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Camden History Society

A survey of streets, buildings
and former residents
in a part of Camden
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22. 90, Seymour Street (now Eversholt Street), 1904. Champions Qil and Grocery
Stores. In the window can be seen jars of plum jam for 8d (3Y2zp), and large tins of salmon 23. 158, Seymour Street (now Eversholt Street) 1904. The North-Western Boot
for 6d. (12Y2p). Their small hand delivery cart stands outside the shop. St. Richard’s House Repairing Depot. Men'’s boots soled and heeled from 2s. 6d. (121/2p), ladies from 1s. 6d.
has replaced it. (7%2p). Now part of Irene Barclay House which opened in 1977,



Continue south towards Euston Road.
A little farther on, between two eating-
places at Nos.11&15, is a metal gate
across the entrance to CHRISTOPHER
PLACE, a pleasant cobbled yard. Probably
named after Christopher Kite, whose
ventilating, sanitary and heating works were
situated nearby on Euston Road, the yard
as recently as 1980 contained a working
blacksmith. Now it is home to one of
Somers Town’s most pleasing and least
dominant pieces of modern architecture,
the pioneering Speech, Language and
Hearing Centre. Designed by Troughton
McAslan, it opened in 1995, The only one
of its kind in the UK, the centre provides
teaching and therapy for 60 children under
5 with hearing impairment or delay in
developing speech, language and
communication.

The pub named The Rocket is part
of a chain known as ‘It’s a Scream’ and
consequently flaunts a crude version of
the famous painting which Edvard Munch
completed in 1893. The pub’s original
name, The Rising Sun, 1s still there in the
decorative red brickwork, as is the image
of a rising sun, together with the date of the
rebuilding of the pub by Shoebridge and
Rising in 1899. The building stands well
back from the Euston Road in keeping with
the original 50-ft rule; a pub has stood on
this corner since the early days of Somers
Town, when it would have had a view
across the New Road towards open fields.

John Thompson’s map of 1804 vividly
evokes the scene, even drawing in the five-
barred gates into those fields. According to
the memoir of Thomas Uwins written by his
widow Sarah (herself born and brought up
in Somers Town), “the fields were so
dangerous after dark that...the inhabitants
of Somers Town used to pay a man to blow
a horn every half hour, near the Rising Sun
public house at the corner of Chalton Street
and the New Road; at which signal those
who wished to cross over would assemble
and proceed in a body for mutual
protection™.

Across Chalton Street the tower block,
which surmounted the former St Pancras
Librarv (see below), was first occupied by
British Petroleum and latterly housed an
advertising agency and documentary filming
company before being converted to a hotel,
Behind the block is an ostensibly
anonymous roadway known as WEIR’S
PASSAGE, scemingly after Alexander
Weir, landlord of a tavern on the New Road
about 1800. There is nothing much to be
seen here now, no hint of the crowded scene
described by one former resident born in
the West London Mission Hall which stood
on the corner. As late as the 1920s he wrote
“it was an alley festering on both sides with
filthy hovels where no policeman would
venture, although the sisters attached to the
Mission were allowed to come and go
unmolested” (Fig 8, p 42). The Mission
occupied the People’s Hall, a castellated

building erected by Lady Somerset and
leased to the Methodists in 1892. The
building was also an early home for the
St Pancras School for Mothers founded in
1907, and later removed to Ampthill Square
(p 63). In a borough in which 1,000 babies
a year died before their first birthday, it
offered cheap, or even free, meals for
expectant or nursing mothers and gave
classes in infant care. Cookery lessons were
even available at home, given by an
instructress who came to be affectionately
known as “The Pudding Lady’.

To the left of Weir’s Passage 1s Levita
House, largest of the blocks of flats put
up as part of the LCC’s extensive slum
clearance scheme of the 1920s and 30s. The
Ossulston Estate, of which Levita House
is the largest block, is the most important
inner-city estate of the inter-war period.
The LLCC architect G Topham Forrest had
visited Vienna and his general layout and
severity of ornament owe much to the grand
housing schemes for workers’ flats in that
city; the steeply pitched pantiled roofs give
the blocks a distinctively Continental feel.
Six of the row of lock-up shops which front
the block were taken by Sainsbury’s in 1953
when they had outgrown their original shop
on the corner of Churchway. The unusual
name derives from Sir Cecil Bingham Levita
(1867-1953), who was Chairman of the
LCC in 1928-9.

Turn right through the first big archway
into the courtyard, where dusty hawthorns
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are all that remain of the original garden.
Exiting by the opposite archway, cross
Ossulston Street (p 44), and turning right,
walk south towards the traffic lights at
EUSTON ROAD.
On the corner, at No.100, are the main
doors to the Shaw Park Plaza Hotel,
the lowest four storeys of which formerly
housed St Pancras Library. Designed
by Elidir Davies, it was opened in 1971
by Princess Anne and included a major
reference library, but was closed only
20 years later by a cash-strapped Camden
Council. Te the right is the entrance to
the refurbished Shaw Theatre, once home
to the National Youth Theatre and main
venue for Camden’s lively Arts Festival.
Outside the theatre entrance (erected over
the demolished Eliza Doolittle pub) 1s
a large sculpture entitled 8t _Joan that used
to stand outside the library entrance. An
abstract construction by Keith Grant
(better known as a painter), it was initially
seen as a symbol of socialism. The saint’s
armour 1s suggested by steel panels,
perforated by rods which represent the
lances of the warring French and English.
Turn briefly left along Euston Road,
then left again through a portico, with iron
gates designed by the renowned lettering

8 Weir's Passage in the 1920s
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witlding St. Christopber's Flats, Sidney Estate 29 Janu




