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NEWSLETTER SEPTEMBER 2021

STEVE BOUND, the 
Commons’ Chief Executive 
looks back at how the 
Commons came into  
being, and SUE BUCKNALL  
(elected Conservator) 
discusses plans to see them 
through the next 150 years.

THE HISTORY
A “COMMON”, historically, 
was a large area of wasteland 
which had never been brought 
into cultivation, either because 
it was not needed for a small 
population or because the 
soil was poor. In theory, the 
waste land was owned by 
the Lord of the Manor, but 
over the centuries tenants 
gained certain definite rights 
“of Common”. When and 
how these rights came into 
existence is uncertain, but 
their value to every villager 
was considerable. Wimbledon 
and Putney Commons, as 
they were transferred to the 
Conservators in 1871, were 
what remained of the Manor 
of Wimbledon.

By 1864, very few 
commoners remained in 
the Manor of Wimbledon, 
and the Commons became 
very vulnerable. The then 
Earl Spencer, Lord of the 
Manors of Wimbledon and 
Battersea, had a Bill drafted 

for submission to Parliament 
which would provide for the 
enclosure of no less than 700 
acres of the Commons as a 
park, and for the sale of large 
portions of the remaining 300 
acres to compensate him and 
the surviving commoners and 
to defray the costs he would 
incur. The Bill also provided 
for the building of a “manor 
house” on the site of the 
windmill, with two acres for 
grounds.

His reasoning behind this 
was: “The land was boggy and 
noxious mists and fogs arose 
from it and great nuisance 
was caused by gypsies whose 
encampments and activities 
he had insufficient power to 
control”.

At a hastily convened 
meeting of some local people, 
the Earl set out his plans 
and, whilst most of those 
attending were in favour, 
second thoughts prevailed 
and committees were formed 
in Wimbledon and Putney to 
watch the progress of the Bill 
through Parliament. Early in 
1865, Lord Spencer’s Bill was 
referred to a committee to 
enquire into the condition 
of the Commons and open 
spaces in the vicinity of 
London. This Committee 
found against Lord Spencer 
who withdrew the Bill before 
it was put before a Select 
Committee. 

However, Lord Spencer still 
claimed the Commons as his 

absolute property and sought 
to strengthen his position by 
buying up copyhold properties 
in order to extinguish the 
rights of Commons attached 
to them, and intensified his 
exploitation of the Commons 
to increase his revenue. In 
March 1866, another meeting 
of the residents of the parishes 
adjoining the Common 
appointed the Wimbledon 
Common Committee with the 
object of “the preservation 
of the whole of Wimbledon 
Common and Putney Heath 
unenclosed, for the benefit 
of the neighbourhood and 
the public.” Its chairman was 
Henry W Peek.

Following prolonged 
and difficult negotiations, 
which included Putney 
Lower Common for the first 
time, terms of settlement 
were eventually agreed and 
embodied in a Bill which, 
on 16 August 1871, finally 
received Royal Assent and 
the Wimbledon and Putney 
Commons Act came into being.

And so here we are today 
– the Commons and the 
Conservators are governed by 
the same Act of Parliament, 
and although it has been 
amended over the years to 
remove aspects relating the 
National Rifle (contd p3)

Commons 150th Anniversary

The windmill and Wimbledon and Putney Commons

Charles Toase p4
Museum p5

Planning and 
Environment p8-9

Book Review p10
Wimbledon RFC p11

Eco-friendly living
page 12

James Leek Bench 
page 3

Local History 
pages 6-7

©
 A

do
be

 S
to

ck
 P

ho
to



n  E D I T O R ’ S  N O T E  n

2  |  September 2021

President  Tony Michael 
president@wimbledonsociety.org.uk 

Chairman  Jeremy Hudson 
chairman@wimbledonsociety.org.uk 

Deputy Chairman  John Mays 
vicechairman@wimbledonsociety.org.uk 

Hon Secretary  Maureen Field 
secretary@wimbledonsociety.org.uk

Hon Treasurer  Corinna Edge  
treasurer@wimbledonsociety.org.uk 

Planning & Environment  
Committee Secretary  Chris Goodair 
chairmanpc@wimbledonsociety.org.uk 

Membership Secretary  Simon Ingall 
membership@wimbledonsociety.org.uk 

Museum Director  Jacqueline Laurence 
museumdirector@wimbledonsociety.org.uk

Local History  Michael Norman-Smith

Website  Asif Malik 
info@wimbledonsociety.org.uk

Wimbledon Society contacts

Wimbledon Society Newsletter
Editorial team 
Sally Gibbons editor@wimbledonsociety.org.uk 
Nigel Davies 
Asif Malik, John Mays, Jeremy Hudson, Christine Goodair

Letters to the editor  
Please email editor@wimbledonsociety.org.uk  
or write to Sally Gibbons c/o The Museum of Wimbledon,  
22 Ridgway, SW19 4QN

Printing: The Wimbledon Print Company, 
257 Haydons Road, SW19 8TY rpltype@aol.com

Follow us on Facebook and Twitter

 www.facebook.com/TheWimbledonSociety  @wimsoc

The name of the Wimbledon Society or that of the Museum of 
Wimbledon must never be used to promote personal activities or written 
work without written permission from the Society.

The articles and photos in this newsletter are copyright of those credited 
or, where no credit exists, of The Wimbledon Society. No part of this 
newsletter can be copied or reproduced without the express written 
permission of the copyright holder.

Chairman’s 
view

IN THESE PAGES we remember Charles Toase, a 
Vice-President of the Society, who sadly died in 
early July. Charles had an encyclopaedic knowledge 
of Wimbledon’s history, as he demonstrated in the 
articles he regularly supplied for our newsletter right 
to the last. He was one of our most long-standing 
members, and he will be greatly missed. 

This summer we commemorate the 150th 
anniversary of the passing of the Wimbledon and 
Putney Commons Act in 1871. The legislation has  
been instrumental in preserving the Common as a 
unique open space for our enjoyment, managed by 
locally-elected conservators. The anniversary is  
indeed worthy of celebration! For very many of us, 
during the Covid pandemic, the Common has been  
a real blessing. It is so easy to take this beautiful place 
for granted.

A number of the leading residents who campaigned 
for protection of the Common from encroachment by 
urban development went on to found the Wimbledon 
Society. From the beginning, our charitable objects 
have included working to protect the natural beauty  
of the area – its wildlife, woods and open spaces.  
The Society’s latest challenge is the threat posed 
by the All England Club to the golf course land, 
comprising part of Wimbledon Park. In addition to 
the 38 new tennis courts already planned for the site, 
the AELTC now wishes to construct a massive ‘show 
court’ for 8,000 spectators.

As we previously pointed out in these pages, the 
golf course comprises Metropolitan Open Land, 
and a Grade 2* listed park originally landscaped by 
‘Capability’ Brown. We have challenged the Club and 
the Council to make good their promise, made in 1993, 
to retain the land as “open space” and not to allow 
development on the site. When it bought the site from 
the Council, the Club entered into covenants against 
building on the land, for the benefit of the rest of the 
Park. We wait with grave concern to see if the Council 
will do as it promised and enforce those covenants.

This topic will no doubt be one of the matters for 
discussion at our AGM on Saturday 18 September 
starting at 5pm in Wimbledon Park Hall. I hope to see 
many of you there.

JEREMY HUDSON

https://twitter.com/wimsoc
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Association and to change 
the way in which the levy is 
collected, its fundamental core 
remains. Today’s Conservators 
are equally bound to keep 
the Commons “uninclosed 
and unbuilt on, their natural 
aspect and state being, as far 
as may be, preserved”.

THE FUTURE
ALTHOUGH MUCH  
remains the same, much  
has changed and it is the duty 
of the present Conservators to 
manage these changes.  
150 years ago we had no cars 
and Victorians had far less 
leisure time so fewer people 
visited the Commons. The 
previous Chief Executive, 
Simon Lee, estimated that  
well over 1 million visits were 
made to the Commons each 
year;  since Covid, as we all 
know, the numbers have 
greatly increased.

This has brought many 
additional challenges, 
including removing extra 

litter and restoring many 
parts damaged by heavy 
footfall, particularly in last 
winter’s wet weather. At 
the same time our income 
decreased due to our inability 
to host sporting activities 
and events. We were unable 
to gather our invaluable 
volunteers to help the 
ongoing preservation of our 
diverse, wild, green space. 
Our main income is still the 
levy on local residents created 
in 1871 but this is insufficient 
for us to manage the future.  
We need to find different 
funding streams for much of 
our work, including necessary 
renovation of the Richardson 
Evans Memorial playing fields 
and pavilion.

Hence the Conservators 
have commissioned a ten-
year Masterplan, aiming to 
guarantee the long-term 
future of the Commons. 
We want to ensure that the 
Commons are accessible, open 
and welcoming places for the 
community as a whole, while 
protecting the landscape and 

environment that gives the 
site its unique value.

To do this we hope to talk 
to as many people as possible 
through formal consultation 
and open meetings, and also 
informally during the events 
which we plan to hold on the 
Commons soon.

To mark our 150-year 
Anniversary we intend to 
launch a year-long competition 
of “Life across the Commons”, 
inviting people of all ages to 
submit photographs, videos, 
sketches, paintings and any 
other medium that reflects the 
Commons and what they mean 
to people, throughout the 
seasons. This will culminate 
in an exhibition and a book 
marking 150 years of WPCC.

It is planned, Covid 
permitting, to run a series of 
events throughout the year 
designed to showcase the 
current use of the Commons 
and to encourage new visitors 
to explore its delights. There 
will be sports days, activities 
for children, walks and 
trails, our familiar bio-blitz 

Continued from page 1

James Leek 
Memorial Bench

JAMES LEEK, who sadly died 
of Covid-19 in April 2020, 
was a long-standing member 
of the Society, always full of 
fresh and original ideas.

One of these occurred to 
him in 2014 when he learned 
that the Council intended 
to remove the soil and grass 
from around the Village 
War Memorial to save on 
maintenance. He formed 

a group of local residents, 
which he called “One man 
went to Mow”, and persuaded 
the Council’s officers (who 
in truth were happy to solve 
the problem) that he would 
provide plants, grass and a 
roster of local volunteers to 
maintain the Memorial.

Because the Council needed 
an established organisation 
as the official contractor, the 
Society agreed to accept a 
licence and to “sub-contract” 
the work to James and his 
colleagues. 

After he died Hilary Leek 
and her family decided to 
install a new bench under 
the cherry tree at the War 
Memorial in memory of her 
late husband. The Society’s 
President, Tony Michael 
– an expert in matters like 
this – gave the family every 
assistance to obtain the 
necessary permissions and 
documentation plus advice on 
the type of bench.

The Leek family, with friends 
and colleagues installed the 
bench on 13 June 2021.

Apart from his work in 
maintaining the site James also 
initiated a plan, and supported 
the Society’s implementation 
of it, to renovate the lighting 
at the Memorial in 2014. The 
lighting-up ceremony took 
place in November of that year 
led by our then Chairman, Asif 
Malik.

We hope that Members will 
use the bench and admire 
the result of one of James’s 
many good deeds. We all need 
to contemplate how we, like 
James, can make a difference.

weekend and many other 
events, so that, by the return 
of our Annual Open Day in 
September 2022, we should 
be in a good position to move 
forward with the Masterplan, 
knowing what is important 
for people, their view of the 
future and how they think it 
could be funded.

We will also build a strong 
volunteer base to help with 
many tasks including scrub 
bashing, which was previously 
done through cattle grazing!  
Plans are in hand to provide 
extra notice boards giving 
more information about the 
Commons to ensure that 
everyone feels welcome.

We hope that all those who 
love the Commons will join us 
as Friends either individually, 
as a family, a benefactor or a 
corporate sponsor which will 
help enormously, enabling 
us to take our work forward.  
Working together we can 
preserve the beauty of  
what we have now and, 
hopefully, will still have in 
another 150 years.

Left to right: friends and family of James Leek at the inauguration of the bench; the plaque on the bench; the bench and the War Memorial
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CHARLES ALPIN TOASE
9 August 1927 – 5 July 2021

MEMBERS OF the Society and many 
others in the London Borough of Merton 
will be saddened to hear of the death of 
Charles Toase on Monday 5 July in 
Heathland Court Residential Home. 
Despite failing health in the last few 
years, he had managed to struggle back 
from crisis to continue his life’s work. 
His last offering for this newsletter was 
published in our June issue. He was 94 
years old. Two weeks after his death, 
Mary, his wife of 68 years, also died.

Charles was born in a nursing home  
in Kingston and brought home to  
77 Lambton Road, Raynes Park. His 
mother Jessie was Scottish, a 
MacGregor, and carried the family  
name Alpina, which accounts for her 
only child’s second name. The house  
was hit by a doodlebug in 1944.

Charles’ schooling was severely 
disrupted by the blitz of WWII, and his 
mother spent time with friends in 
Worthing, while the seven year old 
boarded nearby at Broadwater Manor 
House School. Later the family moved to 
Steyning and Charles went to the 

Grammar School there as a junior.  
On their return to Wimbledon, Charles 
attended Donhead School, before  
joining Raynes Park School, then a  
public Grammar School. He was 
appointed ‘school librarian’, an inspired 
choice of his teacher, Mr Oates, from 
whom he quickly learned the rudiments 
of the career he would follow for the  
rest of his life. As a university degree was 
not then a requirement for a librarian, 
Charles took the normal course of 
applying to the Public Library Service  
for a job in 1945.

In time, Charles became the librarian 
at Wimbledon Reference Library. There 
he spent many hours compiling card 
catalogues of local history books, 

reference articles and newspapers, many 
of which, as Sarah Gould (Merton 
Libraries’ Heritage and Local Studies 
Manager) told us “are still relied on 
today to locate material and answer  
local history enquiries.”

In 1953, Charles married Mary Hodges 
who had been a pupil at Wimbledon  
Park School and then Wimbledon High 
School. She too had become a librarian, 
working in Wimbledon Park Library.  
The young couple began their married 
life in Wimbledon before moving to 
Watery Lane, where they lived for nearly 
60 years. For many years Mary helped 
Charles with his notes and records.

In 1980 Charles submitted a book 
review for publication in the first issue of 
Refer, the journal of the Information 
Services Group (the Library Association’s 
reference arm). It was entitled “Reference 
books you may have missed”. The article 
was well received and the Toase column 
became a Refer regular feature and we are 
told “essential reading for library staff of 
libraries and schools as well as for general 
booklovers”. Charles edited more than 20 
bibliographies, including the regularly 
updated Basic Reference Works for the 
Public Library for which he received the 
Walford Award in 2000. He had become 
the Librarian’s Librarian.

Charles Toase joined the Wimbledon 
Society in about 1964. He later undertook 
the role of Curator of Manuscripts in the 
Museum. He would eventually become 
Chairman of the Museum Committee. He 
was a founder member of the Museum’s 
Local History Group. Charles’ local 
knowledge and remarkable memory for 
facts meant that he was a formidable 
member of that group. His forte was 
detail, and he collected every nugget he 
could. Charles recorded obituaries, 
though he often appeared less interested 
in notable residents than in those born 
locally whose lives influenced or changed 
the scene over the decades: the builders, 
the bakers, the shopkeepers, and the 
many institutions upon which they 
relied, not omitting street furniture, for 
nothing escaped the Toase gaze. Without 
the back-up of Charles Toase, many 
events on the Society’s Activities 
calendar would have been difficult to 
stage and we have every reason to 
recognise his help notably with the first 
Literary Walk. His A-Z of Wimbledon, 
published in 2018, will be a lasting 
memorial of his work and his outstanding 
knowledge of Wimbledon’s history.

SHEILA DUNMAN AND 
MONICA ELLISON
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He was appointed ‘school 
librarian’, an inspired choice 
of his teacher, Mr Oates, 
from whom he quickly 
learned the rudiments of the 
career he would follow for 
the rest of his life.
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ELEANA CARTER, one of 
the Museum’s Curatorial 
Assistants, while researching 
some new arrivals, ponders 
on toys and social change. 

IN THE DEPTHS of the 
world-shifting pandemic and 
near-global quarantine, we 
were forced to reacquaint 
ourselves with our homes. 
Many of us became household 
archaeologists; digging 
through the attic, excavating 
the basement and unearthing 
memories lost down the back 
of the sofa. Our latest 
collection of children’s toys 
and games was one such 
hidden treasure kindly 
donated to the Museum. 
Ranging mainly from the 
50’s to late 80’s they perfectly 
capture the cultural shifts 
within the toy industry.

One particularly revealing 
doll was a Bella doll from the 
late 50’s/early 60’s. The donor 
named this doll her favourite 
as a child and called her 
‘Maria’. What is interesting 
about Maria is that she 
exemplifies the change, from 
baby dolls being the most 
common toy for young girls, 
to fashion dolls. Where 
chubby limbs and cherubic 
features were once staple 
characteristics, now a longer, 
slimmer body was appearing 

and homemade became 
out-modish, too reminiscent 
of war-time austerity. The 
donor commented that ‘she 
looked more up-to-date than 
my other dolls and came with 
her own blue and white dress, 
which I imagine I thought was 
much more sophisticated than 
the ones my Grandmother 
made.’ Previously most 
clothes, for toys or otherwise, 
were made from repurposed 
fabrics. Now, as incomes were 
rising, people wanted 
newness. 

Due to this commercial-
isation many ‘home-skills’ 

were lost. The donor’s 
grandmother is 

described as 
‘a great 
needle-

woman who made most of my 
dresses as well as the dolls’ 
clothes.  She also taught me 

– a move away from infancy 
and into girlhood.

This transition followed as 
fashion itself became more 
liberal and as the handmade 

to embroider, knit and sew.’ 
As the need for these talents 
waned and women’s place in 
society changed, they were 
taught less at home and even 
less at school.

During the pandemic there 
seems to have been a 
resurgence in learning these 
skills again. Needlepoint, 
crocheting and knitting are 
becoming more popular 
amongst the younger 
generation as alternatives to 
the technological stimulation 
they were brought up on.

Another interesting aspect 
of Maria’s composition is that, 
thanks to the cut in her head, 
we can see the mechanisation 
of her ‘flirty eyes’, a feature 
allowing her to ‘blink’. 
Interestingly, although Maria 
is plastic, the older method of 
forming bisque dolls’ heads 
allowing access to set in 
sleeping eyes has been used. 

By the time fashion dolls 
dominated the market in the 
60’s, Bella had produced the 
Cathie doll – a thinner, older, 
trendy doll (which fell out of 
fashion after the production of 
Barbie). Unfortunately, Bella, a 
French company, went out of 
business a few years after this 
doll was produced – 
nonetheless, original Bella 
Poupées remain highly 
coveted by private collectors.

Society’s progress through the eyes of a doll

‘Maria’ the Bella doll ( left); a view 
inside her head (above) of the 
mechanics of her ‘sleeping’ eyes

THE DECEMBER issue of the 
Newsletter carried a report of how 
Cllr David Dean had organised local 
volunteers to sow wildflower seeds on 
an area of Wimbledon Chase, with the 
permission of the landowners, Thames 
Water. This spring the area sprang into 
life, with a glorious show of wildflowers, 
attracting bees and other pollinators, 
which greatly enhanced the area 
and must have brought considerable 
satisfaction to all the volunteers who 
worked on the project.  

In the meantime, a local couple, 
Margaret and Chris Smart, have being 
eyeing up the area in front of the 
Telephone Exchange, with a view to 
planting it. They have applied to BT,  
and got permission for the project,  
but have realised that it is too much 
for them to undertake on their own. If 
there are other gardening enthusiasts 
out there who would like to help, please 
contact the Editor (see p.2), who will 
be happy to pass your details on to 
Margaret and Chris.

Wild Gardeners Needed

Wimbledon Walk in full bloom
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MICHAEL NORMAN-SMITH explains how the Group’s research is assisting the Commons’ Anniversary celebrations.

WHEN IN 1864 John, fifth 
Earl Spencer, proposed the 
enclosure of Wimbledon 
Common while seeking 
to replace the Windmill 
with a manor house, the 
proposal met opposition 
from Sir Henry Peek MP of 
Wimbledon House. Peek 
established two committees 
including local individuals 
and representatives from a 
conservationist background. 
They campaigned and won 
the argument, which led to 
the Wimbledon and Putney 
Commons Act passing 
through Parliament on 16th 
August 1871. 

The 150th Anniversary 
is being marked this year 
and the Conservators asked 
the Local History Group if 
we could track down any 
descendants of the two 
Committees, to take part in 
these celebrations.

Several LHG members 
joined in the task and have 
identified most of the 17 
people involved, ten from 
the Consultative Committee 
and seven on the Commons 
Preservation Society.

Charles Toase was able 
to throw light on most of 
the original gentlemen, 
where they lived and the 
roles they played. One 
exception, however, was 
Percival Beckett. A press 
story of a married Reverend 
of this name in Pittsburgh, 
USA, who eloped with one 
of his parishioners, was an 
interesting scandal but  
there was no proof it was  
the same man. Curiously,  
the only detail which did 
emerge about Percival was 
that he was debarred from 
the Ministry.

There were several 
lawyers, including John 

Sidney Smith of Sidney 
Lodge, Parkside, Richard 
Ducane of Exeter House, 
Putney and William 
Williams of Parkside 
House. Williams was one-
time President of the Law 
Society and a member of the 
Wimbledon Local Board. 

Two Liberal politicians 
were involved on the 
Committees; Edward North 
Buxton, a liberal politician 
who lived in Leytonstone 
House, E11, and had secured 
Hatfield Forest from 
development, and George 
Lefevre, later 1st Baron 
Eversley, a Cabinet member 
under Gladstone and co-
founder of the Commons 
Preservation Society. Lefevre 
seems to have had no 
descendants.

James Hole, a writer and 
social reformer, lived at 76 
Nightingale Lane, Clapham 
in the 1890s. He has been 
described as a shadowy 
figure and died in 1895, 
leaving four sons. His great 
great granddaughter, Tina 
Ash, has been traced.

Richardson Evans, of The 
Keir, is well-known locally 
as the originator in 1903 of 
the John Evelyn Club, which 
later became the Wimbledon 
Society. As a result of his 
and other members’ efforts 
parts of the Village Green 
were preserved, parts of 
Wimbledon Park safeguarded 
as open space, Wandle Park 
kept for public recreation 
and the Commons Extension 
created at Beverley Meads, 
now a nature reserve. The 
walks and talks we still 
organise today began under 
his auspices, and of course 
our Museum was established 
above the Village Club in 
Ridgway. Sheila Dunman 

managed to trace Evans’ 
great granddaughter, now 
living in Edinburgh.

The name Joseph Burrell 
rang an instant bell. The man 
I remembered of this name 
who lived in Murray Road 
was descended from the 
Treasurer of the Wimbledon 
Commons Committee in 
1866 and through personal 
links with the family we have 
contacted his great-nephew.

Philip Lawrence, also 
from the legal profession, 
and on both Committees, 
had two wives and 14 
children, six of them born 
in Wimbledon. Thus far 
seven grandchildren have 
been identified, but the 
whereabouts of today’s 
generations are unknown.  
It is worth noting that 
Philip’s son, Sir Paul,  
became a Commons 
Conservator in 1901.

Thomas Devas, another 
committee member, was 
a well-known Wimbledon 
resident from Mount Ararat 
(a large house and grounds 
at the southern end of The 
Drive, off Ridgway). His 
daughter married a Thomas 
Conway, and both gentlemen 
have roads named after 

them. Sadly, no descendants 
have come forward.

Sir Henry Peek’s own 
direct descendants are the 
6th Baronet, Sir Richard, and 
his family. After Sir Henry 
became MP for Mid Surrey, 
he bought the Rousdon 
Estate in East Devon. In 
1853 his daughter Harriet 
married George Frean. Many 
readers will be familiar with 
the biscuit company which 
resulted!

There is a family 
connection between the 
Peeks and our Society 
Chairman Jeremy Hudson. 
One of his brothers is 
married to a lady who 
is a first cousin, four 
times removed. She has 
eight grandchildren, so 
descendants abound.

Finally, a nationally 
celebrated personality 
was Sir Robert Hunter, 
who, with others, was 
instrumental in establishing 
the National Trust. That 
charity’s magazine described 
his contributions to saving 
our open spaces, Epping 
Forest, Dartford and 
Hampstead Heaths, as well 
as Wimbledon Common. 
His biography characterises 
him as a modest man, 
but it seems he was also 
determined and resolute, and 
won the case against Earl 
Spencer, so we have much 
for which to thank him. We 
are in touch with Hunter’s 
great granddaughter Joanna, 
who hopes to be part of the 
celebrations marking the 
Anniversary of the 1871 Act.

Various celebrations are 
planned, and the Spencer 
family have also been 
approached to attend.  For 
details see WPCC website, 
wpcc.org.uk.

Commons connections

Sir Henry Peek

https://www.wpcc.org.uk/
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Arts and Crafts dwelling was 
the creation of local architect 
John Sydney Brocklesby 
(1879-1955) and was at one 
time the home of much-
loved tennis broadcaster Dan 
Maskell, known as the Voice 
of Wimbledon.

Clive Whichelow spoke to 
us recently on his fascinating 
research into Merton Park 
Film studios on the Kingston 
Road (pictured above). 
This prompted Norman 
Plastow to recall the occasion 
when fire broke out at the 
studios. It seems the firemen 
concentrated their hoses 
on the store of canisters 
containing the movies, 
which were saved, whereas 
unfortunately part of the 
building burned down.

Museum 
memories
IF YOU ATTENDED the 
relaunch of the Wimbledon 
Museum in the 1990s you 
may recall that Earl Spencer, 
at that time Lord of the 
Manor, did the honours. He 
brought one of his daughters, 
then an infant, Lady Kitty. 
To the alarm of the curators, 
the Earl lifted her up on 
top of one of the exhibition 
cases containing delicate 
architectural models. Luckily 
no harm was done.

Lady Kitty’s recent 
marriage in Italy has gained 
some publicity, and we wish 
the couple well.

A WIMBLEDON family with 
two claims to fame was the 
Thomsons, who lived at 
Lindisfarne House, just off 
Copse Hill, for approximately 
10 years from 1901. 
Paterfamilias, Col. Benjamin 
Thomson, was a civil engineer 
and had six children.

One son, Gordon, was an 
oarsman who was part of the 
coxless pair that won a gold 
medal at the 1908 Summer 
Olympics in London. In the 
same afternoon he was also 
in the coxless four which won 
a silver medal. In 1909, while 
at Trinity College, he was 
part of the Cambridge Boat 
Race crew and at the outbreak 
of WWI he gained a pilot’s 
licence. He was awarded the 
DSC in 1916 and the DFC in 
1918. He died in 1953.

His younger sister, Beatrix, 
born in 1900, chose a 
theatrical career, and went 
to RADA where she won the 
Academy Silver Medal. She 
appeared on the London 
stage in several productions, 
including Sheridan’s The 
Rivals and Chekhov’s The 
Three Sisters.

In 1924 Beatrix became the 

third wife of Claude Rains, the 
British actor best remembered 
for his role in Casablanca, and 
soon afterwards they went 
to America. She appeared on 
Broadway in shows including 
The Constant Nymph, but the 
marriage deteriorated (they 
were divorced in 1934) and 
she returned to London, 
where she continued to 
appear on the stage and in 
several films, the best known 
being Crown v Stevens in 1936 
and The Story of Shirley Yorke 
(1948).

Possibly following her 
brother’s example, Beatrix 
had obtained a pilot’s licence 
in 1929, and seemed delighted 
to be the first British actress 
to achieve this.

Beatrix joined ENSA 
(Entertainments National 
Service Association) during 
WWII, but during a tour 
of Burma contracted a 
disfiguring disease, which 
temporarily suspended her 
career. She did recover, 
and made a career in stage 
management, although in 
1971 she was still acting at 
Farnham’s Redgrave Theatre. 
She died in 1986.

WCA 75th 
Anniversary
WIMBLEDON  
Community Association 
(WCA) marks its 75th 
anniversary this year, having 
been founded in 1946 by a 
group led by Sir Cyril Black MP.

 Some members may  
recall the Community Centre 
building in Saint George’s 
Road near Sainsbury’s carpark. 
It comprised a hall with stage, 
and numerous meeting rooms 
for the use of a considerable 
range of local groups. It was an 
asset to the area and provided 
a hub and meeting place. All 
kinds of events took place on 
the premises - fundraising, 
educational, social and 
environmental. Films were 
shown and lectures given.  
The Carlton Dramatic  
Group (now Carlton Theatre 
Group) rehearsed and 
performed there.

To mark its Anniversary, 
the WCA is seeking stories 
from people linked with 
the Centre over the years 
and is running a project to 
celebrate its role in local 
lives. For details go to: https://
wimbledoncommunity.org/ 

Two Society  
talks
A VERY SUCCESSFUL talk 
was given by Margaret Smart, 
which included mention of 
the house ‘Steeproofs’ in 
Merton Park. This wonderful 

A talented family
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risk is that it will result in the 
wrong homes being built in 
the wrong places. 

Aside from the Planning 
system, the housing crisis is 
significantly affected by local 
circumstances. Among these 
is a private sector apparently 
lacking incentives to produce 
more housing coupled with 
a social housing sector that 
is perceived to build only 
limited amounts of social and 
affordable housing.

Merton’s draft Local 
Plan, on which the 
consultation period runs 
until 6 September, originally 
proposed the building of  
1,328 new homes each year 
but in an adjusted response 
to these proposed numbers, 
a lower target of 918 new 
homes may be set, a figure 
which, incidentally, is still 
more than double the present 
411 homes per year.

 The current planning 
system is very important in 
allowing people locally to 
have their say in the future 
look and feel of the place 
where they live. Wimbledon 
Society Planning Committee 
considers that the White 
Paper on planning should 
be improved to make sure 
we have a strong local voice, 
and that housing should be 
delivered in accordance with 
community consent.

Low traffic 
neighbourhoods
MERTON COUNCIL recently 
decided not to proceed with 
the four planned low traffic 
neighbourhoods. There is 
evidence that LTNs benefit 
everyone and not just because 
of cleaner air and reduced 
traffic although those are 
clear benefits. 

It is hoped that improved 
communication and 
consultation may in due 
course lead to a reduced 
volume of traffic on our roads. 

THE WIMBLEDON 
SOCIETY wrote to the 
Chairman of the AELTC 
submitting our views on their 
plans as released in Stage 2 of 
their Consultation document. 
AELTC has now submitted 
an application that sets out 
the intended Scope of the 
Environmental Statement 
to accompany a future 
application for development 
on Wimbledon Park. 

The Park lies within the 
boundaries of two boroughs, 
Merton and Wandsworth.  
It is Grade II* listed by 
Historic England and 
is also a Defined Open 
Space. An extract from this 
classification states “When 
young John Spencer came 
of age in 1755, he was the 
biggest landowner in Surrey 
… From 1765 Lancelot Brown 
(1716-83) was commissioned 
to prepare a design for 
landscaping the park which 
lay north of the house … 
During the 1870s much 
of the park was sold for 
housing development. The 
mansion became separated 
from the park by urban 
development and was 
eventually demolished in 
1949 … The northern part of 
the park, including the lake, 
was purchased by the then 
Borough of Wimbledon in 
1914 and made into a public 
open space. At about the 
same time a private golf 
course was laid out over a 
major part of the remainder 
of the site and c 1930 the All-
England Lawn Tennis Club 
was established on land to the 
west of Church Road.” 

The proposed site is in 
Metropolitan Open Land, 
within a conservation area, 

and its use is protected. 
The proposed development 
involves the construction on 
MoL land of a 100-foot-high 
show court for 8,000 people, 
the construction of 38 new 
tennis courts, various support 
buildings, and potentially 
the incorporation of Church 
Road into the site. There 
may be re-routing of the 493 
bus services and closure of 
Church Road to most traffic 
during the Championships. 

In order to discuss these 
proposals, a short meeting 
was held on the 22 July with 
the AELTC at the home of 
Stephen Hammond MP. The 
views of The Wimbledon 
Society, the Planning 
Committee, and several 
residents’ associations, were 
presented to the AELTC. 
The Planning Committee’s 
letter objecting to building in 
the Park can be seen on the 
Society website.

Neighbourhood 
forum
THE PUBLIC consultation 
concerning Plan Wimbledon’s 
proposed boundary and 
the principle of setting up 
a Neighbourhood Forum 
produced a response of  
88% in support of the 
proposed area boundary 
and a 91% response in 
support of the adoption 
of Plan Wimbledon as the 
neighbourhood forum. 
Rather unexpectedly, Plan 
Wimbledon’s application 
has been rejected by Merton 
Council at the first stage of 
formal consultation. Further 
meetings are planned to 
discuss how to progress.

Windmill 
Museum 
In anticipation of the re-
opening of the Wimbledon 
Windmill Museum, the land 
immediately in front of the 
museum has had a new gravel 
course and a path, which will 
make access much easier and 
dryer for visitors. 

Housebuilding 
White Paper
THE GOVERNMENT’S plans 
to overhaul the planning 
system, as set out in a 
White Paper, were recently 
discussed in Parliament. 
Some MPs criticised the 
proposed measures, which 
include stripping elected 
planning committees of 
development decisions and 
making it easier to obtain 
automatic consent. This is 
intended to significantly 
boost housebuilding, but the 

AELTC 
expansion plans
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Boundary 
Commission
THE PARLIAMENTARY 
Boundary Commission 
for England’s initial report 
proposes changes to the 
Wimbledon parliamentary 
Constituency’s boundaries. 
At present the constituency 
covers the council wards 
of Abbey, Cannon Hill, 
Dundonald, Hillside, Merton 
Park, Raynes Park, Trinity, 
Village, West Barnes & 
Wimbledon Park. All these 
wards would remain in 
Wimbledon constituency 
apart from Cannon Hill 
which would be transferred 
to Mitcham & Morden. In 
exchange, the Wimbledon 
constituency would gain the 
wards of Old Malden and 
St James from the Kingston 

constituency. Those wards 
comprise Old Malden, the 
Kingston parts of Motspur 
Park and most of New Malden 
south of the line of Burlington 
Road/Kingston Road. It would 
extend down the A3 as far as 
the Hogsmill River (the dip 
between the New Malden & 
Tolworth underpasses).

The transfer of Cannon 
Hill to Mitcham & Morden 
would place the boundary 
along a stretch of Kingston 
Road/Bushey Road such that 
the south side of those roads 
between Wimbledon Chase 
station and Grand Drive 
would move to the Mitcham 
& Morden seat.

Apart from gaining Cannon 
Hill ward, the Mitcham & 
Morden constituency would 
lose Longthornton ward to 
Croydon North.

Consultation on these 
proposals closed on 2 August.

This review of constituency 
boundaries should not be 
confused with the Local 
Government Boundary 
Commission’s review of ward 
boundaries in Merton. This 
was concluded last year and 
the revised ward boundaries 
will come into effect at next 
year’s London Borough 
elections.

One curiosity is that the 
Parliamentary Boundary 
Commission has ignored the 
new ward boundaries and has 
produced its proposals based 
on the old ward boundaries. 
This only affects a small area 
of Merton Park ward that 
is being moved to Cannon 
Hill ward but which on these 
proposals would remain in 
the Wimbledon constituency.

New planning 
applications
SO FAR this year the Planning 
Committee has reviewed 120 
applications and at the time 
of writing, has responded to 
Merton Council on 57 of them. 
There has been a noticeable 
improvement in the standard 
of applications submitted for 
building basements, and it 
is welcome to see that many 
applications now contain 
detailed basement and 
hydrology impact reports.

With the limited personal 
contact during Covid, the 
planning matters which the 
PEC reviews were being dealt 
with electronically, either by 
Zoom or email. Following 
recent reductions in the 
restrictions regular physical 
meetings were resumed on 22 
July, and we hope that face-
to-face meetings with Merton 
Council will recommence in 
due course.

A new proposal from 
Hibernian Capital to develop 
the White Hart pub site at the 
junction of Kingston Road and 
Hartfield Road has appeared. 
The proposal is for a mixed-
use development on the White 
Hart and the Rutlish Auto 
Care Centre sites, providing 
56 new homes and commercial 
spaces which may potentially 
include a gym or office, café 
or convenience store. The link 
to view the proposal online is 
www.whitehartkingstonroad.
co.uk. The Planning 
Committee has submitted 
its views and is awaiting the 
formal planning application.

We have noticed a slight 
increase in the number of 
applications to demolish and 
re-build houses, rather than 
to re-furbish them. While 
the Government encourages 
us to live in energy-efficient, 
“green” homes, housebuilders 
are faced with up to 20% 
VAT on the costs of re-
furbishment, whereas new 
construction is zero-rated.
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Later, Richard widened the 
net to cover Wimbledon 
memories generally.

I was one of the many who 
responded. My first visit was in 
1965 when I had the good 
fortune to see the great 
Australian Champion Margaret 
Smith (as she then was), in 
action on Centre Court. The 
thing I enjoyed most about 
that day was seeing the tennis 
in colour for the first time, 
after years of watching on a 
black and white TV.

Richard’s book, written 
with Amisha Savani, was 
finally published in May of 
this year, entitled The People’s 
Wimbledon. I was delighted to 
read my contribution on page 

80. It is one of over 120 
reminiscences, covering 70 
years of competition, from 
tennis fans of every stripe. 

The book is in ‘coffee-table’ 
format and runs to over 300 
pages. Lavishly illustrated with 
some 750 photographs and 
illustrations, it contains some 
lovely stories. Several  
of the early contributions 
feature Ken Rosewall, 
affectionately regarded as the 
best player never to have won 
Wimbledon. The earliest 
recorded reminiscence is that 
of Kathleen Clayden who, aged 
only 17, was on fire watch at 
the Club the night that Centre 
Court was bombed (1940).

My favourite stories include 
Christina San’s account of her 
experience as a ball-girl and 
being chosen to carry Steffi 
Graf ’s bouquet in the Ladies’ 
Singles final (1993). 

One of Richard’s favourites 
is Colin Triplow’s account of 
a school trip (1968) and his 
amazement at seeing the 
Wilson T2000 steel racket in 
action for the first time. We 
both enjoyed broadcaster 
John Inverdale’s recollection 

of Mungo Jerry’s hit “In the 
Summer Time” evoking 
memory of his first visit 
(1970). 

At the end of this very 
readable book is a section on 
‘Wimbledonia’. This recounts 
the development of the 
Championships programme 
from a single sheet (in 1877) 
to the 140-page magazine 
produced today. Also featured 
are other Wimbledon 
memorabilia, ranging from 
postcards to art, books, and 
film. It ends with an 
illuminating account of the 
history of the Wimbledon 
Lawn Tennis Museum and 
Library.

As the AELTC Chairman, 
Ian Hewitt, says in his 
Foreword, “This is a book for 
people who love Wimbledon. 
It will appeal to fans of all 
ages around the world for 
whom the experience of 
Wimbledon, whether through 
attending The Championships 
or simply enjoying the 
extensive coverage on 
television, has left a lasting 
sense of affection and 
enthralment.”

LOCATED CLOSE to the 
Underground station in Arthur 
Road is the Tennis Gallery. 
The shop was established in 
1999 by Richard Jones, 
following a career in the Civil 
Service. It is a treasure trove 
of books and memorabilia 
about tennis – mainly 
Wimbledon but also covering 
the sport worldwide. There are 
books, programmes, posters, 
and films, as well as towels 
and tennis balls. 

The shop has become a 
Mecca for tennis fans, as well 
as ex-players (including Rod 
Laver and Maria Bueno). All 
are welcomed by Richard 
whose knowledge of tennis is 

unsurpassed and who loves to 
chat about the sport. For him 
nothing beats watching tennis 
on the outside courts during 
the first week of Wimbledon, 
an experience which has 
changed little in almost a 
century.

Four years ago, when 
visiting the Tennis Gallery to 
buy Christmas presents, I 
picked up a card which read 
“We are currently collecting 
reminiscences entitled ‘My 
First Visit to Wimbledon’ for 
a book to be published in the 
future”. It invited fans to 
write their “descriptions of 
the day, queuing, crowds, 
food, atmosphere, and of 
course memorable matches.” 

The earliest recorded 
reminiscence is that 
of Kathleen Clayden 
who, in 1940 aged 
only 17, was on fire 
watch at the Club 
the night that Centre 
Court was bombed.

Tennis memories and memorabilia
JEREMY HUDSON reviews a new book, The People’s Wimbledon, to which he has made a personal contribution.
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KEVIN O’NEIL, assisted by 
Noel Aherne and John Woods, 
has researched the history 
of one of Wimbledon’s most 
successful sports clubs.

IN 1865 QUEEN Victoria 
reigned, Alice in Wonderland 
was published, the American 
Civil War was coming to an 
end and Wimbledon Rugby 
Football Club was born.

The club, which recently 
celebrated its 150th 
anniversary, was one of the 
founding members of the 
Rugby Football Union. Now 
a successful club playing on 
the London and SE Premier 
League, it supports ladies, 
mini and youth teams, 
walking rugby, SEND (Special 
Educational Needs) rugby as 
well as four men’s teams. 

How did this all start? 
There’s no definitive 
record of the first match 
but ‘Bells Life’ reported a 
game was played between 
the ‘Wimbledon Hornets’ 
and Richmond on the 28th 
October 1865. Unfortunately 
they lost by two ‘goals’ which 
was the rugby scoring metric 
of the time. 

The club also played under 
the names of Brackenbury’s 
Wimbledon, after the 
name of the captain, and 
Wimbledon Wanderers but 
in 1868 they had formally 
adopted the name of 
Wimbledon Hornets and 
had fixtures with Richmond, 
Harlequins, Wasps, 
Blackheath, Civil Service and 
Marlborough Nomads.

At this time there were no 
fixed rugby rules, each club 
playing by its own and so a 
meeting was called by the 
21 existing clubs in January 
1871 at a restaurant in Pall 
Mall, London. There’s a 
plaque commemorating this 
occasion on the corner of Pall 

Mall and Cockspur Street.
The clubs in attendance 

were, Addison, Belsize Park, 
Blackheath, Civil Service, 
Clapham Rovers, Flamingos, 
Gipsies, Guy’s Hospital, 
Harlequins, King’s College, 
Lausanne, The Law Club, 

Marlborough Nomads, 
Mohicans, Queen’s House, 
Ravenscourt Park, Richmond, 
St Paul’s, Wellington College, 
West Kent, and Wimbledon 
Hornets. As a result of this 
meeting, the Rugby Football 
Union (RFU) was founded. 

Wimbledon’s then captain, 
Leonard James Maton (an 
Old Rugbeian) was elected to 
the Rugby Football Union’s 
Executive Committee and 
wrote the first Laws of Rugby 
at his address on Homefield 
Road, Wimbledon Village, 

whilst recovering from a 
broken leg. In 1874, he went 
onto become the third 
President of the RFU.

Another Wimbledon 
captain, HJ Graham, also 
joined the executive of the 
RFU and became Honorary 
Secretary and Treasurer in 
1877. He was contacted by 
a rugby club in India, the 
Calcutta (Rugby) Football 
Club that was folding due to 
lack of members. They were 
offering £60, the remaining 
funds in their bank account, 
to the RFU which would 
pay for a trophy of “Indian 
workmanship” to be made 
and so the Calcutta Cup was 
born, now of course held by 
the winners of the Six Nations 
fixture between England and 
Scotland.

From this auspicious start 
Wimbledon Rugby Club 
has gone from strength to 
strength. The club initially 
played on Wimbledon 
Common, between Southside 
and Rushmere and then 
near the Gravel Pits along 
Parkside, until the First 
World War, using the Rose 
and Crown in Wimbledon 
Village as the changing rooms 
and clubhouse. 

Wimbledon Rugby Football Club
The club reformed in 1927 

and changed from a blue and 
white kit to the colours still 
worn today, of maroon and 
Cambridge blue. The first 
game on Beverley Meads was 
around 1959 and then finally 
in 1987 the club built its own 
clubhouse there coinciding 
with the formation of the first 
amateur rugby leagues.

The men’s teams have gone 
from strength to strength, 
starting first in Surrey 2 and 
are now in the London & 
South East Premier League 
having briefly been to the 
dizzy heights of National 2 
South under the then tutelage 
of Nick Easter and Nick Evans, 
former England and All Blacks 
internationals respectively. 
They are currently under the 
watchful eye of Head Coach 
Colin Osborne, formerly 
a coach at Premiership 
Champions, Harlequins. 

The Ladies team was 
formed in 1990 and have 
also seen much success and 
now play in the Women’s 
Championship South East 2 
division. In 1997 a decision 
was taken to set up a minis 
section, for children from six 
to 12. Jim Green, the current 
President of the club, had just 
retired as Captain and set up 
this fledgling organisation. 
Now expanded to include 
Youth as well, every Sunday in 
the season sees over 600 boys 
and girls turn up, supported by 
volunteer coaches, first aiders, 
team managers and parents.

Wimbledon Rugby Club 
was originally set up by a 
group of friends who enjoyed 
a run around with an oval 
ball and a beer afterwards. 
The ethos has not changed 
and the club, now with 
full RFU Accreditation, 
welcomes players of all ages 
and abilities and also social 
members and visitors.

Wimbledon’s captain 
Leonard James 
Maton  wrote the 
first Laws of Rugby 
at his address on 
Homefield Road 
while recovering 
from a broken leg.

Leonard James Maton The Laws of Rugby Union
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http://www.bigyellow.co.uk/Get some space in your life.

The Wimbledon Society was founded in 1903. It is a Registered Charity (No 1164261), and a company limited by guarantee (No 9818707). Annual subscription 
rates: Individual £15; Couple/family £20; Affiliated: £25. Membership application forms can be downloaded from the Society website or collected from the Museum.  
The Museum and Bookshop (020 8296 9914), 22 Ridgway, near Lingfield Road, are open from 2.30 to 5.00pm Saturday and Sunday. Admission free.
Data Protection. The Wimbledon Society is registered with the Information Commissioner’s Office for Data Protection Purposes as a data controller under the Data 
Protection Act 1998, reg no: ZA244625. All personal information supplied to the Society by members will be used solely for communication with them concerning 
the Society’s Membership, Governance, Events, and only matters concerning the Society. It will not be shared with any other organisation, except where there is a 
Statutory obligation to do so. Full details of our Privacy Policy are published on our website.

GRASS IS 
GREENER
THERE HAS been a 
significant increase in the 
demand for Artificial Grass 
over the last few years. 
However, homeowners 
considering installing it 
should ensure they are  
aware of all the facts.  
While artificial grass may 
appear to have many 
benefits, including being 
low maintenance and harder 
wearing than natural grass, 
there are environmental and 
other costs.

Plastic grass kills the 
soil underneath it and is a 
hostile environment for all 
wildlife, thus discouraging 
biodiversity. It also raises 
the temperature of its 
surroundings to the extent 
that it can occasionally  
melt or catch fire. Finally,  
and most significantly, it is 
not generally recyclable  
and at the end of its 10-15  
year life has to go to landfill 
where it will remain for 
hundreds of years. 

It is also not as low 
maintenance as might be 
expected, requiring washing 
down, removal of moss and 
hoovering to remove leaves 
etc.

Recyclable versions are 
being developed but are 
not yet widely available. 
There are other options 
available to replace a lawn. 
For an informed discussion 
on the topic listen to Radio 
4’s You and Yours, 21 June 
2021. For more detail on the 
disadvantages of artificial 
grass and suggestions for 
alternatives see the the blog 
post from September 5, 2020 
on www.jackwallington.com

GRASS ON YOUR ROOFS
Green roofs on the other 
hand are a wholly positive 
addition. Green roofs provide 
a rainwater buffer, purify 
the air, reduce the ambient 
temperature, regulate indoor 
temperatures, save energy 
and encourage biodiversity in 
the city. Green roofs are part 
of climate-proof construction. 
They can be installed on 
both flat or sloping roofs, 
especially cycle and bin 
sheds. For more information 
and advice see Green 
Roof Organisation, www.
greenrooforganisation.org

STOP PRESS - SOFT 
PLASTIC RECYCLING 
The Co-op has recently 
launched a scheme to collect 
soft plastics such as film lids 
on yoghurt pots, soft fruit 
punnets and ready meals, as 
well as plastic crisp packets, 
pasta bags and chocolate 
or biscuit wrappers. Items 
can be left in Co-op stores; 
See www.coop.co.uk/
environment/soft-plastics 
for more details. Sainsbury’s 
are about to launch a similar 
scheme.

Greenwatch
SUSANNA RIVIERE looks at the pros and (mostly) cons of artificial grass

Surveyors, Valuers & Estate Agents

Sales 020 8947 9833  I  Lettings 020 8879 9669

www.robertholmes.co.uk

At the heart of the community
We are pleased to support the Wimbledon Society

A growing roof on a bin shed in Morden Hall Park
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