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EDITOR’S NOTES 

Welcome to this edition of the Norwood Review, optimistically named the ‘spring 
edition’.  Once again I must thank society members and others for their contributions 
either by way of articles, photographs or queries that lead to articles.  If you have 
photographs or memories of Norwood you feel worth sharing then do send us 
copies.  We are unable to take originals which are best donated to your borough’s 
archives.   

Thanks to Mike Conrad for raising the issue of the lack of a plaque in memory of the 
Royal Normal College, information about which can be found in past Norwood 
Reviews (188 & 189).  He suggests it might be placed on one of the few remnants of 
the college, the gate to the Walmer, the house on Church Road occupied by one 
time Director of the College Thomas Percival Beckwith.  He kindly agreed to his 
painting being included here.  Our archives do contain digital versions of 
numerous photographs of the college which may appear in a future 
edition.  

 

Gate to Walmer on Church Road, Upper Norwood, painting courtesy of Mike Conrad. 



3 
 

AGNES BONHAM A NOTEWORTHY VICTORIAN SCULPTOR 

According to a writer in the 1860 Art Journal ‘Female painters have been, and are, in 
abundance, female sculptors are rare aves (exceptional); for the chisel and the 
mallet require stronger hands than the pencil and palette; and to work with the 
former is neither so graceful, nor feminine, nor easy, as with the latter: and therefore 
it is, perhaps, that sculpture finds less favour with ladies than the sister art of 
painting.  But in proportion to the difficulties which beset the sculptor's art, and the 
hindrances to its practice by the female sex, are the honours achieved by women 
when they bravely encounter and overcome them: and the annals of Art include few 
of these heroines’.  (VictorianWeb, 2012).  

One woman who overcame these difficulties was Agnes Bonham and we should be 
pleased that she created perhaps her finest work in Norwood and donated it to St 
John the Evangelist Church in Auckland Road, where in spite of the best efforts of 
Hitler’s flying bombs it still presides over the congregation and entrances the casual 
visitor.  This is the story of her life, works and artistic achievements for if you search 
online you will be presented with the very briefest account and sadly not a single 
photograph of her or any of her work.   

 

The reredos in St John the Evangelist Church as described in ‘The Queen’ newspaper 1888. 
Agnes Jane Susan Bonham was born 13 July 1837 to Reverend John and 
Barbarina Bonham on the family estate of Ballintaggart, Colbinstown, County 
Kildare, Ireland.  John’s father had inherited the estate which had been passed 



4 
 

down the family line since it was 
acquired by his great-great-great 
grandfather Francis Bonham.  
Ballintaggart is in the parish of 
Davidstown some 60km south west of 
Dublin in the Republic of Ireland.  
Ballintaggart House, and stud farm, 
recently changed hands for 
£11.5million. (Irish_Times, 2021).  

John studied at Brasenose College, 
Oxford and after graduating with an 

MA he became Curate at Dunsby, Lincolnshire where he married Barbarina Norris in 
1827.  Their first two children; Margaret Louisa 1828 and Mary1829 were born there 
before they moved back to Ireland.  A further four children were born in Ireland: 
Francis 1831, Ann Blanch 1833, John 1834 and Agnes 1837.  Their daughter Mary 
died a few weeks before her 20th birthday in July 1849. 

John gave up active work for the church appearing in later censuses as a clergyman 
‘without cure of souls’, in other words a clergyman without his own parish (without 
‘cure’ care of souls).  ‘Obtaining a Parish with sufficient income when there were 
more Clergy than Parishes wasn't always possible’. (Hall, 2020).   

Francis and John both entered the services as officers which was typical at the time 
for male children of the landed gentry.  Francis served in the 71st Highland Light 
Infantry and fought in the Crimean War.  After participating in numerous other 
engagements he was given the rank of Major, retired in 1868 and died in 1892.   

John entered Addiscombe Military 
Seminary, Surrey in 1851 where he 
was trained as a ‘Gentleman Cadet’ 
passing out in 1852 as an officer 
destined for service in the East India 
Company’s private army in India.  He 
served in the Bengal Artillery fighting 
at the Siege of Lucknow in 1857 
where he was wounded five times 
and mentioned in dispatches. He 
retired in 1874 as Brevet-Colonel and 

died aged 93 in 1928. (ehistoryadnin, 
2017).  A brevet is a promotion to a 

Ballintaggart House, Colbinstown, Ireland 

 Addiscombe Military Seminary, Surrey. 
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higher rank, often as an honour, without the increase in pay or full privileges. John’s 
presence in Addiscombe might be the link that brought his mother and sister Agnes 
to Norwood.  

By 1861 John, Barbarina and Agnes 
were living in a grand Georgian 
house in Imperial Square, 
Cheltenham, Gloucester.  With them 
at the time of the April census in 
1861 were also eldest daughter 
Margaret, by then married to Arthur 
Wyatt and their three children, a 
Lady’s maid, a nurse and pageboy.  

Arthur Wyatt was the supreme 
manager of the giant Penrhyn slate 
quarries, Bethesda and the port of Penrhyn near Bangor, North Wales.  At the time it 
was the most important slate quarry in the world.  He was well rewarded for his 
working, managing the slate quarries at a time when the demand for Welsh slate to 
roof the ever increasing Victorian building boom was at its peak.  Arthur retired in 
1885 and moved with his family to a mansion in County Wicklow, Ireland, where he 
died two years later, leaving nearly £5 million at today’s values.  

John and Barbarina moved from Cheltenham and 
set up home in another grand Georgian house at 24 
Ovington Square, Kensington. In April 1871 Agnes 
was still living there with her parents. They were 
looked after by a footman, a cook and a 
housemaid.  John died in January 1875 after which 
Barbarina and Agnes moved to a large semi-
detached house, 16 Belvedere Road, Upper 
Norwood and then to Hillside, 238 South Norwood 
Hill where Barbarina died 25 February 1882.  After 
the death of her mother Agnes moved a few yards 
from Hillside to Stretton Lodge, 9 Cypress Road. 

Little is known about Agnes’s education but 
her formal training in sculpture at the Royal 
Academy of Arts (RAA) did not occur until 
1870 when she was already 33 whilst the 

Penrhyn slate quarry, Bethesda, North Wales. 

Hillside, 238 South Norwood Hill. 
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family were living in Kensington.     

She exhibited at the RAA, probably in 1871, a piece of work for which she 
was awarded the Alice Henry, medallion, (cat. no. 1334).  She is thought to have 
also studied in Rome after leaving the RAA.  (Queen, 1888).  With the exception of 
the above report in the Queen she is otherwise exclusively referred to as an 
‘amateur’.   

Agnes was responsible for carving pulpits in a 
number of locations: Bangor Cathedral; St 
Margaret’s Church, Whitnash, Leamington Spa; and 
St Peter’s Church, Ayot St Peter, Hertfordshire.   

Her first attributable works which were executed 
whilst the family lived in Cheltenham in the early 
1860s are a number of carvings in St Margaret’s 
Church.  At the time Agnes was a friend of Canon 
Young, who was Rector of St Margaret’s from 1846 
to 1884.  Her works in St Margaret’s include 
carvings on either side of the East Window and on 
the pulpit designed by GT Robinson and the capitals 
of various columns in the nave.  

 

In an account of the 1865 Whitnash Village 
Industrial Exhibition it was reported that Agnes 
exhibited ‘sculpture for which she is famous’ and 
‘an illuminated Prayer-book, with ivory covers, 
ornamented with Eastern amethysts and 
carbuncles, carved by herself…exquisitely finished’.  
The article went on to outline Agnes’ work in St 
Margaret’s Church, Whitnash describing her 
carvings on the pulpit: ‘the upper part is divided into 
five panels, in each is carved in very high relief a 
group of flowers emblematic of some circumstance 
of our blessed Lord’s life.  It has marble columns 
above and below and the main body is carved in 

Caen stone’. (Courier, 1865). 

 

The chancel and pulpit, St 
Margaret’s, Whitnash. 

The pulpit, St Margaret’s, Whitnash, 
courtesy of Adrian Barton, Church 
Warden. 
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Caen stone ‘(French: Pierre de Caen), Cis a light creamy-yellow Jurassic limestone 
quarried in north-western France near the city of Caen. The limestone is a fine 
grained olitic limestone formed in shallow water lagoons in the Bathonian Age about 
168 million years ago. The stone is homogeneous, and therefore very suitable for 
carving’. (Wikipedia, 2021). 

The pulpit was installed in the summer of 1862, Agnes having been on holiday in 
Switzerland the previous year, which is the date that appears on it and may have 
been when it was intended to be installed or when it was completed. (Young, 1865). 

  

         Detail from the pulpit, St Margaret’s, Whitchurch, courtesy Jean Field. (Field, 1992). 

 

St Peters Church, Ayot Saint Peter, Welwyn, 
Hertfordshire was completed in 1875 and 
there too Agnes carved the pulpit.  Similar in 
form, this time it was more elaborately 
decorated and perhaps in rather better 
proportions.  How she was connected with St 
Peter’s is unknown as she was by the time of 
its consecration living in Chelsea.  She was 
clearly a devout and religious person and by 
then her connections with others in the 
religious sphere, such as Canon Young, and 
her reputation as a sculptor had spread 
through the church leading to invitations to 
undertake carvings of religious artefacts.  The 
columns at the base, in the same red marble, 
are more substantial and the panel above are 
occupied by religious figures. 

The pulpit, St Peters Church, Ayot Saint 
Peter, courtesy Valerie Richards. 
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Ivy leaves are again to be found on the pulpit in St Peter’s; symbolising eternal life, 
rebirth and the spring season. 

A third ‘Bonham’ pulpit was carved for 
Bangor Cathedral in 1878, the connection 
this time may have come through her sister 
Margaret who was married to Arthur Wyatt, 
manager of the nearby Penrhyn slate 
quarries.  It was designed by prominent 
architect Gilbert Scott who died the year 
the pulpit is dated.  Again carved in Caen 
stone but square in form with a moulded 
base and stem with chamfered corners 
and panelled reliefs. 

Agnes’s father John died in 1875 whilst 
they were living in Chelsea and she and her mother moved to Upper Norwood.  
Initially they lived in Belvedere Road but by April 1881 they had moved to Hillside on 
South Norwood Hill. 

The story of Agnes Bonham and St John the Evangelist Church are inextricably 
linked.  St John’s had its beginnings as a temporary iron church near the foot of 
Grange Road, known as ‘The Church in the Woods’ dating from 1871. Agnes was 
involved with the Church in the Woods from very early on, taking charge of Alter 
flowers and contributing in many other ways.   

In 1875 the Reverend William Fairbairn La Trobe Bateman, MA, then a young priest, 
offered his services to the trustees.  The parish was created in 1875 and the first 
Vicar licensed in 1876.  In 1875 the iron church was dismantled and amid much 
rejoicing moved to a new site in Auckland Road.  Following the death of the wife of 
the Vicar in 1878 it was decided to raise funds for the erection of a memorial 
chancel to be part of the permanent Church of St John the Evangelist.  Agnes then 
offered to carve the reredos, the work to be her gift to the sanctuary, a proposal 
which was gratefully accepted.  

Agnes spent five years carving the magnificent reredos devoting three hours every 
morning in her studio.  It was done in the humblest and most unostentatious manner 
having the strongest dislike for receiving any praise for her work.  It was from God 
alone did she seek her reward. She was well qualified for the work, having always 
had a remarkable talent for carving in stone, ivory and ebony.  (Churchwarden, 
1906).  

The pulpit, Bangor Cathedral, courtesy  
P-interest. 
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The reredos, St John’s The Evangelist, courtesy Stephen Oxford. 

In Norwood Agnes continued to devote her life to God through her work and 
contributions to the Church of St John the Evangelist.  The reredos she carved for it 
is probably her last and most magnificent display of her sculpting skill. 

The area around St John’s 
was badly damaged by V1 
flying bombs during the 
summer of 1944.  The first 
V1 in SE19 landed in the 
road outside of 108 and 110 
Auckland Road at 18.30, 23 
June 1944. Those houses 
were badly damaged as was 
St John’s Church. Blast 
damage extended across a 
1/4 mile square. Visiting the 
site today, post war repairs 
can clearly be seen to St 
John’s.  

 The reredos stands above the rubble, St John’s 1944, 
courtesy Nicholas  Bucknall, Churchwarden. 
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The two houses have also been re-built.  A second V1 fell close by six days later.  A 
third fell a day later on gardens behind Church Road, the area later redeveloped as 
Auckland Rise.  The area at the junction of Maberley and Mowbray Roads was hit 
the next day and the day after that the area around Sylvan Road.  Miraculously the 
reredos survived and if you haven’t seen it or the interior of St John’s it is certainly 
worth a visit.  (Please check web site for opening times). 

Agnes died at her home, Stretton Lodge, 9 
Cypress Road; 7 October 1906 aged 68 and 
was laid to rest in the churchyard of 
Hughenden where Barbarina and several 
other members of her family are also buried.  
She left her estate, amounting to almost a 
million at today’s value, to her brother John 
who was then living at the family seat 
Ballintaggart. 

Members of the congregation of St John’s 
Church decided in 1906 that a record should 
be placed in the church to commemorate the 
work done there by Agnes Bonham.  
Donations were contributed and a brass 
plaque was erected. 

 

 

Agnes dedicated her life to God and sought to create 
works of the highest standard.  She sought no 
recognition or thanks and it is sad that she is not more 
widely known but it is hoped that this article describing 
the various elements of her work and family may go 
some way to rectifying her omission from the talented 
sculptors’ hall of fame. 

 

Stephen Oxford 

 

Brass plaque in memory of Agnes 
Bonham erected by the parishioners of St 
John the Evangelist. 

The Bonham family grave, 
Hughenden, courtesy Susan 
Brice, PCC Secretary, St 
Michael and All Angels Church. 
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Warm thanks are expressed to the following people for kindly providing information, 
photographs and booklets for this article: 

� Adrian Barton, Church Warden, St Margaret’s Church Whitnash 
� Valerie Richards, St Peter’s Church, Ayot Saint Peter, Welwyn, Hertfordshire 
� Nicholas   Bucknall, Churchwarden, St John’s Church, Auckland Road, Upper Norwood 
� Susan Brice, PCC Secretary, St Michael and All Angels Church, Hughenden,  High 

Wycombe 
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CHEVENING ROAD -   UPPER NORWOOD, SE19 

Chevening Road in the 19th century was mostly waste ground.  A small ditch ran 
alongside a track, often filled with water.  Older generations would tell of snakes 
being seen there.  It was a tributary of the river Effra, the well head being at the 
junction of Harold Road. 

Many footpaths ran across 
from this area to Beulah Hill, 
including one for people 
attending services at All Saints 
church, one of the nearest 
churches at this time for the 
cottagers who lived in the area. 

The furthest end, near to 
Harold Road was called 
French’s fields.  An old lady 
used to walk the cows from 
Gipsy Hill ringing a hand bell 
as the cows followed her, until 
reaching the green pastures.  

The other end of the land, adjacent to Hermitage Road, was allocated for allotments. 

One of the first events for Chevening Road was the opening 21 August1882 of the 
Rockmount Infant and Primary school, the total cost £5,684. The land had been 
purchased from Mr Bird but had the council realised that he intended building a wall 
around New Town the sale may not have gone through, for the wall had stopped the 
main thoroughfare for the children to enter the school from Eagle Hill into Chevening 
Road. At a later date an entrance was made from the infant school into Eagle Hill. 

The year 1890 saw the opening of the Recreation Ground, this piece of land was in 
the middle between French’s field and the allotments.  The cost of the recreation 
ground was £9,553. It was to be opened by the Mayor of Croydon who arrived 
dressed in his scarlet robes and gold chain of office. An elaborate procession 
progressed from All Saints church, down through Harold Road onto the recreation 
ground where a large pavilion had been erected. Displays and demonstrations were 
carried out throughout the day, together with drinks and refreshments. The Upper 
Norwood committee had thoughtfully provided gifts for the children, the day ending 
with a giant firework display. 

The River Effra in blue, approximate line of Chevening 
Road in green, 1863 OS map extract. 
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A perimeter fence and posts with iron rails 
encompassed the recreation ground which 
delighted the children who could turn 
somersaults over the rails.  Six iron benches 
were scattered around the grounds and 
near to Eversley Road was a small hut for 
the recreation keeper.  Then further along 
was a large shelter with two benches, 
always full in an evening when couples tried 
to find a place to be together for a  kiss and 
cuddle! 

Not quite in the middle of the recreation 
ground was a granite drinking fountain with 
the inscription ‘Presented by S Tufnell 
1891.’   There was also a bandstand, which 
in later years, was used for old time dancing 
on a Wednesday evening. Seasonal fairs were also another added attraction, as 
well as being used by Rockmount School and other sporting activities.  

The coronation of King George V and Queen Mary in 1911 was celebrated at 
Rockmount School. Alderman Justin represented the Mayor of Croydon with the 
assistance of his wife.  The children entered the playground, some flying the Union 

Jack where they were given a 
coronation medal, a bag of 
sweets and chocolates. During 
the day those who were 
successful in the competitions 
received a prize. Other 
schools joined in later on the 
recreation ground with the day 
ending with the National 
Anthem and hearty cheers for 
the King and Queen. 

The waste ground to the east 
of the rec were the allotments, 
much appreciated by the local 

people, and later, on the other side of the rec, adjoining Harold Road, was the new 
recreation ground, landscaped with small paths , trees and bushes,  enclosed by a 
small wall with railings above, plus an added attraction, the tennis courts. 

The drinking fountain 1953, courtesy of 
UNL Hub. 

The bandstand, Norwood Society archives. 
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Halfway along Chevening Road a sister church to All Saints was erected in 1901 - 
St Margaret’s (Norwood Review 227). My great aunt remembered the day that St 
Margaret’s was opened as she ran out of school and seeing the foundation stone 
laid 12 February 1903.  At the end of the Great War a memorial cross was erected in 
front of the church and nearby, a small hall was added for all kinds of activities, my 
great Aunt reaching 100 years celebrated her birthday at the hall. 

My Uncle and my father both played for the St. Margaret’s football team, I still have 
the medals that they received. 

Houses were erected I930/32 at the beginning of Chevening Road up to Eagle Hill, 
the cost then being a far cry for what they are selling to-day £400/£500.  Much later, 
houses were built at the far end of Chevening Road  up to Harold Road. 

Mr & Mrs. Edward  (Ted) and Gladys Thrower lived at No 27  Chevening  Road, with 
their four children, David, Beryl, Philip and Gerald. Ted joined up with a local builder 
H Bradley to carry out the much needed post -war damage, and later they opened a 
shop in The Triangle, called Bradley & Sons, where decorating implements and 
ironmongery could be purchased. 

Unfortunately during the Second 
World War Chevening Road, 
like many other Croydon Roads 
suffered from German bombing 
raids.  On the night of 17 
January 1943 a high explosive 
bomb destroyed number 75 and 
three other houses.   The blast 
from a bomb landing in Hancock 
Road affected the roofs of some 
of the houses In Chevening 
Road. Another large bomb 
dropped in Orleans Road 
caused a lot of damage to the 

end of Chevening Road. An 
incendiary bomb also dropped on 
one house. 

During the war a reservoir was installed on the new recreation ground, mainly from 
the sodden ground which often resulted in a pond formed; this provided extra water 
to the fire-fighters. 

Chevening Road bomb damage report, Crystal Palace 
Advertiser, 22 January 1943, Norwood Society archives. 
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The allotments which had been run by the residents of New Town were now taken 
over by Croydon Council, the recreation ground extended to the whole length of 
Chevening Road.   Sadly, St Margaret’s church was made redundant on the 5th 
January 2003 which brought so much unhappiness to the local populace. The 
memorial stone was taken to All Saints church yard and other artefacts went to 
various other churches.   

In St. Margaret’s place stands a giant block of modern flats. It is hard to understand 
why the developers did not build a more conventional type of building to fit in with 
the surrounding area.  The centre piece of Chevening Road is now no more, gone 
are the morning & evening services, the  baptisms,  the weddings and funerals of 
past generations, It is only within our memories that we can remember how St 
Margaret’s church once was in Chevening Road.                                                                                                            

Beryl Cheeseman     (Nee Geary) 2020 

Acknowledgements: 
David Thrower & Stephen Oxford 
 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

CROUCH BUTCHERS - WEST NORWOOD 
121 Norwood High Street 1930s to early 1950s 

 

The Crouch family 
butcher’s business 
played an important part 
in supplying the local 
community with meat, 
keeping pigs and selling 
home-killed pork from 
just after WW1 to the 
early 1950s. During 
WW2 they provided an 
important service to the 
wider area by serving 
the needs of pig clubs 
covering most of inner 
London. 
 Crouch & Dale, 120 Norwood High Street, c 1912. 
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Just before the First World 
War, William Crouch (b 
1891), became joint 
proprietor of 120 Norwood 
High Street. Soon after the 
war, having served in the 
army, he opened a 
butcher’s shop at 121 
Norwood High Street 
providing employment for 
his brothers. Much of the 
meat sold was home-killed 
in a small slaughterhouse 
at the rear.  
 
Mr Dale (centre) and 
William Crouch (right) joint 
proprietors, William’s 
brother Ernest (Jack) 
holding a bicycle. It was a 
requirement that the shop 
should sell cooked meat 
as well as fresh meat and 
Mr Dale was a cooked 
meat specialist. 
The large canopy over the 
shop front contained a 
water tank to help keep 
the meat cool.  
 
 
 

In the early 1930s, William moved on to start a business in Epsom and his youngest 
brother Frederick (b 1903) took over the West Norwood shop after selling his own 
butcher’s business in Crystal Palace Road, East Dulwich.  

Norwood High Street, 1895 map extract. 121, top right, 120 
bottom left.  Inserts show Crouch’s shops today.  Amazingly 120 
is still a butchers shop but sadly 121 is now derelict. 
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Crouch Butchers, 121 Norwood High Street c 1922. William Crouch, proprietor (left) with his 
daughter Vera and youngest brother Frederick. 

During the Second World War and after, while food was still rationed, pigs were fed 
on waste food collected from restaurants and institutions such as Kings College 
Hospital and the British Home and Hospital for Incurables. Pig swill was sterilised by 
boiling and supplemented by meal rations from the millers. Due to rationing, pig 
clubs were encouraged, individuals and groups such as police and firemen formed 
clubs to rear pigs to provide their own pork. The small, private slaughterhouse at 
121 Norwood High Street was one of very few still surviving at this time and served 
the needs of pig clubs in a wide area covering most of inner London. 
 
Frederick Crouch also kept pigs adjacent to the allotments between East Place and 
Windsor Grove. It was next to the railway bank and leased from the railway. Access 
was from Windsor Grove and the River Effra ran underneath. Pigs were previously 
kept there by local resident, Mr Chapman, who worked for the Post Office and 
occasionally for Wilsons Undertakers. Jack Crouch also had a piggery.  It was 
located in Gipsy Road, the area now known as Elder Gardens. 
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In the early 1950s, 
Frederick Crouch and his 
family moved to a farm in 
Hartfield Sussex and a 
member of the Foster 
family (Fosters the 
outfitters) took over the 
lease of no 121 for his 
printing business.  
 
This photograph shows an 
Ex Canadian army 
Chevrolet C15 with 

military rear bodywork replaced by a new wooden body for transport of live pigs and 
waste food.  The picture was probably taken in 1946 as the truck had not yet been 
sign written as it was brand new at the time. The background shows the railway line 
and the rear of houses on Auckland Hill. 

Frederick Crouch, proprietor (right), and his  
older brother Ernest (Jack).  
Photo: Farmer and Stockbreeder 1942 
 

Frederick Crouch, proprietor (right) 
his son Thomas (left), and his older 
brother Ernest (Jack).  
Photo: Farmer and Stockbreeder 
1942 
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The lorry was used to go to 
cattle markets and to collect 
waste food to feed the pigs. 
There was a vehicle shortage 
after the war, if you needed a 
lorry you had to put in a request 
and wait your turn. This 
Commer lorry arrived as a 
‘chassis and scuttle’ and was 
driven to Jennings at Sandbach 
who built the lorry (i.e. added 
cab, windscreen and sides). 
 

 

Piggery, West Norwood, c1951.                       Piggery, 121 High Street, West Norwood, 1951. 
 

The piggery was adjacent to the 
allotments between East Place and 
Windsor Grove. Materials were hard to 
get so all rotten wood was repaired with 
corrugated iron sheets salvaged from 
Anderson shelters. 
 
 
Original article submitted by a 
family descendant.   

 

 

 

Thomas Crouch with Commer lorry at piggery,  
West Norwood, c1948. 
 

Thomas Crouch accompanied by his daughter 
inspecting some pigs.  The building in the 
background was part of the Advanced Laundry. 
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1 UPPER GROVE, SOUTH NORWOOD, A RESIDENT’S RESEARCH 
 

I live at 1 Upper Grove and some time 
back a neighbour’s father shared some 
census information about who had lived 
in the property.  I decided to see if I could 
find some further information to put some 
personality to the names and this is a 
brief story of one house in South 
Norwood.   I have never done research 
like this before so I did receive some help 
from Paul Initt, Stephen Oxford from the 
Norwood Society, John Coulter and 
Google.  Thank you all. 
 
Upper Grove Villa was built around 1864 
with the rest of the parade.  In the early 
years all the houses had individual names 

as opposed to numbers.  What is today number 1 was then Upper Grove Villa and it 
also gave the street its name.  
 
The first owner was Hendericus Martin Klaassen (1828-1910), a seed factor born in 
Hamburg, Germany, to a Dutch clergyman.  He occupied the house from 1865 UNtill 
1875 with his wife Elizabeth and five daughters, Elizabeth Foltmetina (1861), 
Henderina known as ‘Rina’, Victoria (1863 -1929), Helen Gertrude (1865 - 1951), 
Agnes Constance (1868-1963) and Lucy Wilhelmina (1872).  He employed two 
domestic servants: Ellen Clements and Sophia Todds.   Klaassen was 20 when he 
moved to London and after some initial training set up his own business under the 
London Corn Exchange.  He was highly successful and was able to retire at the age 
of 46.   

After his retirement he committed himself to 
his other interest – science. He gave 
lectures in chemistry, zoology and geology. 
By 1877 he was a fellow of the Geological 
Society and had a particular interest in 
fossils.  During the excavations of the 
Croydon train line he discovered fossils of 
two hitherto unknown species.  A mammal 
named Coryphodon Croydonensis and a 
bird that was the largest ever to have lived 

1Upper Grove, SE25. 

Coryphodon Croydonensis 
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in the UK.  Standing at 2.7m high it was named after  Klaassen - Gastornis 
Klaasseni.   Klaassen was an early champion of girls’ education and helped establish 
in 1874 what today is known as Croydon High School for Girls.  Hendericus passed 
on his interest in science to two of his daughters: Hendrina and Helen both of whom 

took up the mantel.  Helen was an outstanding 
physicist working in electrochemistry.  Educated 
at Queens College; she later found employment 
at Newham College as a lecturer.  She also 
carried out research and published several 
articles. 
 
Hendrina, was an accomplished botanist and 
pioneered time-lapse cinematography showing 
how plants grow and move.  She was one of 
the first women to be admitted to the London 

Linnean Society, a learned society dedicated to the study and dissemination of 
information concerning natural history, evolution, and taxonomy. She worked with 
Charles Darwin’s son, Francis.  She married D H Scott, her former tutor and well 
known botanist, in 1887. Rina continued her own work and they also carried out 
research together.  It is fair to say the two women were pioneering women in science. 
 
Thomas Fothergill McNay (1836-1907), a Civil Engineer born in Co Durham and his 
wife Mary Isabel moved into the house in 1876.  They married in 1865 and had three 
children, Walter Laurie (1866-1946), Elenora ‘Nora’ Ruth (1868 – 1886) and Harold 
Montague (1872).  They employed a housemaid and a cook both born in Germany.  
Included in the return on census-night 3 April 1881 were a Charles Augustus Howell, 
his wife and young daughter but more about them later. 
 
The McNay family was friends with the well known artist, 
James McNeill Whistler and he stayed with the family in 
Upper Grove on more than one occasion. We know he 
stayed there on the 14 March 1882 as he sketched a 
picture of either Nora or Mary.  He did further sketches at 
the house and although they are not dated the location is 
written on their backs.  Whistler continued correspondence 
with the family, in particular Nora till her untimely death at 
the age of 18.  Following her death Whistler wrote to her 
mother saying ‘how sad we have all been about our dear 
little Nora’.   
 

J M Whistler 

Gastornis Klaasseni 
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Whistler painted a posthumous portrait of Nora based on previous sketches, the 
current location of which is unknown. The McNay family moved out in 1889.     
  

Returning to the Howell family, we know Charles 
Augustus Howell (1840-1890), and family were 
visiting on Census night 1881 when he described 
himself as a Literary and Arts Critic.  He was, 
however, much more.   Howell was born in Portugal 
but moved to Britain in his youth.  He left the UK in 
1858 amid rumours he was involved in a plot to 
assassinate Napoleon lll.  Returning eight years later 
he became a business associate of both John 
Ruskin, a fellow art critic and philanthropist, and the 
poet and Pre-Raphaelite painter Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti.  Howell famously persuaded Rossetti to 
exhume his wife to retrieve poetry buried with her so 
that it could be published and sold.  Both Rossetti 
and Ruskin later lost confidence in Howell, due to 
rumours of blackmail and other dishonest business 

practices and disassociated themselves from him.  A large number of compromising 
letters from high profile people were found in the house after his death, indicating he 
kept information that could be useful.     
 
Charles Howell married his cousin Frances 
Catherine ‘Kitty’ Howell in 1867, the wedding 
beib attended by the great and good of the 
day.  In 1877 they had a daughter, Rosalind 
Blanche Catherine Callander de Monserrate 
Howell.  However, by 1873 Howell had taken 
a mistress, Rosa Corder (1853-1893).  She 
was an artist and allegedly, she and Howell 
started to produce forgeries selling them as 
the real thing.    
 
Among his victims were his earlier 
employer Rossetti.  In 1883 Rose Corder had a daughter by Howell and she was 
christened Beatrice Ella Howell. Kitty died in 1888 leaving her young daughter 
motherless.  However Howell’s Mistress Rosa stepped in and raised Rosalind 
alongside her half-sister Beatrice.   

Charles Augustus Howell 

Kitty Howell. 
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In 1891 Rosa moved to Walton on Thames where 
she lived with her brother and his family.  In 1891 
Rosalind and her stepsister Beatrice were still 
together in a villa in Newmarket where Rosa died in 
1893.  Rosalind later became a governess in 
Willesden and she married Albert Gaylard Hart at 
Trinity Church, St Marylebone 30 August 1907.  
 

Howell died in 1890 in 
suspicious circumstances, 
officially of ‘Galloping 
Consumption’ but unofficially he was found by a Chelsea 
public house with his throat slit and a coin in his mouth, a 
reference to a person being guilty of slander.  Howell was the 
subsequent inspiration for Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock 
Holmes Novel ‘The Adventures of Charles Augustus 
Milverton’.  
After all this excitement, life at 1 Upper Grove seems to have 

calmed down.  By the 1891 census, Frederick Hurst, 48, a 
draper born in Eastbourne, was living there with his wife 

Julia, 38 and their nephew Walter Ward aged nine.  Also in the household were 
Elizabeth Tithridge, 38 ‘Living on own means’ and a general domestic servant, Eliza 
Playfer.  In 1901, the house is occupied by just three people - Frederick Hurst, now 
described as a ‘warehouseman general and employer’, his wife Julia, and a domestic 
servant, Alice Saxby, 24, born in Crayford, Kent.  In the 1911 census it was still 
occupied by them with Frederick, age 68, still working running a Drapery Warehouse.  
The Hursts had no children.  Frederick died 11 December 1921 leaving £22,499 17s 
and 6d.  This is well over a million poundsin today’s money.  Julia died in 1923 after 
which a Harry Hurst is registered as the owner from 1923 till at least 1939. 
 
1 Upper Grove was advertised for sale in the Norwood News 30 April 1948.  It was 
described as ‘a freehold property having a large double drawing room and dining 
room, six bedrooms, a bathroom and good domestic offices’. The next occupants 
registered at 1 Upper Grove were A B Bennett, Daniel B Derry, Eric F King and 
Anthony R Edwards, in 1954 when the property had been divided into four individual 
flats.  The house, unusually, has therefore only been occupied by three families 
before being converted into flats which was probably sometime just after WW2. 
 
Lulu Gravergaard 

Rosa Corder, The Frick 
Collection. 

Rosalind Blanche Catherine 
Callander de Monserrate 
Howell 
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A PARK KEEPER’S BOXING GRANDSON 

David McCarthy, late of Gipsy Hill, now of Kenley, Surrey has written about his 
memories of life in Norwood.  In 1942 his family moved from Bermondsey to a four 
storey house number 102 Gipsy Hill opposite the Gipsy Hill Public House.  

 David remembers, as a child, playing in bombed houses in Upper Norwood. The 
house, along with the rest of the terrace, was eventually demolished and the Forbes 
Court flats were built.  At that time the family moved to Alexandra Drive.  Two V1 
rockets fell close to Gipsy Hill in July 1944 destroying or damaging 71 houses many 
of which were eventually cleared and redeveloped in the 1960s as part of the 
Central Hill estate. 

Aged 15 David appeared in the Norwood News:  ‘A proud young man this week is 
15-year-old David McCarthy who lives in Gipsy Hill, Upper Norwood.  He has just 
received boxing certificates won before he left Kennington Secondary School this 
term.  He won the South East London Schoolboys intermediate championship and 
the House championship.’  Having only lost nine of his 38 bouts to date the Norwood 
News went on to suggest that he ‘may emulate the former British feather-weight 
champion of the same name’.  (Norwood_News, 1957). 

David sent a photograph of his grandfather Frederick 
‘Steve’ Broomer of Gipsy Hill.   ‘Steve’ was head 
keeper at Norwood Park, off Central Hill working as a 
park keeper for the London County Council for more 
than 30 years.   He retired in 1954 complaining to the 
Norwood News of vandalism in the park and wondering 
how he would fill his time in retirement. 
(Norwood_News, 1954).  

Steve began work as gamekeeper on a large estate in 
Oxfordshire.  Prior to the outbreak of war he became a 
police officer in Long Lane Bermondsey.  He joined the 
Coldstream Guards and fought throughout World War 
1 in France and Germany.                         
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Frederick ‘Steve’ Broomer, 1954. 
Stephen Oxford   
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ALMS-HOUSES, GROVE TERRACE, UPPER NORWOOD 

The Alms-houses, also known as Grove Terrace, date back to 1840-41 and were 
erected by the Fellowship Porters Benevolent Institution and intended as alms-
houses for stevedores. It is rumoured that the Prince Consort laid in June 1841 a 
memorial stone but the latter cannot now be found.  The cottages were never 
occupied as alms-houses by retired fish porters.  The development was intended to 
go around the corner with a chapel in the centre but was never finished.  This 
maybe why the cottages were tenanted on the open market and the gap was left 
between them and the Alma.  The cottages were let to the respectable but lower 
orders; from ticket collectors to gardeners and included in the 1890s Charlotte 
Webb, the bible woman. (Warwick, 1960).  

They have two storeys, are 
stuccoed with long and short 
quoins between each house. 
There is a stone parapet and 
dropped eaves cornice.  They 
have only one first floor sash 
window each with a hooded 
moulding.  There is a cast iron 
verandah with hood extending 
the length of the terrace.  They 
have simple front door casings.  
Numbered 11 to 25 (odd) they 
form a Grade II listed group. 

According to Warwick at one 
time the borough boundary ran through 
the middle of the Alma and apparently it 
had to be licensed by two boroughs!   The 
licence was granted by Bromley for the 
storage of the alcohol but Croydon had to 
give a separate licence for its sale.   

 

Stephen Oxford 

Works Cited 
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Norwod. Norwood: The Norwood Society. 

 

Extract from the 1910 OS map showing the Alms-
Houses. 
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DOODLEBUG MEMORIES 

 

Casewick Road and St Julians Farm Road SE27 photograph taken about 1960. 

I recently found this photograph showing the site where a Doodlebug exploded at 
the junction of Casewick Road and St Julians Farm Road, which reminded me of an 
horrific experience my family had when I was six. 

On 13 August 1944 at 1.30 am a V1 flying bomb stopped above our chimney pots 
and struck Knights Hill Square causing severe damage to houses and shops and 
killing eight people. It demolished four houses in the Square and caused severe 
damaged to six shops and 10 houses in Knights Hill.  Major damage was caused to 
20 houses in Ernest Avenue.  We knew the children as we all went to the same 
school; Gipsy Road Infants.  Our front windows and front door were blown out by the 
blast.  Two days later, with my Mum and my Brother, we were evacuated by steam 
train from West Norwood Station to Yorkshire. 

Pre-war Knights Hill Square was an area of small terrace housing.    The area today 
has been re-developed with light industrial units and no trace of the terraced 
housing remains.   

Following the V1 Mr Banwell quickly arranged for roofing felt to be nailed over our 
smashed window frames and the front door to be barricaded; we had to go round 
the back to get in. Two days later we were evacuated to Saltburn-by-the-sea. 

I'm now 82 and on my own as a widower but last year I was determined to go to visit 
where we went all those years ago at Saltburn-by-the-sea.  What a pleasant place it 
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is now.  If there is anyone still alive who can remember being evacuated there from 
West Norwood please let me know. 

  
At the top of St Julians Farm Road on the right going uphill there used to be the 
Streatham Girls High School playing field which during the war was converted to 
allotments and the building partly used by the Air Raid Wardens as a central post.  
The volunteers met most nights especially when the sky was clear and any lights 
could be clearly seen by enemy aircraft. The wardens had designated roads to 
patrol and commanded householders to 'put that light out!  My father was a warden 
before being called up to join the army. 

When it was quiet the wardens socialised with cups of tea and a game of darts. My 
Dad's pal was Mr Banwell ‘Bannie’, who lived in Thurlby Road.  After Dad was called 
up Bannie made a point of keeping a friendly eye on our family although he was a 
bit of a mystery as we didn't know what his daytime job was and we never asked.  
After the war he was an interpreter at the Nuremburg Trials. 

Ken Chase                                                           kenrenechase@ntlworld.com 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

PLANNING NOTES 

We are continually concerned about the impact of unauthorised works and the 
granting of planning permission for unsuitable developments in conservation areas 
in the Norwood area.  

In Lambeth the application for a metal recycling centre at Windsor Grove has now 
been linked to an application for Shakespeare Wharf for a change of use from a 
waste management facility to the erection of 217 residential units.  These 
applications will be considered at the same time. Additional documents have been 
submitted including an Environmental Impact Assessment, Risk Assessment and 
Addendum to the Transport Assessment.  They seek to show the application would 
have negligible impact on the Norwood areas. 

 Close to Windsor Grove an application has recently been submitted to redevelop 
90-96 Norwood High Street and build a 3 storey and up to 5 story building 
containing 14 flats with ground floor commercial uses  

An application for 4 residential units at 5 Patterson Road (Bromley) of 4 dwellings 
has been refused. 

Marian Girdler 



28 
 

EDWARD JOHN TARRANT - NORWOOD WAR HERO 

Edward John Tarrant was born in Brixton, Lambeth 11 
May 1919 to Edward Alfred and May Tarrant.  In the 
Croydon Roll of Honour he is recorded as living at 4b 
Sylvan Road, Upper Norwood.   His widowed mother 
May was then living nearby in Maberley Crescent 
after returning from the Isle of Wight where her 
husband had died.  Untangling his life has been 
complicated by confusing information on Ancestry.  
Edward was born whilst the family were living in a 
large detached Victorian house 12 St Saviour’s Road, 
Brixton. He was educated at Christ’s Hospital, 
Horsham, West Sussex where he captained both the 
swimming and rugby teams.  He won an open scholarship in classics to Trinity 
College Cambridge and enrolled there 1 November 1938 and was awarded a first 
class pass for Part 1 in the Easter Term 1940.  Whilst at Cambridge he played 
‘rugger’ and was awarded a ‘Porson Scholarship’, a financial award for his 
excellence in Greek in 1940.  He left Cambridge on National Service but the three 
terms, Michaelmas 1940 and Lent and Easter 1941 were allowed to count towards 
the nine terms required for a BA and he graduated on 2 August 1941.  He was 
awarded a Bachelor of Arts degree in classics and after studying for the Church of 
England was to be ordained after the war.   

Tarrant joined the University Officers Training Corps. (UOTC) in 1940 whilst at 
Cambridge and subsequently fought in North Africa and Italy after which he was 
sent home to Upper Norwood suffering from pneumonia.  Whilst briefly at home he 
was company sports officer.  (Norwood-News, 1944).  He returned to active service 
in France in 1944 and died in Holland 22 November 1944 whilst serving in the Royal 
Sussex Regiment attached to the 4th Battalion the Welsh Fusiliers, 53rd Infantry 
Division. 

The division took part in the Swan (swift advance) through Northern France into 
Belgium where heavy fighting took place to secure an important bridgehead by 
crossing the Junction Canal near Lommel. The 53rd Division then fought hard to 
expand the salient south of Eindhoven in conjunction with the Market Garden 
offensive, which ended in disaster due to events at the Battle of Arnhem in late 
September, where the British 1st Airborne Division was virtually destroyed in severe 
fighting.  Advancing into the Netherlands, 53rd (Welsh) Division liberated the city of 
‘s-Hertogenbosch in four days of heavy fighting from 24 October.  (Infogalactic, 
2016).   

Lieut. J Tarrant, Norwood 
News, 8 December 1944. 
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It is thought that Edward was platoon commander of A company tasked with taking 
the Locks of Roermond, close to De De Weerd.  On 22 November 1944 he led his 
company in the attack starting from the hamlet of De Geer towards De De Weerd.  
The fighting was fierce and the British troops were heavily bombarded by German 
artillery from their brückenkopf (bridgehead) close to De De Weerd.  Edward was 
killed in action that day and is buried in Swartbroek Churchyard, near the Belgian 
border and town of Weert, Limburg, Netherlands. 

 

German soldiers defending the Brükenkopf from British attack, courtesy of Roel Rijks. 
His mother May Tarrant of Maberley Crescent, Upper Norwood, was quoted in the 
Norwood News saying how awful it would be trying to ‘write and tell his brother’ 
Denis.   

FAMILY BACKGROUND:  Edward’s father Edward Alfred Tarrant married his first 
wife Eliza Kentisbeer from Devon in 1884 and they had four children; Alfred William 
1885, Edith Alice 1887, Frank 1892, Stanley Ernest 1895, Millicent Maud 1897.  
Sadly Eliza died in August 1914 at Camberwell House whilst Edward was living with 
the children except Alfred at 12 St Saviour’s Road, Lambeth.    

Camberwell House was a lunatic asylum which opened in 
1846, accommodating 150 pauper and 12 private patients. By 1878 it was the 
second largest asylum in London, licensed to accommodate 362 patients. The 
asylum consisted of three substantial houses built in 1790 and 20 acres of parkland 
that later included tennis courts and a putting green. In 1919 it dropped the term 
asylum to become Camberwell House. It remained a private hospital until its closure 
in 1955. 
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Edward’s younger brother had joined the Royal Naval 
Volunteer Reserve (RNVR) and according to May had 
taken part in the liberation of Greece, October 1944 
and played football for the Croydon YMCA. He was 
appointed Temporary Acting Lieutenant in July 1945.  
Denis survived the war and eventually moved to 
Clover Hill, Sidcliffe, Devon where he lived until the 
early 21 century. 

The widowed Edward married May Robertson, 25 
years his junior, 20 June 1918. At the time of his 
second marriage he was recorded as a widower Civil 
Servant living at 47 Beechdale Road, Lambeth.  At 
some point the family moved to Ventnor on the Isle of 
Wight where their second son Denis Alban was born 
in 1922.   

Edward Alfred died at Invercauld, Zigzag Road, Ventnor, Isle of Wight 19 November 
1937, leaving a small estate to his wife May.  

Thanks go to Roel Rijks of the Monument of Tolerance.  This group was established 
in the year 2000 with the aim of realising a monument as a reminder of the war 
events in the years 1940-1945 and the hundreds of soldiers of many nationalities 
who were involved and perished in the area between Noordervaart, Neers canal, the 
Maas and the Wessem-Nederweert canal, Limburg, Netherlands. Since all military 
victims are commemorated there (Allies and German and Austrian victims), it is 
rightly therefore a Monument of Tolerance.  There is a database of soldiers who 
died in the area.  Roel’s initial enquiry about Edward John Tarrant sparked this 
article revealing him as a ‘Norwood War Hero’. 

https://monumentoftolerance.com/en/victim-database 

Stephen Oxford 
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Lieut. Edward Tarrant’s headstone, 
Swartbroek, courtesy of CWGC.  
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NORWOOD’S ATMOSPHERIC RAILWAYS 
 
Back in 2019 you may have seen the national newspaper article exclaiming the 
wonders of ‘Virgin Hyperloop’, the high-speed transport system which received its 
first passengers, near Las Vegas.  The system involves pods inside a vacuum tube 
carrying passengers at high speed propelled by ‘maglev’ magnetic levitation.  The 
system it is claimed will revolutionise intercity travel.  The first demonstration with 
passengers achieved 100 miles per hour over its 500m test track in the Nevada 
desert.   (Dunne, 1920) 

‘Been there done that, got the T-shirt’ might be the comment of any number of 
Victorian Norwood residents!   For the area can claim two railway systems using 
vacuum tubes to propel passenger carrying carriages.   

In 1845 an ‘atmospheric’ railway ran from Croydon to the Dartmouth Arms, later 
renamed Forest Hill.   It was hailed a great success which would revolutionise 
transport.  Often reaching 60 miles per hour it was claimed 100 miles per hour might 
be possible - a speed unheard of at the time.  That system did not run in vacuum 
tubes but was propelled by a vacuum pump with carriages running on ordinary rails.  
There was a 15 inch diameter tube between the rails with a continuous slot in the 
top.  The slot was sealed along its entire length by a leather flap, kept flexible by 
tallow and wax, fixed to the pipe on one side allowing it to fold away to allow the 
passage of an iron rod or plough.  The plough was fixed to the underside of the 

railway coach 
with a piston 
that tightly fitted 
the tube.   

 

A section of a 15 
inch tube, location 
& source 
unknown. 
There were 

pumping 
stations at three mile intervals at each of which powerful air pumps were installed.  
These would exhaust the air in front of the piston whilst normal atmospheric 
pressure was allowed behind it.  The driver was a brakeman who applied and 
released the brakes to enable the train to move forward.   

One regular passenger described travelling on it as ‘very similar to falling from a 
height; it fair took your breath away’.  It could take carriages up gradients steeper 
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than those climbed by normal locomotives.  As the track had to cross the main 
London to Brighton line at South Norwood it can claim the first railway flyover, a 
massive timber viaduct achieving the cross over.   

Pumping stations at Forest Hill, Norwood and Croydon were designed by architect 
W H Breakspear and constructed with the most careful aesthetic consideration and 
were Early English Gothic in appearance looking vaguely like churches with their 
chimneys disguised as bell towers.  Not satisfied by their appearance some 
Norwood residents complained about the smoke and smell from the chimneys but 
passengers were delighted by the smooth and smoke free ride and initial low cost of 
tickets.   

 

 

Esso Magazine, Summer 1971, courtesy Upper Norwood Library Hub. 
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Unfortunately in spite of the 
project being managed by 
the experienced Mr Cubitt, 
there were problems to 
overcome from the very 
beginning.  The tubes were 
manufactured by the 
Coalbrookdale Company and 
transported to site but there 
were numerous breakages.  
The original plan was to run 
the line from London Bridge 
to Epsom but the vacuum 
pipes were only installed 
between Forest Hill station, 
originally called the 
Dartmouth Arms via Anerley, 
the Jolly Sailor, later 
renamed Norwood Junction, 
to Croydon. This meant that 
carriages had to be re-
coupled with steam-driven 
locomotives at each end of 
the piped section which 
frequently lead to delays.   
Services began in the 
summer of 1846 and for a 

while were quite successful. 

Unfortunately there were numerous ‘accidents’ at the steam driven pumping stations 
including broken crankshafts and also a shortage of suitable engines to pull the 
carriage.  Water for the steam engines was drawn partly from the Croydon canal 
which often failed to provide adequate supplies. This lead to a lack of vacuum and 
meant that some trains had difficulty travelling over the viaduct to cross the main 
Brighton Line near Norwood Junction. The project was, in hindsight, rather rushed 
into operation and although it usually functioned well many of the company’s 
shareholders were impatient to realise a profit from their investments and continually 
complained when things did not go smoothly.     

Plans to extend atmospheric running south to Epsom and north to London Bridge 
were abandoned even though much of the track had been constructed.   

The London & Croydon Railway line. After Hadfield. 
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The engine house at West Croydon was 
taken down and re-erected near Surrey 
Street for use as a waterworks pumping 
station.  It is perhaps, the only remaining 
evidence of the Croydon atmospheric 
railway.  The one serving Forest Hill was 
converted into a milk depot but 
wasdestroyed by a flying bomb in 1944. 

The tubes were sold off in various lots 
and some were used to underpin a 
slipping embankment at Haywards 
Heath.  The leather for the seals was 
sold off in Nottingham, probably thence 
made into boots. (Hadfield, 1985) & 
(Warwick, 1972). 

There was, albeit briefly, a second 
‘atmospheric’ railway for Norwood 
residents to marvel at.  This was the 
pneumatic railway which the Virgin 
Hyperloop would appear to emulate.  
The main difference is that the 

pneumatic railway in the grounds of the Crystal Palace at Sydenham was actually 
propelled by air pressure whilst the Virgin Hyperloop used a vacuum to reduce 
friction.   

The pneumatic railway designed by Thomas Webster Rammell was installed in 1864 
between the Sydenham and Penge gates.  It consisted of a 600 yard railway tunnel 
arched with brick and covered with clay.  The track ran uphill from the Penge gate 
for some distance before terminating on more level ground.  About 50 yards from 
the upper station was a gigantic fan 22 feet in diameter which was worked by a 
stationary steam engine and by way of connecting tunnels and levers was used to 
suck air out or pump air into the main tunnel.   
 
The single carriage was designed like a giant piston was sucked up or blown down 
the tunnel on railway tracks.  At one end of the carriage there was a large flange of 
bristles matching the shape of the tunnel in order to maintain air pressure.  The 
system was run as a temporary attraction for visitors to the Crystal Palace. 
(Bedfordshire_Mercury, 1864) 

The water pumping station behind Surrey 
Street, Croydon, originally the pump engine 
house at the West Croydon end of the 
atmospheric railway, courtesy of S Oxford. 
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Engraving of the Upper entrance, after Hadfield. 

The purpose of this railway was to demonstrate the motive power already in use by 
the Pneumatic Despatch Company in moving letters and parcels and show its 
possible application to passenger transport.  The demonstration railway vanished 
without trace and Rammell failed to make his fortune from the idea he lies in an 
unmarked pauper’s grave in a cemetery at Watford.  His lack of success with 
pneumatic railways was more a case of bad luck than technical failure. 

Over the years there have been numerous rumours of a lost train complete with 
passengers being sealed up in Rammell's tunnel in Crystal Palace Park. The origin 
of these rumours is not known but may have been started by local school children in 
the 1930s. The children’s tale says the tunnel was shut down as a commuter train 
was trapped when the tunnel collapsed. The tale goes on to say that the tunnel was 
walled up with the passengers still inside the train! 
 
In 1978, 19 year old claimed she had found the tunnel and within it was an old 
railway carriage. Her story also included the bizarre details that the occupants were 
still in the train and were skeletons dressed in Victorian clothes. However she was 
unable to lead anyone to the hole she claimed to have fallen through and where it 
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had been close to the site of the palace so it couldn’t have been Rammell’s tunnel.  
She subsequently claimed it was a ‘psychic’ vision. 
 

On 12 August 1989 an exploratory 
trench in Crystal Palace Park,  45 
metres south of the Sydenham 
entrance excavated by local 
archaeologist Per Von Scheibner  (also 
known as Marquis de St Empire) finally 
revealed the remains of Rammell’s 
railway 1.5 metres below the surface. 
The brick tunnel had been demolished 
down to the track bed, leaving the brick 
invert supporting longitudinal pine 
sleepers spaced at standard gauge (4' 
8½"), with a central drainage pipe, and 
backfilled with crushed bricks and a 
layer of cement. As the tunnel is shown 
as 3.65 metres high on the patent 
drawings this resolves the question of 
how deeply it was buried - it was cut 
and cover, with half below and half 
above ground. No doubt the spoil from 
the trench was piled on top to disguise. 
(Sowan, 2003).  

 

Stephen Oxford 
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The ‘Marquis de St Empire in the excavated 
trench in 1989. Courtesy of  Paul Sowan. 
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HAMMOND’S TIMBER YARD, PORTLAND ROAD 

 

Photograph courtesy Viv Doyle. 
Hammond’s timber yard was run by John Underhill and occupied a plot of land on 
the eastern side of Portland Road, South Norwood at 103. The photograph was 
taken after the building of the London City Mission Hall, seen to the right, in 1889.  
John Hammond is most likely the gentleman on the left.  In the 1894 and 1898 
Ward’s Street Directories the plot is recorded as ‘building land’ and is shown empty 
on the 1894 OS map extract.  The track to the nursery to the right of the Mission hall 
by 1910 had become Pembury Road, but the land to the left of the Mission hall was 
still shown without any building on it. 

Hammond must have had a workshop 
elsewhere as close scrutiny of the sign 
lists a large number of products on offer for 
hire or made to order.  There were 
certainly budding DIY enthusiasts in South 
Norwood as the sign also offered ‘Timber 
prepared for amateurs’. 

Detail from timber yard signage.  
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John Underhill Hammond was 
born 24 July 1863 to John and 
Charlotte (nee Underhill) in 
Islington.  Shortly after his birth 
the family moved to Croydon, first 
to 4 Devonshire Place, Lower 
Addiscombe and then nearby 
Limes Road.  John’s father was a 
joiner born in Walworth.  In 1888 
John married Elizabeth and they 
moved into 48 Selsdon Road, 
where their first son John was 
born.   In the 1891 census John is 
listed as a ‘carpenter and builder’ 

having followed in his father’s footsteps into the trade.  The carpentry business must 
have been quite successful as by 1901 John, Elizabeth and their three sons had 
moved to a more substantial semi-detached house at 131 Brighton Road, South 
Croydon.  By 1911 Percy, their second son, was training as an engineer.  On 
retirement John and Elizabeth moved to 48 Beckford Road, then a modern terraced 
house and later to 30 Alderton Road, Croydon, an end of terrace Victorian house.   

John died 18 February 1953 aged 89 at Queens Hospital, Queens Road, Croydon.   
This building was originally part of Croydon Union Workhouse built in 1865 by J 
Berney, with separate fever wards added in 1879. In 1930 the workhouse was taken 
over by Croydon borough council and became known as Queens Road Homes. 
During the Second World War the buildings became a hospital under the 
Emergency Medical Scheme. They were badly damaged by bombing in April 1941. 
In 1948 the institution became Queen's Road Hospital under the National Health 
Service, and specialised in geriatric care. It closed in 1987.  (Historic_England, 
2020).   

Stephen Oxford 
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