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Planes, pollution, planning and politics
Explore life in the shadow of a busy international airport

 �Going for a walk close to one of the 
world’s busiest international airports 
might seem a strange choice. Yet right 
on the edge of London Heathrow is a 
surprising landscape of natural scenery 
and historic villages.
 �
 �Find out why this site was originally 
chosen for the airport and how 
politicians have struggled ever since to 
manage its growth. Stand on the centre 
line of a proposed new runway and 
hear arguments for and against airport 
expansion. 
 �
 �Experience for yourself the noise of aircraft and motorways and learn how they affect the 
air you breathe.

 �
 �On the other hand, discover how 
planning regulations have helped to 
protect buildings and preserve a green 
haven for birds and wildflowers. 
 �
 �Visit a barn which poet John Betjeman 
described as the ‘Cathedral of Middlesex’ 
and enjoy a restored moor that has 
earned the Wildlife Trusts’ Biodiversity 
Benchmark. 
 �
 �This is a place where people and planes 
co-exist, and where planners and 
politicians battle over their future.
 �

 �

A plane landing at Heathrow runway 27L
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

Rape seed field near Colnbrook
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain
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 �Route overview
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Practical information   

 �Location
 �

 �Getting there
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �Start and 
 �finish point

 �Distance
 �
 �
 �Directions from 
railway and 
bus station to 
start
 �

 �Harmondsworth, Middlesex (inside London Borough of Hillingdon)

Train - The nearest railway station is West Drayton (2 miles away). 
Regular direct services link to London Paddington, Reading, Bristol 
Temple Meads and Oxford.

Underground - The nearest stations are Heathrow Terminal 5, 
Heathrow Terminals 1-3 and Hatton Cross.

Bus - Served from Heathrow Central and Uxbridge (U3) and Hayes 
Town (350). Routes 222, 350, U1, U3 and U5 link West Drayton 
station and central London. 

Car - The main road into Harmondsworth is the A3044. Access is 
via Junction 4 of the M4 and Junction 14 of the M25. Some parking 
is usually available in Harmondsworth village.

Harmondsworth Village Green, West Drayton, Middlesex UB7 0AQ

5 ½ miles

You are advised to take a bus from West Drayton (routes 350 or U3) 
to Harmondsworth. The nearest stops to the village are on Hatch 
Lane at the end of Harmondsworth High Street.

To walk from West Drayton station turn left and go up to the 
roundabout. Turn left at the roundabout and go under the railway 
bridge onto Station Road. Pass the library then turn right into 
Church Road. Turn into the park on the left. Follow the straight 
path through the park past Laurel Lane School and emerge by 
Rowan Road. You can now use the map on page 8 of this booklet to 
make your way to Harmondsworth Village Green. 
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 �Level
 �
 �
 �Conditions
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �Suitable for
 �
 �
 �
 �

 �Refreshments
 �
 �
 �
 �
 �

 �Toilets
 �
 �
 �
 �Access 
 �information 
 �
 �

 �Places to visit
 �
 �

Gentle – A mostly flat route through villages and parkland
 �
 �
 �Good footpaths throughout, mainly on quiet roads. Two busy dual 
carriageways to cross. Be aware that Stop 15 especially can be very 
noisy.
 �
 �
 �Families – Take care when crossing the dual carriageways. Children 
of all ages usually enjoy the thrill of plane spotting. 

 �Dogs - Must be kept on a lead 

 �
 �
 �There are some pubs along the route that serve food including The 
Five Bells in Harmondsworth (at the start/finish) plus The White 
Horse and Kings Arms pubs in Longford (after Stop 16).

 �There are picnic areas on Harmondsworth Moor (Stops 11 to13) so 
you may want to take a packed lunch.
 �
 �
 �There are no public conveniences along the route. Customers can 
use facilities in the pubs.
 �
 �
 �The gate to British Airways Waterside (Stop 11) is locked between 
6am and 10:30am Mondays to Fridays. Please use the alternative 
Direction 10 if you are doing the walk during these hours. 
 �
 �
 �Harmondsworth Great Barn is managed by English Heritage. It 
is open from April to October on certain Sundays of each month. 
Free entry. Tel: 0870 333 1181
 � 
 �The Keyhole at Harmondsworth Moor is a good place for plane 
watching. You may want to bring binoculars.
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 �First part of the route

 �Stopping points

 �S.  �Harmondsworth Village 
Green
 �
 �Harmondsworth Great 
Barn

 �
 �St Mary’s Church 
graveyard
 �
 �Saxon Lake
 �
 �M4 motorway bridge
 �
 �Houses at Little Benty, 
beside the M4
 �
 �Entrance to Colne Valley 
Park

 �

 �River Colne, Colne Valley 
Park
 �
 �Entrance to 
Harmondsworth Moor

 �6.

 �2.

 �3.

 �4.

 �5.

 �7.

 �8.

 �9.
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 �Second part of the route

 �Stopping points

 � 10.  �Saxon Freight Centre, Saxon Way

 �British Airways Waterside, Swan Lake

 �Canadian Memorial, Harmondsworth Moor

 �The Keyhole, Harmondsworth Moor

 �11.

 �12.

 �13.
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 �Third part of the route

 �Stopping points

 �14. 

 �15. 

 �16.

 �17.

 �18. 

 �19.

 �20.

 �F.  

 �Kissing gate on Bath Road

 �Under the flightpath, Bath Road

 �King’s Bridge over Longford River

 �Green Gates, Longford

 �Bus stop on Bath Road

 �Colnbrook Immigration Removal Centre

 �Harmondsworth Hall, Summerhouse Lane

 �Harmondsworth Village Green
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 �Directions 1
 �Walk between the Five Bells Pub and St Mary’s Church up to a large gate. You should be 
able to see a large barn on the other side. If you are here on a Sunday when the gate is open, 
go up to the barn. Otherwise look at it from the gate. 

 �Welcome to Harmondsworth. This 
small Middlesex village can trace 
its history back to the Domesday 
Book. It also lies on the northwest 
edge of a vast twentieth-century 
development: London’s Heathrow 
airport. 
 �
 �Heathrow is one of the world’s 
largest airports and you may well 
have flown from there. In fact, 
until it was overtaken recently by 
Dubai it handled more international 
passengers than any other airport.
 �
 �However, very few travellers explore anything outside the airport boundary - other than the 
long-stay car parks and hotels. Most people probably assume that the surrounding area is noisy, 
congested and polluted. If those are your views then this walk might surprise you. Planning 
regulations have helped to preserve and restore some natural places as well as historic villages. 
We will visit some of these on this walk. 
 �
 �We will also find out how the airport first came about, how it operates today, and the never-ending 
political debate about the need for further expansion. We will explore what it is like to live so close 
to a major airport and how it affects people’s health and well-being. We hope that this walk will 
help you to evaluate all sides of the argument in one of the big challenges facing our country today.  
 �
 �The circular route is just over 5 miles long. It follows footpaths and quiet streets but there are two 
busy roads to cross so take extra care here, especially if you are with children.
 �
 �
 �
 �

1. Welcome to Harmondsworth
Harmondsworth Village Green 

Harmondsworth Village Green
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain
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 �This is the Harmondsworth Great Barn, a structure that dates back to 1426. It was used to store 
cereal crops and was in agricultural use until as recently as 1978. From the outside it might look 
big but fairly ordinary but inside it has a magnificent oak structure. The poet Sir John Betjeman 
described it as the ‘Cathedral of Middlesex’. 
 �
 �English Heritage ranks the barn with the Houses of Parliament and Westminster Abbey for its 
exceptional architectural and historic interest. It is protected as a Grade I listed building and, 
until recently, was also a Scheduled Ancient Monument. We have recognised the need to protect 
ancient monuments since 1882, and powers to ‘list’ important buildings first appeared in the Town 
and Country Planning Act of 1947. 
 �
 �Twenty years later the Civic Amenities Act introduced the concept of Conservation Areas to preserve 
or enhance areas of special architectural or historic interest. Harmondsworth village became one 
of the first in the London Borough of Hillingdon and this has undoubtedly helped it retain much 
of its character.
 �
 �Harmondsworth is one of three historic villages less than a mile from each other that lie in the 
shadow of Heathrow. They all share an uneasy relationship with the airport. While they benefit from 
trade and employment opportunities, they also suffer the constant threat of airport expansion. 
Villagers fear having their lives blighted even more by noise and pollution or even losing their 
homes. We’ll find out more details about the airport expansion proposals throughout the walk.

2. The Cathedral of Middlesex
Harmondsworth Great Barn, High Street

 �Directions 2
 �If you have come on a Sunday when the barn is open, it is well worth a visit. When you are 
ready, go back towards the village green and enter the churchyard on the left. Go to the right 
of the church and stop in the graveyard. 

The ‘Cathedral of Middlesex’ - Harmondsworth Great Barn
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain
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 �Villagers in Harmondsworth have been 
worshipping at St Mary’s Church for hundreds 
of years and parts of the building date back 
to the twelfth century. However, the relative 
tranquillity that they have enjoyed has been 
threatened on and off ever since Heathrow 
airport was established. 
 �
 �It certainly came under serious threat in 2003 
when the government of the time decided that 
London needed more airport capacity. They 
decided that two new runways should be built 
in the southeast of England: one at Stansted 
airport and one here at Heathrow.
 �
 �The new runway was to be just 200 metres beyond the church with the airport boundary running 
along the edge of the graveyard. The village would survive but it would be surrounded on two sides 
by the airport fence. Meanwhile, the neighbouring village of Sipson would be demolished.

 �

3. The price of peace
St Mary’s Church graveyard, High Street

St Mary’s Church graveyard
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

 �Directions 3
 �Follow the path through the churchyard and leave through the gate. Follow the footpath 
across the field for about 200 metres. Stop by a lake where a path joins from the left.

St Mary’s Church
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

 �The airport’s owner offered financial schemes to 
protect the values of some properties but could 
do nothing to counter the fear and uncertainty 
felt by many villagers.
 �
 �One of the roles of government is to make 
difficult decisions about major infrastructure 
developments such as roads, railways, power 
stations and wind farms. These benefit the 
nation as a whole but invariably affect the lives 
of people who live nearby and so are fraught 
with difficulties.
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 �The noise from the M4 motoway does not 
seem to affect the birds attracted to this 
lake which was created in a former gravel 
pit. Imagine, though, the noise here if a 
new runway was built. We are standing 
right on the centre line of the third runway 
proposed in 2003. Stand with the lake 
behind you and you will be looking east 
directly along its length.
 �
 �The new runway was to be shorter than 
Heathrow’s two existing runways and for 
use mainly by smaller aircraft flying to 
Europe. It was to have its own terminal 
building and be connected to the existing 
airport by taxiways for aircraft and a rapid 
transit system for passengers. 
 �
 �With many European flights using the new runway, there would be more capacity on the older 
ones. Many businesses feel that new flight destinations to China, India and Brazil are vital to 
maintaining Britain’s competitiveness in the world. Various estimates have been made for how 
much economic value more flights would bring. All of these estimates are hotly-disputed by those 
opposed to expansion.
 �
 �Some people object because aviation emissions contribute to climate change. Others believe that 
there is already too much noise and pollution around Heathrow and that if any additional capacity 
is needed it should be built elsewhere. 
 �
 �The Conservative Party campaigned against the expansion plans that had been set out by the 
previous Labour government. Once in power as part of the Coalition government, they scrapped 
the Heathrow expansion plans in 2010. However, that did not stop the debate about the ongoing 
need for airport expansion. In fact, several new expansion plans have been suggested. One of 
these would wipe out Harmondsworth, Longford and most of this walk!

4. On the centre line
Saxon Lake

 �Directions 4
 �Continue along the footpath with Saxon Lake on your left until you reach a pedestrian bridge 
crossing the M4 motorway. Walk onto the bridge and stop on the first span overlooking the 
carriageway.

Saxon Lake
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain
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 �How busy is the M4 below us? In 15 
seconds try to count how many vehicles 
go underneath. On an average day over 
150,000 vehicles zoom (or crawl in a traffic 
jam) past here, many of them heading to 
or from the airport. 
 �
 �About 40 per cent of passengers travel 
to Heathrow by public transport; the rest 
come by private car or taxi. The busiest 
stretch of motorway in the whole of the 
UK is in fact the nearby stretch of the M25 
past Heathrow. It frequently carries over 
200,000 vehicles a day.

 �
 �Planning for sufficient surface access is vital for any 
airport. When the government proposed a third Heathrow 
runway it believed that a new rail link to the central 
London terminus of Waterloo, more London Underground 
capacity, and more buses and coaches would be sufficient 
support. Even so, an increase in car journeys was predicted. 
The government made it clear that it would not widen the 
M4 so the percentage of airport-related traffic here was 
predicted to rise to over one-third of all vehicles.
 �
 � Exhaust gases from the traffic below are another cause for 
concern because they include some harmful pollutants. 
You may have noticed Low Emission Zone signs if you drive 
towards London. This scheme is managed by Transport 
for London and aims to discourage older trucks and buses 
which are the biggest culprits. Vehicles which do not 
comply with the latest standards can only enter the zone 
if they pay a daily fee of up to £200.

5. Motorway madness
M4 Motorway pedestrian bridge 

 �Directions 5
 �Continue across the bridge and go through the gate at the bottom of the ramp.

Traffic on the M4 motorway
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

Low emission zone sign
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain
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 �Pollution is anything in the environment that 
can cause harm. These houses close to the 
motorway certainly suffer from noise pollution 
but do they also suffer from air pollution? 
 �
 �After the great smog of 1952 caused 40,000 
deaths in London, the Clean Air Act was passed. 
Local authorities were allowed to ban the use of 
coal for domestic fires. This made a significant 
difference in London and, as a result, today we 
enjoy much cleaner air. However two invisible 
pollutants are now a concern: particulates and 
nitrogen dioxide. 
 �
 �Particulates are tiny pieces of matter which 
can be carried deep into the lungs. This might 
be dust that has been carried hundreds of 
miles but in urban areas most comes from the 
exhausts of road traffic. 
 �
 �Older diesel vehicles are a particular problem. The World Health Organisation claims that 
particulates affect more people than any other pollutant. Chronic exposure adds to the risk of 
developing cardiovascular and respiratory diseases as well as lung cancer. 
 �
 �Nitrogen dioxide can also irritate the lungs and lower resistance to respiratory infections. Again 
the largest source is road vehicles, particularly from diesel engines, but aircraft engines are also a 
contributor. Concentrations drop rapidly a short distance away from a source so people who live 
or work very close to busy roads are likely to be most affected. 
 �
 �Local authorities are required to monitor air quality and develop improvement plans where it is 
poor. Hillingdon has a local action plan and has campaigned against the expansion of Heathrow. 
However there is little it can do on its own about vehicle exhaust along motorways. We will find out 
more about air quality when we get closer to the airport itself. 

6. Invisible irritants
Houses in Little Benty beside the M4

 �Directions 6
 �With your back to the motorway follow the road leading directly ahead then turn first 
left into Magnolia Street. After 150 metres turn right at the T-junction and continue for a 
further 200 metres to another T-junction. Turn left and immediately left again stopping at 
the kissing gate with a noticeboard by it.

Nelson’s column during the Great Smog of 1952
© N T Stobbs, Geograph (CCL)
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 �We have just walked through a 1960s 
housing estate and are about to enter the 
Colne Valley Park. It was formed in 1965 
and is the first stretch of countryside to 
the west of London. This long thin strip 
covers 27,500 acres and follows the River 
Colne for 13 miles. It stretches from 
Rickmansworth in the north to Staines 
in the south, where the Colne joins the 
Thames.
 �
 �We value and protect green spaces in 
many different ways. These can range from 
National Parks and Areas of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty to Nature Reserves, local 
parks and gardens. 
 �
 �Here a Community Interest Company has been created to conserve and enhance the park and 
provide opportunities for recreation. Over 40 different organisations are members including local 
authorities, parish councils, private companies, interest groups and charities.

 �

7. Green guardians
Entrance to Colne Valley Park

 �Directions 7
 �Go through the gate and follow the footpath for about 500 metres, stopping by the river just 
before a motorway bridge.

Bullrushes in Colne Valley Park
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

The River Colne, Colne Valley Park
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

 �The most important way we prevent urban 
growth is by designating land around our towns 
and cities as Green Belt. National Planning Policy 
requires local authorities not only to protect the 
Green Belt but also to actively manage it. This 
includes providing access for recreation and 
sport and improving any damaged land. 
 �
 �We are going to walk through Green Belt land as 
we follow the River Colne for the next mile or so, 
and we will see some areas where improvement 
has taken place. This beautiful natural corridor 
is marred only by the background noise of cars 
and aircraft.
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 �We have now reached the point where 
the River Colne passes under the M4 
motorway. The Green Belt Policy has 
helped to protect the Colne Valley Park 
from urbanisation but it still comes under 
tremendous pressure from other major 
infrastructure. 
 �
 �The M4 here was opened at about the 
same time that the park was created. Since 
then both the M40 and M25 motorways 
have been built through it. Now another 
major surface transport artery is planned 
to cross the park.
 �
 �What are your views about the proposed high speed rail link (HS2) from London to the North? It is 
planned to cross the Colne Valley Park by a viaduct north of here over Broadwater Lake. 

8. Not so high speed
Bridge over the River Colne, Colne Valley Park

 �Directions 8
 �Follow the path under the motorway. Pass a path on the left and bear right. When you 
reach the other side of the lake take the first path to the right. After another 100 metres stop 
on a wooden bridge.

M4 motorway bridge over the River Colne
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

The existing High Speed 1 link at the Channel Tunnel
©  Clem Rutter, Wikimedia Commons (CCL)

 �
 �The government believes that HS2 is needed 
to relieve the congested West Coast Main Line 
and bring economic benefits to Birmingham, 
Manchester and Leeds. However, the proposed 
route through the Chilterns has attracted a great 
deal of opposition.  
 �
 �Many different routes for this new rail line were 
evaluated including one that would have linked 
with Heathrow. All were rejected as more costly 
with lower economic benefits and none was 
said to have significantly better impacts on the 
environment.
 �

 �These major infrastructure projects have a long duration, usually spanning decades from proposal 
and scoping to construction and opening. So only time will tell whether HS2, like Heathrow’s 
expansion, will actually go ahead.
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 �This bridge leads to Harmondsworth Moor, an area that was once full of gravel pits. Gravel extraction 
scarred the landscape with large holes that were later used as land fill sites for waste. After that 
Harmondsworth Moor was abandoned and left derelict. In the meantime, British Airways acquired 
a site on the edge of the moor which it called Prospect Park. In 1990 the company applied for 
permission to build a new corporate headquarters there. 
 �
 �Hillingdon Council’s planning policy is to keep activities directly related to the airport within the 
airport boundary. It would not therefore have supported this development had it not been for the 
fact that the airline promised to landscape and restore Harmondsworth Moor to its natural state.  
 �
 �Nevertheless this is part of the Metropolitan Green Belt around Greater London so the plans 
had to be referred to the Department of the Environment and be subject to a Public Inquiry. The 
planning inspector concluded that the environmental improvements justified the loss of land for 
the offices. See if you agree.
 �
 �The 40 acre park opened to the public in June 2000 and has since earned the Green Flag Award, 
which recognises the best green spaces in the country, and the Wildlife Trust’s Biodiversity 
Benchmark. There are several miles of high-grade river banks, lakes, ponds, grassland and young 
woodland. It is home to a wealth of wildlife and several rare species have been spotted including 
insects such as the stag beetle, river and marshland plants, skylarks and harvest mice.

9. Prospect Park
Bridge over River Colne into Harmonsdworth Moor

 �Directions 9
 �Cross the bridge and take the path immediately to your left following close to the River 
Colne. Follow the riverside path until you reach the next bridge on your left. Cross the bridge 
into Accommodation Lane and stop by the entrance to Saxon Freight Centre.

Harmondsworth Moor is now home to wildlife including stag beetles, skylarks, harvest mice
Ochi / Alpsdake / Sven Tesche, Wikimedia Commons (CCL)
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 �This freight centre is just one small example 
of the employment opportunities that the 
airport brings. Heathrow directly employs 
about 76,500 people. Taking indirect 
businesses like these into account that rises 
to 114,000 or 22 per cent of all the jobs in the 
local area.
 �
 �Heathrow is known as a hub airport 
because it has a wide network of flight 
routes that connect passengers and freight 
to destinations all over the world. It is this 
status as a hub that is at the centre of the 
airport expansion debate. 
 �
 �Heathrow achieves its wide network because many passengers transit here, connecting from one 
flight to another, not necessarily stopping here in the UK. This helps airlines to serve destinations 
that would not otherwise be profitable based only on passengers starting or terminating their 
journeys here. 
 �
 �In fact, about one-third of Heathrow passengers connect from another flight and in 2012 the 
airport had direct services to 162 destinations. However, that number is falling because the airport 
is operating at capacity and airlines are dropping less profitable routes. Paris, Frankfurt and 
Amsterdam airports all have wider networks.

10. Hub and spoke
Saxon Freight Centre, Saxon Way

Saxon Freight Centre sign
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

The Arrivals board and Departures concourse at Terminal 5
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain
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 �Directions 10
 �Continue along Accommodation Lane. After about 100 metres where the road turns left 
keep straight on. After another 100 metres, just before a bridge,  go through a wooden gate 
to your right and join a footpath. Continue until you reach a lake with modern buildings 
beyond it. 
 �
 �Note: The gate is locked between 6am and 10:30am from Monday to Friday. If you are here 
during these times then you will have to skip the next stop and follow these directions instead 
to arrive at Stop 12:
 �
 �Return to the bridge and cross over, taking the path immediately to your left following the 
river. After 200 metres by another bridge take the path uphill to your right and stop after 
100 metres by a memorial stone.

 �Business organisations feel that it is critical to have flights to more destinations in the fast-growing 
economies of the world. Airlines say they can only support such services from a hub airport, and 
there is room for only one hub. At the time of creating this walk the Mayor of London was Boris 
Johnson. His view was that Heathrow is in the wrong place and that a new hub should be built in 
the Thames Estuary. Experts say that would mean Heathrow would have to close, with massive job 
losses which we can’t afford. There you have the debate in a nutshell!

Map of proposed sites for a Thames Estuary airport (June 2013)
1 - Cliffe, 2 - Isle of Grain, 3 - Maplin Sands, 4 - Isle of Sheppey, 5 - Shivering Sands

Wikimedia Commons (CCL)
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 �In front of us is Swan Lake which was 
created from another old gravel works. 
Beyond it is British Airways’ headquarters, 
known as Waterside. The building includes 
some innovative design features. For 
example, there are many meeting rooms 
but no private offices and most employees 
do not have their own dedicated desk. 
 �
 �Informality is encouraged and meetings 
can be conducted in a covered ‘street’ 
running down the centre of the building 
which contains cafés, a supermarket, a 
bank and even a hairdresser. Employees 
also benefit from the view of and access to 
the restored parkland.

11. Part time parking
British Airways Waterside, Swan Lake

 �Directions 11
 �With Swan Lake on your left follow the footpath until you come to a signpost for Pulpit 
Bridge. Turn right and go through the gate. Cross the road and go through another gate 
towards a car park. Follow the footpath for about 200 metres to the bridge. Cross over and 
take the footpath straight ahead uphill. Stop after 100 metres by a memorial stone on the 
left of the path. There is a bench here to sit down on if you like.

British Airways Waterside headquarters
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

The notice on the way to Waterside
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

 �However, among the many conditions that were 
imposed when planning approval was granted for 
this building was a limit on car parking. There are 
insufficient spaces in the underground car park for 
everyone to drive to work so the airline restricts 
employee parking to only four days out of five. 
 �
 �Car sharing and working from home are encouraged; 
a free bus service also runs to the Underground 
station at Hatton Cross. This is also the reason why 
the gate you entered is locked on weekday mornings. 
The airline does not want employees parking all 
day in the public car parks built for visitors to 
Harmondsworth Moor. 
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 �This memorial is to the seven-man crew of a Royal 
Canadian Air Force Halifax Bomber that crashed 
here in 1943 during the Second World War. It was 
returning to its base at Leeming in North Yorkshire 
after a bombing raid to France.  Heathrow did not 
exist then but plans were already being made to 
create it. 
 �
 �The Air Ministry used a wartime emergency 
requisition order in 1944 to acquire Fairey 
Aviation and its grass airfield close to the hamlet of 
Heathrow. It also acquired surrounding farms and 
houses. This was ostensibly for a base needed for 
long range aircraft to support the war with Japan. 
 �
 �Eviction notices were issued and construction work began but the war ended before the airport 
had been completed. It was transferred to the Ministry of Civil Aviation in 1946 when commercial 
flights began. BOAC’s first scheduled flight was an Avro Lancaster which flew to Australia on a 
route operated jointly with Qantas.

 �
 �Harold Balfour was Under Secretary of State 
for Air at the time and he subsequently wrote 
in his autobiography that he had always 
intended that Heathrow should become a 
civil airport. He had been able to overcome 
opposition from his fellow Ministers for 
Agriculture and Housing to gain Cabinet 
approval for the military airport. By using 
War Powers he had also been able to avoid 
a lengthy public inquiry.
 �

 �What would the area around Heathrow look like today if Harold Balfour had not been able to avoid 
the normal planning process?

Canadian Air Force memorial
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

12. Political plotting
Canadian Memorial, Harmondsworth Moor 

 �Directions 12
 �Continue along the footpath keeping left and until you reach a gate before a wide track. 
Go through the gate and turn left over a bridge. Go through the gate on the left then turn 
immediately left and then fork right following a signpost to The Keyhole. At the top of the 
hill stop at The Keyhole which is a feature made of large stone blocks.

BOAC Avro Lancaster
Wikimedia Commons (CCL)
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 �This stone feature is called The Keyhole. Stop for 
a rest here and you will be sitting on Waterloo 
Bridge! When the old road bridge across the 
Thames in central London was demolished 
in the 1930s most of the stone was stored on 
Harmondsworth Moor. You may spot more blocks 
that have been used as part of the landscaping of 
the park.
 �
 �Stand on the mound and you should be able to 
see aircraft operating at Heathrow. You should 
also be able to spot the control tower and the 
curved roof of Terminal 5. 
 �
 �Before Terminal 5 opened in 2008 Heathrow had a reputation for being shabby. Punctuality was 
poor and a number of strikes and weather events had brought the airport to its knees. The scenes 
of passengers stranded in the airport’s terminals were beamed around the world. Heathrow had 
become a national disgrace. Despite this need, there was a lot of local opposition to this terminal 
and the Planning Inquiry lasted almost four years. The government finally gave the go ahead more 
than eight years after the initial planning application. 

 �

13. Terminal trouble
The Keyhole, Harmondsworth Moor

 �Directions 13
 �With The Keyhole behind you, make your way to the path and follow it towards the airport. 
Take the right fork down to the river. Cross the footbridge and turn immediately right. 
Follow this wide wooded track by the river and stay on it as it bends left by another bridge. At 
a Public Bridleway sign take the right fork and pass under the road flyover. On the other side 
bear left then turn right to pass the old road bridge. Continue along the wooded track for 
400 metres until you reach another road. Cross over and turn left. Stop by a kissing gate. 

Heathrow Terminal 5 building
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

The Keyhole
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

 �The opening of Terminal 5 itself was 
something of a disaster when problems 
with the baggage systems caused mass 
cancellations. These teething problems 
were soon overcome and the terminal 
now offers passengers a much-improved 
experience. A replacement for Terminal 2 is 
due to open in 2014. As it is a replacement 
rather than a new building, it was approved 
much more quickly and without an inquiry.
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 �How safe do you feel standing here? We 
are now very close to Heathrow’s northern 
runway and inside what is known as a 
Public Safely Zone. These are areas at the 
end of runways where planners control 
new development to restrict the number 
of people who may be exposed to an 
aircraft accident on take-off or landing.  
 �
 �Don’t get too worried though! You would 
have to live here for a year to have a one 
in 100,000 chance of being killed and you 
are five times more likely to be killed in a 
car accident.
 �
 �Aircraft normally land and take off into the wind. When the airport was first created, it was built 
with a network of runways pointing in many different directions. Aircraft in those days were more 
sensitive to wind direction so the most appropriate runway could be used for the conditions at the 
time.  

 �Directions 14
 �Go through the gate, turn right and cross over the road. Follow the stony track and stop 
after about 100 metres at the top of the slope.

14. Safety first
Kissing gate on Bath Road

BA38 that crashed on landing in 2008
Wikimedia Commons (CCL)

Aerial view of Heathrow Airport in 1955, 
showing the runways built in various directions 

Wikimedia Commons (CCL)

 �
 �Modern aircraft are far less sensitive and 
Heathrow now has just two runways, both 
of which run east-west. The prevailing 
wind here is from the west and for about 
three quarters of the time aircraft arrive 
from the east, descending over central 
London, and depart to the west at this 
end of the airport towards Windsor.
 �
 �Today aircraft arrive and depart every 
90 seconds. Would Harold Balfour have 
chosen Heathrow as the location for 
London’s airport if he had known then 
that it would lead to so many aircraft 
flying directly over central London?
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 �Do you find it noisy here? At this 
point we are directly under the flight 
path. If this end of the runway is 
being used for take offs then you will 
be able to compare the levels of noise 
from different aircraft types. 
 �
 �Although modern aircraft are far less 
noisy than they used to be, around 
a quarter of a million local people 
live with an average continuous 
noise level above 57 decibels. The 
government takes that to be the level 
at which people start to become 
significantly annoyed. Campaigners 
argue that it begins at lower levels. 
 �
 �To provide some alleviation for those who live under the flight path, a system of runway alternation 
is used. One runway is normally used for departures and the other for arrivals; at 3pm each day 
they are switched. This procedure is highly valued by those who live under the flight path because 
it provides predictable periods of respite from noise.
 �
 �The most contentious noise issue of all occurs after dark. About 15 flights are allowed to operate 
each night between 11.30pm and 6am. These are almost all early morning long haul arrivals 
starting with flights from Hong Kong at around 4.30am. These are particularly unpopular because 
people complain that they are woken up and unable to get back to sleep.
 �
 �

15. Noise nuisance
Directly under the flight path, by Bath Road

 �Directions 15
 �Return to the road, cross back over and turn right. After about 250 metres you will come 
to a large roundabout. Carefully cross the dual carriageway to the left of the roundabout. 
Take care with children here as vehicles can be travelling fast. Continue past the roundabout 
towards Longford. Stop after about 50 metres by a bridge which has a royal crest on it.

Noisy neighbours overhead...
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain
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 �Look on the side of this attractive bridge 
and you will see the royal crown of William 
IV and the date 1834. Under it flows 
the Longford River which is an artificial 
waterway dug two hundred years earlier 
on the orders of Charles I. He built it to take 
water from the River Colne to supply Bushy 
Park and Hampton Court Palace.
 �
 �The Duke of Northumberland River is 
another manmade waterway fed by the 
River Colne. It was dug even earlier in the 
reign of King Henry VIII to supply water to 
the Duke’s mills. Both of these rivers ran 
across the site of the airport and had to be 
buried in culverts under the runways. 

16. Feeding fountains
King’s Bridge over the Longford River

 �Directions 16
 �Continue along the road through Longford. Cross over to the White Horse pub. About 100 
metres further look for a footpath on your right by a village notice board. Go through the 
gate and follow the path. Stop when you reach a large green box on the right.

The royal crest on King’s Bridge
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

 �Terminal 5 could not be built without disturbing 
these rivers. Diverting them was very complex 
and was subject to separate planning approval. 
Just beyond the bridge the rivers come together 
and flow in open channels side by side skirting 
the airport. Silts from the original rivers were 
transferred to the new location together with 
water voles, plants, fish and freshwater mussels. 
The banks were also naturalised to provide a 
habitat for small mammals.
 �
 �We are now going to walk through the village of 
Longford. It lies right on the edge of the airport. 
However, like Harmondsworth, it has a long 
history and has managed to retain some of its 
old buildings and character.

The Longford River feeds the Diana Fountain in Bushy Park © 
© Robin Webster, Geograph (CCL)



28

 �What do you think this large green box is? No, 
it doesn’t belong to Dr Who! This is just one of 
many automatic monitors all around London 
which is continually sampling air quality. This 
site is known as ‘Green Gates’.
 �
 �Concentrations of particulates and nitrogen 
dioxide are both subject to limits under EU 
regulations. However, these are breached in 
many parts of London and the government is 
at risk of legal challenge and fines.
 �
 �Particulates do not exceed EU limits around the 
airport but they do in central London. The Low 
Emissions Zone that we heard about earlier is 
one attempt to try to curb this.

17. Going green
Green Gates, Longford

Green Gates air quality monitor
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

 �Directions 17
 �Continue along the path and rejoin the road. Turn right and continue by the road for about 
300 metres. Stop by a bus stop opposite a Premier Inn hotel.

Driverless pods transport people from car parks
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

 �
 �On the other hand, nitrogen dioxide 
concentrations do exceed limits at some 
locations around the airport. Road vehicles are 
the largest source but aircraft engines are also a 
significant factor. 
 �
 �We are now very close to the runway so you 
might expect this monitor to record high 
concentrations of nitrogen dioxide. In fact, it 
doesn’t. The level here is below the EU limit but 
by a road at the other end of the runway, close 
to where aircraft start their take-off roll, the limit 
is usually exceeded. Concentrations are even 
higher in parts of central London where the EU 
limit is exceeded by two and a half times.

 �
 �So how can pollution levels be reduced? New aircraft with lower emissions will help around the 
airport but the situation for London as whole can only really be solved by having fewer or cleaner 
road vehicles.
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 �Look for the water pump just beside 
the bus stop. Although it is almost three 
metres high it’s easy to overlook among 
today’s clutter of street furniture. So what 
do you think it was used for? It looks 
like a pump but how could you operate 
something that big? 
 �
 �The road we have been following through 
Longford is the Old Bath Road which 
was originally the responsibility of the 
Colnbrook Turnpike Trust. The Trust 
installed the pump in around 1827. 
 �
 �Horse-drawn carriages were the fastest vehicles at that time but it would appear that there was a 
problem with particulates even then. This pump and others like it along the turnpike were installed 
to fill up tanks on carts which were then used to water the road to keep down the dust. 

18. A particular pump
Bus stop on Bath Road, Longford

 �Directions 18
 �Cross the road and take the footpath to the left of the Premier Inn hotel. When you reach 
the dual carriageway, cross over. Take great care because vehicles tend to travel fast here. 
Take the footpath immediately ahead of you away from the road. Stop after about 100 
metres by the pale modern building on the left behind a high fence.

One of Longford’s period houses
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

 �
 �Longford village has retained its character largely 
because of the foresight of the planners who 
diverted traffic onto the Colnbrook bypass in 
1928. 
 �
 �Like Harmondsworth, much of the village is 
covered by Conservation Area status but unlike 
Harmondsworth it does suffer from aircraft 
noise. It is fairly quiet when the southern runway 
is being used for departures but noisy when the 
northern runway is being used for take-off.  

Water pump on Old Bath Road
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain
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 �Heathrow is the largest passenger port in 
Britain with around 65 million international 
passengers arriving or departing each year. 
After a simple passport check, most people 
collect their baggage and enter the country 
quickly, many being met by the smiling 
faces of family or friends. For a few, though,  
it is not so straightforward.
 �
 �The modern buff-coloured building behind 
the high fence is the Colnbrook Immigration 
Removal Centre. Controlling immigration 
is another highly political issue and the 
Home Office’s Border Force is charged with 
keeping out those who are not entitled to 
enter the country.

 �Directions 19
 �Continue along the path past the Immigration Removal Centre and into a park. Pass 
Harmondsworth Primary School and bear left. When you join a road continue ahead for 
about 100 metres. Stop by Harmondsworth Hall on the left. 

19. An unfriendly welcome
Colnbrook Immigration Removal Centre

Colnbrook Immigration Removal Centre
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

Passengers arriving at Heathrow Terminal 5
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

 �
 �Around 20,000 people a year seek asylum in 
the UK, many fleeing war or persecution in 
their home countries. Most are allowed to live 
freely in the UK while their cases are reviewed 
but around 2,000 a year are held in secure 
centres. This one is one of the high-security 
facilities in the country where some of the 
more difficult cases are dealt with. Most of the 
people held here are waiting to be deported, 
hence its proximity to the airport. 
 �
 �On a lighter note, the UK has welcomed people 
from all over the world for centuries. London 
is a very diverse city and the workforce at 
Heathrow reflects this with 57 per cent being 
white British, 14 per cent Indian, and 12 per 
cent from other European countries.
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 �How quiet is it here? We are back in 
Harmondsworth and almost at the end of 
our walk. This is Harmondsworth Hall, an 
attractive Grade II listed building which 
operates as a guest house. It advertises 
itself as being in “an ideal location, 
situated only seven minutes’ drive from 
Heathrow Airport, and yet not on the 
flight path”. 
 �
 �Here is a protected historical building 
that benefits from its location close 
to the airport yet it continues to have 
an uncertain future at the hands of 
politicians.
 �
 �As we heard earlier, wartime politics created Heathrow in the first place and, ever since, politics 
has been involved in proposals to expand existing airports and build new ones. In 1968 Mr Justice 
Roskill was commissioned to recommend a site for a new four-runway airport. He came up with a 
shortlist and, of these, he recommended Cublington in Buckinghamshire. Opposition and a change 
of government lead to a U-turn, and one of the other sites - Maplin Sands on the north bank of the 
Thames Estuary near Southend-on-Sea - was chosen instead. A Bill was prepared for Parliament 
just in time for an incoming Labour government to suspend work and then abandon it.
 �
 �Doesn’t it all sound very familiar? Heathrow is operating at capacity yet the Conservative-Liberal 
Coalition government scrapped the previous Labour government’s plans for a third runway. Instead 
they asked Sir Howard Davies to undertake a Commission to examine the need for additional 
airport capacity. The Commission decided that a new runway is indeed needed and narrowed the 
options down. Two of these involve a new runway here at Heathrow - one of these options would 
completely destroy this village. Another option is for a new runway at Gatwick or just possibly a 
new estuary airport.
 �
 �Critically, the Commission will not come up with its answer before the next general election! It 
seems unlikely that there will ever be a political consensus on the matter and it will be a brave – if 
not suicidal – politician that makes the final decision on airport expansion in London.  

20. A political commission
Harmondsworth Hall, Summerhouse Lane

 �Directions 20
 �Continue for about 20 metres and stop when you are back at Harmondsworth Village 
Green. 

Harmondsworth Hall
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain
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 �Here we are back at the Village Green 
where we started the walk. Have you been 
surprised by finding such natural scenery of 
rivers, lakes, parks and meadows so close 
to an airport? 
 �
 �We have discovered how planning 
regulations have helped to preserve two of 
the area’s historic villages despite the ever-
present threat from airport expansion. We 
have also seen an example of regeneration 
of Green Belt land created by sacrificing a 
portion of it for office development.

21. A difficult issue
Harmondsworth Village Green

A plane landing over the diverted Duke of Northumberland River
© RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

 �
 �Since its creation, Heathrow has been a political issue and successive governments have struggled 
with expansion plans. We have explored some of the current arguments for and against airport 
expansion – be they economic, environmental or geographical.  
 �
 �We stood on a motorway bridge and learned about air pollution. We stood directly under the 
flight path and heard for ourselves the aircraft noise that affects at least a quarter of a million 
Londoners. We also stood on the centre line of the proposed third runway which the Heathrow 
villages battled against – and won. But we’ve also found out how the future remains uncertain as 
political wrangling and public protest continue. 
 �
 �The airport expansion debate is not likely to go away quickly. The issues we have explored here are 
just as applicable to other major infrastructure projects which the government is facing including 
motorway widening, high speed rail, wind farms and nuclear power stations. We hope that you 
come away from this walk with an appreciation for our planning system. Whatever your personal 
views or political leanings on infrastructure projects, we have a rigorous planning system that 
seeks to consider all options and choose the best.

 �Directions 21
 �We hope that you have enjoyed the walk. You may like to explore the village and enjoy 
some refreshments at the Five Bells pub. To return to West Drayton station you can catch a 
bus from Hatch Lane at the end of Harmondsworth High Street. 
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 �The Airports Commission
 �www.gov.uk/government/organisations/airports-commission
 �
 �Colne Valley Park
 �www.colnevalleypark.org.uk
 �
 �English Heritage - Harmondsworth Great Barn
 �www.english-heritage.org.uk/daysout/properties/harmondsworth-barn
 �
 �Government Aviation Policy Framework
 �www.gov.uk/government/publications/aviation-policy-framework
 �
 �Harmondsworth Hall
 �harmondsworthhall.co.uk
 �
 �Heathrow Airport
 �www.heathrowairport.com
 �
 �Heathrow Airwatch
 �www.heathrowairwatch.org.uk
 �
 �The London Air Quality Network
 �www.londonair.org.uk
 �
 �St Mary’s Church, Harmondsworth
 �stmaryharmondsworth.webs.com

Further information
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 �Try other Discovering Britain walks that explore 
 �the role of urban planning and infrastructure projects

Bringing water to the city
Discover the spectacular dams and reservoirs of 
the Elan Valley in mid Wales
http://www.discoveringbritain.org/walks/region/wales/elan-

valley.html

Taking the waters
Discover the changing fortunes of the spa town 
of Leamington
http://www.discoveringbritain.org/walks/region/west-midlands/

leamington-spa.html

From shipping to shopping
Discover the rebirth of historic Portsmouth
http://www.discoveringbritain.org/walks/region/south-east-

england/portsmouth.html

Housing bubbles 
Explore the garden village of Port Sunlight in 
the Wirral
http://www.discoveringbritain.org/walks/region/north-west-

england/port-sunlight.html



Visit www.discoveringbritain.org to 
Send your review of this walk

Search for other walks
Suggest a new walk

Britain’s landscapes are wonderful. 
There is a tremendous variety within our shores – whether in the 

countryside, in towns and cities or at the seaside. And every landscape 
has a story to tell about our past and present.

Discovering Britain is an exciting series of geographically-themed 
walks that aim to bring these stories alive and inspire everyone to 

explore and learn more about Britain. Each walk looks at a particular 
landscape, finding out about how forces of nature, people, events 

and the economy have created what you see today.

The self-guided walks are fun, informative and inspiring. Prepare to 
discover something new, to be surprised and to find the unexpected.


