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Preface to the 2020  edition  
 

The printed version of this book was published in December 2012.  

This online edition brings the story up to 2020 with a postscript 

describing the Gatwick runway battle of 2013-16 together with 

some thoughts about the future of air travel.  

 

At a time when the aviation industry is on its knees as result of the 

coronavirus lock-down, the story of past runway battles may seem 

an account of a bygone age.  But the story seems worth recording . 

 

In the same way, my suggestions for how the future growth of air 

travel might be constrained may seem out of place at a time when 

all thoughts are on how airlines can avoid bankruptcy, and how 

those in the travel industry can make ends meet.  Yet when COVID-

19 has been conquered, climate change will present an even greater 

threat to mankind.  

 

Those who have read the printed version can start at the 

postscript which is to be found at page 14 2.   The section on 

climate change and taxation starts on page 165. 
 

This book seems to have travelled a long way.  From the grass 

runways and biplanes to the international politics of carbon.   Yet 

the sub-title óGatwick seen through green-tinted glassesô remains 

apposite.  Many of the younger generation now see the world 

through gl asses that are distinctly green. 

 

Brendon Sewill     August 2020  
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Foreword  (2012)  
 

by Tim Johnson  

 

Director of the Aviation Environment Federation  

 

You donôt have to search the media for long before you come across a 

story about aviationôs impact on climate change or the latest proposal 

for a new runway to meet growing demand for air travel in the UK. Yet 

we need to remind ourselves that environ-mental issues surrounding 

civil aviation are not just a symptom of todayôs society: they have been 

around for decades. In fact, AEFôs existence stems from a decision 

taken by communities affected by airfield and airport operations back 

in the 1970s to create a body that could represent their interests to 

policymakers at a national level. Many of these groups in fact tell a 

common tale: of fluctuating relationships with their respective 
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aerodrome operators, of pressures for expansion, and of the difficulties 

involved in taking -on a well-resourced industry to get their voices 

heard. For some there have been periods of co-operation that benefited 

communities and the airport alike, but these are often interspersed 

with battles and lengthy public inquiries, and while some victories have 

been won along the way, it is rarely very long before the next phase of 

development plans are announced. 

 

The history of the Surrey village of Charlwood, and its evolving 

relationship with Gatwick Airport, is in some ways typical, refle cting 

how attitudes and perceptions have changed with time, and how 

Government policy has both helped and hindered. But the Charlwood 

experience has also heralded some unique triumphs that make it stand 

apart. Obtaining a legal agreement preventing the construction of a 

second runway is an achievement unrivalled anywhere else in the UK. 

The upholding of this agreement, as well as a number of other 

concessions to the local community, has come about only through the 

persistence and dedication of the residents of Charlwood and, in 

particular, of the author of this book Brendon Sewill. Brendon has 

brought a wealth of experience, and a campaigning style characterised 

by both courtesy and humour that has benefited and inspired 

community and environmental organisat ions throughout the UK. 

Perhaps most notably, Brendon has introduced campaigning in this 

field to the idea that a successful argument needs to address economic 

as well as environmental impacts, and his publications on this topic 

have formed the backbone of many submissions to Government and 

had a tangible impact on public debate. 
 

This book tells ï with characteristic humour and insight ï the 

story of how one village has stood up to its airport neighbour, and with 

its behind-the-scenes glimpses of the ins and outs of both local and 

national politics, it will be of interest to readers both with and without 

a personal connection to Charlwood. 
 

Tim Johnson  
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The first airport terminal  !  Hunts Green Farm was used as the club 

house for the Gatwick flying club from 1930 -36  

 

 

Preface  (2012)  
 

Why am I interested in Gatwick? Just because I happen to live 

next door. And because I have done so since childhood. If I lived in 

Grimsby no doubt I w ould be writing an account of the fishing 

industry.  

 

óIf you donôt like the airport,ô the airline people always ask, ówhy 

donôt you move?ô First, because every time there has been a runway 

threat our house could not be sold; every time the threat was seen off, 

we felt no need to move. And second, because our village has been 

worth fighting for.  
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For millions of people, of course, Gatwick is a place to start 

happy holidays, a place to meet relatives and friends, a gateway to 

romantic destinations. For thousa nds it is a good place to work. None 

of that is denied: it is just a pity that aircraft make a great deal of noise; 

just a pity that the aircraft which use Gatwick are responsible for a 

growing amount of climate change damage; just a pity that the airport 

was put in a place where regular battles have had to be fought to 

prevent a new runway causing huge environmental damage. 
 

This is a sort of autobiography and so I apologise if there is rather a 

lot about myself. But it is just about one part of my life. I wrote up my 

time in the Treasury in British Economic Policy 1970 -74.   As a somewhat 

premature attempt to justify the Keyn esian full employment policies 

pursued by the Heath Government, it did not please Margaret Thatcher. 

More recently, I have written about my experience of running the 

Conservative Research Department ï at a time when it had a staff of 

seventy or so and a high academic reputation - in Tory Policy -Making: 

the Conservative Research Department 1929-2009. But this story is 

about the Gatwick side of my life. 

 

Some Charlwood residents may be disappointed that it is not a 

proper history of the village, and may feel that too much emphasis is 

given to the airport. My mother wrote a history of the village up to 

1950: in taking the history forward I have chosen to concentrate on the 

airport aspect because the repeated threats of airport expansion which 

would have left our village derelict, perhaps demolished, have been for 

Charlwood the key historical facts of the past sixty years. 

 

Some may be concerned that, by labelling Charlwood as a village 

over-shadowed by the airport, I am blighting their properties. Yet the 

thr eat from the airport is well known. My hope is that by setting out 

the reasons why runway proposals have been rejected so often in the 

past, this account can help to prevent them recurring. 
 

 

Finally, some residents of nearby towns and villages may feel that 

there is too much about Charlwood. Yes, indeed, I plead guilty. Writing up 

the story of one village has a certain simplicity but of course thousands of 
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people in scores of other villages and towns have opposed airport 

expansion. To make amends I am putting at the start of this book a list of 

all the 135 councils and environmental groups that have joined in the 

recent campaigns to preserve the character of the Surrey, Sussex and Kent 

countryside. 
 

I would like to say a big thank you to all my Charlwood friends: 

Richard Bowling for the cover design; Charles Campen for drawing the 

maps; Colin Gates for his cartoons and photos; Jean Smith for the pen 

and ink sketches of Charlwood by her late husband, Barry; Irene 

Needham for the photo of the bluebells; and Leslie Thacker for the 

photos of Charlwood church. 
 

Thanks are also acknowledged to Gatwick Airport Ltd for the 

photo of the earth bund; Osprey Publishing for the map of Williamôs 

march; and Dave Thaxter for the photo of the helicopter  

over Gatwick.   The photo of the North Terminal at Gatwick on the 

cover is by Martin Roell of Berlin.  

 

Cait Hewitt, the erudite Deputy Director of AEF, made many 

sensible suggestions and gave me valuable encouragement by laughing 

at some of my stories. 
 

Hilary, when she became my wife in 1959, had not realised that 

she was marrying an airport. When I told her that I was thinking of 

writing this book, she was fairly horrified and would have preferred 

that we could forget about Gatwick altogether. Nevertheless she has 

given me a huge amount of wise advice spiced with expert knowledge. 
 

Brendon Sewill                                                        November 2012 
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Councils  and groups opposed  to  

a new  Gatwick  runway 1997 ïï2010 1 

 

 
Abinger Parish Council Felbridge Parish Council 

 
Alfold Parish Council  Forest & Riverside Neighbourhood 

 
Ardingly Parish Council  Forest Row Parish Council 
 
Ashurst Parish Council Friends of Holmwood Common  

 
Betchworth Parish Council  Gatwick Anti -Noise Group 

 
Betchworth and Buckland Society Godstone Parish Council 

 
Billingshurst Parish Council  Guildford Borough Council  

 
Billingshurst Society  Hartfield Parish Council  
 
Bletchingley Parish Council Haslemere Society 

 
Buckland Parish Council Haven Preservation Society 

 
Brockham Green Village Society Haywards Heath Society 

 
Brockham Parish Council Hever Parish Council 

 
Burstow Parish Council Hildenborough Parish Council  

 
Capel Parish Council Hookwood Residents 
 
Charlwood Parish Council Horley Local History Society  

 
Charlwood Society Horley Residents Association 

 
Colgate Parish Council Horley Town Council  

 
Copthorne Village Association Horley Anti -Runway Campaign 

 
Cowfold Parish Council Holmwood Parish Council  
 
Cowden Parish Council Horne Parish Council 
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CPRE Surrey Horsham District Council  

 
CPRE Sussex Horsham Society 

 
Cranleigh Parish Council Horsted Keynes Parish Council 

 
Crawley Down Residents Hurst Green Society 
 
Crawley Friends of the Earth Hurstpierpoint S ociety 

 
Crawley & Horsham CPRE Ifield Village Association  

 
Cuckfield Parish Council Imberhorn Residents  

 
Cuckfield Rural Parish Council Itchingfield Parish Council  

 
Danehill Parish Council  Langton Green Rural Society 
 
Dorking & District Preservation Leatherhead & District Countryside  

 
Dorking District Naturalists  Leigh (Kent) Parish Council 

 
Dormansland Parish Council Leigh (Surrey) Parish Council 

 
Dunsfold Parish Council Leigh Residents 

 
East Grinstead Society Limpsfield Parish Council  

 
East Grinstead Town Council Lingfield & Dormansland Society  
 
East Sussex Transport 2000 Lingfield Parish Council  

 
Edenbridge & District Residents Liphook Parish Council  

 
Edenbridge Town Council Lynchmere Society 

 
Esher Residents Meath Green Protection Society 

 
Ewhurst Parish Council Mid Sussex District Council 
 
Mole Valley District Council  Slinfold Parish Council  

 
Newchapel and Lingfield Campaign Slinfold Society 

 
Newdigate Parish Council Southwater Parish Council 

 
Newdigate Society Speldhurst Parish Council 
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North Horsham Parish Council  Surrey County Council 

 
Norwood Hill Residents  Surrey Wildlife Trust  

 
Nutfield Conservation Society Sussex Amenity Societies 

 
Nutfield Parish Council  Sussex Wildlife Trust 

 
Nuthurst Parish Council  Tandridge District Council  

 
Ockley Parish Council Tandridge Friends of the Earth  
 
Ockley Society Tandridge Parish Council 

 
Oneôs Enough (Crawley) Trafalgar Neighbourhood Council  

 
Outwood Parish Council Turners Hill Parish Council  

 
Outwood Society Twineham Parish Council 

 
Oxted Parish Council Uckfield Town Council  
 
Penshurst Parish Council Warnham Society 

 
Plane Facts (Cowden) Washington Parish Council 

 
Quieter Skies (Godalming) Waverley Borough Council 

 
Reigate & Banstead Borough Wealden District Council  

 
Reigate Friends of the Earth West Chiltington Parish Council  
 
Reigate Society Westcott Village Association 

 
Rowhook Amenity Society West Hoathly Parish Council 

 
Rudgwick Parish Council West Humble Residents 

 
Rudgwick Preservation Society Westerham Parish Council  

 
Rusper Parish Council West Sussex County Council 

 
Salfords & Sidlow Parish Council Woodmancote Parish Council 
 
Shipley Parish Council Woldingham Association 

 
Worth Parish Council  
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Th e ill omen  
 

1936 - 52 
 

A man with wings jumped out of an aeroplane. The wings got 

tangled in his parachute. 
 

óDonôt lookô, said my mother, covering my eyes with her coat and 

thus thwarting my infant morbid curiosity.  

 

That was the grand opening of Gatwick airport in June 1936. 

The aircraft were biplanes, the circular óBeehiveô terminal was ultra-
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modern, and the check-in time from train to plane was 20 minutes. 

The runways were grass, which was fortunate for the birdman: when 

he hit the ground he survived. 
 

The press as usual ignored the good news ï in this case a speech 

by the Secretary of State for Air6 ï and concentrated on the bad news. 

The tangled wings got the headlines, and were an ill omen. 
 

The attempt to run a night mail service had to be abandoned 

after a crash. Another crash was caused, it was conjectured, by the 

radio officer getting his foot caught in the rudder controls. Indeed in 

those early days the aircraft equipment was rudimentary:  on arriving 

over the South Coast the air crew had to lower their radio aerial and 

contact Croydon control tower using Morse code; on one flight a lady 

passenger had to surrender her hairpin to mend the radio fuse. 
 

The following winter Gatwick became a waterlogged bog. Jokes 

were made in the aeronautical press that water-lilies  had been planted 

on the airfield; and that Gatwick was to be the new seaplane base. 

British Airways moved out. In February 1937 the aerodrome was 

declared unserviceable. 
 

Despite the grass runways being reinforced with wire mesh, 

Gatwick had a less distinguished war record than Battle of Britain fighter 

bases such as Biggin Hill or Redhill. It was used mainly for 

reconnaissance flights, training and for aircraft maintenance.   Indeed it 

was still mainly a maintenance base in 1948, at the time of the Berlin 

airlift, when Leading Aircraftsman Sewill took time off from mending 

radar sets and hitched a lift to Gatwick on a clapped-out Dakota in order 

to get home in time for a dayôs foxhunt ing. 
 

Gatwick, situated on the borders of Surrey and Sussex, had been 

best known since 1891 for its racecourse where, during the first world 

war, the Grand National was held. The surrounding countryside was 

rural and agricultural, dotted with small histori c villages. Charlwood, 

where my parents lived, was some two miles away and, although the 

aerodrome was in the parish, at first no one took it too seriously. 
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The name óCharlwoodô is said to be derived from óCeorl Woodô, 

the wood that belonged to Saxon ceorls who were free men owing 

allegiance to no lord. Thus when my mother, with her friend Elizabeth 

Lane, wrote a history of the village they called it The Freemen of 

Charlwood.   My own theory, which I will expound later, is  that the 

churlish ceorls were in fact Saxon óinsurgentsô rebelling against 

Norman rule. Their spirit lives on.  

 

Only fourteen years after the battle of Hastings the Normans 

decided to build a church in Charlwood, of which the walls, arches and 

tower remain. In around 1280 John de Gatwyke added a new aisle to 

the church and sent his son off on a crusade. His home, Gatwick 

Manor, rebuilt in 1698, now lies under the North Terminal but some of 

his descendants still live in Charlwood. His sonôs ghost can be seen at 

midnight in Arrivals sadly looking for his lost escutcheon.  

 

 

The village had a period of prosperity in the middle ages when 

the local woods produced charcoal used to forge iron. A number of 

small but substantial houses were built round the village green. Each 

had an open hall with a fire in the middle and the smoke going out 
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through a hole in the roof. Five of these ancient houses were 

demolished when the new airport was built. Nevertheless twenty-eight 

small hall houses, dating from 1401 to 1500, survive today, more than 

in any other Surrey village. 
 

Richard Saunders, the local squire, foolishly died in 1480 when 

he was only thirty years old. His rich widow extended the de Gatwyke 

aisle, making a chantry chapel, with a magnificent screen, where 

prayers could be said daily to speed Richardôs soul through purgatory. 

Belief in purgatory was abolished in the reform ation seventy years 

later: it is to be hoped that Richard got to heaven before then. The 

medieval screen remains. 
 

The village changed little until 1846 when an Enclosure Act was 

passed. Each house owner was allotted a part of the village green and ï 

with a zeal which would have horrified council planners a century later 

ï used it as a building plot. The result is that nowadays the village has 

a somewhat undistinguished Victorian centre while the old cottages - 

Charlwood has a remarkable total of over 80 listed buildings - are 

hidden away round the periphery.  

 

In the 1950s the village was still essentially rural. Most men still 

worked on the farms. Many had been born in the village or in the 

neighbouring villages. They walked or cycled to work. Only about one 

in ten families had a car.  Carthorses were shod at the village smithy. 

The village butcher produced his own meat from the slaughterhouse 

next door to his shop. There were no main drains, and some houses 

still relied on their wells for drinking water. Ma ny houses had no fixed 

bath, only an old tin tu b. 
 

The roads were narrow with deeply rutted grass verges where cows 

or sheep were driven. The village was quiet. Dogs barked at  

distant farms, cocks crowed and one could hear the church clock a mile 

off.  In deed out hunting one could hear a pack of foxhounds 
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or a hunting horn, two miles away. Using oneôs ears, navigating oneôs 

own way across country on a trusted horse, jumping any obstacle that 

loomed up, that was real old-fashioned fox-hunting.  

 

The nearest country town was Crawley, mainly distinguished by 

it s coaching inn where in an earlier age an amorous Prince Regent, 

later George IV, driving his speedy phaeton, changed horses on the way 

to his mistress, Maria Fitzherbert, in Brighton. He would not recognise 

Crawley today: after the second world war it was designated as a óNew 

Townô, and the population has grown to over 100,000. 

 

 

 

There were few worries about Gatwick.  Indeed in March 1949 it 

was announced in Parliament that Gatwick would be derequisitioned, 

meaning that it would not be developed as a major airport, and that 

Stansted would be developed as the diversionary airport for London. 

The Chief Executive of Crawley New Town was given an undertaking 

that Gatwick would never become a major airport with international 

scheduled services. Local people were blissfully unaware of the plots 

being hatched by Marcel Desoutter and Peter Masefield. 
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Desoutter had lost a leg in 1913, crashing an early Bleriot 

aircraft. But he designed his own artificial limb and kept his 

enthusiasm for flying. In the 1930ôs he became manager of Gatwick, 

and during the war (surprising that people did not have more 

important things to do during the war) he commissioned consultants 

to draw up plans for how Gatwick could become a major international 

airport.  

 

Masefield had first flown  into Gatwick in 1932 in a Gipsy Moth 

biplane, and developed a life-long enthusiasm for the aero-drome. 

After the war he became head of long-term planning at the Ministry of 

Civil Aviation and went on to become Chief Executive of British 

European Airways. While there he persuaded his old chums at the 

Ministry to reconsider the Desoutter plans.   

 

Thus began at Gatwick the long tradition of secret co-

operation between the aviation industry and the civil servants that 

has so infuriated environmental campaigner s over the years. Thus 

also began the revolving door between the industry and the civil 

service, most recently seen when, only two years after his 

retirement, the Permanent Secretary at the Department for 

Transport became the chairman of the Board of Gatwick Airport 

Ltd.  
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       Astonished locals in 1952.  Arthur Standing who had lived all his li fe in Woolbarn 

Cottage, Ray Thirkill village shopkeeper, and Tom Wickens parish clerk with Jack 

Shephard, vice chairman of the Gatwick Protest committee.
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The fog deceit  
 

1952 ï 54  
 

It came as a shock to the bucolic locals when, on 30 July 1952, the 

Minister of Civil Aviation, Alan Lennox -Boyd, announced that it was 

proposed to expand Gatwick airport. The announcement was 

deliberately low key. A written reply to a Parliamentary Question 

stated: 
 

óIt has now been decided to develop Gatwick as the southern 

alternative to London Airport and as a base for some scheduled 

services and other air trans port activities.ô  

 

 End of statement. It  could hardly have been more low key. 
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The phrase ó alternative to London Airportô was well understood 

to mean an airport to which aircraft could be diverted when Heathrow 

was closed by fog ï in those days the multitude of coal burning fires 

caused frequent ópea-souperô fogs when one could not see to cross the 

road, let alone land an aircraft.  

 

The decision to develop Gatwick had been taken by the Cabinet 

with the Chancellor of the Exchequer, óRabô Butler, in the chair and 

Lennox-Boyd in attendance for that item. The discussion was remarkably 

brief, as shown by the Cabinet Secretaryôs note: 

 

10 .  Gatwick Airport  

RAB.    Agree? Inevitable.  Put it into ôinvestmentõ é 

LB.    Will be staggered over many years. Will discuss with Ty.   Agreed.  

         [Exit LB  

 

 óAgreedô ï Gatwick was to be built, that was the decision taken.   

Exit Lennox-Boyd, undertaking to discuss with the Treasury how to fit the 

expenditure on building Gatwick into the investment programme.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Government plan for a virtually new airport was published in 1952. The northern runway, to 

be built first, pointed straight at Charlwood and would have made the village uninhabitable. The 

racecourse station was converted into the present station.  
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But when he published the plans three months later, they were not 

in the least low key or small scale.2 They showed a virtually new airport at 

Gatwick outside the boundary of the then existing aerodrome, with two 

parallel runways, and a shorter cross runway. The northern runway, to be 

built first, pointed straight at Charlwood and would in effect have made 

the village uninhabitable.  
 

A Gatwick Protest Committee was formed. Meetings took place in 

an historic house, subsequently demolished, belonging to  

 

 
The Gatwick Protest committee, 1953.  Centre Wilfred Watson , chairman . Brendon 

Sewill, looking young and  earnest, is on his left. Roger Sewill on left, hand on cheek. 
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Jack Bowthorpe, a local businessman. My father, a rumbustious Master of 

Foxhounds with plenty of experience of running political campaigns, was 

a member, and so was I.  
 

Letters were written and the press was briefed. A public meeting, 

chaired by my mother, was held in Charlwood Parish Hall and 

attended by about 200 people. An indignant protest was sent to 

Ministers and to the local MPs. Today that is standard practice for any 

environmental protest. But in 1952 we felt we were breaking new 

ground.  
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In one of our att empts to draw attention to the issues we erected 

large poster hoardings along the A23 (then the main London-Brighton 

Road, long before the M23 was built) designed as imitation road signs. 

óCaution ï road liable to disappearô one read, a reference to the fact 

that the main road would need to be diverted. Other posters were 

óRound the bendô (silly to build such a large airport for comparatively 

few fog diversions); and óSteep billô (a reference to the high cost of 

building the new airport: £6  million, which s eemed a lot of money in 

those days). I know what the posters said because they were 

subsequently used to construct our henhouse and are still there. Over 

the years the posters have not put the chickens off their lay; and at the 

time they appeared to make equally little impression on the 

Government. 

 

Thirty years later, when the Cabinet papers were made public, we 

discovered that our campaign had been making more impact than we 

realised. At a Cabinet meeting held on 11 November 1952 the Minister of 

Transport  was forced to admit that: óin view of opposition to the proposed 

development of Gatwick Airport which was showing itself, especially 

among Government supporters, the Cabinet might wish to review their 

decision of 29th July.ô A small committee of Ministers was appointed to 

review the decision, and to draft a White Paper to justify it. The 

octogenarian Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, muttered that, contrary 

to the opinions expressed by other Cabinet members óhe was by no means 

convinced that it would be r ight for the Government to reaffirm and make 

known for a second time their decision to develop Gatwick Airport before 

allowing local interests to express their views through some form of public 

enquiry.ô3 

 

Our campaign continued, mainly through a barrage of letters 

from the Protest Committee to the press, to Ministers and MPs. 

Distinguished experts were persuaded to give their views. Because my 

father had led the campaigns of the late 1940ôs opposing the 

nationalisation of road transport and other industries, and had done so 

in conjunction with the then Conservative Opposition, he was on first 

name terms with many members of the Government. The file is full of 

letters from Ministers addressed to him as óDear Rogerô, and from 
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senior civil servants addressed, in the public-school idiom of the day, 

to óDear Sewillô. 
 

Nevertheless, when the Cabinet Committee reported back in 

July 1953, they recommended that the Gatwick plan should proceed 

but órecognised that it would not be easy to satisfy public opinion as to 

the justification for this decision.ô4 

 

A Cabinet meeting on 21 July 1953, again chaired by óRabô Butler 

(because by then Churchill had had a stroke although that was being 

kept secret), confirmed the decision that Gatwick Airport should be 

developed as the ómain alternateô to London Airport. óThe Cabinet 

Secretaryôs notes reveal the benefit of a classical education, the view of 

the committee being succinctly recorded as óAut Gatwick aut nihil.ô 

 

It was óeither Gatwick or nothingô because the choice of site for 

the new airport was dictated by criteria set by the Cabinet committee, 

and the criteria had been chosen so that no other site was suitable. The 

site had to be south of London, because that was the direction in which 

most people wanted to fly; had to have a good rail service to London; 

and had to fit into the then existing air traffic control system. Only 

Gatwick and nowhere else, so it was said, met these criteria. 
 

The reason the Cabinet recognised that it would be difficult to 

justify the scheme was that the main public explanation given for needing 

a new airport was to provide a bad weather alternative  for Heathrow. Yet 

Gatwick was too close to Heathrow to have notice-ably different weather, 

and the small number of diversions did not  appear to justify th e large 

size of the new airport.  

 

The Government refused to admit what was obvious to 

everyone: that the new airport was intended to be the second main 

airport for London. It was not a good site for that purpose. With a hill 

to the west and the main railway line to the east, and with the towns of 

Horley and Crawley and the historic village of Charlwood close by, 

there was no room for future expansion. 
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A minor victory came when revised plans were published, and it 

was announced that the southern runway would be built first. To meet 

our warning that a plane might hit a train, the runway was moved half 

a mile further away from the railway. The A23 which previously was to 

have been diverted to the west, close to Charlwood, was instead to be 

diverted under the new airport terminal. Which is the reason why the 

Gatwick south terminal, unlike most other airport terminals in the 

world, has its arrivals and departures all on the same level. 
 

The White Paper had been drafted, and the Cabinet Minutes 

record that it was decided to publish it in order to set out the 

óarguments for proceeding with a project which may appear prima face 

to be open to such serious objections.ô 
 

Fog : that was what the White Paper concentrated on, stating:  

 

óGatwick will not be used intensively all the year round. Its 

principal purpose will be to receive aircraft diverted from 

London  Airport when visibility is poor there and this purpose 

could not be achieved if too many regular s ervices were based 

at Gatwick. 5 

 

Mark those words: they were the deceit from which the history 

of Gatwick follows.  
 

In a pamphlet, Gatwick airport: A Tragedy of Errors  (price 

sixpence), I attempted a detailed demolition of the Governmentôs 

case, bringing together all the points made in correspondence 

during the previous year.6 The constraint imposed by the air traffic 

control system could be solved by drawing new lines in the sky. 

There were other aerodromes with better weather that could be used 

when Heathrow was fogbound. Poor visibility at Heathrow could be 

dealt with by the use of radar. 
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In 1953 the Government stated that Gatwickôs main purpose would be to receive 

aircraft diverted from Heathrow because of fog.  

 

Not all my arguments proved correct. I put forward the idea that 

the fog could be dispersed at Heathrow by use of the wartime FIDO 

system which involved burning hug e quantities of paraffin alongside 

the runway. The Clean Air Act was cheaper. 
 

Some hapless civil servant had written that an advantage of 

Gatwick was that it would be possible to use the facilities of the existing 

aerodrome. When analysed these came down to the two narrow railway 

platforms of the former racecourse station and one cold water tap in 

the former grandstand.  

 

The Ministry told us not to worry that the proposed northern 

runway would mean the end of the ancient village of Charlwood because 

óit may never be builtô. It was foolish, we retorted, for the Government 
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to brush aside such concerns: better to plan a feasible two runway 

airport from the start.  

 

 

 

 
Another public meeting, held in a works canteen at the old 

Gatwick airport on Guy Fawkes Night, became extremely raucous. The 

Minister of Transport, Alan Lennox Boyd, was due to attend to explain 

why the good weather at Gatwick made it a suitable alternative to 

Heathrow. His train was an hour late due to fog.  

 

Fog caused other problems. The village postmaster, Mr Sidney 

Edney, doubled as reporter of village events for the local paper. Words 

did not come easily to him, and he had an old typewriter which was 

missing a key. After events such as public meetings, he always asked if 

I would be so kind as to write a piece for him but please avoid using the 

letter ógô.  Gatwick had to be óthe airportô, and fog was óbad visibilityô. 
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Gatwick Manor  

 

 

A poor choice of site  
 

1954  

 

The remarkable thing about the public inquiry, held in Horley in 1954, 

was that it lasted only 15 days, compared to nearly four years for the 

Heathrow Terminal 5 inquiry.    At the time we were satisfied that 15 

days was sufficient to explore the issues which fell within the restricted 

terms of reference of the inquiry. Most of the discussion revolved 

around meteorological records showing whether Gatwick had more or 

less fog than Heathrow. 
 

Despite Churchillôs grumble, the Government had fixed the 

terms of reference to exclude any discussion of alternative sites. The 

Times printed a strong leader on this issue: óThe official argument for 

this costly and controversial project takes the form of repeating 

statements that have frequently been challenged. No alternative site is 

suitable; weather condi tions at Gatwick are satisfactory... So much 

doubt has been thrown by responsible critics on these and other 

claims that a public inquiry, not merely limited to local 

considerations, should have been held before Gatwick was chosen.ô 

 

At the Public Inquiry the civil servants repeatedly emphasised 

that the principal purpose of the new airport was as a bad weather 

alternate for London Airport. The main opposition role was taken by 
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Surrey County Council ï at that time Gatwick was in  Surrey ï and they 

listed the previous assurances that Gatwick would not be developed, 

and emphasised that the weather was not sufficiently different to that 

at Heathrow. Moreover, as their counsel pointed out: óThe site was too 

small for a modern airport ... [and] left little room fo r expansion, and 

its design and layout had been dictated by its confining smallness.ô 

 

Giving evidence for the Gatwick Protest Committee, óSlabô Kyle, 

a Canadian pilot who flew Constellations on transatlantic flights, and 

who lived in Charlwood (and whose grave lies beside the church lych 

gate), drew attention to the dangers posed by the high ground at Russ 

Hill.  

 

In due course the Inspector found that the site was ósuitableô for the 

purpose proposed in the White Paper ï but by implication not suitabl e as 

a major airport. He found óconsiderable substanceô in the criticism that 

the site was too small and could not be extended. Noise was óa substantial 

point against the proposal.ô He also commented significantly that, óAs to 

whether it is the most suitab le site which could be found, it is not, 

because of the limitation of the scope of the Inquiry, possible for me to 

express an opinion.ô  

 

The newly appointed 

Minister of Transport and 

Civil Aviation, John Boyd 

Carpenter pressed the 

Cabinet at a meeting on 

7 September 1954 for 

permission to go ahead, 

adding óthe understand-able 

local feeling against the 

proposal makes this a far 

from easy matter.ô Winston 

Churchill, partially recovered 

from his stroke, was in the 

chair but was likely to have 

been more interested in several foreign affairs issues on the agenda. 

Harold Macmillan, who as  Minister for Housing and Local 
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Government had been responsible for the public inquiry, is recorded as 

commenting that: óhe would not oppose approval of Gatwickôs 

development, although he greatly regretted the way in which the 

matter had been handled from the outset and had little doubt that the 

project would, in fact, cost more than the £6  millions estimated and 

might well prove in the end not to have been well founded  from the 

point of view of our long -term civil aviation needsô. 7 How right he was. 
 

 

 

 
 

A new White Paper announced the decision to go ahead. In it the 

explanation changed: fog became of secondary importance; instead the 

principal purpose was to provide óa second main civil airport to serve 

London.ô  Deceit was writ large. 

In retrospect the site chosen was obviously too small for the role of 

the second main airport. It has never been possible to find an acceptable site 

for a second runway. So Gatwick remains as almost the sole major airport in 

the world operating with only one runway.  
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After nearly sixty years, one has to ask ówhat ifô. What if the civil 

servants and Ministers had not tried to defuse the opposition by pretending 

that the main purpose was for fog diversions? What if it had been admitted 

that the real purpose was to provide a second main airport for London? 

What if the public inquiry had been allowed to consider whether another site 

would have been more suitable? 
 

Even in those days thoughts were turning to the advantages of an 

airport in the Thames estuary where there would be fewer problems with 

noise and more space for future expansion. A well-known London architect 

submitted to the Protest Committee a fully worked out plan for an airport on 

the Isle of Sheppey with several runways (plus for good measure a seaplane 

base); the Chairman of the Sheppey Council planning committee wrote to 

the Times supporting the plan; and I recall driving over there one misty 

afternoon to inspect the site and sploshing about in the salt marshes. 
 

The Gatwick Protest Committee had also submitted a memorandum ï 

I still have a copy typed on long foolscap paper ï to Harold Macmillan 

advocating, among other solutions, the construction of a new airport at 

Cliffe. óIt is an area of completely flat land, 26 miles from London, used 

only for grazing. No houses  would have to be demolished, no trees felled, 

no roads diverted... Gatwick cannot be expanded should the need arise but 

there is room at Cliffe for three or four future Gatwicks.ô 

 

Our proposal was rejected, mainly for the ephemeral reason that it 

did not fit in with the then pattern of air traffic flight paths. It had to wait 

until 2002 for the Government to  
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put forward a fully worked out plan for a five -runway airport at 

Cliffe as an alternative to new runways at Heathrow, Stansted or 

Gatwick. But by then the world had moved on: the airlines, 

especially British Airways, could not bear the thought of leaving 

Heathrow, and the sea birds at Cliffe had become too precious to 

upset. 

 

Back in the 1950ôs we were all extremely cross about the fog 

deceit but the press soon lost interest. Like óPlane Stupidô fifty years 

later, we felt a stunt was needed to draw attention to the 

Governmentôs iniquity. When the advertisements for tenders to 

build the new Gatwick airport appeared in the press, my father and I 

applied, under the trade name of Sewill and Son, to build Gatwick 

Airport for £350,000. Our argument was that this s um was how much 
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it had cost recently to build a landing strip at Lydd in Kent: if all that 

was required at Gatwick was a landing strip to handle fog diversions, a 

similar construction would be adequate. We were summoned to the 

Ministry: óAre you serious?ô Sir Humphrey asked. We had to admit that 

we were not. 
 

The fog deceit implies that respectable civil servants and 

Government Ministers deliberately deceived the Cabinet and the 

public. That may sound far-fetched but it is only necessary to read the 

autobiography of Harold Balfour, Under -Secretary of State for Air from 

1938 to 1944, to discover that a similar deceit was practised when 

Heathrow was planned. 
 

óAlmost the last thing I did in the Air Ministry of any 

importance was to hijack for Civil Aviation th e land on which London 

Airport stands under the noses of resistant Ministerial colleagues. If 

hijack is too strong a term I plead guilty to the lesser crime of 

deceiving a Cabinet Committee.ô Balfour, knowing that acquiring the 

land for civil aviation in p eacetime would involve ócomplicated 

proceduresô, decided that óour only hope lay 

in taking over [the land] under wartime powers,ô and invented what 

he admitted was the fictitious need for a new bomber base. Thus 

Heathrow was never properly debated and never designed as a major 

civil airport, with the result that there is no space for a third runway 

and all arriving aircraft fly over central London.  

 

At both Heathrow and Gatwick deceit has had a high cost. It has 

meant that London has finished up with five a irports ï Heathrow, 

Gatwick, Stansted, Luton and City ï with six runways between them. 

None of the airports is now large enough to act as an effective hub for 

connecting flights. The French, by contrast, had the aeronautical good 

fortune to be defeated by Germany in 1870: after that, an area around 

Paris was kept free of houses so as to provide an open space for cannon 

fire. This wide-open space has made a good site for Charles de Gaulle 

airport which has four parallel runways and is five times the area of 

Gatwick. 



33 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

Laurel Cottage  

 

 

 

Growing pains  
 

1958 ï 70  
 

The new Gatwick opened in 1958 but at first there were few flights, and 

few diversions due to fog. The Clean Air Act 1956, one of the most 

effective Acts of Parliament ever passed, sorted out the fog. 
 

Life in Charlwood continued much as before. Matins was said in 

church at 11.00 am every Sunday, as it had been since the first Queen 

Elizabeth; the 426 bus ran once every two hours to Horley; the 

Womenôs Institute made jam; the Mothersô Union held jumble sales; 

the British Legion paraded proudly on Armistice day; Mr Edney 

continued to report for the local paper without ógôs; the hunt continued 

to meet outside the Half Moon but decided not to dra w Brockley Wood 

on the edge of the airport just in case fox and hounds might cross the 

runway at one of the rare moments when a plane was landing or taking 

off.  
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At around this time I decided to give up foxhunting and take up 

sailing. Sailing across the Channel in a 19 foot pre-war cutter with only 

a compass, a chart and a lead-line for navigation, and a usually defunct 

engine, provided plenty of good adventures. My maritime escapades 

and involvement in national politics wiped the airport off my mind for 

the next twenty years. 

 

Russ Hill in Charlwood, which had featured large in the public 

inquiry, continued to feature large. In 1959 an aircraft crashed on the 

hill in fog, and a local farmer was surprised when a bloody figure 

stumbled into his house and turn ed out to be the Prime Minister of 

Turkey.  Since then fortunately there have been no crashes on the hill 

but there was one near escape in the 1980ôs when two engines out of 

four failed on an aircraft as it was taking off. A lady living on Russ Hill 

a mile and a half from the airport looked out of her bathroom window 

and was surprised to see the aircraft below her, between her house and 

nearby trees. A fearless passenger filmed the passing scenery: not 

surprisingly the film was somewhat shaky so nothing imp roper was 

revealed. 
 

One is often asked what impact the airport has had on the village 

and on the surrounding area. Fortunately, as a result of our 1953 

campaign, Charlwood does not lie under the flight path but to one side. 

The aircraft were unbearably noisy, especially in the 1970ôs and 1980ôs, 

but are now much quieter.  
 

The biggest change has been the increase in car traffic, but that 

is something that affects most English villages. Curiously, the airport 

has preserved Charlwood. The high level of noise in the early years 

meant that no new housing was permitted. Thus, apart from some 

recent infilling, the village remains much as it was in 1960.  

 

At a parish meeting in March 1965 a proposal for street lighting 

was defeated by 300 to 15.  So Charlwood voted decisively to remain 

rural, not to become a lit -up adjunct to the airport, and not to allow our 

brash new neighbour to destroy the historic character of the village. 

Like our neighbouring villages of Leigh, Newdigate, Betchworth and 
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Rusper, we remain to this day in the dark, carry torches and can still, 

despite the glow from Gatwick, see a few stars. 
 

When the airport was first 

built some of the richer gentry 

moved out. But they had to be very 

rich to do so, because houses in

Charlwood had lost half their 

value. There was no compensation. 

The Land Compensation Act 

passed in 1973 provided no 

retrospective relief: no 

compensation has ever been paid 

at Gatwick, except for the houses 

actually demolished when the 

airport was built.  

 

Some of the big houses became hotels; others had a new type of 

owner. One day I bicycled down the village to call at a very grand house 

to ask the new owner if he would join a local village society. Sitting on 

an elegant sofa with his elegant wife, drinking elegant coffee, he was 

delighted to agree. The very next week the local paper reported that he 

had been charged with running a chain of South London brothels. I 

had to bicycle down again to cancel the invitation before he took up 

residence in the somewhat less elegant Wandsworth jail. 
 

The proximity of the airport tends to attract some grubby 

characters. One can tell at a glance where some unsavoury activity is 

perhaps being conductedï just look for the leylandii trees!  

 

Yet the experience of having to pull together once a decade to 

protect the village has resulted in a strong community spirit and has 

blossomed into a multiplicity of societies, clubs and activities. Many 

young couples say they chose to come to live in Charlwood because 

there is so much going on. 
 

An airport consultative committee was set up in 1956, before the 

new airport opened. The chairman was appointed by airport owners, 
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then the British Airports Authority. The members represented airlines, 

air passengers, local business, and local councils. They elected their 

own vice-chairman who in effect became the spokesman for local 

concerns. My mother was vice-chairman from 1956 to 1968; and my 

wife, Hilary, was vice-chairman from 1983 to 2008.  

 

The fact that the Gatwick Airport Consultative Committee has  been 

serviced by West Sussex County Council has given it a measure of 

independence and it has functioned better than similar committees at 

other airports that have been run by airport staff. The two Mrs Sewills, 

with their joint 37 years of environmental  pressure, were able to achieve 

many improvements. Nevertheless the Consultative Committee, with 

its mixed membership, has never been able to take a firm line on key 

issues that run directly counter to the interest of the airport or the 

airlines, such as night flights or a new runway, and has never felt able 

to criticise the airport in public.  

 

By the mid 1960ôs aircraft noise was getting far worse, and 

affecting a much wider area. The ear-piercing scream of the early jets, 

such as the Comet or the BAC111ôs, caused windows to rattle and 

brought conversation to a stop in Charlwood and Horley, and in many 

villages up to 15 miles from the airport.  

 

The worsening environmental situation led to the setting up in 

1965 of a new organisation, the Gatwick Anti-Noise Executive (GANE). 

A petition to ban night jets attracted thousands of signatures and was 

presented to Parliament by the local MPs. In 1968 GANE 

transmogrified into the Gatwick Area Conservation Campaign (GACC), 

led by an energetic chairman, Doug Morris from Horley. Its 

membership mainly consisted of parish councils, and the five borough 

or district councils (but never Crawley) whose boundaries abut the 

airport. The councils have been remarkably loyal to GACC, and in 

recent years GACC has been able to claim a membership that includes 

around 60 councils and 40 local amenity groups. 
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Although I was not involved at the 

time, I have always assumed that it 

was the frustration with the lack of a 

single-minded environmental remit for 

the Gatwick Airport Consultative 

Committee which led to a choice of a 

title with the same initials. If the aim  

was to cause maximum confusion, the 

ploy was successful. Whatever 

environmental victories GACC may or 

may not have achieved, it eventually 

won the Battle of Acronym, with the 

Gatwick Airport Consultative Committee having to admit defeat and 

adopt the initials GATCOM.  

 

Hilaryôs position as vice chairman of GATCOM for 25 years 

roughly coincided with my role as vice-chairman and then  chairman of 

GACC. It was a good partnership. Liaison meetings were held over 

early morning cups of tea in bed. Hilary was on good terms with the 

senior staff at the airport, and privy to a certain amount of confidential 

information, but no secrets were revealed. GACC functioned with an 

intelligent understanding of airport issues, and GATCOM was well 

informed on the concerns of local residents. We still count a number of 

former BAA staff among our friends.  

 

As a result of being the leading environmentalist on GATCOM, 

Hilary found herself during the 1980ôs and 1990ôs, along with Norman 

Meade who had a similar position at Stansted, on a Department of 

Transport technical committee dealing with air craft noise and sleep 

research. They were heavily outnumbered by the airlines but sometimes 

their logic prevailed, and in those cases their interventions enabled the 

civil servants to say óYes, Minister, but there is widespread feeling in the 

country that....ô 

 

The work of environmental groups around the world, and 

volunteers such as Hilary working through government departments, 

have put pressure on the aircraft manufacturers to produce quieter 
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aircraft. It is always immensely satisfying to hear that manuf acturers 

are designing new aircraft to meet stringent noise standards because of 

a fear that otherwise public pressure will not allow them to fly. One 

recent example is the giant A380 with engines specifically designed to 

enable it to meet night flight rul es at Heathrow. 
 

If this account is mainly concerned with high profile runway 

issues, that should not obscure the immense amount of painstaking 

work done at Gatwick over the past fifty years to limit night flights, to 

steadily reduce the amount of noise permitted at night, to ban the 

noisiest types of aircraft, to impose noise limits and penalties on noisy 

take-offs, to attempt ï unsuccessfully ï to impose noise limits on 

arriving aircraft, to introduce the quieter system of continuous descent 

approaches, and to safeguard the countryside around the airport . 
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Gatwick too small ï where next?  
 

1961 ï 1974  
 

 

It was soon realised that Gatwick was too small to cope with the growth 

in air travel, and that another airport would be needed. The ill omen of 

the tangled wings remained baleful. The search for a new airport has 

continued for many years, and is still continuing, rather like the 

Hundred Years War, with battles fought back and forth over the same 

ground. Kings may come, and Kings may go, but the war continues. 
 

Between 1961 and 1964 an Interdepartmental Committee on the 

Third London Airport considered twelve possible sites. Three in the 

Thames estuary ï Cliffe, Sheppey and Foulness ï were rejected 

because of the cost of improving the surface access, because of the cost 

of building on marshy ground, and because of a military firing range at 

Shoeburyness. 
 

Instead the Committee recommended Stansted. During the war 

the US Army Air Force had built a long runway there ï now the main 

Stansted runway. The Interdepartmental Committee were, however, 
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not content with one runway: they produced a plan for a four -runway 

airport.  

 

A vigorous opposition campaign was mounted, followed by a public 

inquiry with a much wi der remit than the one at Gatwick. Our moans 

about the terms of reference of the Gatwick inquiry  ï that they had 

prevented any discussion of alternative locations ï had been heeded. 

The Inspector reported that he found that t he Stansted proposal would 

be óa calamity for the neighbourhoodô and should be rejected. 
 

Nevertheless, a year later a White Paper gave the go-ahead for 

Stansted, not with four runways but with six!  8   By then a Labour 

Government with Harold Wilson as Prime Minister had gained office, 

proclaiming the need to harness óthe white heat of technologyô. The 

aviation industry urged that a brand-new airport was just what was 

needed to harness the white heat, and the Government suggested that, 

since they had inherited an economic crisis, building a new airport was 

essential to help the economy grow (a line that sounds all too familiar 

today). The House of Commons dutifully voted to proceed with the six-

runway airport. The House of Lords, however, with aristocratic 

wisdom threw the plan out.  
 

To find a way forward, a Commission under Lord Justice Roskill 

was set up. They explored the merits of various sites, causing outrage 

and protest at each location. Their remit was to find a site for a new 

four runway airport: Gatwick, even with a second runway, was 

considered too small to be more than a stop-gap. Finally they 

recommended a new four runway airport at  Cublington, near 

Aylesbury. 
 

The indignant people of Cublington mounted a strong campaign, 

ably assisted by Lady Hartwell, daughter of the formidable barrister 

and Lord Chancellor F. E. Smith, and wife of the proprietor of the Daily 

Telegraph; and by Evelyn de Rothschild whose stately home, 

Waddesdon, was nearby. 
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A feature of the Roskill Commission was the first use of cost-

benefit analysis, a system which has played a questionable part in all 

subsequent airport debates. It involves putting a notional val ue on the 

time saved by air passengers against the cost to the environment, but is 

not infallible: an article in the Sunday Times showed that, applying the 

same analysis, the maximum benefit would be achieved by locating the 

new airport in Hyde Park.  

 

Meanwhile, in 1970, the British Airports Authority put in a  

planning application to extend the Gatwick runway to 10,000 feet. At the 

same time they published proposals for a new runway at Gatwick, similar 

to the plan approved in the 1953 White Paper. As before, the northern 

runway would have made Charlwood uninhabitable. 9   The newly formed 

Charlwood Society held a meeting in the parish hall attended by over 300 

people, reacting with anger to the proposals which would have meant the 

loss of 115 houses in Charlwood with many others in high noise or danger 

zones. Since the proposed runway would point straight at Russ Hill, it was 

noted that trees would need to be topped on the hill, not a procedure de-

signed to increase confidence in airport safety. 
 

A public inquiry was held in Horley. It opened in St Francisô Hall on 

17 November 1970, and was unusual in one way: on the first day the 

Inspector died. Strong opposition was mounted by GACC led by Doug 

Morris, and by the Surrey and West Sussex County Councils. GACC 

gained strong support from all the surrounding area. Horley, a town with 

a population of around 20,000, would have been seriously affected. So 

would Newdigate, Capel, Ockley, Copthorne and Lingfield. Gordon Lee-

Steere, squire of Ockley (and subsequently Lord Lieutenant of Surrey), as 

GACC membership secretary, helped to raise £20,000; a QC was 

instructed, and professional advice was commissioned on noise, 

aviation and economics. Although the Inquiry was formally restricted 

to discussing the runway lengthening, the strength of opposition 

implied even greater opposition to the new runway.   
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In 1970 the British Airports Authority produced a new plan, similar to the 1953 plan, for a two 

runway Gatwick. The resulting outcry helped persuade the Government to go for Maplin instead.  

 

Permission for the Gatwick runway extension was granted, but the 

strength of public opposition at Gatwick, and at Cublington, and at 

Stansted, made it abundantly clear that further development of in land 

airports was not acceptable. A solution was at hand: one of the Roskill 

members, Colin Buchanan, Professor of Transport at Imperial College, 

and at that time Britainôs most illustrious planner, had put in a 

minority report in favour of a new airport to be built on the sands off 

Foulness in Essex. 
 

The new Prime Minister, Edward Heath, coming into office in 

June 1970, adopted the Foulness idea with gusto. Airport planning was 

something he understood. After the war, he had joined the civil servi ce 

and had been posted to a junior job in the Ministry of Civil Aviationôs 

Long-Range Planning Department. His boss was the arch-exponent of 

Gatwick, Peter Masefield. There is no record that Heath was involved 

in decisions about Gatwick but, as he recalled in his autobiography: óI 

sat on numerous committees, including one overseeing the building 

and development of the new airport at Heathrow. Every time I arrive 

at Heathrow I shudder to think that I was in any way involved in the 

creation of that monstrosit y.10 
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I worked closely with 

Ted Heath from 1965 to 1970 

but never once had a 

discussion about Gatwick or 

indeed about airport policy. 

He was a man to whom 

casual conversation did not 

come easily, an intensely 

reserved man who kept each 

part of his life ï politics, 

music and sailing ï in water-

tight compartments and 

firmly shut up any attempt by 

anyone from one 

compartment to try to chat 

about his activities in a 

different one. Airport planning was one such compartment: he did not 

welcome views from anyone he did not consider a distinguished expert. 
 

On becoming Prime Minister he took immediate and decisive 

action to promote Foulness. A Cabinet committee was set up, chaired 

by the Home Secretary, Reggie Maudling. In due course Maudling 

presented a paper to the Cabinet, proposing that the third London 

Airport should be built at Foulness: óThere is little time to spareô he 

told his colleagues, óif we are to prevent expansion of Gatwick and 

maximum use of Heathrow and other airports, with all the public 

opposition that would provoke because of the resulting increase in 

noise nuisance.ô 

 

Renamed more hygienically óMaplinô, the plan for the new four 

runway airport was announced in April 1971. The project, due to open 

in 1980, would have included not just a major airport, but also a deep-

water harbour, a high-speed rail link, new motorways and a new town. 

óFor the first time a government taking a major national decision has 

given pride of place to the environmentô claimed Heath. 
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Maplin was designed to take the pressure off Heathrow and 

Gatwick. Indeed, in writing to give permission for the Gatwick runway 

extension, the Department of the Environment added óThe decision to 

construct an airport at Foulness.... has enabled the  

Government to abandon the safeguardin g of the line of a second runway 

at Gatwick .... when the new airport is operational it will  

be used to relieve Gatwick and so enable air traffic noise to be 

reduced.ô  Much rejoicing in Charlwood. I regret to say that we  did not 

show much concern for the (then rare, now common) Brent geese on 

the Foulness sands. 
 

Rapid progress was made: planning permission was granted and 

in 1973 construction started; a gravel ótrial bankô 300 metres long was 

erected to see if an airport could withstand the North Sea storms. The 

bank is still there, still withstanding the storms, but the airport plan 

soon sank. 
 

The British Airports Authority (then publicly owned) had opposed 

the project from the start, seeing it as a rival, likely to take traffic away 

from Heathrow and Gatwick. British Airways hated the idea of leaving 

Heathrow where they had a cosy monopoly of slots.  

 

Practical problems caused the Maplin opening date to be 

postponed to 1982. Right wing Tory MPs who disliked Heath (the 

antipathy was mutual) began to grumb le about the cost. It emerged 

that large numbers of houses would need to be demolished in order to 

construct the new motorway into London. Opposition was 

strengthened when the British Airports Authority suggested publicly 

that the existing London airports could cope with the forecast traffic 

óalmost indefinitely.ô 

 

One of the first decisions of the new Labour Government in 

1974, in the dark days of the coal strike and oil crisis, was to cancel 

Maplin. Three weeks after the election, the new Trade Secretary, Peter 

Shore, announced a review; and brought his conclusions to the Cabinet 

on 12 July. Air traffic forecasts were lower and no need was seen for a 

new runway for London before 1990. Maplin would cost £600 million 
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whereas expanding Heathrow and Gatwick would cost only £300 

million. óFrom the point of view of noise and safety,ô Shore told Harold 

Wilson and his Cabinet, óa decision to abandon Maplin will be bitterly 

opposed by those who live around the existing four London area 

airports, and around those reg ional airports which might take traffic 

diverted from the South East.ô And in a sentence which rings very true 

today, he added: óTo abandon Maplin now entails risks about future 

airport  capacity ...ô.11 

 

Maplin was the biggest public project, and the most far-sighted 

airport development, ever conceived in Britain. These days it is 

unfashionable to find a good word to say for Ted Heath but he deserves 

credit for Maplin at least. The costs involved, even allowing for 

inflation, were tiny compared to the costs now quoted of £50 billion for 

a new Thames Estuary airport. The possibility of a further 

postponement was apparently never discussed. The decision set the 

pattern for Londonôs airports, and meant that the wings of airport 

policy remained firmly tangl ed. Instead of one big airport we would 

have a ring of small airports. By the 21st century it had become clear 

that each was too small to act as the hub that the aviation industry, and 

many in the City of London, so desired. 
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More Charlwood battles  
 

1972 ï 1980  
 

Meanwhile at Charlwood we had our own local battle. As part of a 

nationwide reform of local government (the Local Government Act 1972) 

Charlwood, Horley and Gatwick airport were designated to move from 

Surrey into West Sussex.    At a public meeting an elderly resident hoped 

that it might be warmer if we went into Sussex because it would be further 

south, but this was generally felt to be optimistic. Going into Sussex would 

have meant Charlwood becoming submerged in Crawley. As a Labour-

dominated New Town, Crawley was in favour of airport expansion, 

wanted more industry, had little care for the countryside or for preserving 

the heritage, and was already casting covetous eyes on the green fields 

around the airport for  future housing sites. Horley had similar fears that 

their schools would suffer if merged with Crawley.  

 

A demonstration by 1,500 residents disrupted traffic on the 

main London to Brighton road at the proposed boundary. Charlwood 

and Horley residents marched through London to the House of 

Commons, carrying a petition in the form of an unrolled roll of toilet 

paper (in those days it was painfully strong and hard) with a signature 

on each sheet. The Government had other things to worry about. In the 

middle of  the coal minersô strike and the three-day week, the 

Charlwood and Horley Act 1974, keeping us in Surrey, was passed. It 
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was touch and go: Royal Assent was granted on the last day before 

Parliament was dissolved ï the day Ted Heath opened his unsuccessful 

election campaign. As The Times reported: ó83 bills are lost but three 

vital measures pass all stages today.ô  

 

Thus, thanks in 

part to the loo roll, 

Charlwood stayed in 

Surrey, and became part 

of a newly formed District 

Council called by the 

Wind in the Willows name 

of óMole Valleyô.  Horley 

stayed in Surrey and 

became part of Reigate 

Borough. A new parish of 

Salfords and Sidlow was 

created. 
 

The airport went 

into West Sussex. The 

Charlwood to Horley road 

became the boundary 

between Surrey and 

Sussex, the boundary of 

the green belt and the 

boundary of the airport. 

Because Surrey and Mole 

Valley have subsequently 

applied ultra -strict 

planning policies, Gatwick is still bordered by open countryside on its 

northern and western sides.  

 

Unlike Heathrow, the airport has not become surrounded by 

warehouses, factories, hotels and other airport tat. Charlwood village 

has not become dominated by airport parking or by B&Bs.  
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Lowfield Heath was a small village on the southern edge of the 

airport, originally part of Charlwood parish. But noise had made life 

there intolerable, and in 1973 the whole village was zoned for industrial 

development. Home owners sold up and moved out. All the houses in 

the centre of the village were demolished and replaced by warehouses. 

Nothing was left except a windmill, of which more anon, and the 

church which still stands forlornly on the edg e of the runway, an 

appropriate religious symbol seen by millions of air passengers at the 

moment they fasten their seat belts and pray. An affectionate and 

nostalgic history of the demolished village, Lowfield Heath 

Remembered, was later written by the Charlwood historian, Jean 
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Shelley. It was a grim warning of what might happen to Charlwood 

were a second runway ever to be built. 
 

The cancellation of Maplin led to strong pressure to expand Gatwick. 

A large extension of the terminal (now the South Terminal) , including a 

new entrance, new multi -storey car parks and the Hilton hotel was 

designed to take the capacity of the terminal from 5 million passengers a 

year to 16 million. A taxiway to the north of the main runway was 

converted into an óemergency runwayô. It is too close to the main 

runway to be used at the same time without the aircraft wings getting 

tangled, but is available if there is an óincidentô on the main runway or 

when the main runway is being re-surfaced. It causes much 

terminological confusion . The press frequently refer to the need for a 

second runway ï but there are already two runways. 
 

The British Airports Authority also wanted a new terminal (now 

the North Terminal) to enable the airport to handle 25  million 

passengers. Local Councils were, however, still annoyed by the fog 

deceit and were not prepared to trust either the airport or the 

Government. They feared that, if planning permission were given for 

the new terminal, the next step would be a demand for a new runway. 

óOh, noô, the British Airports Authority (BAA) said, ówe would never, 

never, want another runway.ô 
 

Fortunately the West Sussex County Council had a far-sighted 

planning officer, Peter Bryant (later to become the chairman of the 

airport consultative committee) an d a wily lawyer, Michael 

Holdsworth. óOKô, they said, óif you never want another runway, sign 

here on this legal agreement.ô Thus was born the legal agreement, 

signed on 14 August 1979, that prohibited any new runway for forty 

years. The reason BAA were prepared to sign was that the only place 

they could have put the new terminal within the airport boundary was 

where it is now, but that was bang in the line of the second runway as 

proposed in 1953 and 1970. Moreover, by then BAA had concluded that 

there was no suitable site for a second runway at Gatwick, and were 

pinning all their hopes on a large new two-runway airport at Stansted.  
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Holdsworthôs skilful drafting has withstood every attempt by 

governments and by the aviation industry to find a legal loophole. Why 

was it forty years? Holdsworth told me that he had suggested: óIn 

perpetuity.ô BAA retorted: ó20 years.ô So they split the difference. 
 

Subsequently a similar situation arose at Heathrow. BAA wanted 

permission to build Terminal 5.  óDoes this mean that you  will next ask 

for a new runway?ô they were asked. óNeverô, said BAA emphasising 

the point with a banner headline in their tame newspaper: óThird 

Runway Ruled Out. BAA has said repeatedly  

ï there will not be a third runway.ôô12   The T5 Inqui ry dragged on for 

nearly four years. Six months after it concluded, BAA asked for a new 

runway.  

 

At Gatwick we were fortunate that our legal agreement was 

based on the 1949 Planning Act, and was unbreakable. More modern 

agreements based on section 106 of the 1991 Planning Act can be 

appealed against. Since it is the government that ultimately decides 

appeals, and since governments are usually in favour of airport 

expansion, section 106 agreements provide no cast-iron guarantee. 
 

The 1979 runway agreement brought quiet rejoicing in 

Charlwood, but it was overshadowed by the immediate need to oppose 

the new terminal and the plans for a new aircraft maintenance area on 

the Charlwood side of the airport. It was not so much the terminal 

building to which we object ed, more the inexorable increase in the size 

of the airport.  

 

The North Terminal Inquiry opened in January 1980 and ran for 

six months. GACC, the Charlwood Parish Council and the Charlwood 

Society were jointly represented by Philip Otten QC. Because we had 

very little money, he agreed to forego the services of a supporting 

solicitor so long as we found someone to brief him. This task fell 

mainly on my wife Hilary who was by now chairman of the Parish 

Council. It involved attending the Inquiry every day, intervening where 

necessary, assembling a large volume of papers in neat order in 

cardboard boxes, and travelling up to the Middle Temple to brief Otten 
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before he appeared. The experience taught us a lot about how to 

present evidence, and how to influence the outcome of an Inquiry. 
 

Neil Matthewson from 

Rusper, then chairman of 

GACC, opened our case. 

Three local MPs and twenty 

others also gave evidence on 

behalf of GACC. A further 25 

people from Charlwood, 

including the Rector, gave 

evidence for the parish 

council: each spoke on the 

character of the village and 

their fear that it might 

become overshadowed by 

this ever-growing monster of an 

airport. Their evidence 

provides a good social study of the village as it was then. 

 

Towards the end of the inquiry there was a visit to the site where 

the plans showed a new maintenance area. One of the rules of site 

visits is that, to ensure fair play, an Inspector must at all times be 

accompanied by representatives of both sides. The Inspector, John 

Newey, plunged into the bog, brambles and wild roses of Brockley 

Wood. Hilary plunged  with him. All the rest, in their smart blue suits 

and polished black shoes, held back. Hilary has always attributed the 

success of our case to the personal relationship she established in 

Brockley Wood. 
 

The result of the Inquiry was that, although permission was given 

to go ahead with the new terminal, it was on condition that huge earth 

bunds, 13 metres high, were constructed to protect Hookwood, the part of 

Charlwood parish to the north of the airport. Centuries ahead, long after 

Gatwick is no more, the earth banks will remain, like Offaôs Dyke. 

Permission was refused for the new maintenance area, and Brockley 

Wood remains standing to this day. Until that time BAA used to boast that 
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they had never lost a planning appeal, but they had counted without the 

wild roses. 
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   Lowfield Heath windmill  

 

 

Windmills and helicopters  
 

1980 - 1989  
 

        Living next to an airport has had some advantages.   The 900th 

anniversary of the building of Charlwood church fell in 1980, and it 

was decided to hold a festival to raise funds to prop up one of the 

church walls. What made Charlwood different from other villages we 

asked ourselves: a wealth of medieval houses and proximity to an 

airport. We managed to persuade the owners of the old houses to lodge 

American visitors for a week; and to persuade British Caledonian ï 

whose head of public affairs lived in the village ï to advertise the 

festival in Houston, and to put  on a special flight. 
 

The festival week, organised with élan by Charlwood resident Nick 

Hague, was a huge success. There was a son et lumière show depicting the 
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history of the church, a meet of the foxhounds, a cocktail party in a 

moated manor house, and a barn dance in champion motor-cyclist Barry 

Sheeneôs barn. A special festival ale was brewed. Princess Alexandra came 

to a childrenôs fancy dress party. The culmination of the week was a 

medieval jousting tournament at Edolphs Farm. About 40,000 people 

attended - or tried  to attend since the roads were jammed solid in all 

directions. The knights jousted, a British Caledonian helicopter 

hovered anachronistically overhead, a brewersô dray drawn by four 

large carthorses took fright and bolted, one of the blue-rinsed 

American ladies was mown down. Despite that mishap, many of the 

American visitors remain to this day good friends of their Charlwood 

hosts; and the concept of inviting American visitors to stay in villages 

was taken up by the Church of England and rolled out (to use more 

modern jargon) to parishes across the country. 
 

Another benefit of living next to an airport came from the 

demolished village of Lowfield Heath, on the southern side of the 

airport. Back in 1926 a benevolent philanthropist, Thomas M ason, had 

given the Charlwood Parish Council an acre of land beside the Brighton 

road to be kept in trust as a recreation ground. When the village was 

demolished the land became overgrown with brambles. 
 

One of the parish councillors had an acquaintance who worked 

for a property company. The property company offered the 

unbelievably huge sum of £201,000. For the council whose annual 

income was under £3,000 that was riches beyond all possible dreams. 

Indeed one pure-minded member of the council felt it would  be wrong 

to be so greedy. 
 

Against the wishes of a majority of the council, Hilary, who had 

by now become council chairman, insisted on seeking competitive 

tenders. Eventually the land was sold on 5 January 1982, to Duracell, a 

local Crawley firm, for £49 0,000.  

 

This vast financial windfall for Charlwood caused a good deal of 

heated debate. The majority of councillors felt the money should remain 

in the control of the Parish Council. The Charity Commission advised that 
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it should be set up as a separate charity. Hilary agreed with the Charity 

Commission, and resigned as chairman. 
 

A public meeting was arranged for 4 March 1982. Around 200 

people squeezed into the Parish Hall for what the rector, David Clark, 

described in the parish magazine as ñthe most gloriously entertaining 

night out the community has enjoyed for many a long year.ò  The 

parish council sat on the platform and presented their plans of how 

they intended to spend the money. Hilary was presented with a 

bouquet of flowers to thank her for her wo rk as Chairman. 
 

A voice from the back of the hall asked if Mrs Sewill could 

explain why she had resigned. She did and, as the rector recorded, ñthe 

meeting loudly and decisively backed the stand Mrs Sewill had taken.ò 

Even the official minutes of the meeting record ñCries from the floor of 

ótrustees outô and disgracefulô. 

 

After more furious debate someone shouted ñstand up all who 

want a voteò, and the whole hall stood up. A resolution that the Charity 

Commission proposals be adopted was passed overwhelmingly. As the 

rector wrote: ñThose who chose TV that night made a grave mistake.ò 

 

After those somewhat traumatic birth pains, Hilary became 

chairman of the trust, and remained chairman for 25 years. In 1999 the 

Thomas Alexander Mason Trust merged with another local charity, the 

John Bristow Charity which had been set up in 1637 to provide 

education for poor Charlwood children. The trust now has a capital of 

around £2 million, and an annual income of around £80,000, all of 

which has to be spent in the parish of Charlwood.  

 

The trust fund has made possible many good works such as the 

renovation of the church, the parish hall and the sports pavilion, 

improvements at Charlwood school, the building of a new hall in 

Hookwood, and the provision of two childrenôs play areas, not to 

mention grants to those in need and to assist young people with their 

education. More generally the effect has been to keep the village in 

good nick and prevent it becoming a run-down airport slum as might 

so easily have happened. 
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The fund has also made possible the purchase by the Woodland 

Trust of large areas of woodland, now with full public access. These 

included Glovers Wood, a Site of Special Scientific Interest, and 

Edolphs Copse. John Edolph is recorded as living in Charlwood in 

1314, and has left his name both to Edolphs Farm, where the jousting 

took place, and to the copse ï a 65 acre ancient woodland where in late 

April the sea of bluebells is a mind-blowing experience. Edolphs Copse 

was to play a leading role in subsequent runway battles. 

 

In 1985 there was a threat that 

part of the wood might be 

converted into a large gipsy 

encampment. From my youth I 

remember the gipsies camped at 

the top of Stan Hill, with their 

horses tethered on the grass near 

the caravan, and the smell of wood 

smoke from the camp fire as I rode 

home in the dusk after a long dayôs 

fox-hunting. In their ancient 

nomadic philosophy they had 

strict rules to keep the inside of 

their caravans spotlessly clean, but 

to throw the rubbish out and move 

on.  

 

 

By the 1970ôs, however, all this was changing. The horse-drawn 

caravans were replaced by motor vans, the road side verges were 

narrower, the jobs on the farms had dried up. Motorway construction 

required large groups of workers. The public were fed up with mess, no 

longer biodegradable but plastic, broken prams and rusty bicycles. 

National policy was to herd the gipsies into council provided sites. Paved 

with concrete and surrounded by wire mesh and barbed wire, these sites 

closely resembled concentration camps. By the 1980ôs it had become 
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Government policy to compel county councils to provide an adequate 

number of sites for the gipsy population in their area. Some of the sites got 

a poor reputation. There was one, for example, not far away, in Outwood 

where 30 or so gipsy families lived in squalor, and terrorised the 

neighbourhood. No one could go in without a police escort, and on one 

occasion 120 police had to go in wearing riot gear to make 12 arrests. 
 

Surrey County Council picked on a site at the top of Stan Hill for a 

new gipsy site for 16 (or more) gipsy families. The 12-acre site, originally 

part of Edolphs Copse, had been used by the District Council for some 

years as a tip for raw sewage, but since gipsies were held in low regard no 

one worried too much about that. The consent of Mole Valley District 

Council was needed before the plan could proceed. The council had 41 

members but only one, Hilary,  from Charlwood. All the rest were 

inclined to think that it would be best to stuff the gipsies down in 

Charlwood, in the far south of the District, rather than risk getting 

them in their own patch. So we started at odds of 40 to 1 against. 

 

A meeting was held in the Parish Hall at which a great many 

insults were hurled at gipsies, and they were accused of committing 

every possible petty crime, and a good many unpetty. The rector was so 

upset that he organised his own counter meeting in the church. 
 

Praying was not sufficient, action was needed. Edolphs Copse, 

adjacent on two sides to the proposed gipsy site, was up for sale. We 

contacted the regional manager of the Woodland Trust, who by chance 

was our daughter. The Thomas Alexander Mason Trust agreed to put 

up the money. Christopher Lowe, a high-powered accountant, visited 

the local bank manager and insisted he cancel the bankôs acceptance of 

a lower offer. The wood was bought and our local MP and Cabinet 

Minister, Kenneth Baker, emphasised the beauty spot message when 

he attended an opening ceremony. 
 

The date for a decision by the District Council was approaching. 

About twenty or thirty sites had been surveyed, and the 

recommendation was likely to be Stan Hill. The voting still looked like 

40 to 1 in favour. 
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We came up with what we called óthe small sites policyô. 

Instead of having one large site, why not have eight small sites each 

with only two or three gipsy families? This would have a number of 

advantages. Each site would be much less intimidating. Council 

officers could go in without the need for a police escort. Each family 

would become known individuals instead of part of  a large 

amorphous group. Any petty crime could more easily be dealt with. 

Experience with existing small sites, such as the one at Povey Cross 

in Charlwood, showed that the gipsies took much greater care of a 

site for which they had personal responsibilit y, and thus there was 

less litter and mess. Politically small sites might be more acceptable 

as they would spread the burden more fairly and avoid the huge 

public opposition to the big sites.  

 

How to convince the 40 Councillors? In British politics, national 

or local, there is a well-founded tradition to discount an argument put 

forward by anyone who has a perceived interest in the matter. By 

contrast there is a tendency to accept as gospel any argument put 

forward by consultants. We needed consultants, but there was only 10 

days to go, and we had no funds to pay them. Topher Crump, a 

surveyor, who lived on Stan Hill, provided the solution. His firm had a 

subsidiary company called CNP Management. We persuaded them to 

write up in suitably erud ite language the merits of the small sites 

policy. Topher produced professional looking maps. The CNP report, 

bound in smart glossy covers, was distributed to all Councillors. 
 

On the night the gallery was packed. Hilary, who was by now 

vice-chairman of th e Planning Committee, made a powerful speech 

setting out the wrongness of spoiling the beautiful Stan Hill woodland, 

and commending the CNP report. The result was an overwhelming 

majority against Stan Hill and in favour of small sites . 
 

Over the succeeding years the small sites policy was 

implemented, and has proved an outstanding success. Hilary became 

chairman of the Mole Valley gipsy committee, responsible for the 

welfare of the gipsy families and became friends with several. Fear and 
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lawlessness became things of the past. The gipsies looked after their 

sites with pride. Whether as a result of our example or not I do not 

know, a similar policy has been adopted in many parts of England. 

Topher and I never owned up that it was we who had written the CNP 

report.  

         

          

The annihilation of 

Lowfield Heath had left a 

decrepit wind -mill, also 

threatened with demolition 

to make space for more 

airport warehouses. Built 

around 1740, it was a post 

mill - the oldest type of mill 

where the whole upper 

body turned around a 

central post to enable the 

sails to face the wind. A 

committee, subsequently a 

charity, was formed. I 

found myself chairman,  but the moving spirit and technical expert 

was Peter James, a young man from Crawley who knew all that could 

be known about windmills. Crawley Council declined to compel the 

owners to repair it. The only way to save it was to move it. We looked at 

a site on the top of Russ Hill and consulted the Civil Aviation 

Authority. Because it would have been under the flight path, they said 

that the sails would need to be lit at night. Revolving red lights would 

have been pretty. Another site, however, at the bottom of the hill, 

proved more suitable. 
 

With the aid of substantial grants from the Thomas Alexander 

Mason Trust and from the Heritage Lottery Fund, and with an immense 

amount of work by volunteers, the windmill was carefully dismantled, 

repaired, re-erected and restored to full working order. Princess 

Alexandra made a return visit to óopenô the restored windmill in 1990. If 
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you fly out of Gatwick to the west, as 75 per cent of planes do, the 

windmill is clearly visible to starboard.  

 

When we had been 

looking for a place to 

repair the windmill w e 

found a large empty barn 

in Edolphs Copse. 

Permission to borrow it 

was given without 

hesitation by the 

Woodland Trust manager. 

The barn had previously 

been owned by a pilot with 

Uganda Airlines who had 

got planning permission 

in order to keep pigs. But 

there were no pigs, there 

never had been any pigs, 

and when we came to 

clear out the barn we 

found it half -full of tins of 

Coca-Cola waiting for 

export to Uganda. 
 

The River Mole (so called because it sometimes flows under-ground near 

Box Hill) had to be di verted when the airport was first built. Kilmanham 

Bridge, where the women of Charlwood are said to have slaughtered the 

Danes in AD 850, lies under the runway. When the runway was extended, 

the river had to be diverted again. Finally, in 1999 it had to be diverted yet 

again round the outside boundary of the airport. This time we ï GACC 

and Mole Valley Council - managed to attach a condition to the planning 

permission that the new river should be properly landscaped. The airport 

director, Janis Kong, threw her heart into the project, working 

enthusiastically with the local councillor, Hilary. The result, an attractive 

winding river full of rosebay willow herb, bulrushes and wildlife, with  a 
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pleasant riverside walk open to the public, and well used by local dog 

walkers, can be counted as an advantage brought by the airport. 
 

A regular helicopter service from Gatwick to Heathrow had 

started in 1979. Although only flying once an hour there and back, its 

regular route and distinctive blade slap caused a disproportionate 

amount of annoyance. An application by British Caledonian to 

continue the service came up in 1983, and was opposed by Surrey 

County Council and GACC. Unlike a usual planning application, this 

was to renew the licence to fly the route, and was heard by the Civil 

Aviation Authority. For several weeks I took time off from my office in 

Lombard Street to attend and give evidence at the CAA offices in 

Kingsway. 

 

The County Council did an opinion poll of people under the 

route, and we worked out that about 150,000 people were annoyed by 

each flight ï and each flight carried only ten passengers once an hour. 

The M25 had recently opened, and we were able to show that a bus 

service running every 15 minutes would be more efficient. 
 

The CAA politely noted what we said but proceeded to grant the 

licence on the grounds that 

their terms of reference did 

not allow them to give any 

weight to environmental 

issues. The helicopter chief 

pilot commiserated with me 

and gave me a tie with a 

picture of a helicopter on it.   

 

The decision had to be 

confirmed by the Transport 

Minister, David Mitchell 

(owner, incidentally of the 

Fleet Street wine bar 

immortalised by Rumpole, 

and father of Andrew 
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Mitchell, of óyou plebô fame).13  It had been assumed that this was a 

mere formality but GACC wrote to him summarising our case, and 

pointing out that, unlike the CAA, he was permitted to take 

environmental considerations into account. The licence was rescinded, 

and no regular helicopter services have operated in the London area 

since then.  I still have the tie. 
 

As Gatwick grew ever busier there was increasing pressure for 

industrial and commercial development. Developers cast 

covetous eyes on all the green fields to the north of the airport, around 

Charlwood, which were designated as green belt where virtually no 

development was permitted. Throughout the 1980ôs and 90ôs there was 

a constant battle to resist planning applications, and then to fight the 

inevitable appeals. 
  

An investment company applied in 1983 for permission to build 

a high technology business park on 88 acres of green fields north of the 

airport. It was strongly opposed by Surrey County Council and by Mole 

Valley District Council; Hilary presented the Parish Council case, and 

permission was refused. Two years later another application, to build a 

400-bedroom hotel, 300 houses and a research centre on the same 

land was seen off. A comparatively minor point mentioned in the case 

against the first application was that it would have meant destroying 

about fifty fine oak trees. At the time of the second application it was 

discovered that the owner of the land had attempted to kill all the trees 

by cutting a ring of bark around each. 
 

Those were the two key planning decisions that have pre-

served the open country to the north of the airport. BAA were so 

pleased with the success of this policy, together with the landscaped 

River Mole diversion, that they advertised Gatwick in the national 

press as óthe airport in the country.ô  Unfortunately this attractive 

farmland looks an ideal site for a new runway. 
 

To the south of the airport, West Sussex County Council and 

Crawley Borough had a policy of preserving a strip of countryside, 

called somewhat pompously óThe Strategic Gapô, between the airport 
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and Crawley with the aim of preventing the town and the airpor t from 

coalescing. Sound planning. But it has created an open space into 

which a runway could be squeezed, and indeed it is this land that, since 

2003, has been safeguarded for a potential new Gatwick runway. 

 

Because around Gatwick there was so much money at stake, 

the developers could afford to pay for the best advocates. Debating 

with high -powered QCs sharpened our wits. When Tesco wanted to 

build a supermarket in Hookwood, they employed a barrister called 

Roy Van de Meer, later to become better known as the Inspector at 

the Heathrow Terminal 5 Inquiry. They got their supermarket but 

Hookwood got some surplus land which was landscaped into a 

childrenôs play area, the Withey. 

 

There are some people who take great joy, and derive great 

profit, in cocking a snook at the planning authorities. Peter Vallance 

was one such. He turned old turkey sheds on the Gatwick side of 

Charlwood into industrial units, eventually getting retrospective 

permission. He bought a bright red aeroplane and parked it at the 

entrance to his industrial units. Planning permission was refused. 

The aeroplane stayed put. Indeed he acquired 15 other aircraft of the 

1940 - 1960 era, and parked them in the field behind his works. The 

planning authority said it was green belt and that the planes must 

go. Vallance held open days for visitors, recruited hundreds of 

aviation enthusiasts to sign petitions, and applied for permission to 

build a large hangar with a taxiway leading off Gatwick airport. 

Those with suspicious minds saw a plot to expand the airport by 

stealth. Permission for the hangar was refused, and it has not been 

built. The planners, backed up by the Parish Council, imposed 

enforcement orders to remove the aircraft. Vallance appealed. The 

independent Inspector backed the council. But the Council was not 

prepared to face the adverse national publicity of sending in the 

bulldozers to break up this óunique collection of historic aircraftô. 

Stalemate continued for twelve years. Another planning application, 

for an even bigger hangar, was submitted in 2011. Again it was 
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refused. Again Vallance appealed. Again an Inspector backed the 

council, saying that, however valuable the aircraft collection, it was 

more important to preserve the green belt, especially in the gap 

between the airport and Charlwood. So still the aircraft stay put. 14 

 

Off-airport car parking has proved a profitable crop for local 

farmers. Even at £1 a day per car it yields far more than growing 

wheat or keeping sheep. As soon as the planners catch up with the 

cars in one field, it is easy to move them to another. Cowboy car 

parkers also have had a field day. One firm advertised óvalet 

parkingô, met unsuspecting victims at the airport, and dumped their 

cars on the side of public roads. Or made good use of them ï one 

owner of a rather smart car came back to find it full of confetti.  
 

Another problem has been the óestablished useô provision in the 

planning laws. If you can conduct a business use for four years without 

challenge, or build and occupy a house for ten years, you are 

automatically eligible for planning permission. One local farm 

concealed their large off-airport car park behind straw bales, and after 

four years admitted that they had deceived the planners but got their 

permission. A house was built hidden inside a barn. It is vexing when 

people make money by deception. A simple amendment to the law ï to 

prevent established use being claimed if council tax had not been paid 

ï would solve the problem. 
 

By and large, however, the planning system, operated by 

councillors  and dedicated council officers who care about the 

environment, has succeeded remarkably well in preserving the 

countryside around Gatwick.  

 

The 1980 Gatwick North Terminal Inquiry was followed by a 

public inquiry into the BAA proposal to develop Stansted.  It was hard 

fought by the residents of Hertfordshire and Essex, led by the doughty 

Susan Forsyth. To placate them the Inspector recommended that óan 

unequivocal assuranceô should be given that there would never be a 

second runway at Stansted. 
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The 1985 Airports Policy White Paper gave the go-ahead for 

Stansted and óunreservedly acceptedô the unequivocal assurance. That did 

not deter the British Airports Authority who proceeded to build an airport 

terminal obviously designed to be at the centre of a two-run way airport. 

The white paper also ruled out a new runway at Gatwick, stating: óThe 

Government believes that the provision of  a second runway would have 

unacceptable environmental implications ... the village of Charlwood 

would be destroyed...ô 

 

By 1989 the Select Committee on Transport was again 

recommending a second runway 

at Gatwick. Knowing that in those 

days the Committee consisted of 

backbench MPs who were 

transport enthusiasts but who had 

failed to get a Ministerial post, we 

did not take th e threat too 

seriously. It seemed a good 

opportunity to train up a new 

team of local campaigners. So we 

got together an inexperienced 

committee, and they decided the 

first thing to do was to raise some 

funds. An event was organised at 

a local country hotel with the 

special attraction of womenôs mud 

wrestling which, however sexy, seemed somewhat unconnected to 

influencing government aviation policy.  
 

The real crunch, however, came with the raffle for a red telephone 

box. In the excitement of the mud wrestlin g, only ten out of 300 tickets 

were sold. So the next day the hotel owner generously stumped up for the 

remaining 290, and installed the telephone box outside his front door. 

Then one of the ten asked when the draw was to be held. 300 counterfoils 

were put in a hat, and by a massive stroke of misfortune, one of the 

original ten drew lucky. She demanded her telephone box. The hotel 

owner had cemented it to the ground and maintained he had bought it. 
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Both sides were offered large sums of money but refused to budge. Both 

nearly went to court. All the energies of the anti -runway committee were 

absorbed in sorting out the telephone box imbroglio. Almost unnoticed, 

the Select Committee report was forgotten. 
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Down the Gatwick Gorge  

 
1990 ï 1994  

 

 

It was therefore with some surprise that in January 1990 I 

received an invitation from the Secretary of State for Transport to serve 

on the new RUCATSE Working Group. The curious acronym stood for 

RUnway CApacity in The South East, and the task, yet again, was to 

find the best place to build a new runway which, according to the 

forecasts made by the (pro-aviation) Civil Aviation Authority, would be 

needed by 2005. 
 

The study was led by the Transport Department (in those days it 

was The Department for Environment, Transport and the Regions ï 
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DETR). There were about forty members, half civil servants, a good 

many representatives from airlines and airports, plus two from each of 

four airport environmental groups. Neil Matthewson and I represented 

GACC, Norman Meade led for Stansted, Evelyn Attlee led for 

Heathrow, and Moira Logan spoke for the Airfields Environment 

Federation assisted by a young man called Tim Johnson.  We became 

firm friends.  

 

The three airport groups, Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted, 

immediately got together and agreed a ónon-aggression pactô: we would 

each fight our own corner but would not advocate puttin g the runway in 

each otherôs patch, and would not criticise each otherôs case. Previously 

airport campaigners had pressed for other airports to be expanded - 

anywhere but not in my backyard. In the 1980ôs the Surrey and West 

Sussex County Councils had set up a well-funded organisation to lobby for 

a new runway at Stansted.  Uttlesford District Council at Stansted 

retaliated by putting in a plan ning application for a new terminal at 

Heathrow. But our non -aggression pact stopped that and started a trend 

for all anti -airport groups to co-operate. We had learnt that only the 

airlines benefited when we fought each other; and learnt that one could 

not proclaim environmental purity while wishing environmental harm to 

others. Apart from one lapse which I will describe later, that principle has 

held firm during all the airport battles of the past twenty years.  

 

The full RUCATSE Working Group met every two months but in 

between there were meetings of the noise and environment subgroups. It 

was all conducted in secret, which was sensible in or-der not to blight 

dozens of different places. The first year was spent looking at alternative 

airports in the South East to see if any of them could provide relief for 

Heathrow and Gatwick. I remember especially the debate about the 

former US air base at Greenham Common, near Newbury. The man from 

the Ministry of Defence was wheeled in. óIt would be impossible to convert 

the air base to civil use,ô he explained patiently, óbecause there is a treaty 

with the Soviet Union which allows Russian inspectors to visit the base 

once a year to check that no nuclear weapons were stored there.ô When 

some of us in the environmental squad expressed doubt as to whether that 

was a sufficient reason to rule it out for a civil airport, he came up with 

another reason: óThere is a group of women anti-nuclear protesters 
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camped outside. If it was turned into a civil airport it would be very ba d 

publicity to have them camped outside the main entrance.ô  That too did 

not seem totally convincing.  

 

A firm of civil engineers put forward the idea of building a new 

airport on an artificial island in the Thames Estuary. They called it 

Marinair. The adv antages were that few people would be affected by 

noise or pollution, and there was unlimited space for future expansion. 

The terminal was to be onshore near Tilbury at a place called óMuckingô 

which seemed as unappetising as óFoul-nessô. Passengers were to be 

conveyed by high-speed bullet trains to the door of their aircraft. The 

civil servants were sceptical but invited the engineers, and their 

Japanese financial backers, to give a presentation to the RUCATSE 

Working Group. Instead of a constructive discussion on how the idea 

might be made to work, the airlines set about rubbishing it. The main 

objection I recall was that passengersô baggage would get lost on the 

transit from the terminal to the aircraft.  

 

The real flaw was that Marinair w ould only be financially viable if 

the number of flights at Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted were limited. As 

had been the case with Maplin twenty years previously, British Airways 

hated the idea of being forced to move some flights from Heathrow, and 

BAA (by now privatised) hated the idea that they might not be given 

ownership of the new airport.  

 

Thus the Transport Department ruled out Greenham Com-mon, 

ruled out Marinair, and ruled out everywhere else: the new runway 

must be at Heathrow, or Gatwick, or Stansted. 
 

The civil servants and their aviation friends got together and 

decided against a southern runway at Gatwick, mainly because it would 

be inefficient ï aircraft from the two existing terminals would have to 

cross the existing runway to get to the new runway. Instead they came 

up with a proposal for a new runway to the north of Gatwick. The plan 

was horrific. The runway would have run from Gildings Barn in 

Partridge Lane, Newdigate to The Black Horse pub in Hookwood, and 

would have pointed straight at Horley. An enormous cutting over a 
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kilometre wide and 50 metres deep would be excavated through Stan 

Hill.  
 

The RUCATSE runway options 
 

       
 

 

 

All the open fields between Charlwood and Horley would be turned 

into aircraft parking areas around a new terminal, with a new 

motorway link north of Horley.  
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The boundaries of the new airport were skilfully drawn to  leave 

Charlwood still standing but isolated between the two run -ways. When 

I asked at RUCATSE how people would get to the village, the answer 

from the civil servants was óThrough tunnels.ô When I pointed out that 

no one in their right minds would wish to l ive in such circumstances, 

the answer was óPerhaps the houses could be used as temporary 

accommodation for transient airport workers.ô 

 

 

 

The civil servants kept the calculation of ópassenger benefitsô 

until the last meeting of RUCATSE, when there was no time to analyse 

and challenge them. That looked like a deliberate ploy, remembering 

how the cost-benefit analysis of the Roskill Commission had come 

unstuck when closely examined. It was the beginning of an era when 

phoney ópassenger benefitsô were calculated by the Transport 

Department statisticians to justify overblown runway plans. Next time 

round we were able to demonstrate why the calculations were dubious. 
 

The report of RUCATSE was published in July 1993, at the same 

time as the Twyford Down road protests, and very inconveniently just 

three days before our daughterôs wedding. The eight of us from the 

environmental campaign groups wrote a minority report in which we 

argued that more weight should have been given to environmental 

issues; that the damage caused by a new runway at Heathrow, Gatwick 

or Stansted should rule these locations out; and that the possibility that 

several more runways might be required in future meant that an 

estuarial site, such as Marinair, should be given more constructive 

consideration.  
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Our minority report was not newsworthy and made no impact. 

We had to wait sixteen years until these views were adopted by the 

Coalition Government and the Mayor of London.  

 

Although the main report was carefully expressed in neutral terms, 

just giving the proôs and conôs of each site, the arguments looked distinctly 

weighted in favour of the Gatwick runway. A new full -length runway at 

Heathrow was virtually ruled out because it would mean demolishing 

3,300 houses, and the RUCATSE terms of reference curiously did not 

permit consideration of a shorter runway. Nor did it seem to make much 

sense to build a new runway at Stansted when none of the airlines wanted 

to go there. 
 

The report, in its drab civil service prose, was grim reading for 

Charlwood: óThe major off -site impact relates to the historic  village of 

Charlwood which ... would lie between the ends of the two runways. We 

considered that the location of the village in relation to the airport would 

severely compromise its habitability, and creates (sic) human and 

physical problems. Charlwood has 1,146 residents in 462 dwellings, with 

a conservation area comprising 42 listed buildings and a Norman 

church (Grade 1). Road access to Horley and to smaller settlements to 

the nort h would be severed probably necessitating the construction of 

road tunnels.ô 
 

In case anyone did not take the point, the report added; 

óCharlwood might well suffer the same fate as the former neighbouring 

village of Lowfield Heath on the airportôs southern boundary where 

airport uses have now taken over completely.  

 

At that stage there was no government announcement on whether 

Heathrow, Gatwick or Stansted was the preferred site, and the golden rule 

of all campaigns is to influence a decision before it is taken. Trying to 

reverse a government policy after it has been announced, with Ministers 

having to lose face and bow to public pressure, is far more difficult. So 

there was no time to lose. 
 

A public meeting was organised in Charlwood, and because of the 

numbers (and because it made better television) was transferred from the 

parish hall to the church. Over 350 people crammed  in, standing room 
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only. We explained the plans while a BBC television crew filmed from 

the pulpit. The Rector was asked if he got as many people to his Sunday 

services. óNoô, he replied, óbut I would if the Almighty was so foolish as 

to threaten to demolish this village!ô 

 

Yet of course a second runway would have affected a far wider 

area. It was not just a ólanding stripô as some of the press called it: it 

would have doubled the size of Gatwick with double the number of 

planes and double the noise.  During the following year I addressed 38 

other town and village meetings with audiences between 20 and 400, 

and members of our committee did other meetings. All voted 

unanimous opposition. One of the issues that caused most concern was 

the need to build tens of thousands of new houses for airport workers, 

which would have led to the destruction of much well -loved Sussex 

countryside. 
 

GACC, and many local councils and groups, prepared detailed 

responses to the consultation. Over 5,000 letters were sent to the 

Department of the Environment. But we realised that polite responses 

would not be sufficient: to influence the Government we had t o make a 

bigger fuss. 
 

The local authorities got together and decided to appoint a liaison 

officer - Liz Curtis who had cut her environmental teeth organising 

volunteers for the BTCV. She and Julie Lowe, chairman of the Charlwood 

Society, and I met once or twice a week to coordinate a joint campaign. 

The campaign slogan we chose was óDown the Gatwick Gorge: no run / 

wayô ï the gorge being the proposed cutting through Stan Hill. The 

message was designed to warn the public of the potential safety hazards, 

but in practice it proved somewhat too abstruse and never really caught 

on. 
 

Liz organised a council tax petition in which 4,500 people asked to 

have their council tax valuation reduced because the value of their 

property had been blighted. This was a novel type of petition  

which we hoped would be newsworthy, but it failed to make the national 

press, and had a downside. Several months later the District Valuation 

Officer decided that the petition represented 4,500 applications for tax 
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reassessments, and asked GACC whether we wished to undertake the 

work involved in representing all those who had signed. 

 

Graham Capel from Newdigate constructed a ónoise vanô which 

toured the area making a roar like an aircraft taking off. Every 

Saturday Graham and Julie took the van ï when it did not break down 

ï to a town centre, Horley, Redhill, Reigate, Dorking, Cranleigh, 

Horsham, and Crawley, and to many villages, and handed out 

thousands of leaflets describing the fate that would befall the area. 

 

Julie organised 25 villages all to ring their church bells and light 

bonfires one evening in February to warn of impending danger in the 

time-honoured fashion. Unfortunately the evening was cold and wet, 

and by pure bad luck, at the same time the IRA launched a mortar 

attack on Heathrow. The police, jittery that our protest was an attack 

on Gatwick, went round putting out all the bonfires and threatening to 

arrest the bedraggled villagers standing around them. In the way of the 

world, the three IRA men who broke the law  got all the headlines in the 

national press, and our damp law-abiding protest got none. 

 

Liz arranged for the local authorities to send out leaflets to 

everyone on their electoral rolls ï over 100,000 leaflets. Hilary, who was 

that year Chairman of Mole Valley Council, led a delegation of the 

chairmen of all the neighbouring County and District councils to see the 

Aviation Minister. Allies were recruited, including the Woodland Trust 

(whose wood, Edolphs Copse, would have disappeared down the runway 

cuttin g), and SPAB, the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, 

who did a survey of all the historic buildings due to be destroyed or made 

uninhabitable by the runway. The Charlwood Parish Council dreamt up a 

óphoto petitionô. Photographs of all 500 houses in Charlwood, with a 

sentence from every householder saying why they did not want their 

house or village destroyed, were bound into a book and delivered t0    

Downing Street. 
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The chairman of 

the District Council had 

the traditional annual 

duty of arranging a civic 

church service. Hilary 

decided to hold it in 

Charlwood church. All 

the local dignitaries 

attended, including the 

High Sheriff in velvet and 

lace. Kenneth Baker read 

the lesson (on the 

Judgment of Solomon 

with, we assumed, the 

hidden meaning that 


