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For some time I have waited for the ideal occasion to start a presentation by saying "We live  

in interesting times" and right now seems the perfect opportunity to employ this ominous 

phrase. That said, it must also have been particularly apposite exactly a century ago, as the 

good burghers of Highgate stood staring war in the face. Half a century later in June 1966 -  

just  around  the  time  of  the  formation  of  the  Highgate  Society  -  the  phrase  was  given 

prominence by Robert Kennedy who, in a speech in Cape Town said:  "There is a Chinese  

curse which says 'May he live in interesting times.' Like it or not we live in interesting times.  

They are times of  danger  and uncertainty;  but they are also more open to the creative  

energy of men than any other time in history."

So  we  ponder  again  our  very  own  'interesting  times',  our  increasingly  dysfunctional 

democracy, resembling little more than a broken ship, tossed about on a turbulent sea of 

rules and regulations that are mere strings of words, jumbled up at leisure or cast into the 

wind at someone's political convenience. But are we also employing our creative energies to 

actually do something about it? At last year's AGM we agreed that we all knew full well why 

the Highgate Society is here, we just weren't entirely sure of  how we were best going to 

achieve our stated aims.

So I have spent some time this past year contemplating just that and I think I have worked it  

out  -  we need CEMENT.  Cement that  binds  everything together,  cement  that  keeps the 

house standing tall in any storm. 

And before you think that I have gone completely bonkers, let me unpack it for you. In my 

vision  of  the  Highgate  Society,  C  stands  for  Campaigns,  E  for  Engagement,  M  is 

Modernisation,  E  rolls  out  the  Entertainment,  N  improves  the  Neighbourhood  and  T 

arranges Talks.  Happily,  when leafing back  through the past  12 months,  we have mixed 

plenty of C-E-M-E-N-T.

C for CAMPAIGNS: We have run continuous campaigns of all  kinds but our two headline 

campaigns have undoubtedly been The Highgate Flower Stall  campaign and the Athlone 

House campaign. 

The  Flower  Stall  planning  application  or  the  69  Highgate  High  Street  appeal  showed 

absolutely no regard for democratic process. The proposal, entirely out of kilter with the 



culture  and  atmosphere  of  Highgate  Village  was  accordingly  turned  down  by  our 

democratically elected Camden Council. A developer's appeal was given equally short shrift  

by English Heritage as well  as the Council  again.  A local  street survey conducted by the 

Highgate  Society  showed  that  75%  of  residents  canvassed,  while  agreeing  that  some 

development on the site would be acceptable, disagreed with the proposed design and felt 

that it should not be allowed to go ahead. Enter our planning inspector. A randomly picked, 

non-elected individual, lacking both the democratic mandate and any familiarity with the 

local  streetscape.  He  alone  decides  that,  despite  the  entire  aforementioned  democratic 

process, the design is actually just fine and hence gives it the green light to go ahead. What a 

complete waste of time, money and effort. Not only does this count as a total travesty of  

democracy, it also provides an environment prone to all sorts of dark manoeuvres, best not 

examined too closely. And if that is planning law, we need a new one - badly and quickly. 

The case of our Athlone House campaign is even curiouser. That should not have had to be 

fought at all. This was the, now common, case of developers refusing to honour their Section 

106 agreement with Camden Council. The deal struck was that, in return for making mega 

bucks on a bunch of new luxury apartments, Athlone House would be restored to its former 

glory and put back into use at  the developer's  expense.  Flats  built  and profit  extracted, 

everything  stopped.  And,  so  long  as  the  developer  keeps  putting  in  ever  more  bizarre 

planning  applications  against  restoring  Athlone  House,  Camden  Council  is  powerless  to 

enforce Section 106. Eventually, the Council will run out of money - yours and my money, I  

might add - and the developers will get their way. Democracy? You decide.

So we need to shout about this, we need a much louder voice. To that end, the Highgate  

Society  has  now  joined  forces  with  Civic  Voice,  the  national  body  for  nearly  300  civic 

societies up and down the country. With improved links to both Westminster and national 

media, together we must do our utmost to bring about fundamental change to our broken 

planning legislation before our entire fabric disappears into Alice's Wonderland. 

Apart from a higher profile, membership of Civic Voice also brings with it a set of interesting 

perks  for  members of  the Society  such as  free day passes to English Heritage days  and 

National Trust properties.  

E for ENGAGEMENT:  In collaboration with Highgate Neighbourhood Forum, Jacksons Lane 

Community Centre and Hill Homes Foundation our Coffee & Computers drop-in sessions for 

seniors  have  gone  from  strength  to  strength.  They  are  now  held  monthly  at  different 



locations throughout the borough and are extremely popular. We are also sponsoring the 

Jacksons  Lane  Social  Lunch  for  the  second  year  running.  This  popular  monthly  event 

provides  a  much  needed  opportunity  for  older  residents,  who  often  live  alone,  to  get 

together for a meal, a chat and an afternoon of glittering entertainment. We are working to 

extend the initiative to other community centres in the borough.

Following the first  successful  2013 Young Readers'  Edition in the Hampstead & Highgate 

Express, a second January 2014 edition was put together entirely by 15-18 year olds. The 

supplement featured a number of powerful, topical articles of such high standard that the 

volume was awarded the Archant Award for Community Engagement. Plans are in hand to 

continue the initiative.

M for MODERNISATION: We continue the greening of the Society, primarily through greater 

use of technology such as Google Drive. Our monthly e-newsletter now has just short of 900 

subscribers and we are gradually upgrading our website. Our popular Twitter account now 

boasts 1300 followers plus. This means less paper, less printing and fewer meetings. It also 

means long life light bulbs and better draught proofing of our very large windows. We have 

installed WiFi at 10A with the novel feature that users logging in anywhere in Pond Square 

are now greeted with a "Welcome to The Highgate Society" message. 

E for  ENTERTAINMENT:  First,  and unashamedly for  our own entertainment, we won the 

Highgate Society/HLSI Quiz for the second year running! The fact that half of our team was 

made up of HLSI members is completely coincidental. 

We continue our principal sponsorship of the popular Highgate Fair in the Square and also of 

the  festive  Highgate  Christmas  Lights  switch-on.  Our  not-really-spooky  Halloween  trail 

continues to attract record numbers of small painted participants to amuse and amaze. We 

also host well attended twice yearly new members' parties at 10A. The Society's individual 

language, craft and hobby groups continue to thrive, with several providing waiting lists for 

people wanting to join. 

N for NEIGHBOURHOOD: The Sustainable Homes group has had an impressive year, hosting 

a  number  of  packed  events,  attracting  several  welcome  grants  and  launching  a 

comprehensive estate agents' pack for homeowners. The group has also formed close links 

with other sustainability groups, not least in order to be able to receive the grants offered to 

them. At present, the Highgate Society's unincorporated status does not allow grant giving 

bodies to advance funds directly to the Society. Moving to Community Interest Company 



status  would  address  this  issue  as  well  as  also  dealing  with  certain  liability  issues.  The 

outgoing Council has started investigating this route and the new Council will continue these 

investigations.

T for TALKS:  We hosted a full  series of winter talks, kicking off with meeting three local  

authors,  all  inspired  by  Hampstead  Heath:  Michelle  Hanson,  Caitlin  Davies  and  Wendy 

Wallace. Back by popular demand, Mat Schwitzer introduced us to British Philosophy while 

Vanessa  Whinney  treated  us  to  a  journey  round  her  father,  renowned  water  colour 

landscape  artist  James  Fletcher-Watson  -  complete  with  great  slabs  of  delicious  cake. 

Malcolm Stokes told of dark tales from the Bishops Hunting Lodge & Wood and Dr Michael 

de  Freitas  from  Imperial  College  gave  us  the  full  story  of  what  endless  basement 

construction is likely to mean to the lie of our land - not altogether a pretty picture.

So plenty of C-E-M-E-N-T in the past 12 months, now let's keep mixing some more for the 

next 12 months.

We end the year on a sombre note as we say goodbye with great sadness and also immense 

gratitude to Jeanne Dodd, Roy Fletcher, Mike Read and Doug Richardson. They did so much 

in their own special ways to make the Highgate Society what it is today. They also remind us 

to live every day as if it is our first. The common saying is 'live life as if today is your last', but  

where is the point in that? Someone will come along and change everything tomorrow. At 

least if it is your first, your labours will have some time to bed in and grow a few roots.

And let us all adopt something else from Jeanne's, Roy's, Mike's and Doug's example. They 

gave so generously of their time and expertise to make the Highgate Society the focal point 

of our community. Right now, the Society is a bit like a professional association, like RIBA or 

the BMA - a kind of guild. You pay your subs and a small band of others look after your 

interests. But the RIBAs and the BMAs of this world have staff. The Highgate Society does 

not. In order to keep the home fires burning more members need to actively participate in 

the stoking. So don't be shy! Swing by 10A South Grove on any Saturday morning for a coffee 

and  say  what  you  can  do  to  help.  An  hour  here,  an  hour  there  will  make  a  world  of 

difference.

Eight Councillors came to the end of  their  three year stints  this  year,  Elspeth Clements, 

Kirsten de Keyser, Nicolas Forsans, Sue Hall, Ian Henghes, Jackie Jones, Tamar Karet, Capri 

McDuffie and Maggy Meade-King. Three Councillors are staying on: Stephen Cocking, Irene 

Mackay, and Betty Pires and eight new and mostly familiar names join them: Kabir Ali, Harley 



Atkinson, Jane Campbell, Jan Morgan, Arlene Polonsky, Pippa Rothenberg, Mary Sainsbury 

and Richard Webber, so the Society is in good hands. 

For now, a mutual huge hug goes from everyone to everyone else  - we notice each other's 

efforts every week and are delighted that we are around each other with friendship and 

support. It makes life a lot easier.

So another packed year for the Highgate Society, as we carry on with the preparations for 

our 50th anniversary.  Life has certainly changed since year one and so has the Society. Long 

may it continue!


