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This photograph from the early 1950s shows a lot of our Wadhurst’s past history:  

some of it has already disappeared whilst other parts are due to disappear very soon – or at least have their rôles changed.

What had once been O T Corke’s house and drapery shop, became a coffee shop and then from 1908 – 1923 was the 
London County Westminster and Parr Bank Ltd.  In 1924, it was just the Westminster Bank.    O T Corke’s had moved 
across the Square to what is now the Wine shop and Hospice in the Weald.  Moving up the street on the left, you 
see the trees in front of the Greyhound with the ironmonger’s on the corner and the butcher with its lime trees just 
beyond.  Butcher’s shops always had lime trees to keep the wasps at bay.  In the distance is the half-timbering of the 
International Stores on the corner of Washwell Lane and beyond that is the Queen’s Head Hotel.  Both of these would 
soon be badly damaged in January 1956 as a result of the Meteor crash.  The right-hand side of the High Street above 
is more easily recognisable.

From this, you will gather we continue to explore the finds in our collections.  Please tell me some more information 
about this picture which I can include in later editions of the Newsletters. 

www.wadhursthistorysociety.org
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Talks during 2018

Your new Membership cards now give you all the 2018 talks and 
speakers.

Wed. 7th March:     “In an Old House:  Understanding our 	
		   Timber-framing Heritage” by Peter Varlow.

Wed. 11th April:	  “The Palace of Westminster” by Kevin Gordon. 

Thurs. 10th May:    “Manipulating Monarchs: Image and 	
		   Propaganda in the Reigns of Henry VII, 	
		   Henry VIII and Elizabeth I”  by Julia Cruse.

Wed. 13th June:    	  “The Shetland Bus” by Gilly Halcrow.

Wed. 11th July:     	  “ The History of Smuggling in Sussex and 	
	 	  Kent” by Geoff Hutchinson.

Thurs. 20th Sept:     “Sussex in the Great War” by Ian Everest.

Thurs. 11th Oct:      “A Grand Tour – Early Tourists in the High 	
		   Weald” by Ian Beavis.

Wed. 7th Nov:    	  “In Flanders Field – the Story of the Poppy” 	
		   by Heather Woodward.

Wed. 12th Dec:  	  Annual General Meeting 
		   followed by Entertainment.
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BRYAN SAMUEL WALLIS BELL

Wadhurst and the Wadhurst History Society in 
particular were shocked to receive the news of the 
sudden loss of Bryan just before Christmas.

Bryan was a founder member 
of the Wadhurst History 
Society, very much involved 
with the task groups which 
provided a focus for many of 
our earlier publications.  With 
his encyclopaedic knowledge 

of Wadhurst and its buildings, he regularly provided 
us with the vital link in the chain of the history of this 
community and its people.  Our intention had been to 
record an interview with him in the near future but 
that will now not be possible. 

Bryan’s family had lived in Wadhurst for many 
generations and since the 19th century especially at 
Church House.  In the tradition of those days, Samuel 
Wallis was the name of his great grandfather and his 
grandfather.  The latter like his grandson was involved 
with many organisations in Wadhurst. Samuel was 
a very fine singer in the Parish Church choir – this 
was a talent he did not pass on to his grandson - and 
on his marriage to Mabel Watts who also sang in the 
choir, they were given a clock.  Bryan served on the 
Parish Council for over forty years and to mark that 
achievement, he received a proper school bell.  The 
clock and the bell sit close to each other in Church 
House.  Bryan did inherit from his family his practical 
skills and his meticulous attention to detail.  

We shall miss Bryan’s gentle manner, enthusiastic 
willingness and expertise. We send our sincere 
condolences to Cynthia, Katharine, Tom and the 
family.

…..

MONTHLY TALKS:     JANUARY 2018

Ightham Mote: Life Upstairs Downsatairs

by

Heather Woodward 

The Society talks for 2018 commenced on the 11th January 
with an amusing and very informative talk about Ightham 
Mote given by our Chairman, Heather Woodward.

Ightham Mote dating from the 13th Century, with some of 
the timbers dating from 1250, was never a grand house, 
Heather told us, but always a proper home, “secluded, 
solitary and enchanted”.  Many alterations, expansions 
and improvement have been made over the years, but 
these have been remarkably sensitive to the mediæval 
origins of the house.  This could possibly be because they 
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very rarely used an architect but instead used builders 
who were happy to break through, insert, build upwards 
or outwards so that the house evolved depending on 
the individual needs of the owners and their families.

We were shown slides of many interesting features of 
the property.   A dovecote on top of a range of cottages 
containing 156 nesting boxes, from which up to 2000 
squabs (nestlings) a year helped feed the household and 
provided welcome alternatives to the salted or smoked 
meat and fish which formed the usual main part of the 
diet.     A large stewpond also provided supplementary 
provisions. We admired the central quadrangle eventually 
completed in the 16th century, with its enormous dog 
kennel, built to house Dido, the beloved St. Bernard, of 
the Colyer-Fergusson family.  This dog kennel is thought 
to be the only Grade 1 listed dog kennel in the world.  
Another feature in the quadrangle is the hour clock from 
1798 installed in the low tower. This type of clock has 
just one hand, the hour hand, which slowly moves from 
hour to hour.

Heather showed us some fine slides and told us about the 
principal rooms.  We were told that in mediæval times, 
all activity in the house, centred on the Great Hall. This 
originally had an earthen floor strewn with straw, which 
was probably changed only once a year.  As the Hall was 
lit by rushlights (rushes pulled from beside the streams 
and covered with molten mutton fat) or flaming torches, 
this was potentially a dangerous place but fortunately 
Ightham Mote seems to have emerged unscathed from 
that hazard.  Meals for all the family and staff would have 
been taken in the Hall and served on flat loaves called 
trenchers, used as plates.   In those times “dinner” was 
taken about 11 am and supper about 4 to 5 pm and then 
the family would retire.

An American who stayed at the house as a guest of 
General Palmer who lived at Ightham Mote between 
1880 and 1889 said,   “So draughty was the dining hall 
that every chair at table had to be screened from draughts 
from everywhere and nowhere.   Our spines were 

chilled... I felt a woman’s best friend was her hot water 
bottle.”     The Hall would also have been the sleeping 
quarters for the staff.  There were 27 staff before the 1st 

World War and water was not piped into the house until 
1938 and electricity not installed until 1956.  One could 
imagine the amount of work these servants would have 
had to do to provide for the needs of the family and their 
guests.  They had to continue providing the same service 
after the 2nd World War when there were only seven staff 
remaining.

In earlier centuries we were told, the family and guests 
always dressed for dinner, with the ladies retiring to the 
drawing room at the end of the meal.   We were shown 
slides of the new chapel built in about 1520 with its 
barrel-vaulted roof painted with the symbols of Henry 
VIII and Catherine of Aragon, and the 500-year old solid 
oak door.

Heather told us about some of the families who had lived 
at Ightham Mote over the centuries including the Selby 
family who lived there for nearly 300 years. The Colyer-
Fergussons owned it between 1889 – 1952.  Their son 
Riversdale was awarded a posthumous V.C. in 1917 at the 
third battle of Ypres and his older brother was killed in 
the 2nd World War. Their deaths  would have contributed 
to the decision which had to be made in 1952 to sell the 
Mote.

In 1953 the house was finally bought by Charles Henry 
Robinson, an American, who did many urgent repairs 
and partly refurbished the house with 17th century 
English pieces.   He died in 1985 giving Ightham Mote 
to the National Trust.  The National Trust then embarked 
on a massive conservation project, having to tackle many 
structural problems and issues such as death watch beetle 
and dry rot which caused major concern.  The Trust took 
the bold step of allowing the public its usual access to the 
property whilst the work was in progress and it was not 
completed until 2004 -  by which time a great deal had 
been learnt about mediaeval construction and building 
techniques. 

In her delightful talk Heather entertained us with 
many amusing stories, one such was the origins of the 
expression “picking up the wrong end of the stick.”  The 
lavatories, “garde-robes”, of such houses and castles 
in the early period of those times, were just a wooden 
board overhanging the outside wall of a chamber, with a 
hole provided.  Beside it was a long stick with which to 
dislodge any bits that had failed to complete their fall into 
the moat; the stick then being replaced leaning against 
the wall.  “Picking up the wrong end of the stick ....” the 
stick was then replaced . 

I feel sure that, following Heather’s most interesting 
talk, many of us will be wanting to go and see more of 
Ightham Mote for ourselves.                                                               

Martin Turner

                                      



354

FEBRUARY 2018

The Belgian Royal Family:  Murder, Madness and 
Mayhem,

by

Melanie Gibson-Barton

At a brisk - and rather breathless pace - Melanie told the 
story of modern Belgium, from 1830 to the present day. 

Early history saw Ambiorix of the Belgӕ tribe defeat 
Julius Cӕsar, but the Belgium that we know today came 
about only after the Treaty of Vienna (1815), when the 
main protagonists, Austria, Britain, Prussia and Russia 
sought to re-size the main European powers. Wilhelm 
I, an ‘enlightened’ despot, was proclaimed King of the 
“Netherlands” (which term means Low Countries). 
Divided into the regions of Flanders and Wallonie, its 
populace spoke Flemish as the natural tongue, although 
the upper classes preferred French. Moreover, the southern 
Roman Catholics disliked the northern Protestants.

Revolution in 1830 saw anarchy, much rioting and 
armed troops brought in to restore order, “Belgium” 
becoming established as a constitutional monarchy as a 
consequence. Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg married 
George IV’s daughter, Caroline, who died in childbirth 
aged just 21. Leopold’s sister married Prince Edward, 
who was to be the father of Queen Victoria. Eight years 
of war won independence under the Treaty of London 
(1839), which included  Britain’s insistence upon 
Belgium’s neutrality in time of war, this so-styled Scrap 
of Paper being the proximate cause of Britain’s entry into 
the Great War of 1914.

Under Leopold I (regnavit 1831-1865), Belgium soon 
became industrialised, the first railway in continental 
Europe running between Brussels and Mechelen.  He 
married Princess Louise-Marie of France, had four 
children, and died, aged 74, being buried alongside 
his wife in the Royal Crypt at Larken.   Charlotte, his 
daughter, married Archduke Maximilian of Austria, 
moved to Italy, and eventually to Mexico in 1884, upon 
Maximilian’s being offered the Mexican crown! The 
coronation was delayed, as Benito Juárez wanted a 
republic, not a monarchy. Maximilian was assassinated 
while his wife was back in Europe, and she spent the rest 
of her life (until 1927) in a palace.

Leopold II became king because his older brother, the 
heir, Philippe,  had died aged one year, and only male 
issue could succeed,.  Leopold travelled widely, chose to 
increase Belgium’s military defences with forts at Liège, 
Namur, and Antwerp, and desired to acquire colonies 
for his country. He married Henrietta of Austria.  This 
was an arranged affair with this Hapsburg lady, who bore 
him four children: a son, Leopold, who died aged 9, and 
three daughters. One, Stephanie, married Rudolph of 
Austria, famously remembered in history for the suicide 
at Mayerling, while another, Louise, ran off with her 
lover, and, given the choice of returning to her husband 
or entering an asylum, chose the latter.  Clementine, born 

1872, fell in love with Baudouin, who died at 21, and 
eventually married Napoléon Victor Bonaparte, despite 
serious and prolonged opposition, once her own father 
had died.

Leopold II enforced his will over the Congo, with its yield 
of rubber and ivory, making $1bn profit in the process. 
An attempt on his life proved unsuccessful, but the 
Casement Report prepared by the Irish nationalist, Roger 
Casement, while he was in the British consular service, 
exposed the ruthless exploitation of the Belgian Congo  
and this was endorsed by Mark Twain and Arthur Conan 
Doyle.  This highlighted Leopold’s atrocities; and so the 
Congo achieved republic status in 1908, after around 10 
million Congolese had been killed. 

As the “Builder King”, he built up Brussels, Antwerp, 
and Oostende, making Brussels a “Little Paris”, and 
created a Museum for Central Africa. In 1898, aged 65, 
he was with Caroline Lacroix, a 16-year-old prostitute, 
whom he styled “Baroness Vaughan”, and they attended 
Queen Victoria’s funeral in 1901. Caroline bore him two 
illegitimate sons, but he did marry her, in a religious 
ceremony, five days before his death, bequeathing her 
a fortune. Although there was booing at his funeral, 
the Belgian people later relented, and think of it now, 
quaintly, as The Great Forgetting.

Leopold’s brother Philippe, who was deaf, married 
Marie of Hohenzollern, their son, Albert I (Leopold’s 
grandson), becoming, from 1909, a strong king, known as 
the Soldier King. He considered the Great War “not our 
war”, and led his men nearer to the French (Allied) front 
line. He moved to Loppen in 1918, his wife, Elisabeth 
of Bavaria, had worked with the Red Cross during the 
war, but she later went her separate way. They had three 
children, Leopold, Marie-José, and Charles Albert, a 
keen mountaineer, who went climbing in February 1934, 
instead of receiving a cycling hero as had been his official 
engagement. Missing, he was eventually discovered, 
dead, this giving rise to a number of conspiracy theories, 
even to the point of a suggestion of murder, although in 
recent times, foul play has been conclusively ruled out.

Leopold III, Albert’s son and heir, married Astrid of 
Sweden in 1931, a lady who soon became a favourite 
of the people and also internationally - the Lady Diana 
of her day in some respects, even to the point that, on a 
trip to Switzerland, their car spun off the road, and she 
was killed. Leopold continued to reign alone, but he was 
advised to leave Belgium in May 1940, following the 
German invasion of his country. Negotiating a cease-fire 
later that month, he surrendered to Wehrmacht forces and 
was placed under house arrest in Larken. He married in 
secret during the Occupation, in a civil ceremony, his 
bride already being pregnant. The Belgian press rebuked 
him, and, after the D-Day landings, he was deported, first 
to Saxony, then to Austria, before being liberated by US 
forces in May 1945. His son Charles was declared regent, 
but, upon their release, the Royal Family’s actions during 
the war were deemed controversial, so much so, that 
there was rioting from 1945 to 1951, leading Leopold to 
abdicate in 1951, in favour of his son, Baudouin.
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Baudouin married Fabiola of Spain and proved popular 
with his people, yet, sadly, after five miscarriages, no 
children were born to the couple. During his reign the 
Congo achieved independence in June 1960.   In 1990, 
a device was implemented allowing him to be declared 
“unfit to rule for 24 hours” and thus enabled a law to 
be passed legitimising abortion. He died in 1993, while 
Fabiola, a real character, lived on until 2014, despite a 
death threat having been made against her.

His successor, Albert II, also a son of Leopold III, 
married Paola in 1959, producing three children: Astrid, 
Laurent, and Philippe. Unhappy in their marriage, they 
were forbidden to divorce, became reconciled, and were 
in love again by the 1980s. However, a book shedding 
bad light on Albert’s moral character rocked the country, 
leading to his abdication in 2013, officially on health 
grounds, in favour of his son Philippe, who, with his wife 
Mathilde, has produced three children: Paola, Fabiola, 
and Mathilde.

Thus, Melanie demonstrated, where Belgium is today 
- seven monarchs on, including two abdications from 
the establishment of modern Belgium back in 1930. No 
actual murder, no real madness, but a good measure of 
mayhem and upheaval.

I wonder what Ambiorix, looking down from his statue, 
makes of it all.............		              Stefan Gatward

 

Thank you as always to all our reviewers. 

With that breathless scamper through European history 
we return to the calm of - 

News from the Centre

Rachel is always good at research but she surpassed 
herself at the beginning of this year when visiting the tip!  
After some effective negotiation, she came away with 
two new four-drawer filing cabinets which we have been 
needing for some while.  So that sets us up for a few 
more months and the centre is becoming more and more 
crowded!

We have had a steady flow of visitors and also enquiries 
from far and wide, with Ian’s website clearly raising 
awareness of our existence and potential usefulness.  

-o-

More Titbits from the Archives

In 2006, Frank Sellens of the Kent and Sussex Courier 
wrote an interesting article under the title, “Village 
thrives in Victorian era.” which was describing the first 
publication of the Wadhurst History Society -  Victorian 
Wadhurst. 

He highlighted these delightful titbits of information:-

•	 Those estate workers on the Whiligh estate who 
went to Church on Good Friday and Christmas Day 
received something more than spiritual benefit.  
They were paid for the day.  Those whose absence 
from divine service was noted had a disapproving 
cross marked in the estate ledger.

•	 In 1839 there were 3,200 acres of arable land under 
cultivation in the parish of Wadhurst and 3,100 
acres of meadow and pasture.  In 1988 about 750 
acres were under the plough.

•	 Mary and William were the two most popular 
names from 1841 except for 1901 when Elizabeth 
and George were in 2nd and 3rd place.

•	 In 1851, 18 Wadhurst paupers were in the Ticehurst 
workhouse; 27 in 1871.

•	 In 1852, the year after the railway was opened, the 
cost of travel between Wadhurst and London was 
12/11d (about 65p) for a first class return and 4/3d 
on a Parliamentary single which was for the slowest 
and most uncomfortable trains.

11/AM/013    

WADHURST BRASS BAND

Recently, many Wadhurst people attended a fine concert 
in the Parish Church, ‘With Sweet Jubilation’, as we 
thanked Algy Hoare for his leadership of the Wadhurst 
Brass Band for sixty years, since 1957.  

Our Brass Bands seem to have an old tradition of 
people who give long-standing loyal support to music in 
Wadhurst.

On 30th November 1907, Harry Tompsett died.  As his 
obituary in the Courier explains: “Harry was the senior 
member of the Wadhurst Brass Band, which he joined 
in 1871, the year it started.  He was a thorough lover 
of music, and as a performer on the E-flat bass he was 
much above the average, and being a genial, kind-hearted 
man, he was well-liked by all who knew him.”  During 
1907, “the Band had played gratuitously 24 times”.   In 
1898, they had appealed for funds to buy the band new 
instruments and uniforms, inviting regular subscriptions 
“to contribute to the prosperity and permanence of an 
institution which has for many years been popular and 
appreciated in Wadhurst”.  His funeral was attended 
by Wadhurst and Lamberhurst bandsmen in uniform, 
playing en route to the church, the Dead March in Saul.   

It seems in those days they were, therefore, a marching 
band.

A later member of Harry’s family Mr Charles Tompsett 
was Bandmaster and cornet player in the “old” Wadhurst 
Town Band for many years. He died in 1968.

BC/AM/822
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A ROYAL VISIT TO WADHURST PARK

Just before Christmas 1888, Wadhurst buzzed with 
excitement and anticipation when the news spread 
that the Prince of Wales (later King Edward VII) was 
to pay a visit to Wadhurst Park, the country retreat of 
the wealthy Spanish 
banker, the Marquis de 
Santurce (family name 
de Murietta).

The Prince had 
visited Wadhurst Park 
previously and so he 
had his own suite at 
the mansion which 
was suitably secluded 
to afford him privacy.  
He could enjoy outdoor 
sport as well as indoor 
relaxation and could be assured of all comfort.  “The 
suites of apartments are furnished in the most sumptuous 
manner and nothing could exceed the elegance of the 
rooms”, according to a contemporary report.

The Prince travelled down on a special train from 
Charing Cross on the Saturday and special arrangements 
had been made for his reception. “This station, always 
well-kept and a pattern of neatness, was exceptionally 
trim on this occasion, having been decorated throughout 
by Messrs. Edgington of London.  Red baize cloth was 
laid throughout the platform and the offices and on this 
occasion there was a special awning from the side of the 
line over the platform to the entrance.  In the waiting 
room was a very handsome floral design, which we are 
informed was the handwork of Mr Chapman, the ever-
courteous station-master.”

At Wadhurst Park, the Prince was joined by a 
distinguished company which included the Duchess of 
Manchester, the Earl of Fife, Lord William Nevill, Lady 
Dorothy Nevill, Lord and Lady de Grey and Baron 
Rothschild.   There followed shooting parties during 
which 1100 head of game and ducks were bagged and 
great festivities were enjoyed  in the evenings.  When 
the Prince returned to London via the station on the 
Tuesday, “there were a thousand throats proclaiming 
cheers in the most lusty manner, for all Wadhurst must 
be loyal to the backbone.”

				           11/AM/034

Irene Grace Driscoll wrote a long account of her life in 
Wadhurst 1907 – 1927. Some extracts we have used in 
our publication, Wadhurst Back in Time. Here she talks 
about the realities and sometimes sadness of daily life:

Dad bought Stonebridge for £20 in about 1894 and there 
was also a hut where our stepbrother lived. There were 
two or three sheds for storing carts and equipment, a 
brick-built well and the whole space was fenced in with 
iron railings and a laurel hedge and an iron gate. We had 
a Shetland pony which my mother would harness to a 
small trap and drive along the lanes. We had apple trees 

(Worcesters) and a laurel tree.  My sister, Enid and I ate 
some laurel berries so they cannot be very poisonous!

While we lived at Stonebridge, Enid and I used to play 
with Eddy and George Watts on a little green near the 
houses in the evening.  Sometimes an old gentleman, 
Mr Chapman, would pass us on his way home from 
Wadhurst Station – he was a regular traveller to London 
on business. As he went by he would turn out his 
pockets and throw us the coppers.  The others always 
scrambled for the pennies but for some reason, I never 
did.  Perhaps I didn’t like joining in with the gang.

Dad always did his correspondence on a Sunday 
morning and afterwards he would send Enid and me 
to post the letters.  Dad said we must take them to the 
Wadhurst Post Office because the ordinary letter boxes 
weren’t collected regularly.  The bundle of letters was 
always wrapped in a newspaper and we were instructed 
to drop the letters into the box one by one and hear them 
drop. But Enid and I decided that it was too far for us 
to walk to the Post Office so we posted the letters in the 
nearest letter box which was in the garden wall of ‘The 
Beeches’.  Afterwards we would sit in the field until 
enough time had passed to make it appear we had been 
into Wadhurst.

During the war in 1915, animal foodstuff was in short 
supply.  That year, to help feed his pigs, Dad was offering 
sixpence a bushel for acorns.  Women and children from 
round about would bring the acorns and Mum would 
pay them. 

At Stonebridge in 1915, troops who were marching 
along our road were ordered to fall out and rest.  They 
were thirsty and called for water.  Mum also offered 
them milk.  It was at Stonebridge that Uncle Alf, Mum’s 
brother, came to see us on his embarkation leave.  He 
had cycled over from High Brooms and I remember 
seeing him go off on his bike down the hill, then turn to 
wave to us. His brother, Uncle Henry, had been in the 
Territorials and was called up immediately war broke 
out and joined the Royal Engineers.  There was talk of 
white feathers and pressure put on any young man not 
already in the armed forces for him to volunteer. So 
Uncle Henry suggested to his brother that he should also 
join the Royal Engineers so that at least they would be 
together.  Both of them drowned when HMS Hythe was 
sunk on 28th October 1915 in the Gallipoli campaign. 
Uncle Henry was 21 and Uncle Alf only 19. 

When my brother, Alf, was born in 1916, he was named 
after the two brothers who had drowned.  My mother 
had arranged for Mrs Luxford to come in and take care 
of us.  At Stonebridge, there were four steps into the 
house.  Mrs Luxford wore a long skirt with a bustle 
which trailed invitingly on the steps as she went down 
and I couldn’t resist the temptation to jump on it. She 
turned round to slap me, I dodged, she started off again 
and I did it a second time.  I forget what happened next!

In the late summer of 1916, we moved to Ivy Chimneys 
and when we were looking around, we met a man there, 
Amos Hemsley, who was busy making charcoal, an 
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ancient Sussex 
industry.  That 
was the last and 
only time I saw 
him at work there.

Once during the 
war, we heard 
that London had 
been bombed by 
German aircraft 
and that night, 

from a vantage point not far from the house, Dad could see 
a glow in the direction of London.  On another occasion 
a khaki-coloured airship flew low over Stonebridge with 
its ropes dangling through the tree-tops.  Tappington 
Grange was used as a convalescent home for wounded 
service-men during the war and the men in their bright 
blue uniforms and red ties regularly hobbled down on 
their walking sticks as far as our green.  

Ivy Chimneys was a lovely house, previously owned 
by a retired parson and it had five bedrooms upstairs 
and a box room big enough to take another bed.  The 
front door was oak with a lion’s head knocker and all 
the interior woodwork was painted duck-egg blue.  On 
the ground floor there were two large reception rooms 
which could be made into one by opening two doors; 
one of these rooms was Dad’s writing room on Sundays.  
Dad had furnished the house with furniture bought at 
auction and he had bought twelve new kitchen chairs 
from a disbanded Scout troop at Buckhurst Manor.  For 
us children he had also bought a rocking horse complete 
with bridle and saddle; it was dappled grey. 

10/AM/047

Those extracts came from the first five pages of Irene’s 
story so I’ll no doubt carry on with some more next time.

The Building Industry in Wadhurst

Extracts from an account dictated by Walter Hodder 
in 2010.

At the end of the 19th century, customers requiring major 
building work would have to employ two or more firms.  
Ashby’s were the bricklayers with a workshop in the 
High Street just above and opposite the Vicarage whilst 
Sam Wallis, (grandfather of Bryan Bell), the stonemason, 
lived in Church Street; the Skinners, father and son living 
in the Marlpit at Durgates were carpenters and Ansells 
(where Carillon Cottage now is) were long-established 
plumbers and painters.

This changed in the 1890s to a more centralised system 
when George Luck, a builder, came first to Frant to build 
Ely Grange, then soon after moved to Durgates in what 
is now the Industrial Estate.  He was an enterprising man 
and offered all the building trades. He was soon joined by 
his sons, George and Charles, and the firm became Luck 
Brothers. They were renowned for high-class hand-made 
joinery and became the leading builders in the district and 

the major employers in the village.  They built George 
Street on the site of a disused brickyard and developed 
the larger houses in Station Road and on Station Hill and 
the houses on the north side of Mayfield Lane.

About 1905, Bill Piper, a plumber’s apprentice at 
Ansells, left to start his own business and was joined by 
his father, Charles, who had been a painter at Ansells.  He 
rented the blacksmith’s workshop at Sparrows Green and 
gradually expanded to the blacksmith’s workshop and 
yard in St James Square/Blacksmiths Lane, undertaking 
bricklaying and carpentry.  He was later joined by his 
son who became the driving force and the firm became 
W J Piper and Sons.  Between the wars, the Lavender 
brothers, Percy, Wilfred and Walter, were also building in 
the Wadhurst area with their yard off South View Road.  
After the war, they moved to Ticehurst and expanded to 
be a major employer involved in council housing and 
building bungalows for sale.  They developed the first 
site in Jonas Drive and built the houses in the Marlpit.

Walter’s grandfather, William Henry Hodder, a former 
boatwright from Lymington moved to Wadhurst Hall in 
1902 as an estate carpenter for Julius Drew(e).  From 
1910, Mr Drewe was having Castle Drogo built in Devon 
but, not relishing a move to Drewsteignton, William went 
instead to Frant to manage a small building firm.  This 
closed  down in the 1st World War and he moved to Best 
Beech Hill.  He taught woodwork to the boys in the Baden 
Powell Scout Farm at Buckhurst and undertook building 
repairs.  In 1919, he was joined by Walter’s father, Frank, 
a returning PoW and the firm became W H Hodder and 
Son, renting the wheelwright’s workshop at Best Beech.  
There they started a general builders’ business doing 
mainly painting, repairs and small extensions.

 11/AM/071

PARISH MAGAZINE:  NOVEMBER 1911	

	 Vicar:  Leslie C Stevenson

	 Churchwardens: J C Lane Andrews; 

	 Col. Ramsden

	 Sidesmen:  W Phillips; H T Whitty;  

	 Dr White;  W J Ballard;  C W Ashby; 

	 A Carpenter;  H C Corke.

	 Organist:  A Knight.

	 Clerk and Sexton:  S T Wallis, Jun.

Most of the magazine is common to the whole of the 
country but the inside covers focus on Wadhurst.  The 
back cover has two contrasting articles about Wadhurst:
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THE FIRE

About 5.30 on the afternoon of October 20th, like an 
electric shock through the quiet village, rang the ominous 
cry – “The Church is on fire!”  Men, women and children 
dropping their work, leaving their play or rising hastily 
from their unfinished tea, ran breathless through the 
falling twilight to the churchyard.

Already help was there.  A few of our brave folk, heedless 
of smothering smoke and lurid flame, were battling with 
the enemy and flinging the contents of the burning vestry 
out into the open. The fire flickered redly at the windows 
fanned by the gusty wind that drove through the broken 
panes. The naked branches of the trees stood black against 
the glare. “Water! -pails! -water!” was the cry; and many 
ready hands and stout hearts responded with a will.  All 
classes and all creeds joined in a strenuous effort to save 
the Mother Church that for so many generations has stood 
a very guardian in our midst; its graceful weather-stained 
spire pointing us to heaven, and the sweet bells calling us 
to worship across the Weald; the Church before whose 
altar our forefathers have plighted their troth, at whose 
font our little ones have been received into the fold and 
under whose peaceful shadow so many of our loved ones 
sleep until the day break!

But now, led by their captain (and twenty strong), comes 
the gallant Wadhurst Fire Brigade.  The great nozzle of 
the hose pours a solid stream into the red raging heart 
of the furnace.  “Thank God for the water!” cries a pale 
woman with clasped hands, and the exclamation finds an 
echo in every breast.

The struggle between the two mighty elements is fierce 
but brief, the smoke rolls in heavy masses from doors 
and windows; a licking flame writhes out like the head 
of a snake but is beaten back.  Sullenly the fire loosens 
its grip of the sacred building and sinks into blackened 
ashes.  The Church is saved!

On the following Sunday, references to the fire were made 
by the vicar from the pulpit at the morning and evening 
services.  In the course of his remarks, the preacher said, 
”While our first duty is to thank Almighty God, our second 
duty is to thank those good friends who worked with such 
untiring energy and courage to get the flames under. I 
mention no names. I thank them all………………  We 
still, in God’s providence, have our old Parish Church.  
Let us then love it more dearly, use it more frequently and 
regularly and serve it more faithfully by every means in 
our power, than we have done in the past.”

Somehow we don’t report so vividly nowadays.

BOY SCOUTS

The “Wood Bee” Follies who were so successful at the 
Country Fair at Wadhurst last August, are giving an 
entertainment at the Market Hall on Wednesday December 

6th. The proceeds will be devoted to the Wadhurst troop 
of Boy Scouts that has just been started by Mr Edward 
Courthope.  The entertainment is under the patronage of 
Field Marshall the Earl Roberts V.C.; George Courthope 
M.P.; W D Watson Smyth J.P.; William Courthope C.B.; A 
G Watson J.P.; the Chief Scout Lieut-General Sir Robert 
Baden Powell and many others.  The entertainment will 
be entitled “When Father Christmas came to Wadhurst” 
and will consist of songs, dances etc.

Tea and coffee will be provided and children will receive 
a present from the Christmas tree.  The tickets are selling 
fast, and the Wood Bee Follies will be certain of a full 
house.

09/AM/016

PASSENGERS LED TO SAFETY AFTER 
LANDSLIP.

On 6th January 1930, the 5.05 evening train from Hastings 
was trapped in a landslide near Wadhurst. Its coaches 
were overwhelmed by a pile of earth and stones with the 
Pullman car being badly damaged and passengers being 
plunged into darkness.

The train driver had seen that the track was obstructed 
by a pile of earth and bushes but as he was bringing the 
train to a stop an even bigger quantity of earth and stones 
slipped and piled up against the rear coaches. Passengers 
were moved into the front portion of the train which then 
resumed its journey reaching Tunbridge Wells nearly an 
hour and forty minutes late.

Working throughout the night, breakdown gangs cleared 
the line so that the 6.48 ran through “unhindered” the 
following morning whilst the damaged coaches were 
taken to a siding in Etchingham.  Heavy rain during 
the previous weeks was believed to be the cause of the 
landslide, coupled with the vibration of passing trains.

11/AM/054

NEARLY 80 YEARS AGO:

On Christmas Day 1938, the Parish Church boiler sprang 
a leak which made it impossible to keep the fire going.  
With heavy snow and several degrees of frost outside, 
this made things distinctly awkward.  A special wire 
was fixed to take some small electric radiators, and oil 
stoves were lent – not ideal to heat a Church but it did 
take the chill off. The additional current was too much for 
the fuses and during the 7 am celebration, the lights and 
organ current failed.  At Matins, they managed without 
the organ though the lights were on again.  At Evensong, 
the organ was working, but the lights again failed so they 
carried on with the help of candles. 

[Incidentally, in October 1939, at the beginning of 
the 2nd World War  – it was impossible to darken the 
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Parish Church sufficiently to hold services after sunset. 
Evensong was moved therefore to the earlier time of 5.30 
pm.]

09/AM/014

A FORMER POSTMAN’S GOLDEN WEDDING:

In 1971, retired postman, Walter Usherwood and his 
wife, Mary, celebrated their Golden Wedding in George 
Street.  The press reports made readers very aware of the 
interesting history of their lives since they had done their 
courting in southern Ireland during the “troubles” in the 
early 1920s.  In fact, they were actually held up by a party 
of Sinn Feiners on the way to the station to start their 
honeymoon.

After joining the Post Office as a messenger boy in Kent, 
Walter enlisted in the Royal Artillery in 1909 and had a 
distinguished career which lasted 21 years.  One of the 
Old Contemptibles, he served throughout the 14-18 war 
in which he was wounded.  Besides being mentioned 
in dispatches, he was awarded a Belgian Croix de 
Guerre and attained the rank of battery sergeant-major.  
Following the Armistice, he was sergeant-major in charge 
of discipline at the Supreme War Council, Versailles from 
1918 – 1920.  During the 2nd World War, he commanded 
the Wadhurst Home Guard Platoon from 1942 – 45.

Returning to civilian life in 1929, Mr Usherwood rejoined 
the Post Office, working in London until 1931.  This was 
when he came to Wadhurst where he was a postman until 
he retired in 1951.

“Conditions now are much better than in the old 
days”. When he first started in Wadhurst, he used to do 
eight hours a day (four in the morning and four in the 
afternoon) for £2.05 a week, mostly cycling round the 
outlying district.

	 BC/AM/829

WADHURST CHARTER PAGEANT – 1953

Marking the 600-year anniversary of the granting of 
the Charter in 1253, as a finale to a complete week of 
various events, a cast of over 200 people presented a 
pageant against the backcloth of Wadhurst Castle.  The 
pageant was written by Mr Frank Hitchin and it spanned 
six centuries, giving picturesque glimpses of local events 
over that period. 

It opened with a scene showing how Saxon villagers 
heard the news of the Norman invasion. Next came the 
year of 1252 when the granting of the Charter conferred 
on Wadhurst the title of market town and at the same 
time, it raised the value of the land so that great sums 
could be extorted from the tenants.

Celebrations brought out the town crier, a band of 
tumblers and the audience saw Maypole dancing by 

pupils of Tidebrook Place school.  In all the scenes the 
children mimed beautifully and strolled about the lawn 
with dignity and a complete lack of self-consciousness.  
Their garments were made mostly by the children 
themselves and were a colourful collection, well-suited 
to the periods.

Pick of the costume scenes was the visit to Wadhurst 
of Nicholas Barham (D Buckingham) a distinguished 
lawyer and his retinue – members of the Wadhurst 
Dramatic Club and their friends. Nicholas Barham was 
a popular man and rumour had it that he helped thirteen 
Wadhurst men who were fined at Lewes in 1548 for 
playing football.

The children came into their own with a well-rehearsed 
rough and tumble in the scene which recalled “one of 
Wadhurst’s few claims to fame” – the 1863 bare-knuckle 
prize-fight on common land in Sparrows Green. Tom 
King and Keenan were played with great zest by B 
Hemsley and C Pantrey.  

Besides the pageant, the celebration included home 
handicrafts, many by the Wadhurst and Tidebrook WI 
in the Commemoration Hall and this meant that “many 
delicately worked pieces of embroidery were shown”.  
Several antique garments, among them Victorian 
stockings, an embroidery of 1850 and a christening robe 
of 1894 were displayed.  That exhibition was visited by 
just over 1000 people. 

04/AM/006

LIFE IN THE FIFTIES

Michael Toynbee wrote in 2009 about what he remembered 
of the 1950s:

Life was certainly much more formal in the fifties.  It 
would have been thought odd to attend Church without 
suit, collar  and tie and frequently at dinner parties one 
wore a dinner jacket and black tie, even on a hot summer 
evening.  In the same way, going up to the City daily 
one always wore a bowler hat and carried a well-rolled 
umbrella.  In fact, when I arrived in the office, I exchanged 
my bowler for a silk top hat in order to visit the banks and 
especially the Bank of England.

Another area which has seen change is transport.  Before 
our line was electrified, diesel trains had the advantage 
of having restaurant cars, and if one caught the 4.20 pm 
from Charing Cross, one could sit comfortably at a table 
and have a pot of tea and toasted tea cake.  As the banks 
were open on Saturday, when I had to go up to London, 
I used to have breakfast of eggs, bacon and coffee on 
the train.  It was very different from the paper cup of hot 
water and tea bag of today.                                     

The station at Wadhurst was very different.  Because 
there were very few commuters, the car park was much 
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smaller.  The present lower car park was a goods yard 
where the coal trucks would unload and there was a 
shed for freight and a crane.  The station had its own 
signal box presided over by Mr Ward.  One morning I 
remember him holding a red flag out of the window and 
on my asking what the trouble was he replied: “Hounds 
on the line”. The station also had a well-kept garden on 
the upline which was much admired.

In the fifties, Wadhurst was still fairly agricultural and 
with the large houses mostly employing gardeners, a 
lot of people still worked on the land.  Far fewer people 
owned cars so no problem parking.

Shopping was different.  There was the International 
Stores (now One Stop) and Gardner’s Stores in St James 
Square (now Wine Shop etc.) where we shopped.  A man 
used to bicycle out to take down the weekly order in the 
kitchen and then it was delivered by another boy on a 
bicycle.  Self-service had not been invented and if one 
went into the shops, things were wrapped up and handed 
over.  Credit cards had also not been invented.  At garages, 
petrol was put into the car by an attendant and one did not 
have to get out of the car.  It was also much cheaper!

I suppose one of the biggest changes has been the 
position of the Church in the life of the village, In the 
fifties it held a dominant position and the most important 
event of the year was the Church fête, closely followed 
by the Conservative winter fête; for the young, the main 
social event was the “Beetle Ball”  which raised money 
for the Church fabric.  I think a higher percentage of the 
population attended Church and, of course, the morning 
service was filled with the girls from Wadhurst Collage 
who walked down in term-time.  Much local activity 
centred round the Church and this position seems to have 
been taken over by Uplands and other societies.

In those days there was more respect for authority: the 
vicar, school masters and doctors being looked up to and 
respected.  Life also moved at a slower pace.

11/AM/021

Michael was writing in 2009.  Isn’t it interesting to note 
the further changes in the nine years from then till today?

WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE:   

In the centenary year of the Women’s Suffrage 
Movements, much is being written in the press and many 
are the anniversaries.  For our publication Wadhurst 
Back in Time, we tried to find if Wadhurst had spawned 
any suffragists or suffragettes.  We could find none but 
Wealden District Council recently distributed our latest 
update Newsletter and it includes an article about its 
own “special women’s suffrage story”.  Local historian 
Frances Stenlake researched how the fight for Votes for 
Women came to Mark Cross and these extracts explain 
how:

Dr Sophia Jex-Blake was a major figure in the women’s 
suffrage movement.  In the 1870s she led the battle at 
Edinburgh University for women to enter the medical 
profession and subsequently founded the Edinburgh 
School of Medicine for Women.  On her retirement, she 
came with her partner, Dr Margaret Todd, to live in her 
native Sussex at Windydene, Mark Cross.

As a campaigner for the vote she spoke at meetings 
and wrote letters to the Times, always insisting that 
taxation and representation should go together and that 
all taxpayers should have a voice in the governing of 
the country.  At the time, large claims were made on the 
purses of women but they had no vote.

Sophia Jex-Blake inspired certain other Rotherfield 
residents and they joined the Tax Resistance League….. 
By refusing to pay their taxes, they then had to face the 
bailiffs who came to seize goods to the required value.  
The Kent and Sussex Courier in July 1912, just after the 
death of Dr Jex-Blake reported that Miss Maud Roll of 
Rotherfield would be this district’s first WTRL ‘martyr’ 
and that her passive resistance would be watched with 
interest.  At the following week’s ‘No Vote, No Taxes 
Sale’ in Crowborough, six silver spoons belonging to 
Miss Roll were auctioned.  Proceedings were conducted 
in a carriage drawn by two horses and displaying their 
posters thus attracting many curious residents.

A meeting was held, the resolution that women were 
justified in refusing to pay taxes until the Government 
granted them the vote was carried with one dissentient. 
Admiration was expressed that “the protest could not be 
objected to as violent or unladylike” and thus was “one of 
the most excellent methods of propaganda”.

The spoons were returned to Miss Roll the same evening 
as a present from the Committee.

The following year, Miss Roll and Miss Honnor Morten 
of Rotherfield had again refused to pay their taxes and 
yielded to the police a silver salver and a gold ring for 
public auction.  According to the Daily Herald, these 
items were sold from a wagonette on the village street 
where more than 150 had assembled.  

After the sale, Maud Roll decalred that she and Honnor 
Morten would be at Mark Cross crossroads every year 
until they won their rights. Suffrage literature was 
distributed by a corps of women carrying propaganda 
banners.  Some people in the crowd made a small 
bonfire of the papers distibuted.  A few weeks later Miss 
Morten died.   In  June 1914, Maud Roll had a silver dish 
auctioned in Tunbridge Wells to cover her non-payment 
of taxes.  With the outbreak of war later that summer, 
suffrage campaigning was discontinued.  

From 1924 until 1934, Maud Rollwas to serve on the 
Uckfield Rural Council as one of the three members for 
Rotherfield, and as a JP from 1931 until she moved to 
Tunbridge Wells in the early 1940s.
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In this month of March:

1st  – 	 1910 -  David Niven (actor) was born.

2nd - 	 1969 – Concorde made her first flight.

3rd - 	 1831 – George Pullman was born – he improved 
train sleeping accommodation and gave his name to the 
Pullman luxury coach.	

	 1847 – Alexander Graham Bell was born – 
inventor of the’phone, microphone et al.

5th - 	 1936 – The Spitfire made its first test flight from 
Eastleigh, Southampton powered by a Rolls Royce 
Merlin engine.

	 1946 - Churchill gave the “Iron Curtain” speech, 
describing the boundary in Europe between the free 
countries and the nations of Eastern Europe under 
Soviet Russia’s control.

10th -	 1886 – first Cruft’s Dog Show held in London.  
Since 1859, it had been in Newcastle.

11th -	 1941 - the Lend-Lease programme began, 
allowing Britain to receive weapons, raw materials etc 
from America during the 2nd World War.

12th  -	 1904 -	 Britain’s first mainline electric train ran 
from Liverpool to Southport.

	 1938 - 	 Nazis invaded Austria, and absorbed the 
country into Hitler’s Reich.

	 1994 - 	 The Church of England ordained 32 
women as its first female priests.

15th - 	 44 BC – “Beware the Ides of March – Julius 
Caesar is stabbed by Marcus Brutus.

19th -	 1834 – Six farm labourers from Tolpuddle 
(Dorset) sentenced to seven years’ transportation to 
Australia for forming a trade union.

21st - 	 1918 -  	The 2nd Battle of the Somme began.  It 
lasted until 6th April, the Germans gained 35 miles of 
territory and around 500,000 soldiers died.

23rd - 1956 - 	 Queen Elizabeth II laid the foundation 
stone for a new cathedral in Coventry next to the 
bombed remains of the old one.

24th - 	 1603 -	 Queen Elizabeth I died and the crowns 
of England and Scotland were united by James VI/
James I.

25th -	 1807 -	 The British Parliament abolished the 
slave trade following a long campaign against it by 
Quakers and others.

28th - 	 1912 – 	Both the Oxford and Cambridge boats 
sank in the annual Varsity boat race.

31st -	 1855 -	 Charlotte Brontë died.

More Bits and Bobs about March:

•	 March used to be the first month of the year.  The 
Gregorian calendar changed that in 1752.  This 
eliminated a mis-calculation in the Julian (Julius 
Caesar) calendar and brought in Leap Years to 
standardise the length of the year.  3rd September 
became 14th September and some people were 
angry because they thought they had been robbed 
of eleven days.

•	 Traditional children’s games for March were 
marbles and skipping.  The games were stopped 
precisely at noon on Good Friday.

•	 One of the flowers most associated with March is the 
Lent Lily or the narcissus/ daffodil.  Lloyd George 
used it to symbolise Wales at the 1911 Investiture of 
the Prince of Wales (later Edward VIII).

•	 “When March comes in like a lion, it goes out like 
a lamb.”

•	 “As it rains in March so it rains in June.”

•	 “March winds and April showers/Bring forth May 
flowers.”

•	 The expression “mad as a March hare” dates back to 
1529 and refers to the wild behaviour of male hares 
during the mating season in March.

•	 The birthstone for March is aquamarine and the 
flowers are the daffodil or violet.
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Notes from the Editor.

The next Newsletter should appear in the early summer.  
Please  submit comments,  ideas,  information  and  
articles  for  inclusion and also any questions that you 
may have.  Somebody may well know the answer(s). Such 
contributions should be sent  to The  Editor,  Chequers,   
Stone   Cross   Road,   Wadhurst TN5   6LR   or   e-mailed   
to   handew@waitrose.com  before Friday 27th April. 

Forthcoming Events:

Saturday 21st April:  Downton 
Revisited – one of our ever-popular 
supper evenings with Katharine 
Collett – actress and opera singer 
– talking about Edwardian 
entertaining.    Edwardian dress 
is encouraged but not essential.   
Offers of help with catering would 
be much appreciated.  

Please contact Rachel direct 01892 783455.  

To help with the catering, tickets will be £15 per person if 
purchased by Saturday 31st March, thereafter they will 
be £17. 50, obtainable from the Box Office at Meetings 
or from Carillon Cottage.

~

Saturday 2nd June:  The Queen and Her Coronation.  

A special exhibition will be mounted in the 
Commemoration Hall marking (to the day) the 65th 
Anniversary of the Coronation. Here’s hoping for better 
weather this time! Besides the exhibits and memorabilia 
and no doubt nostalgic conversations, we shall be able to 
enjoy refreshments at the Royal Box.  

Do you have any mementos and souvenirs of that day 
that we could borrow, please?  Mugs?  Golden coaches?  
Dresses? Photographs? – the list could be endless!  

Please let Heather know (01892 783212).

~

Sunday 22nd July – the WHS Garden Party with 
entertainment provided  by the Wadhurst Brass Band.   
Further details in due course.

~

The Editor has now been producing our Newsletter 
for five years and would appreciate some feed-back.  
Is it what you want to read?  There was no reponse 
to her appeal in the last issue so maybe she will have 
more luck this time!  (Hint!) 

~

I asked:  

•	 What would you like to see in your Newsletters?   

•	 Which articles / items do you like/ not like? 

~

Ticehurst’s ‘News and Views’ is an interactive 
publication which clearly functions extremely well 
and makes people want to read it.  Would you like 
to make our Wadhurst History Society Newsletter 
interactive also by perhaps asking questions and 
offering responses or even contributing articles for 
potential inclusion?  

RSVP       Thank you.

To see more of our archives, consult

www.wadhursthistorysociety.org
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