
Wood Lane,  30th January 2018,  Steve Marston 

Introduction


I don’t suppose many of you have given much thought to Wood Lane,  the road that runs from 
Shepherd’s bush north.   In fact neither would I if it had not been that my place of work was 
moved to the area,  a new research Building attached to the Hammersmith Hospital, some 8 years 
ago.

I had to commute there and so became interested in the area.   It’s an area blighted by railways 
and motorways for well over a century.  Until recently, it was place you would pass through on the 
way out of London:  not a place to visit, still less to live there.

However in the last 10 years Wood Lane has been transformed into a destination, with vastly 
improved public transport and is now experiencing an avalanche of building developments.


1 The start-  geography.


This is Wood Lane on John Roque’s map of 1755.  In those days, as now there were only three 
routes out of London to the west-  The Bristol Road through Hammersmith, the Oxford Road 
through Shepherd’s Bush and the Harrow road through Willesden.

Wood Lane runs from the Oxford Road to the Harrow road, but it’s an insignificant lane through 
open country.  Prominent on the map is Wormwood Scrubs  -scrubs because only stunted trees 
grow in the marshy ground- and the end of the North London ridge, the same one that we are on 
here, slopes up from there.

Not shown on this map is Counter’s Creek, draining the area.  It’s notable that in its entire length 
there are only two Bridges- at Shepherd’s Bush and at Warwick road.  

The geological map explains why this is such an undesirable area for agriculture.  Beneath the 
clay ridge the ground is mainly “brickmakers clay”


2 The canal and the railways.


Whilst Shepherd’s Bush and its green are the settlement at the entry to London  by road,  the 
coming of the railways and canals was far to the North.

in 1801 the Paddington branch of the Grand Union Canal was opened.  This was dug along the 
30m contour  so it’s dead level and there are no locks  for 17 miles Between Uxbridge and  
Camden.   Even 30 years later the area is deserted, the same as it was in 1755.

The coming of the railways changed things dramatically.  The Great Western Railway (1838) from 
Bristol to Paddington followed the canal closely and at the same time the London and 
Birmingham railway from Euston (1837),  built  with minimal gradients and tunnels  in mind, skirted 
the ridge at a higher level before turning North.

Then the West London railway, intended to give access to the Thames for goods traffic was built 
following the line of Counter’s Creek  (still visible at West Brompton).

50 years later, the railways in the area are complete, with the addition of the Hammersmith and 
City Line.  Wood Lane is completely cut off from London.  There is only one bridge across the 
railway between Shepherd’s Bush and Willesden, at “North Pole road”   does the name indicate 
how isolated this place was ?

Notting Hill and North Kensington have been built up to the railway, but the nothing happens on 
the Wood Lane side; indeed much of the land is labelled as brickfields.

When the Central line is opened in 1901, Shepherd’s bush is the end of the line and Wood Lane is 
a convenient empty place for a railway depot


3  The White City and the Olympics


Things started happening  shortly afterwards.A grand exhibition site was built on what was then 
the edge of London off Wood Lane.  The quickly-built buildings covered 170 acres and were all 
painted white, hence the name.  The first use of the site was the Franco-British exhibition in 1908.

It had pavilions for the exhibits and a fun-fair that included the Flip-Flap.

Temporary stations opened on Central and on the Hammersmith and City lines to get there.




this was also the site of the 1908 Olympics.  These were originally supposed to be held in Rome, 
but the 1906 eruption of Vesuvius meant they had to be moved.  The stadium was built from 
scratch in 18 months:  it housed most of the events. The Olympic swimming pool was dug in the 
middle of the field!

In 1910 there was a Japan-British Exhibition.  It featured a garden of peace with a pond and 
teahouse and Japanese Gardens.  This is the only part of the exhibition site that still exists, 
hidden behind the BBC building and has been recently been refurbished.


A delightful video was made in 2008 to commemorate the olympics by H&F council: 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7h5zhl_Za7c 


4     Western Avenue


All this excitement lapsed after the war, the white city was abandoned whilst the stadium 
struggled on as a greyhound track until the 1950s.  On the Western side, a GLC housing estate 
was built.

And then in the 20s a new Oxford Road was built.  Western Avenue was built as a dual 
carriageway through open country towards Northolt and Uxbridge, bypassing the congested 
urban old Uxbridge road.  Somewhat surprisingly, it starts at Wood Lane and did not attempt to 
cross the West London railway barrier.  Wood Lane was widened and now became part of the A40 
road to Oxford.  The road slices through the top of the white city site.  At about the same time the 
Central line was extended from Shepherd’s Bush to Ealing thus creating another barrier,  cutting 
off Du Cane Road (Prison and Hospital)  and creating a no-mans land between the underground 
and the railway.  At this time there were no stations on any of the lines through the area.


5	 A slight revival ; the BBC and more motorways


The BBC needed purpose-built Televison studios; the land was bought as early as 1949.


The story of how architect Graham Dawbarn came up with the design is well documented but I'll 
repeat it anyway.  Given a fifty-page brief he is said to have retreated to a pub for inspiration and 
with a plan of the oddly-shaped site in his head he pondered on the problem.  How to fit eight to 
ten studios in this area - giving easy access to scenery and separately to artists, crew and 
audiences.  Gazing at it for a few seconds he doodled a question mark on an envelope and the 
penny dropped.  The shape was perfect.He planned to build most of the studios around a circular 
hub containing video recorders in the basement - so cable lengths to each studio were minimized.  
Equally important in those analogue days was ensuring that all the studios were electronically in 
sync with each other and with incoming sources like telecine and VT machines.  The circular shape 
helped enormously with this. 
A concept plan was drawn up, a model made, and in 1951 construction began on the first building - 
the scenery block.  Construction continued for another ten years. 
Meanwhile the BBC built and occupied a number of more ordinary buildings along Wood Lane.  
See this site for more info 
http://www.tvstudiohistory.co.uk/tv%20centre%20history.htm 

The area suffered another blow to with the Building of the Westway and the west Cross 
Route through the area in the 1960s.  

This was the extension of Western Avenue into London-  an elevated road that ended on the 
Marylebone Road.   The West Cross was originally intended as part of the London Ringway 1 but 
apart from the East Cross route was the only part that got built, thank goodness. 
It involved tremendous disruption and demolition along the route and at Wood Lane there is a huge 
double junction one for Wood Lane and one for the West Cross (with the stubs of the junction 
North clearly visible).   

So Wood Lane is now cut off a bit more from London by motorways as well as railway lines. 

6     Westfield and the Overground 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7h5zhl_Za7c
http://www.tvstudiohistory.co.uk/tv%20centre%20history.htm


The renaissance of Wood Lane started some 35 years later.   The critical factor was the plan to 
build a very large shopping centre on top of the Central line depot.  The Westfield shopping centre  
concept envisages a West-End quality mix of shops, restaurants and entertainment and it included 
a high end section called The Vvillage  with brands such as Burberry, De Beers, Gucci, Loius 
Vuition,  Mulberry, Tiffany etc.  Road access is straight off the West Cross Route by a new 
dedicated bridge,  but this in-town shopping centre was particularly well connected by public 
transport.   
The project coincided with the takeover of the North London line by Tfl and the start of the 
overground service.  Westfield paid for a new station at Shepherds Bush on the West London Line 
which had been closed for 70 years and a rebuilt Shepherd’s Bush underground station.  The West 
London line route has become very popular with 4 overground trains an hour  to Clapham Junction 
and Stratford via North London Line  and two trains an hour run by Southern between Croydon and 
Milton Keynes. 
In addition the site incorporates a bus station served by at least 10 routes and a new station was 
built on Wood Lane also ( a site that had been closed for 50 years)  
Despite opening in 2008 just as the financial crisis started, Westfield has been very successful, 
mainly due to its excellent transport connections as well as the mix of shops.  They demonstrated 
that good  public transport could support a large shopping  centre.   

7     Development takes off: White City opportunity area 

 After the success of Westfield, Wood Lane has now become an area ripe for development.  
Hammersmith and Fulham’s designated “White City opportunity area” planning document (2011)  
seems to be an exercise in catching up with developments already planned or under way.  The 
developments have a particular bias towards housing, media and education.   It’s particularly 
interesting that the planners sought to improve the connectivity of Wood lane that has held it back 
for the last 150 years. 

These are the developments: 
Westfield phase 2 
Imperial College West 
Imperial College Medical School 
BBC Television Centre 
White City Place 
White City Living 

8  Still to come;  the Old Oak hub 

With Wood Lane finally becoming fully developed, eyes are looking further North where the arrival 
of the Elisabeth Line and HS2  is being leveraged to develop a whole new city on the former 
railway lands.  This is another slice of London that has been in decline for 150 years and the same 
approach is apparent- the new city will be rail-served with no fewer than 7 stations;  very little 
attention has been given to the roads. 
The Mayor of London’s redevelopment plan for the area has the potential to deliver 24,000 new 
homes and 55,000 jobs in Old Oak  

https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/organisations-we-work/old-oak-and-park-royal-development-
corporation-opdc/land-opdc-area-6   

https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/organisations-we-work/old-oak-and-park-royal-development-
corporation-opdc/about-opdc/opdc-2  

https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/organisations-we-work/old-oak-and-park-royal-development-corporation-opdc/land-opdc-area-6
https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/organisations-we-work/old-oak-and-park-royal-development-corporation-opdc/land-opdc-area-6
https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/organisations-we-work/old-oak-and-park-royal-development-corporation-opdc/about-opdc/opdc-2
https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/organisations-we-work/old-oak-and-park-royal-development-corporation-opdc/about-opdc/opdc-2

