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Pickford’s Stables: a remarkable but forgotten stables complex  

Walking along Gloucester Avenue in the last weeks of 2022 or first weeks of 2023 you may have 
found the road closed near Fitzroy Bridge. Foundations were being placed for the crane that was 
to lift a new span into place for the West Coast Main Line railway bridge over the Regent’s Canal 
after removing the corroded old western span.  

Concern for the 1856 horse tunnel which ran under Gloucester 
Avenue and into Pickford’s Stables caused Network Rail to monitor 
the tunnel’s integrity during the bridge span replacement. The tunnel 
had been sealed on either side of the road, but the immediately 
neighbouring section, which forms an integral part of Michael 
Nadra’s restaurant, can be seen here. 

The sealed tunnel section under Gloucester Avenue was opened by 
the contractor and revealed to be fully intact, its invert rising to 
about the level of the former Pickford’s stables yard, a late 
adaptation to the 1857 stables plan. A video record was taken. 

Meanwhile the residents of 
Waterside Place, the housing development which 
replaced the stables complex in the early 1970s, are 
concerned with the integrity of the party wall along 
Gloucester Avenue, an archaeological curiosity from the 
stables era, which is seen here. A similar section of party 
wall remains on the Primrose Hill School side. Both 
provide essential forensic evidence in reimagining how 
the stables were laid out and functioned. 

Anecdotal evidence has come from Peter Toms, son of a former stable master, who described 
growing up in the stable master’s house at No. 44 Princess Road in the late 1940s and meeting 
horses emerging from the horse tunnel, to give them a rub down and guide them to their stalls. 

A few years earlier, in 1942, the stables had suffered major war damage from an incendiary 
bomb. “News came down to us one night (in the shelter in Primrose Hill) that stables nearby had 
been hit and the horses were running wild through the streets” (Primrose Hill Remembered). The 
target would have been Camden Goods Station. The hay lofts and roof trusses on the 2nd floor of 
the stables would have caused a merry blaze, but the horses were safely released before being 
rounded up later. Stable hands could shelter in the basement of the stable master’s house which 
had been converted under ARP measures. 

But Pickford’s stables after the war were a pale imitation of their former size and architectural 
significance, having been reduced from three to one or at most two storeys. While this was 
primarily in response to war damage, it would also have served the reduced demand for horse-
drawn haulage. More than 200,000 horses were put down in the UK In 1947/1948, 40% under 
three years old.  

An oblique aerial photograph of 1946, seen here, shows the repaired and reduced stable ranges. 
On the nearside is Primrose Hill School, while The Engineer public house lies on the corner of 
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Gloucester Avenue and Princess Road. 
Allsopp’s stables, with their two storeys, 
appear to have survived the war intact, 
complete with wooden staircase to the 
hayloft. Located where the 42 Gloucester 
Avenue building complex is today, the horse 
stairs connecting them to the horse tunnel 
remain. Beyond we can see the covered 
footbridge that crossed the main line railway 
to carry workers safely to Camden Goods 
Station - an equivalent “people tunnel”. 

No such photography exists for the original 
stables complex that operated over 85 years 
from 1857 to 1942 and we must rely on recreating the complex from very limited and poor 
quality sources.  

Pickford was the larger of the two main agents that served the London & North Western Railway 
(LNWR), moving more goods traffic than any other carrier for what was briefly the largest 
company in the world. To serve Camden 
Goods Station, stabling was needed for 
some 270 horses with all the requisite 
smiths’ shops, harness rooms and 
machinery.  

Following the destruction of their first 
stables by a massive fire in 1857, said to be 
the largest in London for 25 years (seen 
here from Primrose Hill), a new site was 
selected where once Calvert had intended 
a brewery but had built only The Engineer 
in 1849.  

Pickford’s new stables were rebuilt over 1857-58 on well aired and lit ground and first floors, the 
first floor accessible by a ramp, all arranged around a central services building. Two decades 
ahead of its time, this innovative solution created for Pickford by LNWR’s architect was barely 
remarked on then or since. The stables complex was far in advance, in size and sophistication, of 
the stables built by LNWR at the same time which are now a well-known part of nearby Stables 
Market. The much-admired Great Western Railway’s Mint Stables at Paddington were built from 
1877 and only raised to three stable floors served by ramps towards the end of the century.  

Pickford’s Stables ranges were three storeys with stabling on the basement and first floor and 
fodder storage and chaff cutting on the second floor. The central service block was four floors. Its 
basement housed the steam engine, boiler and flue, with coal storage to supply the boilers. On 
the 1st floor were the farriery and harness makers’ shops. The 2nd floor housed machinery for 
making horse feed and provided storage for provender, which was moved to each of the 
surrounding stables ranges via the four wooden bridges shown on the plan of the 2nd floor. There 
was further storage on the 3rd floor. 

The two plans below show the arrangement of the stables on the ground (stables yard) and first 
floors and the author’s categorization of the stables ranges. 
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The brick-built walls were one and a half bricks thick, with recesses a single brick thick for 
window reveals and for visual effect. First and second floors were supported on circular cast iron 
columns and iron cross girders, with wrought iron longitudinal joists supporting both the jack 
arches that formed part of the floor structure and one end of the swing bales that formed the 
stalls. Floors were laid in asphalt to a fall for drainage. 

Hay and other feed was offloaded from barges moored alongside the stables on the Regent’s 
Canal and raised by hoist to the second floor to be transferred to the central services building via 
one of the wooden bridges, as shown in the plan below. From here the feed was distributed to 
the storage areas on the second floor of each of the stables ranges via the four wooden bridges. 

 

Access to the towpath for stable hands to unload barges and attach the hoist appears to have 
been via a set of stairs to a basement in the southwest corner, seen in the ground floor plan, 
from where there would have been a second set of stairs up to the towpath. This arrangement 
would have saved a lengthy alternative route. Much of the barged supply could have come from 
the hay market, part of Cumberland Market, at the end of the Cumberland Branch of the 
Regent’s Canal. 

The yard was served by the horse tunnel that ran from the goods depot under the busy main line 
railway, providing a safe passage to the stables. This can be seen in the recreated Gloucester 
Avenue elevation (compare this with the photo on the first page) showing both the yard level and 
the street level. It is assumed that the window arrangement followed a similar pattern for all 
ranges, but that the lower windows facing the street were blind.  



 5 

 

Stalls were separated by swing bales, without the 
intervening panel partitions that are seen in the 
photograph, which also shows the hooks and 
pegs required for harnesses, collars and tackle, 
that were singular to each horse.  

The gated street entrance on Princess Road led 
via a steep cobbled slope down to the stables 
yard, which lay well below the road level and 
below the present courtyard level in Waterside 
Place. The daily manure cart required a third 
horse at the front to pull the cart up the slope 
with sparks flying off the horses’ hooves 
(Primrose Hill Remembered).  

The entrance stable range, seen here, housed loose boxes for horses that were sick or injured. 
Also shown are the gallery that served all the stables ranges at first floor level and the wooden 
bridges linking with the central block at second floor level for distribution of provender. 

Today the ghost of Pickford’s stables hangs over Waterside Place. It can best be exorcised by not 
allowing such history to vanish. This is a first attempt at recreating this history and should be 
subjected to critical review. In the future, perhaps, we can respect the memory of these 
remarkable and historic stables by erecting a plaque on the remaining Gloucester Avenue façade.  


