor air 
quality in St John’s Wood, helping to 
identify whether and where air quality 
is improving year on year. (Seasonal 
variation makes it impossible to do this 
for periods less than 12 months.)

Unfortunately there seems to have 
been little if any improvement anywhere. 
Continuous measurements of nitrogen 
dioxide recorded for the government 
at Swiss Cottage and Marylebone Road, 
and data from diffusion tubes in the 
neighbourhood, reported monthly by 
the contractor for HS2, also tend to 
suggest lack of improvement. Similarly, 
the recent trend within and at the  
edge of the Congestion Charge Zone 
tends to be flat (though concentrations 
are declining at three measurement  
sites – opposite Selfridges, on the Strand, 
and on Beech Road at the Barbican). 
This implies that government policy 
and its implementation are insuffi- 
cient – despite the toxicity charge, 
court orders, and London’s air quality 
being widely described as a ‘health 
emergency’. 

Air quality and related concerns
Westminster’s efforts to improve air 

quality risk being somewhat undermined 
by the Council’s City Plan 2019–2040. 
Reflecting the Mayor’s London Plan, 
this allows the carbon footprint – and the 
impact on air quality – of developments 
to be at least partly ignored provided 
that a compensatory payment or project 
is negotiated. However, seeking to 
offset increases in emissions through 
the prevention of an equivalent amount 
which would otherwise be emitted else-
where is particularly fraught (especially 
if forests are involved – as the aviation 
industry and others have found). It is also 
inappropriate, given the rapidity with 
which direct and indirect greenhouse gas 
emissions (including from transportation) 
must decline. Achieving that decrease 
might require economic systems which 
both reflect the cost of those emissions 
(and other environmental costs) and 
change market behaviour. Although the 
recent report by the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change stresses the 
need for urgent action, the response of 
governments around the world, whether 
or not they claim to represent public 
interest, is …?

The Mayor’s Ultra Low Emission 
Zone will not include St John’s Wood 
until October 2021, but improvements 
might occur before then if drivers 
replace their vehicles (to avoid paying 
ULEZ charges) or use them less – if they 
can afford to, and/or find the charge 
dissuasive. In relation to vehicles used 

for deliveries and by tradespeople, the 
impact of the ULEZ might be small if 
their owners can recover the charge 
from clients and if their competitors  
pay the ULEZ charge (and they might 
have less competition post-Brexit). 

The Society’s air quality webpage 
will soon provide access to graphs which 
illustrate trends in nitrogen dioxide  
concentration at locations grouped 
together. The graph for schools below  
shows that nitrogen dioxide concen-
trations at or near most of the schools 
fluctuate between summer and winter 
(reflecting changes in temperature and air 
pressure) from 30 to 40 micrograms per  
cubic metre, sometimes exceeding the  
legal limit, which is 40. The worst air  
quality of that subgroup occurs at the  
south end of Loudoun Road, due particu-
larly to traffic on Grove End Road. NO2 
concentrations to the west and east of the 
two schools near Finchley Road differ 
considerably and tend to exceed the legal 
limit by at least 50% along the main road.

Being driven by car is generally the 
least healthy way for children to travel 
to and from school. Especially if the 
cars are large, they not only contribute 
their emissions generally but also 
increase congestion during the morning 
rush hour and the related peak in air 
pollution. It is hoped that an initiative 
which facilitates car (or electric minivan) 
sharing for children travelling to schools 
in Hampstead will be extended to St 
John’s Wood.
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The first device capable of making 
a sound recording was patented in 1857 
and the Gramophone Company wasn’t 
founded until 1898, so the ‘record  
industry’ as we know it is still relatively 
young. A huge amount of innovation and 
development has happened right here in 
St John’s Wood, at No. 3 Abbey Road.

The first electricity act was not passed 
in this country till 1926, so the early 
days of the recording industry were still  
mechanical. A large wooden or metal 
acoustic horn would be placed in front 
of the musicians. The only way to bal-
ance the various sounds of the recording 
would be to move instruments closer 
or further away from the horn. Press-
ings would be played back at home via 
hand-wound gramophones.

In 1931 the Gramophone Company  
merged with the Columbia Gramo-
phone Company to form Electric and 
Musical Industries Ltd – EMI. The 
music recording industry was show-
ing great promise, so in the same year 
EMI decided to open the world’s first 
dedicated music recording facility,  
Abbey Road Studios. Many compos-
ers of the time treated the recording 
of their compositions with much suspi-
cion: there was a genuine fear that once 
the public could buy recordings of their 
works, they would no longer need 
to attend their concerts. Huge praise 
must be given to composers includ-
ing Sir Edward Elgar and to the tenor 
singer Edward Lloyd for the fact that 
these ‘maverick’ artists believed in the 
recording industry and could see its 
future, brushing aside all fears and em-
bracing the technology.

Until Abbey Road Studios opened its 
doors in November 1931, the Gramophone 
Company was using the American Westrex 
recording system and had to pay a royal-
ty to Westrex for every record sold. This 
wasn’t ideal, so EMI genius technician 
and inventor Alan Blumlein was com-
missioned to re-design the recording 
process. When EMI opened its new  

Mirek Stiles
Head of Audio Products,  

Abbey Road Studios

The history of recorded music 

facility the company was fully independ-
ent and could provide its artists with the 
latest equipment. Abbey Road was state 
of the art.

The discovery of magnetic tape re-
cording was a massive advance for the 
UK recording industry. During WW2 it 
was a mystery why German propaganda 
sounded so good. In the final stages of 
the war in Europe, the Allies captured 
a number of German recorders from  
Radio Luxembourg, and EMI used the key 
technological features of these machines 
to develop their first tape recorder in 
1947. Not only did this advance the  
fidelity of recording quality from primi-
tive wax recordings: it also changed the 
psychology of recording forever. Wax 
not only sounded poor but was very 
limited when it came to recording: you 
could only start and stop it. If a musi-
cian made a mistake the take would be 
stopped and re-started until the perfect 
performance was captured. With tape 
it was possible to cut and paste sections 
from various takes to create one seam-
less performance. This was the beginning 
of technology being used to make the  

recording of music easier for all involved.
By the mid-1950s stereo was slow-

ly being introduced to the general  
public. It had been patented in 1931 by 
Alan Blumlein, but that was way ahead 
of its time. Radio was broadcasting in 
mono, and all records and gramophones 
were only capable of mono playback, 
so there was no way for the consum-
er to hear music in stereo conveniently. 
Alan conducted the first ever stereo mu-
sic recording at Abbey Road Studio Two 
in 1934. Twenty years later stereo was 
starting to become a serious option, but 
it wasn’t until the late 1960s that ste-
reo mixing became the format of choice 
for most artists and labels. With stereo 
came more complicated mixing consoles 
and more complicated recording ses-
sions. In the early days at Abbey Road one 
or two microphones would be used to 
capture a performance. By the mid-
1950s it was not unusual for a session to 
have eight or more microphones on the 
studio floor. This all became even more 
complicated with the introduction of 
4-track tape machines and larger record-
ing consoles in the early 1960s.

How an elegant sixteen-room, 
three-story town house built 
in 1830 changed the course  

of music history forever.
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has its roots in St John’s Wood

Abbey Road witnessed a rapid 
growth in technological advances in 
the 1960s. This was a period for exper-
imentation, pushing the rather primi-
tive equipment to its limits. The 4-track 
tape machine was originally intended 
for use in large opera sessions: the or-
chestra could be recorded in stereo on 
tracks 1 and 2, leaving tracks 3 and 4 
for vocals. It soon became apparent that 
this technology would be very useful for 
pop recording, and it became standard 
by the mid-1960s. When pop music 
was introduced to the UK in the mid-
1950s most of the established recording 
engineers at Abbey Road didn’t want  
anything to do with it, so it was up to 
the younger breed of engineers to adapt 
the skills they had acquired on classi-
cal sessions to pop recordings. With 
4-track tape machines, bands like the 
Beatles could record more sounds on 
subsequent tracks after recording a 
basic backing performance on track 1. 
This opened up opportunities to add  
all sorts of instruments not found in 
standard pop performances, and even to  
double-track the same voice or instru-

ment to create thicker and lusher sound.
As with the increase of recording 

tracks on a tape machine, producers 
started experimenting with increasing 
the number of speakers used for play-
back. Of particular note was a system 
called Quadraphonic, which introduced 
two speakers behind the listener, pro-
viding surround sound. The possibil-
ities captured the imagination of one 
particular band, resulting in one of the 
biggest selling albums of all time: Pink 
Floyd’s The Dark Side of the Moon was 
mixed in the Quad format at Abbey 
Road. Unfortunately the world wasn’t 
quite ready for this ground-breaking  
album in surround sound, but it did 
eventually find a home when released in 
the DVD format in the early 2000s. 

Since the 1980s, when the studio 
started to offer orchestral film scoring as 
a service, Abbey Road has embraced 
and pushed the boundaries for various 
multi-speaker film formats. Classic films 
such as Raiders of the Lost Ark, The Empire 
Strikes Back, Aliens and Robocop were in 
the first crop of scores to be recorded us-
ing the latest Dolby playback equipment. 

This still thrives today with the intro-
duction of the Dolby Atmos mix stage 
in 2017, enabling film makers not only 
to record the score for their film at the 
studios but also to bring together the  
dialogue and sound effects to create the 
final mix.

Abbey Road Studios continues to 
explore recording and production 
technology. New and exciting record-
ing techniques for Virtual Reality and 
Artificial Intelligence are explored 
daily through the Red Incubator pro-
gramme, forums and hackathons, ensur-
ing that the studios continue to define 
the future of recording and mixing music 
for generations to come.

With the Gramophone Company 
founded in 1898, the music recording 
industry is a little over a hundred years 
old. A colossal amount of innovation and 
progress has been made in those years. 
To say that Abbey Road Studios wit-
nessed, laid the foundations, and in some 
cases created those advancements would 
be an understatement. No. 3 Abbey 
Road, St John’s Wood, is a very special 
place indeed.

Opposite
Top right: a wax cutting being 
made by Edward ‘Chick’ Fowler, 
who later become MD of Abbey 
Road Studios - Below left and 
centre: an early recording 
made for Columbia in 1922 
using an acoustic horn, and a 
gramophone, c. 1920 - Below 
right: Alan Blumlein 
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The opening of EMI Studios on 
12 November 1931, celebrated 
with a recording of Sir Edward 
Elgar conducting 'Land of Hope 
and Glory' - Far left: Studio Two 
control room looking down 
at the studio in the mid-50s, 
with more advanced recording 
consoles - Left: The Dolby Atmos 
Premier stage opened in 2017, 
unique in Europe to offer both 
film scoring and final film mixing 
under one roof


