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introduction

Velehrad London is a charity providing 
support for the expatriate community of 
the former Czechoslovakia.  

It is a gathering place for Czechs and 
Slovaks living in and visiting London, 
and hosts cultural, social and religious 
events reflecting the organisation’s his-
tory and culture.

The charity’s move to this new building 
in Barnes is described on the following 
pages providing a record of the design 
process and completed project, as well 
as the link between this and the history 
of Velehrad itself.   
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velehrad, jan lang and the prague 
spring
Velehrad London is named after the village of the 
same name, one of the most significant pilgrimage 
sites in the Czech Republic and the medieval 
capital of the Slavic state of Great Moravia.  It is 
believed to be the original centre of the cult of the 
Slavonic apostles Saint Cyril and Saint Methodius 
and the site of the first Cistercian monastery in 
Moravia.

The charity was founded by the Catholic priest, 
human-rights’ campaigner and dissident Father 
Jan Lang in 1958, and its mission is to provide 
educational, cultural, pastoral and social support 
to expatriates from the former Czechoslovakia.  
It is impossible to understand the nature of the 
organisation without some knowledge of Jan Lang’s 
life and his place within European history. 

Following his death in 2007, an obituary published 
in ‘The Times’ read: “Father Jan Lang was an 

and sent to the concentration camp at Terezin, 
where he nearly died from typhus. Later he would 
play a prominent role in the international campaign 
to secure compensation for concentration camp 
victims from postwar German governments.

After the war Lang was sent to continue his studies 
in London, which is where he found himself at the 
time of the Communist coup in Czechoslovakia 
early in 1948. Aware of what Stalinist rule would 
mean, particularly for those associated with the 
“imperialist” West, many Czechs and Slovaks then 
in Britain opted to stay, and others soon arrived as 
refugees.

Lang became their spiritual leader and a 
formidable organiser of the exile community – 
not only in its religious life but also in its welfare 
provision, centred from the 1960’s on a building, 
named Velehrad, in Notting Hill. “ 

Lang established the Velehrad organisation out of 
a house at 22 Ladbroke Square, using it to provide 
hostel accommodation for arriving refugees, 
offering asylum along with counselling. It soon 
expanded its activities to include a host of social, 
cultural and religious events and quickly became 

a valued part of the expat Czech and Slovak 
community.

remembering jan palach 

Jan Palach was a twenty-year old Czechoslovakian 
student who, on the 16th January 1969, staged a 
one-man protest in Prague’s Wencelas Square by 
dousing himself in petrol and then setting himself 
alight.  He died three days later as a result of 
his injuries. Palach was one of a group of young 
student friends who decided that the nation needed 
‘re-awakening’ from the fatalistic lethargy that had 
set in following the Soviet invasion of 1968 and the 
re-imposition of authoritarian rule in Czechoslovakia 
after the Prague Spring of the previous year.

Palach’s funeral turned into a major demonstration 
against the Soviet occupation of Czechoslovakia 
and spurned a wave of other suicide attempts by 
immolation during 1969.  

Academics, artists, students, church dignitaries 
and several politicians stood vigil at his coffin.His 
gravesite grew into a national shrine, which the 
Czechoslovak secret police destroyed in 1973.  

indefatigable and charismatic priest. He spent most 
of his life in exile from his native Czechoslovakia, 
in Britain, from where he did his best to keep the 
sufferings of Czechs and Slovaks in the public 
eye. As well as ministering to his fellow exiles, he 
campaigned constantly against the human-rights 
abuses of the Czechoslovak communist regime, 
and offered valuable outside support to dissidents 
active within Czechoslovakia itself.

Lang learnt the crucial importance of human rights 
through bitter experiences early in his life, during 
the Nazi occupation of the Czech Lands. Born in 
the Moravian town of Rajhrad in 1919, he studied at 
a Benedictine college and then joined the Jesuits 
and became a theology student.

After their occupation in 1939, the Nazis closed 
many institutions, and Lang moved to Prague to 
continue his studies. But in 1944 he was arrested 

Father Jan Lang with President Vaclav Havel at the Jesuit Farm Street Church, 
London, April1990

Palach’s funeral procession, PraguePalach’s coffin in the courtyard of Charles University, Prague
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They exhumed his body, cremated it and forbade 
his mother from depositing it in any cemetery. 
It wasn’t until 1990 that his ashes were formally 
returned to their initial resting place in Olsany 
Cemetery in Prague.  

A sculpture of Palach was commissioned by Jan 
Lang in 1978.  A plain relief showing a man in 
the act of self-immolation as a political protest, 
it was created by the sculptor František Bělský 
and was designed for a window niche on the 
side of the original Velehrad house in Notting Hill.  
The Velehrad community and other politicians 
and dignitaries have congregated around the 
memorial on the anniversary of Palach’s death 
every year, raising a Czech and a Slovak flag in 
commemoration of the event.  
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As its place at the heart of Czech and Slovak 
expat life in London crystallised, the Velehrad 
trustees began the search for larger premises 
to accommodate the charity’s growing series of 
activities.  In 2012, they sold the building in Notting 
Hill and bought Woolborough House, a large 
detached Victorian villa from the mid to late 1870’s, 
on Lonsdale Road in Barnes. 

Located on a one-acre plot in the Castelnau 
Conservation Area, the house has an interesting 
past.  From 1913 it was the family home of the 
Moscow born ‘Maitre de Ballet’ Edouard Espinosa 
- son of the renowned dancer, choreographer and 
director Leon Espinosa - and co-founder of the 
Association of Operatic Dancers, later the Royal 
Academy of Dance.

The building has an important place in the history 
of dance in the UK, both as the place where 
Espinosa devised the first structured syllabus 
of international ballet steps, ‘The Elementary 

Technique of Operatic Dancing’ in 1928, and as 
the headquarters of the British Ballet Organisation 
from 1930 until the sale to Velehrad.  
 
Originally arranged as a separate house and an 
adjacent stable block, in 1932 Espinosa had the 
space between and around the buildings in-filled 
with a dance studio, where he taught many leading 
dancers including Barnes resident Dame Ninette 
de Valois and Phyllis Bedells. 

woolborough house and the bbo

Woolborough House front facade, prior to the refurbishment works Dance studio and extension to the old coach house

View of 39 Lonsdale Road from the garden Interior view of the dance studio entrance to Woolborough House

The old front part of the Espinosa room on the first floor of the main house The dance studio with its blue plaque

The dilapidated rear balcony and steps to the 
garden

View of the entrance hall to the main house Detail of existing stair balustrade
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painted panelling and a rear balcony were also 
incorporated. 
Where the original fabric was found to be in good 
condition, this was carefully repaired and restored; 
where it was in poor condition, it has been 
improved with new construction.

Newly built elements are understood as a 
continuation of the history of the building; a 
seamless synthesis of old and new, which 
simultaneously respects, preserves and re-frames 
the existing context in a new light.  Viewed from 
the garden at the back, or from the front of the site, 
this can be ‘read’ in the varied tonal range of the 
brickwork across the facade.   

Emerging from the Espinosa room in the main 
house after a mass, one can descend from the 
balcony and process around the planted garden. A 
gently winding path circumnavigates the site from 
east to west, past a small statue of Saint Methodius 
hidden amongst a grove of multi-stemmed silver 
birch trees, commonly found across much of 
Moravia. The path ends at a paved patio outside 
the function hall, where the sculpture of Palach is 
now relocated. 

It is framed by golden yellow roses, like the one 
bestowed on the Basilica of Velehrad by Pope 
John Paul II in 1985, and surrounded by long 
grasses.  This ‘Rosa Zlate Jubileum’ has a pink 
tint which references the blood of Christ and in 
winter will disappear behind the grasses and 
reappear each spring.   

Velehrad’s trustees commissioned Inglis Badrashi 
Loddo Architects to refurbish and reconfigure 
the premises for the charity, to include spaces 
for functions, performances, meetings and other 
community events, as well as classrooms and 
prayer rooms.  

Discussions with the clients about the requirements 
for their varied activities segued into conversations 
about the importance of history, its presence and 
one’s place within it.  An understanding of the 
site as made up of three distinct built forms - the 
original 1870’s villa, an 1880’s coach house and a 
single-storey 1930’s studio - had been confused 
over time and the desire to re-present this was 
developed as an explicit design intent.

Since the 1930’s, the coach house had been 
enveloped by poor quality single-storey extensions 
to the north and west.  These were demolished, 

and the original façade restored.  Plaster finishes 
were stripped away, and the spaces reconfigured 
to allow the existing openings (lined in new 
grey-painted timber) to lead through into new 
cloakrooms, a kitchen and an apartment above for 
visiting priests.

The front façade and metal roof trusses of the 
studio block were retained and a new function hall 
opening out to the large garden beyond was built 
on the same footprint.  An entrance space to serve 
community events was added in front of the coach 
house and green rooms and ancillary spaces for 
performances tucked into the basement of the main 
house.  

Woolborough House itself was fully refurbished and 
upgraded to accommodate classrooms, reading 
rooms and a space for Catholic masses.  A new 
lift to allow disabled access, new stairs, handrails, 

a new home in barnes

The trusses of the dance studio and facade retained during construction Alterations to the coach house The dance studio rear The Espinosa room in the main house 



16 17

The first event at the new building was a screen-
ing of new Hollywood film ‘Anthropoid’ on the 5th 
September, 2016.

Anthropoid is based on the true story of the World 
War II operation to assassinate Nazi commanding 
officer Reinhard Heydrich by the Czechoslovak 
resistance in May 1942.  Heydrich was the main 
architect behind the Final Solution and the leader of 
Nazi forces in Czechoslovakia.
 

The showing was organised by the Embassy of the 
Czech Republic and was attended by the Czech 
and Slovak Ambassadors, the Velehrad trustees 
and members of the expatriate community.

anthropoid
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North Elevation 

South Elevation 
Site Plan
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Lower Ground Floor Plan Upper Ground Floor Plan

Key:

1   Green room
2   Classroom
3   Kitchen
4   Toilets
5   Store
6   AV room
7   Lift
8   Main stair
9   Stair to self-contained flat
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First Floor Plan Second Floor Plan

Key:

1   Meeting room
2   Office
3   Kitchen
4   Guest Suite
5   Lift
6   Main stair
7   Stair to self-contained flat

Key:

1   Kitchen
2   Living room
3   Bedroom
4   Bathroom
5   Store
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Section AA
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The building is divided into two 
parts. The coach house annexe 
contains the main function hall to-
gether with supporting spaces and 
can be accessed independently of 
the main house. 
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Stairs to the side 
of the main house 
allow independent 
access to the ac-
commodation on 
the upper floors.

The main house, and the retained 
1930’s studio façade were both built 
from Burwell White bricks, although 
these are much darkened with age in 
the earlier structure. The new entrance 
foyer and function hall are built us-
ing bricks from the same Burwell clay.  
These have a softer texture due to the 
differences in the process of making 
them today. 
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The old coach 
house wall is 
retained in the 
entrance. Deep 
timber linings 
give a sense of 
depth and open 
up long diagonal 
views to the main 
hall.
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Three 2.7m high glazed 
doors provide views and 
access to the newly land-
scaped garden.  



36 37

A sliding screen provides 
exhibition space and a place 
to hide stacking chairs.
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The coach house was constructed 
in London yellow stocks.  Where 
areas have been reconstructed, 
the new bricks have been carefully 
soot-washed and stained to match 
the existing.  
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The main ground floor 
rooms have been 
knocked together and 
restored to provide a 
place for Catholic mass-
es and other cultural and 
social events.
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left  The panelling and 
display cases in the old 
entrance hall to the main 
house have been carefully 
restored.
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One of the classrooms 
also acts as a link to the 
main function hall when 
it can be used as a 
‘green room’ for speak-
ers and performers.
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A gravel path winds 
past a grove of multi-
stemmed silver birch 
trees, which are a 
native species of 
Moravia. 
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