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PROGRAMME OF LOCAL EVENTS
LOCAL HISTORY
Local History Talks are held on the 3rd Thursday of the month at 7.30 pm
at the Upper Norwood Library, Westow Hill, SE19 1TJ.
Free entry including refreshments but donations are appreciated.

NORWOOD SOCIETY TALKS
January 21st

Some important Norwood residents you might not have heard
of or know little about. Stephen Oxford presents the many
interesting people from the past he has uncovered in his research.

February 18th ‘Wates in the woods’ - a history of post war development on the
Dulwich Estate’. Dulwich Society chairman, Ian McInnes, returns
with a more modern history of the Dulwich part of Upper Norwood.
March 17th

Margaret Lockwood It is appropriate that the film historian
Lucie Dutton will talk to us about the life of the actress Margaret
Lockwood as she was a regular user of this library when she lived
in Gipsy Hill in her youth.

April 21st

Out of the Borough Archives. Lindsay Ould, Croydon’s archivist,
will inform us of what is to be found in this part of Croydon, in
addition to the many resources in the Croydon
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The Norwood Review is published four times a year. In Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter. The deadline for
each issue is one month earlier. The next edition of the Review will appear in March 2016.
Contributions should be sent, no later than 20th February 2016, to the Editorial Board, The Norwood Review,
47 Ross Road, London SE25 6SB or secretary@norwoodsociety.co.uk (020 8653 8768). Would contributors
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FROM THE SECRETARY
Dear Members,
Our subscription rates have remained unchanged for more than 10 years, but
inevitably our costs have not. At this year’s AGM it was agreed that from
January 2016 the membership fee would be increased to £10 for a couple and £7
for a single person. Given that the price of a 2nd class stamp is now 63 p, this
is still a very modest price. Fortunately a lot of copies of the Norwood Review
are hand delivered.
If you have always paid by cheque and wish to continue to do so then please fill
in and return the form together with a cheque for the new amount payable.
If you pay by Standing Order Mandate and already pay £10 or more (which quite
a few generous members do) then you need not do anything at all.
If you need to increase your subscription then you need to fill in the enclosed
Standing Order Mandate (thus cancelling the present mandate) with the new
amount and make the payment effective as from January 2016. To avoid
complications please do so before January, otherwise your current Standing
Order will be activated on its due date which could be as early as the 1st day of
January. Alternatively, you may change your Standing Order Mandate online.
Finally, if you have joined us in the last 4 months, there is no need to pay the
2016 subscription.
The Committee members thank you for your continued interest and support and
wish you a Happy Christmas and a prosperous New Year.

Anna Lines

LOCAL HISTORY NEWS
Our popular local history meetings continue at the Upper Norwood Library. In
September Stuart Hibberd illustrated the early history of sport at Crystal Palace,
followed in October by Barbara Thomas about the business of funerals, with an
emphasis on Norwood’s stonemasons and undertakers. These talks may well be the
basis of future publications by the Society.
The November meeting was a film presentation by Tony Fletcher on the
early films of the Salvation Army. Tony is a historian of early, particularly
silent, films and had curated this splendid collection. Tony has also published
an accompanying book that he has comprehensively researched. It was
gratifying to have three presentations that were based on extensive original
research, as we as a society wish to extend the historical knowledge of our area.
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The last walk of the season traced the River Effra from Crystal Palace to Kennington
and attracted 70 walkers. This was in conjunction with the Lambeth Heritage Month
and linked to the exhibition on ‘Water Lambeth’ at Morley Art Gallery.
The Lambeth Local History Forum has
suffered a great loss with the death of its
chair, Brian Bloice. Brian was also the chair
of the Streatham Society and president of
Southwark and Lambeth Archaeological
Society. Brian’s immense knowledge
and enthusiasm for local history will be
greatly missed as will his invaluable and
irreplaceable knowledge of Lambeth and the
surrounding area. Much of this knowledge
was based on his previous experience as a local history lecturer at Morley College and
the contacts he had developed in the wider community. We personally will lament
the absence of his support and advice with local history in the Norwood Society.
Lambeth Council’s review of the library and archives services has resulted in much
anxiety and concern to the Norwood Society. The future of the Upper Norwood Library
may result in an independent trust being responsible for its care which may result in
a further loss of the excellent professional librarians. There is a possibility that the
Library’s stock of books will be subsumed into Lambeth’s stock and rotated amongst
all the borough’s libraries. Upper Norwood has a unique collection of books on local
history, many of which are quite old and in the past would be disposed of if ‘normal’
library practice had been followed.We fear for the future of this invaluable book resource
with the loss of a library staff who understand and value the library’s unique position.
The future of Lambeth Archives is by no means secure with a review to be concluded
by September 2016. It is most likely that the Archives will move from the Minet.
The danger is that an ‘out of Borough’ or ‘out of London’ store would be sought with
only a small search room in Brixton. Another possibility is a move to an industrial
style building in the south of the Borough where rents etc are cheaper. Should we be
seeking an appropriate building in West Norwood and lobbying for this as a solution?
As part of the Norwood Society’s wish to support the Upper Norwood Library Trust
in their responsibility for running the library, we are starting a fortnightly Local and
family History workshop in the library in the New Year on a Thursday morning.
It is hoped this will attract people who wish to develop and share their skills in
research and learn more about the history collections in the Upper Norwood Library.
So please look out for details as to how you can become involved.
-3-
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Lastly, one of Norwood’s most important
churches, St John the Evangelist, Upper
Norwood, is facing serious structural
problems. Cracking to the brickwork
on the south side has been apparent for
some 10 years but in the last two years
has worsened. The south side is now
taped off because of the risk of falling
masonry and if immediate remedial action
is not taken then a catastrophic collapse is inevitable. Already the ‘leaning tower
of Upper Norwood can be seen’, as the vicar Fr John Pritchard points out. Fr John
and his team from the PCC have been working very hard to gain the support of
Historic England and the Heritage Lottery Fund. Financial help has been provided
for emergency shoring of the building and remedial groundwork. Further and more
substantial funding is required for more long lasting repairs. The HLF is sympathetic
but any such grants need to be matched by funds raised by St John’s. This building
is important to the Norwood Society as it contains a Rose Window by our founding
president Ninian Comper, but also as a conservation society we would lament the loss
of such an important building. St John’s was completed in 1887 by John Shillitoe,
whose son Thomas lived in Belvedere Road, and was built at the same time as he
was also building Truro Cathedral. The architect of Truro and St John’s was John
Loughborough Pearson (1817-1897) who built in the gothic revival style. He has
left Norwood its own cathedral, and we hope the Norwood Society and individual
members will do all they can, including financially, to support Fr John and his team
in their herculean endeavours to save this magnificent church.
Barbara & Alun Thomas, 20 November 2015

CHRISTMAS AT NORWOOD CHILDREN’S HOME
Coming home from school for dinner one
day in December there he was - Father
Christmas waving to us from his aeroplane
suspended from the high ceiling in the
dining hall. The weeks before the big day
we had entertainment in the dining hall
such as a musical play. One I remember
was about a flower-queen, her soldiers
were teazles, also comedy and marionettes.
In Elizabeth and Nightingale houses we
made japonica. This was crepe paper cut
into squares and formed into flowers wired
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onto twigs and placed in vases. Anyone who wished could join in and there were
plenty of volunteers.
This being my first Christmas at the home, it was all new and exciting with 71 other
girls to share it with. As the big day drew nearer some of the older girls aged 12/13
arranged some entertainment in their house. The nurses would supply some crepe
paper and we made costumes. Anyone who wished would give a song or do a dance.
We also played charade - the audience was made up from the rest of the house.
Christmas Eve we put pillow-cases at the end of our beds. We went to sleep soon
enough and woke up very early eagerly looking through our presents. How the
nurses did it I will never know, and out of four Christmases I never woke up to spy
Father Christmas.
Presents I presume were given by the home. Those fortunate enough to have parents
had those also. Next, we went in several groups and sang carols outside each nurse’s
bedroom, they threw sweets or sugar lumps to see us on our way. There was a scramble
to pick them up. Then we dressed and went for breakfast as we did no work that
morning. My friend Dorothy told me that we did not need to wash that morning if we
did not want to – never mind health and safety. I did not see anyone at the wash basins.
After breakfast we went back to the house to get ready for church. After the church
service we went back and played with our presents. Then we had our dinner. Dinner
was roast beef and two veg and we had a small bottle of pop each. I had never had
pop before and shook the bottle, opening it was WOW.
Time for Christmas pudding. The Master, Mr Morris, told us from the platform to call
for the cook. The whole dining-hall full of children shouted at the top of their voices
“COOK”. A small woman appeared carrying a large pudding before her on a plate.
We were all given a silver threepenny bit, a large sum of money for a child in
those days. We spent the afternoon amusing ourselves and at three o’clock we
were called by Nurse Cook to gather round to listen to King George V on the
wireless, speaking to the nation.
I always marvel how the home was run so efficiently, about 650 children in all
with two nurses for 72 girls, sometimes one nurse if one was off duty.
I can only say the four Christmases spent in Norwood Children’s Home were the
best of my childhood.
UNFORGETTABLE
Mrs Maud Markliw (nee Harris)
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RESEARCHING FAMILY HISTORY
Norwood, as most areas, has an
interesting and full history, but
there is always much more to be
discovered. Our archive is stored
in the Upper Norwood Library
with limited access, and over time
has become depleted. This article
is intended to help by pointing
those seeking information to find
the answers for themselves. It is by
no means exhaustive and assumes
some access to online resources
which in reality is necessary, and
inevitably saves time. An essential
starting point for family history research is to talk to relatives and seek out family
documents, and the same can also be true for local history by talking to local people.
Norwood covers four boroughs and is near a fifth. Lambeth and Croydon cover
the majority of the area; their archives can be found at http://www.lambeth.gov.
uk/places/lambeth-archives and https://www.croydon.gov.uk/leisure/archives, also
http://www.croydononline.org/history/.
Bromley
(http://www.bromley.gov.uk/info/1062/libraries_-_local_collections/377/
local_studies_library_and_archives) and Southwark (http://www.southwark.gov.uk/
info/200161/local_history_library) have also significant records that cover parts of
Norwood.
Lewisham is nearby (https://www.lewisham.gov.uk/inmyarea/history/archives/
Pages/default.aspx).
All the above archives are open to the public but at varying hours.
Two of the most useful sources of reference in these archives are Street Directories
(often called ‘Kelly’s’), and electoral registers. The Bishopsgate Institute (http://
www.bishopsgate.org.uk/Library) has one of the most comprehensive street directory
collections for London as well as much other material, as has the National Archives.
The London Metropolitan Archives has many records that cover Norwood (https://
www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/things-to-do/london-metropolitan-archives/Pages/
default.aspx). On that website you will see mention of the Guildhall Library which
is a treasure trove of information, albeit reference only. The National Archives at
-6-
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Kew is an invaluable repository.
There is also a local history collection in the Upper Norwood Library, but due to
budget cuts, there is no dedicated local history librarian so one needs to contact them
before visiting (020 8670 2551).
The history of Norwood can be found on British History on-line at http://www.
british-history.ac.uk/survey-london/vol26/pp167-173. Books sold by the Norwood
Society are listed elsewhere.
There is much that can be done from one’s own P.C. Most importantly Family
Search.org is a free site which covers the 1881 census, and also many parish records
which cover births and marriages.
Paid websites such as Ancestry, the Genealogist or Find My Past (the latter includes
some newspapers) are almost essential, covering censuses, births, marriages and
deaths, and more. Burials can be the most difficult to find, but some cemeteries have
on-line details of these, including Norwood Cemetery, All Saints Upper Norwood
(both through Ancestry) and St Luke’s West Norwood. ‘Deceased on Line’ (www.
deceasedonline.com), a paid site, is amassing burial data. Most public libraries have
one site available with free access.
Problems arise when looking for a road or building rather than a person. A website
which still exists, although not being updated, that may help with this is ‘The Historical
Streets Project’ (http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20100115151708/ http:/
yourarchives.nationalarchives.gov.uk/index.php?title=Your_Archives:Historical_
Streets_Project). If one goes to ‘browse categories’ on the site a list of censuses will
be found.
Newspapers are a further valuable source. The British Library contains many in
their collection; see http://www.bl.uk/reshelp/findhelprestype/news/. Some of these
are available on line, and many public libraries such as Lambeth and the City of
London have electronic databases which allow library members to search from
their own home. These include many 19th century newspapers e.g. The Times
and the Illustrated London News. Since the closing of the Colindale Newspaper
Library the British Library are increasingly putting digital and searchable
newspapers on the subscription site ‘The British Newspaper Archive’ (http://www.
britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/). Various archives have their own collections such
as Norwood News and South London Press at Lambeth Archives, and Norwood
News and Croydon Advertiser at Croydon Local Studies. These are on microfilm
etc and are not searchable as are on-line resources. Many national papers cover local
events, sometimes even Norwood.
Photographs can be a further useful source. Local Authority archives have their own
-7-
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collections but copies are usually charged for. Searching Google under images can
find more, but sometimes the results are of poor resolution unless you are prepared
to pay for copies. Facebook and Twitter yield a surprising number of images if you
join the various local groups. The Norwood Society has a limited collection, many
of which were taken in the 1960/70s.
There are many other resources that could be mentioned, but as Norwood had four
establishments concerned with the care of poor children, ‘The Workhouse’ (http://
www.workhouses.org.uk/ & http://www.childrenshomes.org.uk/) may be helpful.
The arrival of The Crystal Palace in this area shaped the development of Norwood
in the latter half of the 19th century. The Crystal Palace Foundation (http://www.
crystalpalacefoundation.org.uk/) is the leading authority on the Palace and a visit to
the Crystal Palace Museum on Anerley Hill may also be worthwhile. The various
local authority archives also have collections of interest for research on the Crystal
Palace. Joining the local history society for your area of interest is important, and one
can learn even more by attending meetings.
There is no easy way to access local and family history information. It cannot
be assumed that this research is an activity without some cost, particularly with
increasing Governmental budget cuts. This is true as much for the Norwood Society
as individuals, and research undertaken by our Society relies on personally paid
subscriptions to various databases. Thus we encourage enquirers to either join the
Norwood Society or at least offer a donation.
In conclusion the Norwood Society encourages individual research. Please share
your discoveries with us!
Alun & Barbara Thomas

WHAT THE PAPERS SAID
(Pt1 1820- 1857)

The road currently named as South Norwood Hill was known as Beggars Hill
until June 1846, when it was renamed Norwood Hill by the Croydon Board of
Health. Boards of Health were the precursors to local councils and consisted
of a committee of elected local residents. Only thirty years later a further name
change occurred and Norwood Hill became South Norwood Hill.
This article is based upon a series of newspaper reports published both locally and
nationally and accessed through the on-line British Newspaper Archive (www.
britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk). Interesting articles were often published in titles based
far distant from their occurrence, either for lack of local news or perhaps because the
sensational nature of the article might have been used with an eye to boosting sales!
-8-
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Many of the publication names will be unfamiliar as they have either ceased to exist
or have amalgamated with other titles. Some of the descriptions of events published
are quite lurid and may require the proverbial pinch of salt, which one might apply
to some if not most of today’s titles. Many of the events might just as easily have
taken place much more recently, with horses and carts being replaced by motorcars.
In October 1820 it was reported in the Public Ledger and Daily Advertiser that there
had been a burglary of a house on Beggars Hill. The dwelling house of J English Esq
was entered by a ladder applied to the library window. The thieves, with lack of forethought, broke a pane of glass, which, unsurprisingly, awoke Mr Inglish (sic) and his
servants and thus they were compelled to make a precipitant retreat taking only a few
articles of plate and some linen. Few stories of burglaries in the area made the papers,
possibly due to the lack of houses to burgle, or because the burglars made it clear away,
policing techniques then being rudimentary.
The White Lion Public House stood near the top of Beggars Hill, opposite
Grange Hill, from circa 1821 to 1871. It had extensive stables and supplied
horses for carriages on their way south from London. A number of interesting
events occurred there over the period of its existence.
Bare-knuckle fighter Mr Savage, according to the
Windsor and Eaton Express in October 1828, set
up his quarters at the White Lion prior to a match
against his arch rival Mr Sweeny which was to take
place in a field at the foot of Beggars Hill beside
the Jolly Sailor Boy. Early in the morning a dense
mass of spectators gathered around the double
ring that had been set up whilst eight orderlies
of the ‘Fair Play Club’, whips in hand, were in attendance to ensure the necessary
decorum. Some had climbed trees to ensure a good view of the action whilst the ‘rosy
cheeked girls’ spoke of nothing but whether Sweeny or Savage should win the battle.
Apparently the two local magistrates were absent from Croydon; one having
gone to France with the other on a visit to a distant part of the country. However,
the arrival of a worshipful looking gentleman, on horseback, created at first
-9-
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some apprehension but, on taking his station amongst the crowds and calmly
discussing the comparative merits of the champions, these fears subsided.
At one o’clock Savage, whose colour was blue, arrived in a barouche accompanied
by his backers and seconds. Sweeney followed, soon after, sporting an orange
handkerchief. Sweeny, who was the youngest, freshest and apparently heaviest
went so far as to ‘large around the ring, offering odds of five to four upon his
winning’. By five minutes after one the match began.
A blow-by-blow description of sixteen rounds follows with both men being
floored several times by the end of round seven. Savage, to much applause,
appeared groggy but during round eleven managed to knock Sweeny clear over
the ropes! “Bravo Savage” resounded on all sides. The match continued with
heavy blows and some blood being spilt but by round sixteen the match was
either’s yet and both men fell to the floor. At this point a number of constables
and regular officers, armed with cutlasses, entered the ring and put an end to the
combat to the infinite mortification of both fighters and spectators.
The assembled masses set off for a new venue near Shepherd’s Bush, stopping
briefly at the White Lion. However, the two combatants failed to reappear and
the spectators, having waited until after sun-set, set off for home. There being
much money at stake the fight was expected to resume a few days later. As to
whether it did or not is unclear as no further mention of it has been found.
During the 19th century Coroner’s inquests were often held in local hostelries
with the White Lion being no exception. One be held there being reported
in the Sussex Advertiser in March 1837, when the landlady was Mrs Sarah
Trowbridge, the widower of the previous landlord. The coroner presiding was
Mr W Carter, Esq. William Brighton, a fine young man of eighteen years of age,
had the previous week ‘destroyed himself by nearly severing his head from his
body with a razor’. The deceased, a footman, on the day in question went about
his business as usual but when one of the servants asked him to carry out a task
for her he replied he had a job of his own to do first and retired to his room. As
a consequence of his not reappearing after a considerable time suspicion was
excited and the door of his room was forced open. He was found lying on the
floor next to a razor, quite dead, with his throat cut from ear to ear! The jury
returned the verdict ‘That the deceased destroyed himself, being at the time in a
state of temporary derangement’.
Little more than two years later, in August 1839, the White Lion was in the news
again, with the Era reporting the prosecution of landlady Mrs Sarah Trowbridge
at Croydon Petty sessions. She pleaded ‘Not Guilty’ to the charge of ‘Allowing
persons to be in her house during the hours of divine service’. Mr John Callingham,
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inspector of the Croydon police, on a recent visit, had found ten men in the White
Lion’s parlour and a further four in the tap room during the hours of divine service.
The defence did not deny that there were persons in the house but stated that they
were merely servants waiting for their families to come out of church, All Saints’
being less than one hundred yards away. It was further claimed that three were
lodgers and in bad weather it was difficult to refuse shelter to servants awaiting
the return of their masters. In response the bench said it might be inconvenient
but the law must be enforced. Mrs Trowbridge was fined 40 shillings with costs.
On a more positive note Bell’s Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, Sunday 11th
October 1840, reported that a shooting contest took place at the White Lion organised
by the then landlord Mr Bennett. It was open to twenty subscribers at £1 each.
A further connection between Croydon Magistrates and the White Lion was
reported in the Sussex Advertiser in October 1848, when Mr Thomas Gladwell,
labourer, was charged with assaulting David Pullen, butler, in the public house’s
tap room. The magistrate had some difficulty in obtaining the truth from the
defendant who appears to have been encouraging his son to ‘give a good hiding’
to a number of persons present. He then punched the complainant in the face
and kicked him as he bent to retrieve his hat! After hearing several witnesses
describe the events the magistrate found the defendant guilty and fined him 40
shillings with 6s. 6d. costs.
The White Lion was still functioning in November 1865 when the County Chronicle,
Surrey Herald and Weekly Advertiser for Kent, noted the transfer of the licence
from Mr Greening to Mr Sowerby. Mrs Trowbridge had vanished from the area.
Within two weeks of the new landlord taking over the White Lion, Thomas
Symes, a local stableman, was arrested for stealing £20 from the establishment,
Bath Chronicle and Weekly Gazette, November 1865. He was apprehended in
Bath and ordered to be taken to London for trial. Interestingly Mr Symes’s name
appears on numerous occasions in West Country newspapers for similar offences.
By 1871 landlord Sowerby was still landlord at the White Lion, but nothing more
is heard of the public house and it is thought to have been demolished later that year.
An abominable attempt to extort money from city merchants was a headline in the
Era, May 1857. Local resident Mr T Welch, of Beulieu, at the top of Beggars Hill,
was one of the victims. Rebecca Rice Hamilton, a woman of thirty years of age, was
examined in connection with the charges at the Guildhall. It was claimed that she had
written threatening letters to various wealthy merchants asking for remuneration
to abstain from disclosures against them, of a filthy and disgusting nature!
Research by Stephen Oxford
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BALLOONS & AEROPLANES AT THE CRYSTAL PALACE (PART 3)
Late in October 1880 an international balloon contest
was held between England and France. The race, held to
celebrate the 75th anniversary of the Battle of Trafalgar
(21st October) between the Royal Navy and the combined
fleets of the French and Spanish navies, had previously
been postponed because of heavy snow. The French
balloon descended first at Havant on the Isle of Wight
where it was stuck in the mud. The English balloon
Eclipse, manned by Mr T Wright and two others, landed
five minutes later and two miles away near North Hayling.
In 1884 The Rev H R Haweis (pronounced Hawes) incumbent of St James’s,
Marylebone took a balloon flight from the Crystal Palace. His unconventional
method of conducting the service, combined with his dwarfish figure and lively
manner, soon attracted crowded congregations. He was much interested in music,
and wrote books on violins and church bells. His best-known book was Music and
Morals (1871), which went through 16 editions before the end of the century, and
he was for a time from 1868 editor of Cassell’s Magazine. He also wrote the fivevolume Christ and Christianity, a popular church history (1886–1887). This is his
record of the trip: A Bank Holiday in a Balloon. (Star , Issue 5122, 2 October 1884).
Having made my will, and taken leave of my friends, I prepared to commit myself
to a simple wicker basket. I am not a convert to Mr Seymour Haden’s wicker coffin,
(Mr Haden was an early advocate of wicker coffins instead of wood) though most
people seem to think the balloon car to which I allude a tolerably good imitation of it.
Personally, as to ballooning, I had come to the conclusion that as there had never been
a single accident in connection with the Crystal Palace balloon ascents I had not much
to fear; but friends seemed of a different opinion. Here are my experiences of my airy
Bank Holiday. Arriving at the People’s Palace I went straight to the balloon ground,
about midday on Monday. There lay the balloon “ Eclipse,” flat; beside it stood my
wicker coffin covered with a cloth. It was about 4ft high, 6ft long, and 3ft broad.
I was just peeping in, with rather a creepy feeling, when I turned round and found Mr
Wright the aeronaut by my side. His aspect was mild., his manner was quiet, his voice
subdued ; he was already intent upon his work. He looked about fifty, and was of a
ruddy countenance. “ Like always to be on the spot, sir- see everything done l myself.”
“I suppose these ascents are nothing to you - you never have accidents ?” “Never from
the Palace, but got a bad shaking some years ago from coming down on the chimneypots : but,” he added, i reassuringly, “I have had more experience now. I know about
when and where to come down.” A gentleman with iron grey hair now joined us. “My
- 12 -
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friend and adviser, sir, for many years - Mr Lythgoe, the aeronaut.” Mr Lythgoe was
a keen man, more voluble than Wright, As we sat and watched the inflation going
on through a long flexible tube, the balloon began swelling slowly, and Mr Lythgoe
favoured me with some of his experiences. “Accidents, sir, come from two causes inexperience of the aeronaut and folly of the passengers.” “ What do you think about
Mr Powell, the M.P. who was lost ?” “ Ought never to have happened - bad guidance.
Powell went up from Bath ; the wind was setting to Bridport. The rate of the current
to the coast might easily have been ascertained. His guide should have reasoned thus
: ‘I can rise into that current, stay about an hour or so above the clouds ; then I must
descend - I mean to - before I get to the coast.” On the coast there is no more hold
for grapplings than at sea. Well, they came down on the coast, one got out and broke
his leg and, there being no anchorage, away went the balloon with poor Powell.”
As the balloon was now nearly inflated, an immense crowd had assembled outside the
ropes. The time had come. It was a few minutes to six. The sacred enclosure was cleared,
and Mr Wright got into his basket and arranged his ballast bags of sand. The balloon
was held to earth merely by the weight of other bags hooked on all round the netting
and one long rope in the hands of half a dozen men. I got in. “You’re a light weight,”
said Wright. “We shall do.” “ Nine stone,” said I. I had weighed myself at the club
the day before. We rose about five times to the height of the Palace, and redescended,
testing the ascentive power of the gas and the direction of the wind. The last time,
Lythgoe, who had watched every detail with a skilled eye, grasped my hand over the
side of the car, and I parted with him on earth. The balloon shot up majestically amid
the cheering of the people as the clock struck six, and at that moment the sun broke
from behind a rain-cloud, bathing the whole of Kent in glory. For a minute or two, as
we soared high above the Palace, the novelty of the situation was positively appalling.
I felt I must dole out my sensations to myself. There was hardly a breath of air. We
were rising rapidly, but I felt no motion at all. Closing my eyes, I could fancy myself
on terra firma in an armchair, but my heart beat violently, and I felt disinclined to
look over the edge of the car. For a moment the sky and the distant panorama had
fascinated me. I now felt that the ballast-bags in the bottom of the basket were about
the most friendly things in the universe. “ How high are we ?” I asked when I felt my
head a little steadier. “ Three thousand feet “ - Wright held an aneroid in his hand. “
Still rising.” A faint breeze sprang up, which at one time promised to take us over to
Sevenoaks. I peered out and down ; the Palace lay beneath, with its grounds looking
like an architect’s diagram, the whole not larger than a sheet of the Times newspaper.
It shrank presently to the size of the Pall Mall Gazette.
The wind, if wind it could be called, shifted - we were going towards the Thames.
In about an hour we should be hanging over London - unable to get across and
unable to descend with any safety. Wright looked anxious for a second or two - 13 -
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we were opposite the Isle of Dogs, but could see the trains converging through the
haze, from the south coast on one side and Greenwich on the other, towards the
mist-bathed but sunlit metropolis. Wright suddenly seized a ballast bag and shook
it over the car dido and we shot up apace, to 4,000 ft. There he found his upper
current setting away from the Thames and London, and we drifted slowly out
over Kent. We now reached our highest elevation, at about 4,000 ft. The supreme
stillness seemed enhanced by the distant voices of the earth which ascended to
the ear as from another planet. The under-hum of London came upon the ear
like a low, sad and monotonous moan, realistic symbol indeed of all earth-pain.
Sounds seemed almost unaffected by the distance, and came to us from every
direction - the barking of a dog at Dulwich or thereabouts, the whistle of a train
at Greenwich; a band playing at Woolwich mingled its tunes with a gala band
at the now remote Crystal Palace, and a ringing cheer from the borders of Kent.
The trains crawled beneath like little black worms. The towns and hamlets
over which we passed looked like those Dutch villages that children buy in
boxes and set up in symmetrical squares - all seemed ground plan from above,
figured with cardboard models painted more or less to imitate nature. At 2,000
ft the crowds in the Palace grounds appeared like ants; at 4000 ft they were
but as mites on the surface of a vast cheese. It being Bank holiday, almost
every village had its gala, its band, its crowd. Here a vast black ring of people
looking on apparently at nothing - probably a cricket match, invisible at our
elevation - there another black patch in an open green field, the little puffs from
invisible guns alone betraying the nature of the pastime. The Kentish cornfields,
in odd squares and zigzags, lying close to tiny batches of woods and mimic
lakes, showed signs of the recent sharp rainfalls. Some huge monster seemed
to have crossed them and left the prints of his footsteps in the downtrodden
corn. About seven o’clock, the sun, still hot, seemed nearly on a level with us,
while he kissed every pond and river into burnished gold beneath him. “ I shall
come down presently,” said Wright, decidedly, “only not on these cornfields.”
We seemed at that moment to be floating gently towards a fair estate. It lay, in
miniature ; woods and lakes and lines of greenhouses, just beneath us. As for the
mansion, we could only see the slate roofs. “ I think this will do. Will it ? There was
not a moment to spare. Beyond a wide, green field lay a thick forest ; beyond that,
cornfields. “Yes, I’ll risk it, anyway. “Here goes!” and he pulled the gas-valve.”We
must come down rather sharp - you don’t mind a bump.” “ Not a. bit,” said I, for in
truth we had as yet had but little adventure, and hardly any wind. “Cling to the ropes
when you reach the earth: Now!” and he tugged at the valve again, and down we
came about a thousand feet. It was evident we should miss the field, and we did. We
were close on the top of the forest trees. The hanging ropes (we had the grappling
- 14 -
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irons on board) already swept the foliage. We had parted with all our ballast bags
but one. “ Hold that bag,” said Wright to my companion “and whatever you do don’t
empty it a minute before I tell you.”
We hung over the middle of an oak forest; it looked like a soft, green, billowy bed.
Treacherous bed ! How to float over it ! The car was already down on it. We drifted
on. The leaves brushed my hat. The temptation to empty ballast and rises almost
irresistible. “Not yet!” roared Wright; he knew it was our last ascensive power. The
peasants from all sides came running across the fields and meadows. Just as we
reached the verge of the wood, the car completely buried in the trees, but still drifting
with us and crashing through the foliage, the aeronaut shouted to the men who stood
watching us from the cornfield hard by. “Come into the woods, catch the ropes, and
drag, drag, with all your might !” Half-a-dozen fellows had got hold of the rope in
no time. “Now !” shouted Wright, turning to us, “ over with the last bag!” It gave us
barely power to rise again above the tops of the trees, but we rose slowly, and so we
were at once towed on to the footpath by the side of the cornfield.
The car then descended to the ground with a slight bump. “We must have another
rise!” says Wright, turning to me “your weight will do it, get out!” Out I got, and up
went the balloon, the men still clinging to the tow-rope. “Tow us to a grass field,”
cries Wright. He dreaded the destruction of the farmer’s corn; so did the farmer, who
had now arrived on the scene but he calmed down as the balloon procession moved
steadily on. The rest is soon told. From the moment we struck the forest Wright’s
decision and judgment were admirable. He managed to control his amateur team with
voice and gesture, and they towed him and his fellow passenger, while I followed
with the crowd by the footway across two cornfields, and then the balloon finally
descended in a grass field, amid the greatest glee of the rustics. I now became the
object of inconvenient wonder and attention. “ ‘Ow much be it to go up, sir?” “Beit
a bad accident?” That seemed to be the rooted feeling in the crowd - that no balloon
could come down without a bad accident - broken limbs, or worse. That was evidently
their fixed idea. However, as they were in this respect about a level with my friends
in town, I need not have wondered at it. We had come down in the village of Hayes,
Kent. I could do no more for the aeronaut, the aeronaut could do no more for me.
The station was two miles off. I left Wright and the crowd struggling with the balloon.
What is more, I left my wicker coffin, and appeared safe and sound among my friends
in London after one of the most delightful and strictly elevating experiences of my life,
at precisely 10 o’clock on the evening of August, 1884.”
Jerry Green
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OBITUARY ROSEMARY COMBER
Rosemary Comber, a much loved former Secretary
of the Norwood Society, died on the 11th October
2015 aged 85. Rosemary Anne Heaton was born in
Birmingham in April 1930 and was educated at King
Edward VI Girls’ School in that city. After passing
her Higher School Certificate at the age of 17 she
came to London to train as a nurse at King’s College
Hospital. She worked there for many years in different
departments, eventually becoming a school nurse.
While studying at King’s Rosemary met David Comber, a Londoner, and they were
married in Birmingham in 1953. They both had a love of dancing, Ballroom and Latin
American, and eventually qualified to Gold Standard in each of these. They lived at
first in Brixton and then Tulse Hill, but later moved to Norwood, living on Knight’s
Hill and much later in Bradley Road. Rosemary became Secretary of the Norwood
Society in 1989 when David was Treasurer, retiring with him in 1994. In the late
1980’s she also started leading guided tours of the cemetery, under the auspices of the
Norwood Society, organised by Geoffrey Manning. She became one of the Friends of
West Norwood Cemetery team leading first-Sunday-of-the-month tours, and appeared
briefly in a TV programme on places in London which featured the catacombs.
Thereafter she was the society’s publications officer responsible for the marketing and
selling of its local history books and pamphlets. She organised the society’s Christmas
parties for several years. She retired from these posts at the end of 2002 and was
presented with a voucher for her hard work for the society which she used to buy a
Magnolia Stellata reflecting her great love of gardening. She said ‘it will give me great
pleasure each spring for many years’.
David died in 1998 and Rosemary continued to live independently in Bradley
Road, supported by her family and enjoying gardening, ballroom dancing and many
other activities. She was also a member of the Lambeth Horticultural Society, the
Townswomen’s Guild and several other local groups.
Anna and I got to know Rosemary in the mid-1980s when our younger son attended
a clinic where she was the nurse. Eventually she asked me if I would like to consider
becoming a member of the committee of the Norwood Society.
A committed Christian, Rosemary’s faith guided all her activities. The chapel at
West Norwood Crematorium was full for her funeral on Tuesday 27th October
when many friends were there to support her children and grandchildren and to
share memories of this fine woman.
Richard Lines
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