
1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Welcome to the third newsletter of the Camden Railway Heritage Trust. This edition 

coincides with our first anniversary. It has been a most eventful year, with new developments 

and redevelopment taking place almost everywhere we look. Profound changes are underway 

that will see Stables Market and 30 Oval Road rebuilt with severe impacts on Camden’s 

railway heritage. Other initiatives strike a more optimistic note. This newsletter will give you 

some flavour of the range of our activities, and those of others on our patch. 

Primrose Hill Tunnel East Portals 
CRHT inspected the tunnel portals in January 2007 and prepared a report with architectural 

drawings and schedules of work that was submitted to Network Rail. We have been discussing 

the scope and timing of a range of work from routine maintenance to full restoration with NR 

and Railway Heritage Trust, and will bring English Heritage into the discussions early in 2008.  

We submitted an application to English Heritage to upgrade the portals from grade II to 

grade II*. The decision to upgrade, received in June 2007, was unanimous stating: 

“As an early railway structure dating from 1837 and a part of one of the pioneering railway speculations, the 

London and Birmingham Railway, the northernmost Eastern Portal to the Primrose Hill Tunnel is of special 

historic interest. It was the first railway tunnel in London; the first nationally to negotiate the issue of 

competing claims for the use of land in an urban context; and the first tunnel to treat one of its portals 

architecturally. The portal is also of more than special architectural interest for its proud classical elevation 

which is indicative of the upmarket development Eton College hoped to undertake nearby. There are similarities 

in design with Brunel’s portals to the Box Tunnel in the use of ashlar to imply strength, the classical features 

such as the treatment of the cornices and rusticated quoins, and the employment of quadrant arches to convey 

the sense of a grand entrance.” 
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On 16 September the cooling station in King Henry’s Road was opened to the public to provide 

a viewing platform to the tunnel portals as part of Open House, London. Our thanks must go to 

National Grid who enabled this event to take place, and carried out the paving, vegetation 

removal and fencing to make the site accessible to the public and the view enjoyable for some 

400 visitors.  

There are plans to create a separately gated public access leading to the front viewing area, 

together with new paving, fencing and lighting. These works may be completed as early as 

2008. 

In the longer term, the synagogue development on Adelaide Road, due to start construction in 

2008, will enable a second viewing platform on the other side of the tracks to be provided in 

Adelaide Nature Reserve. 

Stationary Winding Engine Vaults 
For the first seven years of operation, trains were pulled out of Euston by an endless rope 

driven by stationary steam engines housed in a vaulted underground structure measuring 

about 170 feet long by 135 feet wide. This is located immediately north of Regent’s Canal 

under the mainline railway. Here trains would be joined to their locomotives before continuing 

on to Birmingham. Like the Primrose Hill Tunnel portals, this structure became a tourist 

attraction, primarily because of the 133 feet high chimneys that were a prominent feature of 

the contemporary skyline.  

Although stripped of their machinery, the 

winding engine vaults have survived in an 

almost unaltered state and were built on a 

majestic scale. West Coast Mainline Virgin 

trains now pass over the vaults today, as  

their forerunners did 170 years ago.  

Structural audits are required on a 6 yearly 

cycle, which obliges Network Rail to pump 

out the water that normally fills the vaults. 

An audit has just been completed over mid 

December to early January, and CRHT was 

fortunate to be invited to take a small group 

to visit the vaults under Network Rail 

supervision. Both still and moving images 

were shot during the visit, which all who took 

part agreed was an outstanding experience. 

The picture shows the cast iron runners in 

which one of the 20-foot diameter pulleys 

ran, and the vaults beyond that led to a well 

in which a counterweight was hung to 

maintain tension on the rope. The arch shows 

stalactite formation stimulated by the lime 

in the mortar. The natural groundwater level 

is clearly shown in the colouring of the    

brickwork. 
Courtesy of Richard Horne, Railway Heritage Trust 
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Eastern Horse Tunnel and 30 Oval Road 
The redevelopment of 30 Oval Road, and the threat to the Eastern Horse Tunnel has proved 

the major challenge to CRHT over the course of the year. The Eastern Horse Tunnel, with its 

exits to Stables Yard and Gilbeys Yard/Oval Road, should have a vital place in any scheme for 

developing the basement vaults (see below) both as a central access route and to open up a 

unique element of the heritage to the public.  

The efforts of CRHT and others have helped to save the horse tunnel access stairs from 

demolition, but the approval of the development at 30 Oval Road by Camden on 16 August 

2007 has effectively wrecked any plans for public access. The horse tunnel entrance is now to 

be sited within the new housing development. 

At the other end of the Eastern Horse Tunnel, the Stables Market developers have made a 

feature of a short length of tunnel, adorning the entrance with a bizarre group of life size 

horses poised to leap forward, with nostrils flaring, a third world vignette as far removed 

from the shire horses that worked the goods yard as it is possible to get. 

Interchange Building and Camden Lock 
The Interchange Building shows Camden’s past better than any other local building. It lies on 

a site first developed in about 1820 when Hampstead Road Lock was built on the Regent’s 

Canal. The present structure dating from 1905 was built as a warehouse. The floors were 

designed with wooden joists a foot deep touching each other, which provided both enormous 

loading capacity and fire resistance. Internal cranes and hoists allowed goods to be 

transferred to and from barges through trapdoors in each floor. External hoists were also 

provided. There was a hydraulic powerhouse on the Gloucester Avenue side of the main line 

that fed hydraulic power to the cranes and capstans. Wagons were moved around the yard 

using the capstans, operated by capstan-men. 

Underneath the forecourt lie vaults used for 

storing barrels. In one direction the vault arches 

are high enough for horses; in the other direction 

they are much lower and barrels would have been 

rolled along the brick paved floor helped by guides. 

Both the Interchange Building and the vaults 

beneath are the subject of redevelopment. The 

building, leased to Associated Press by British 

Waterways, is being sensitively restored to reveal 

much more of its original structure and remove 

some of the most outlandish recent additions.    

Once this work is completed, it is likely that plans 

will be put forward for the development of the 

basement under the main building and forecourt of 

the Interchange Building, including a large area of 

the vaults. These will be linked with Camden Lock 

to create a major area of new retail and leisure 

development, including ‘Dead Dog Hole’, the canal 

basin underneath the Interchange Building (see 

photograph). 
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Railway Heritage Trail 
CRHT has formed the route of a heritage trail with 13 stations along the trail, and has 

developed a description of the trail that can serve as the basis of an illustrated brochure. 

The trail has proved popular with a number of groups and walks have been arranged with 

Camden Civic Society, Railway and Canal Historical Society, Belsize Residents’ Association and 

others. We are discussing the development of the trail with Camden Council and other local 

groups, and are looking for funding to print the brochures in one-third A4 format. 

Oral History Project 
The Trust has initiated a quest for oral history, photographs and other memorabilia. We want 

to reconnect with the period in the 19th and 20th C that created our distinctive landscape 

and bring to life the social and industrial history of the railway and its associated 

infrastructure and people. In particular, we want to engage with the younger generation and 

excite the imagination through building up a fund of colourful stories relating to this heritage. 

This quest has already formed useful contacts, created personal histories, and obtained 

photographs of railwaymen and rail workers.  CRHT has received help from ASLEF, which has 

placed articles in its journal and in the newsletter it distributes to pensioners.  

Network Rail Records 
Network Rail has been extremely helpful to CRHT in providing access to drawings dating back 

to the earliest phases of the London and Birmingham Railway. Some 600 records have been 

obtained, and help is needed in cataloguing these records as the NR catalogue entries do not 

provide an accurate description.  

CRHT Publicity 
CRHT has given a number of talks to local groups to publicise the railway heritage and its role 

in preservation and restoration. These include talks at Primrose Hill and Castlehaven 

Community Associations, Chalk Farm and Holborn Library, Kentish Town Living History Group 

and Crowndale Centre, and at the opening of the painting of Regent’s Park Road Bridge. We 

also had stands at Primrose Hill summer fair and Camden Civic Society annual garden party.  

We welcome invitations to speak to any groups.  

Trustees and Officers 
CRHT is looking for help in a number of key areas including expanding the list of 

supporters, fund raising, and projects. Anyone who would like to give some of their time to 

help the Trust, either as a Trustee and/or as an Officer, is invited to contact the 

Secretary. 
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