Grantham Road Estate, Stockwell
The three residential tower blocks Arden House, Pinter House and Beckett House, known as the
Grantham Road Estate, occupy a site in Stockwell which is accessed from Grantham Road, off the
Clapham Road between Stockwell and Clapham North stations. The blocks occupy the sites of 1890s
terraced houses which were destroyed by wartime bombing. They were completed in 1968-69 in a
modernist style, on rectangular sites, with stepped elevations, 22 storeys and 62 m high. They each
contain 80 duplex leasehold and rented maisonettes (92 in the case of Pinter House) under the
management first of the London Borough of Lambeth and then, since 1999, of Hyde Southbank
Homes, part of the Hyde Group housing association.

The three tower blocks, shown in a satellite photograph: left to right, Pinter House, Arden House,
Beckett House.
Three images give an impression of the site as it was immediately after the war.
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The Bomb Damage Maps 1939-45. The darker the colouring, the worse the damage.

The RAF Aerial Collection 1945-1949.
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Ordnance Survey, 1950.
Post-war prefab housing shows in the aerial photo and the 1950 map as rectangles. The site of Arden
House and Pinter House and their grounds is the area on the map bounded by Grantham Road,
Rhodesia Road and Clitheroe Road. It includes a block of 15 council prefab bungalows. The area now
occupied by Beckett House is on the eastern side of Grantham Road near its junction with Rhodesia
Road.
Grantham Road Estate: political context in the 1960s
The context for the development of the Grantham Road estate was one of poor housing in the postwar period, with overcrowding in parts of the borough; and a will on the part of both central and
local government to address the problem. The 1966 TV drama Cathy Come Home highlighted the
plight of the homeless.
Lambeth had an activist housing manager, Harry Simpson, from 1962 to 1972, and a borough
architect, Edward (Ted) Hollamby, from 1963 to 1981 (he was also director of planning from 1967)
who had chosen to work in local government because he wanted to improve social housing.
Hollamby was best known for low and medium rise housing in a “Lambeth vernacular” style; his
deputy George Finch was primarily responsible for the concrete residential tower blocks built in
Lambeth in the 1960s and early 1970s for social housing1. Between 1961 and 1966 the proportion of
Lambeth residents who were council tenants rose from 21.5% to 27.9%2. The local political will was
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sustained through local government reorganisation in 19653 and through the political changes when
the Conservatives took control of Lambeth in 1968 and Labour regained control in 1971.
The Conservatives increased Labour’s target for housing starts to more than 2000 a year, despite the
Council’s previous failures to meet less ambitious targets4, and tried to increase the participation of
the private sector and housing associations, and to increase private home ownership. The Council
was constrained by lack of funds, an overstretched building industry, lack of land and reluctance on
the part of building societies to lend money in the borough. The Council experimented with building
houses for private sale but did not find an affordable business model.
John Major was chair of the housing committee from February 1970 to May 1971, and he noted in
his autobiography5 that poor housing and a cycle of deprivation were the authority’s biggest
problems. He also commented that the problem was made worse by the disappearance of streets of
owner-occupation. Ken Livingstone was elected vice-chair of the housing committee in 1971; his
autobiography speaks warmly of Hollamby and Simpson (and John Major) but complains about being
frustrated by poor quality council leadership and management-speak.6
The main strategy in the 1960s and 1970s, as set out in the Council’s 1961-72 Development Plan and
Seven Year Housing Programme 1965-72, was one of slum clearance and land acquisition to build
new council estates. At least during the periods of Labour control of the council, the demolition of
older houses, whether or not slums, as part of this strategy was justified by housing gain – more new
dwellings than were previously on the site. Council land ownership was scattered across small sites,
and the view was that additional land purchases were required to create areas large enough for
large scale comprehensive developments with substantial housing gain7.
On 16 October 1963 the Metropolitan Borough of Lambeth Building Committee8 considered a
document entitled Future Housing Developments: an Interim Report. The Committee noted that the
Borough Architect had undertaken to increase the programme of commencements from 300 to 400
a year over the next two years, but that even more – perhaps twice as many – were needed.
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Industrialised building methods could be used given sufficient sites and provided that the
programme was large enough to make such methods economical. A programme of land acquisition,
decanting, clearance and construction should be put in place.

Beckett House, December 2020, bathed in afternoon sunlight. (Photo, J Sheridan)
Grantham Road Estate: origins
On 5 October 1955 the London County Council (LCC) granted permission to the Metropolitan
Borough of Lambeth to develop for housing purposes a number of sites, including “Site 48” – 8-32
Lingham Street, 12-22 and 21-53 Grantham Road, 12-26 and 7-33 Rhodesia Road, and 42-56
Kimberley Road9. This site includes the site of the Grantham Road estate. The type of development
was not specified in the planning permission letter. The permission was subject to conditions
including subsequent approval of detailed plans. The conditions also included a statement of the
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LCC’s view that a two-storey development would be suitable for the area. This planning permission
came to nothing. It might have been prompted by a requirement to regard prefab housing as a
temporary solution. In the event, the prefabs were still there in the mid 1960s.
The present Grantham Road Estate originated in plans not for Grantham Road but for sites at
Binfield Road/Landsdowne Way and Clapham Road/South Island Place. On 20 November 1963 the
Building Committee authorised the Borough Architect to commence negotiations with Wates Ltd for
the construction of two tall “point blocks”, compliant with Parker Morris living space standards. The
remit noted that the possibility of lower height buildings should not be ruled out. The method of
construction should be the casting of large concrete units on site. Identical designs and methods on
both sites would reduce costs. The justification for the proposals was that they were consistent with
the wishes of the Committee expressed at previous meetings, and that the sites were suitable for tall
buildings. A third site at Hurley Road/Kennington Lane was added to the proposals before the
Metropolitan Borough of Lambeth was abolished on 31 March 1965. The Minutes of the London
Borough of Lambeth’s Development Committee dated 1 July 1965 noted that plans had already been
approved for one tall block at each of the Binfield Road and Clapham Road sites and three at the
Hurley Road site, all with their own incinerator plants,10 and that officers were negotiating with
Wates on that basis.
There is no sign in the minutes of Wates being required to compete for these building contracts, nor
any sign of a process for identifying favoured contractors. We know that Wates and Wimpey built
tower blocks in Lambeth. In the mid 1960s Council officers studied the industrialised system used by
Bernard Sunley & Sons, but that does not seem to have led anywhere.
On 13 April 1964 the Building Committee11 considered proposals from officers for land acquisition by
compulsory purchase order in the Grantham Road area. Parts of the area were already Councilowned. The Building Committee looked at options for land acquisition in the area on the grounds
that the properties comprised mainly prefab bungalows and some “poor obsolescent property”. The
most radical option was to acquire Bellevue Mansions on Clapham Road, all the Grantham Road
properties up to No. 80, the northern part of Lingham Street, and extensive parts of Clitheroe Road,
Kimberley Road and Kay Road. It seems that the Council did not have a clear idea of how it would
use the land, but had the radical option been adopted the end result could have been an extensive
new Council estate alongside the Stockwell Gardens Estate. A compulsory purchase order (CPO) was
submitted to the Ministry of Housing and Local Government on 4 May 1964 for their approval.
In the event a deed12 of 25 March 1966 records the Council’s acquisition under the Housing Act 1957
of Bellevue Gardens (289-307 Clapham Road), 1-19 Grantham Road, 1-31 Clitheroe Road and 53-61
Kimberley Road. Including land already owned by the Council, these acquisitions meant that the
Council now owned nearly all of the block of land bounded by Clapham Rd, Grantham Rd and
Clitheroe Rd.
The Lambeth Development Committee minutes dated 15 December 1966 confirmed that the CPO
had been approved, although, as we have seen, Lambeth had already been acquiring properties.
Subsequently, in the period to April 1968, the Council acquired 2, 4, 10, 28, 34, 40 and 42 Grantham
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Road; 55, 57 and 59 Kimberley Road; 19, 23, 25, 25 and 29 Clitheroe Road; and 2, 2A, 4, 4A, 6 and 6A
Lingham Street.13
On 13 Oct 1965 Lambeth Council14 noted that the early availability of the Binfield Road and Hurley
Road sites was not assured, and Wates were demanding a firm contract for 3 tall blocks with an
option of a further two. The Council already owned land in the Grantham Road area that could be
cleared quickly to accommodate two tall blocks, so Grantham Road was added to the Wates
contract.
On 20 April 1966 the Council was informed that it would be more economical to contract with Wates
for seven blocks rather than the approved three with an option of another two. Seven 22 storey
towers with 560 duplex maisonette apartments would allow Wates to “double cast” and to
complete the work in 3 rather than 4.5 years. Self-service laundry and refuse incineration facilities
were to be built in. The Council agreed to expedite the Hurley Road land acquisition and approve the
7 towers at a cost of £3,182,239. Later, on 25 May 1966, the Council approved a further £285,000
for professional fees to Ove Arup, the structural engineers, and to architects, quantity surveyors and
service engineers. On 11 October 1967 the Council agreed the construction of a third block on
Grantham Road at a cost which had been negotiated with Wates of £456,782, said to represent a
saving of £8,000, plus professional fees of £42,250, for a gain of 92 dwellings. Work on the new block
would start in March 1968 and be completed in August 1969. The original two blocks had increased
to the eight similar 22 storey buildings that stand now, three on each of the Grantham Road and
Hurley Road sites, and one each on Binfield Road and Clapham Road/South Island Place.
On 15 December 1966 the Development Committee resolved that a self-service laundry should be
built into the foot of Beckett House.
On 29 March 1967 the construction of the doctors’ surgery at the foot of Beckett House was
approved, and on 27 March 1968 the Council approved a price of £31,724 that had been negotiated
with Wates, plus professional fees of £3,000. The surgery was subsequently extended from one to
two storeys further to planning permission granted in 1997.
The three Grantham Road blocks were designed to be linked by walkways at first floor level, hence
the redundant mezzanine level entrances to the towers. When the borough architect proposed
Grantham Road as a site for tall buildings in autumn 1965, he noted that the tall blocks would
contain small flats and that it would also be desirable to provide large family dwellings in new fourstorey blocks on the site. The fact that the walkways were not built suggests that plans for a larger
Council estate were still in the minds of Architects Department officers around 1967, but had been
scaled back by the time the building work was underway. In addition to the three tower blocks, only
a part of the land between Grantham Road and Lingham Street was developed with new buildings. It
is possible that the Conservative administration quietly killed off any ideas of compulsorily
purchasing the remaining privately owned houses in order to clear a site for a larger council estate,
and transferred the remaining houses that had been acquired by the Council to housing
associations15.
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On 14 February 1968 the Council agreed that the Grantham Road blocks be named after modern
playwrights, and that blocks 1, 2 and 3 should be named Arden Rise, Pinter Rise (the eighth and last
one to be approved) and Beckett Rise respectively, subject to the agreement of the playwrights. It is
not clear when “Rise” was changed to “House” – at some point between the Council decision and
the making of the statutory naming orders.
Ronan Point, a 22 storey block in Newham, partly collapsed on 16 May 1968, only 2 months after it
had opened. A gas explosion had blown out some load-bearing walls, causing the collapse of a
corner of the building. Wates gave assurances which were reported to the Council on 9 Oct 1968
that their towers were not built using the same system as at Ronan Point. The Council was notified
on 26 March 1969 that Ministry of Housing and Local Government Circular 62/68 of 15 Nov 1968
required independent appraisals to be undertaken to determine the effects of explosions at types of
tower blocks that included the Wates blocks. At the same time the Council was told that the first of
the Wates blocks in Lambeth, Holland Rise, was already occupied and that gas supplies to the flats in
that block had been cut off as a precaution. A report of the independent appraisals was included in
the Council minutes on 9 July 1969. The eight blocks contained 35 breezeblock dividing partition
walls which needed strengthening with bolted steel angles. The cost was £6,500 per block, together
with an annual maintenance cost of £250 per block. By 22 October 1969 the strengthening work had
been carried out at six of the blocks, Holland Rise, Edrich Rise, Fairford House, Ebenezer House,
Arden House and Beckett House; and had still be to carried out at Hurley House and Pinter House. It
was hoped that the latter two blocks would be ready for occupation in another 10 weeks. By 4
February 1970 the Council minutes recorded that all strengthening had been completed, and also
that reappraisals of wind loading had been completed. Costs had not yet been finalised.
In the meantime, the Minister of Housing and Local Government wrote to the Association of
Municipal Corporations on 6 June 1969 accepting liability for 40% of the costs of strengthening
tower blocks, on the grounds that Government was responsible for the buildings regulations and had
encouraged the use of industrialised building to satisfy housing need. But industrialised building did
not have to be high rise, and Government had not encouraged high rise building for its own sake.
Indeed, Government had produced guidance16 to the effect that the most economical scheme for a
given density would be that which kept the proportion of high building to a minimum. Therefore,
local authorities should bear 60% of the cost. On 9 July 1969 the Council passed a motion deploring
the Government’s stance.
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Arden House, December 2020 (Photo, J Sheridan)
Grantham Road Estate: the first 50 years
The Grantham Road estate towers were built to be open to the public. This led to problems with
burglaries and with violence, muggings, graffiti, loitering and drug use in the bare concrete common
areas and staircases. Lambeth were accused of neglecting the blocks. A tenants’ association, run by
Joyce Hopper and David Hirst, was active from around 1984 in lobbying the Council and in cleaning
up graffiti and litter themselves. In January 1989 a 17th floor maisonette in Pinter House was set on
fire by means of petrol-soaked rags being put through its letterbox, together with lighted matches.
The occupants, an elderly couple, were killed when firefighters were unable to gain entry quickly
enough through a metal grille fitted over the front door. The occupants had previously complained
to a neighbour about his loud music; later that year the neighbour and two juvenile accomplices
were convicted of manslaughter and arson.
Improvements were already in the pipeline at the time of the fire. The fire prompted interest on the
part of the press17. Joyce Hopper and David Hirst wrote to Margaret Thatcher, the Prime Minister,
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ministers visited the estate, and funding was released to expedite improvements. Residents were
involved in commissioning a £2m improvement package from the architects Floyd Slaski of Clapham,
which specialised in multi-storey block improvements. The improvements included strong new front
doors and fire exits for all the maisonettes18, ground floor reception area extensions with
entryphone systems and concierges, cctv, covering the exteriors of the blocks in brickwork for the
first two storeys, better lighting, and landscaping and fencing off the grounds shared by Pinter House
and Arden House to preserve privacy and keep dogs out. The work was completed in September
1991 at a final cost close to £3m. Crime and antisocial behaviour fell, residents took a new pride in
the blocks, and the blocks became popular with potential new residents.
In 1998 Hyde took over the management of the blocks, and tenants subsequently voted for a stock
transfer in 1999 from Lambeth to Hyde Southbank Homes (HSH) Ltd, a newly formed subsidiary of
the Hyde Group. HSH undertook refurbishments of the three blocks in 2000-01, with the erection of
top to bottom scaffolding and the installation of new windows and doors, kitchens, central heating,
bathrooms, the application of an external protective facing material which lightened the blocks’
appearance from the previous rough grey concrete, and the addition of new car park barriers.
HSH’s popularity suffered a blow when the boilers located at the top of the blocks failed a number of
times from October 2015, to be replaced eventually by boilers situated in temporary prefab
buildings at the foot of the towers pending completion of the installation of new gas pipes and
boilers at the tops of the blocks in March/April 2019.
The June 2017 Grenfell Tower fire prompted a review of fire precautions. Inadequate
compartmentation was identified as a fire risk. Corridor fire doors and better fire detection systems
were installed. Signage and advice to residents was updated. Fire exits from the maisonettes were
upgraded. HSH’s website makes the points that the blocks do not contain any inflammable cladding;
concrete slab floors separate each level; and rooms are divided by solid concrete partitions, with no
false ceilings: all these features should retard the spread of fire. Installation of sprinkler systems was
considered, and the HSH website merely makes the point that in England sprinklers are only
required in newly built buildings over 30 metres high. The Grantham estate blocks fall outside this
requirement. Some residents might have been unhappy with visible sprinkler pipework in their
maisonettes. At all events there does not appear to be a vociferous campaign by residents to have
sprinkler systems installed.
Perhaps the three towers would not have been built as social housing if the scale of facilities
management and maintenance now required had been foreseen in the 1960s. Indeed, Ronan Point
prompted a reduction in the rate of construction of tower blocks for social housing. Modern
residential tower blocks built from around the turn of the millennium are financially viable by virtue
of being designed mainly for private sale with expensive service charges, and with only a small
proportion of affordable flats. Building the Grantham Road estate blocks on their sides as low-rise
blocks on Grantham Road, Rhodesia Road and Clitheroe Road might have produced a similar housing
density with lower maintenance costs.
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Pinter House, with Arden House in its shadow to the right, December 2020 (Photo, J Sheridan)
Recreation Ground
Houses on the North side of Rhodesia Road between Grantham and Clitheroe Roads were also
damaged beyond repair and replaced after the war by prefab bungalows, and a recreation ground
now occupies most of their sites. Some at least of the prefabs were demolished to make way for a
London Transport drill site for the construction of the southern extension to Brixton of the Victoria
Line, which opened in 1971. The Council minutes for 21 October 1970 indicate that there were no
plans for the construction of a multi-storey car park on the site. Plans dating from 1973 for the
recreation area are held in Lambeth Archives. Lambeth handed the site over to HSH in 1999 on the
understanding that it would not be developed as housing. HSH consulted in 2006 on developing the
site for housing but, following a campaign by Grantham estate residents, led again by Joyce Hopper,
the proposals were dropped. Instead, a new improved play area and sports court was opened on
Saturday 27 June 2009 further to an investment of £180,000 by HSH and a contribution from
Freeman Mail Order (Joyce’s employer at the time)19.
Zimbabwe Road

19

The Freemans building at 131-143 Clapham Rd was closed around 2007 and redeveloped as flats.

11

As a footnote to the story of the Grantham Road Estate, reproduced below is a street plan dating
from 1988, showing Rhodesia Road renamed as Zimbabwe Road. Lambeth Council under Ted
Knight’s leadership proposed the renaming as a contribution to the GLC’s anti-racism year in
1984/85.
Before the GLC was abolished, London boroughs were required to consult on proposed street name
changes, show any objections to the GLC, confirm their intention to go ahead, and the GLC made the
necessary orders on the recommendation of its public services and fire brigade committee.
Responses to the consultation from residents of the nine remaining houses at the south western end
of Rhodesia Road were unanimously negative. The name change was never formally ratified, and the
compilers of successive editions of the electoral roll continued to refer to Rhodesia Road, rather
than Zimbabwe Road.
In the wake of the Black Lives Matter movement, the July 2020 edition of Lambeth’s free Lambeth
Talk magazine announced that the council would carry out an audit of all statues, monuments,
landmarks, street names and works of art in Lambeth linked to slavery. The council is currently
consulting on the outcomes of the audit, which includes the identification of Rhodesia Road as a
potential candidate for renaming. Cecil Rhodes was not a slave owner but has been attacked as an
imperialist and white supremacist, so it remains to be seen whether another attempt will be made
to change the name of Rhodesia Road.

Geographia Greater London Street Atlas, Sixth Revised Edition, September 1988 (permission to
reproduce image applied for on 10/12/20 to Collins Batholomew website contact point for copyright
enquiries)
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Notes on images
The images in this article which are listed below are reproduced from the Layers of London website
(https://www.layersoflondon.org) with permission from copyright holders for non-commercial use
through creative commons (https://creativecommons.org/) licensing (Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) license).
Modern satellite map (Esri, DigitalGlobe, GeoEye, Earthstar Geographics, CNES/Airbus DS, USDA,
USGS, AeroGRID, IGN, and the GIS User Community).
The Bomb Damage Maps 1939-45, first published by the London County Council.
RAF Aerial Collection 1945-1949, image courtesy of Historic England.
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/archive/collections/aerial-photos/
Ordnance Survey, 1950, reproduced with permission of the National Library of Scotland
(https://maps.nls.uk/os/)
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