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WEATHER IN THE NORWOODS - AN INTRODUCTION 

One of the characteristics of the Norwood Heights that was used to 

encourage wealthy Victorians to set up home in the locality was the 

‘freshness of the air’.  In 1860 Alfred Maddock, MD in his book ‘On 

Sydenham, its Climate and Palace, The Efficacy of Pure Air’ pointed out that 

the great salubrity of the area lacking, as it did, the frequent fogs of the City of 

London ‘the sun shining luxuriantly’ when the metropolis was clouded with 

gloom.  He went on to suggest that by living here one might avoid the 

following disorders: ‘Consumption, Asthma, Bronchitis, Laryngitis, Loss of 

Voice, Scrofula (an infection in the lymph nodes), Rheumatism, Neuralgia, 

General or Nervous Debility, Dyspepsia, and Hypochondriasis’.  Quite an 

amazing catalogue of afflictions.  If they believed all the hype it is no wonder 

the wealthy flocked to build their villas here.  (Maddock, 1860).   

There were downsides to how the weather affected residents, as it meant that 

Upper Norwood was exposed particularly to the vagaries of gale force winds, 

higher rainfall amounts than for central London and when the weather was 

cold, drifting snow.  The lower lying areas of Lower (West) and South 

Norwood, although being less exposed and sometimes a degree or two 

warmer, suffered from far greater penalties weather-wise!  Where was the 

rain that fell on the higher ground to go to, and what about the snow melt 

come the thaw?  Well, it will come as no surprise that these areas suffered 

repeatedly from flooding, steadily made worse by the increasing population 

adding to the sewage and the paucity of the drains provided by the Vestries 

(a committee for the local secular and ecclesiastical government for a parish).   

This edition of the Norwood Review draws upon the pages of many 

newspapers, both local and regional, and especially the Norwood News, to 

tell some of the many stories of how Norwood residents enjoyed, but more 

often, endured extreme weather events.  Weather could not be mentioned 

with reference to those that record and forecast it and who better than Robert 

FitzRoy and the lesser known John Baldock of South Norwood 

Thank must go to Alun Thomas for tracking down so many articles from the 

Norwood News and David Corbyn for his weather knowledge and 

contributions. 

Stephen Oxford 

Works Cited 
Maddock, A. B. (1860). Sydenham, its Climate and Palace,  

the Afficacy of Pure Air. London: Simpkin, Marshall & Co. 

 

 

If you wish to see the current weather 

conditions in Upper Norwood then 

download the Davis weatherlink app, 

create a free account and search for 

‘Grangecliffe’ or select any of the weather 

stations near to you. 
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VICE-ADMIRAL ROBERT FITZROY THE FATHER OF WEATHER 

FORECASTING 

One wonders what the wonderful Captain Robert FitzRoy would have made 

of all the recent talk of global warming.  Without his striving to develop the 

science, or was it in his day the ‘art’, of weather forecasting, would we even 

be aware that it was taking place at all?  Without FitzRoy there would have 

been no voyage of HMS Beagle to take Charles Darwin around the world in 

the 1830s and launch his career as a first class naturalist leading to his 

publication of the ‘Origin of Species’ more correctly know as ‘On the Origin of 

Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured 

Races in the Struggle for Life’.  Much has been written about Admiral FitzRoy 

so this article concentrates on his role in the development of the 

understanding of meteorology and weather forecasting. 

FitzRoy lived for a few years at Lyndhurst House, 140 Church Road in Upper 

Norwood before slitting his own throat in his bathroom 20 April 1865. His 

obituary in the Illustrated Times stated that ‘the public have lost a valuable 

servant, and humanity a friend unwearied in his efforts to save life’.  (Admiral 

FitzRoy, 1865 6 May).  But to understand his contribution to science in 

general and meteorology in particular we need to begin sixty years earlier.  

Robert FitzRoy was born at Ampton Hall, Euston, Suffolk on July 5 1805.  He 

was the fourth-great grandson of Charles II, the youngest son of General Lord 

Charles FitzRoy and his second wife Lady Frances Anne Stewart.  He was 

born into the upper echelons of the British aristocracy and a tradition of public 

service.  From the age of four, FitzRoy lived with his family at Wakefield 

Lodge, their Palladian mansion in Northamptonshire. 

In February 1818 at the age of 12, FitzRoy entered the Royal Naval College, 

Portsmouth, and in the following year he entered the Royal Navy. (Robert 

FitzRoy, 2018).   His Naval career is well documented elsewhere: Norwood 

Reviews: 23, 38, 62, 72, 164, 183 and ‘FitzRoy, The Remarkable Story of 

Darwin’s Captain and the Invention of the Weather Forecast’, by John and 

Mary Gribbin, 2003 etc.. 

In December 1843 FitzRoy was appointed Governor of New Zealand. His 

instructions were to maintain order and protect the Māori, while satisfying the 

land hunger of the settlers pouring into the country. He was given very few 

military resources. Government revenue, mainly from customs duties, was 

woefully inadequate for his responsibilities.  FitzRoy quickly realised that he 

did not have the resources to bring about a quick end to the First New 

Zealand war, which had resulted from the British trying to sideline the Māori. 
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 Meanwhile, the spokesmen for the New Zealand 

Company were active back in the United Kingdom, 

lobbying against FitzRoy's Governorship, which they 

presented to the House of Commons in a very poor 

light. As a result, he was shortly afterwards recalled 

FitzRoy returned to Britain in September 1848 and was 

made superintendent of the Royal Naval Dockyards at 

Woolwich. In March 1849 he was given his final sea 

command, the screw frigate HMS Arrogant.  In 1850 he 

retired from active service, partly due to ill health. The 

following year, in 1851, he was elected to the Royal 

Society with the support of 13 fellows, including Charles 

Darwin. 

As the protégé of Francis Beaufort, in 1854, FitzRoy 

was appointed, on the recommendation of the 

President of the Royal Society as chief of a new 

department to deal with the collection of weather data 

at sea. His title was Meteorological Statist to the Board 

of Trade, and he had a staff of three. This was the 

forerunner of the modern Meteorological Office. He 

arranged for captains of ships to provide information, 

with tested instruments being loaned for this purpose, 

and for computation of the data collected. 

FitzRoy soon began to work on strategies to make 

weather information more widely available for the safety 

of shipping and fishermen. He directed the design and 

distribution of a type of barometer which, on his 

recommendation, was fixed at every port to be available 

to crews for consultation before setting out to sea. 

Stone housings for such barometers are still visible at 

many fishing harbours. The invention of several 

different types of barometers was attributed to him. 

These became popular and continued in production into 

the 20th century, characteristically engraved with 

Admiral FitzRoy's special remarks on interpretation, 

such as: "When rising: In winter the rise of the 

barometer presages frost." 

A terrible storm in October 1859, which caused the loss 

of the steam clipper the Royal Charter, inspired FitzRoy 

to develop charts to allow predictions to be made, 
An example of a FitzRoy 
barometer. 



4 
 

which he called ‘forecasting the weather’, thus coining the term ‘weather 

forecast’. The Royal Charter broke up on rocks off the coast of Anglesey with 

the loss of 460 lives including all the women and children on board. FitzRoy’s 

fledgling meteorological service had been collecting weather observations 

since 1854. He produced a detailed report and charts to prove that the storm 

could have been predicted and lives saved.  Fifteen land stations were 

established to use the new telegraph to transmit to him daily reports of 

weather at set times. The first daily weather forecasts were published in The 

Times in 1861. The 1859 storm resulted in the Crown distributing storm 

glasses, then known as ‘FitzRoy's storm barometers’, to many small fishing 

communities around the British Isles. 

 

 

FitzRoy’s Storm Warning Cones. 

In 1860 FitzRoy introduced a system of hoisting storm warning cones at the 

principal ports when a gale was expected. He ordered fleets to stay in port 

under these conditions. The Weather Book, which he published in 1863, was 

far in advance of the scientific opinion of the time. Queen Victoria once sent 
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messengers to FitzRoy’s home requesting a weather forecast for a crossing 

she was about to make to the Isle of Wight. 

Many fishing fleet owners objected to the posting of gale warnings, which 

required that fleets not leave the ports. Under this pressure, FitzRoy's system 

was abandoned for a short 

time after his death. The 

fishing fleet owners reckoned 

without the pressure of the 

fishermen, for whom FitzRoy 

had been a hero, responsible 

for saving many lives. In 

1874, the system was 

resumed in a simplified form. 

Having spent much of his own 

money on projects he thought 

were important there was little 

left to support his second wife 

Maria Isabella nee Smyth and 

their daughter Laura 

Elizabeth. When this came to 

light, in order to prevent his 

wife and daughter living in 

destitution, his friend and 

colleague Bartholomew 

Sulivan began an Admiral 

FitzRoy Testimonial Fund, 

which succeeded in getting 

the government to pay back 

£3,000 of this sum (Darwin 

contributed £100).Queen 

Victoria gave the special 

favour of allowing his widow 

and daughter the use of grace 

and favour apartments at Hampton Court Palace. 

Next time you curse a weather forecast for some inaccuracy remember that 

without Robert FitzRoy’s determined efforts to save lives through the 

development of weather forecasting, the science may have taken much 

longer to reach its present standard.   

Vice-Admiral Robert FitzRoy at his desk, probably at 
home in Lyndhurst House, 140 Church Road. 
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Whether FitzRoy was 

actually buried in the 

consecrated ground of All 

Saints church on Beulah 

Hill has been questioned 

by some. There is a 

simple explanation for 

this confusion as the rule 

prohibiting the burial of 

‘suicides’ in consecrated 

ground did not apply to 

those whose suicide was 

the result of ‘temporary 

insanity’.  The verdict at 

the inquest into FitzRoy’s death was ‘That the deceased came by his death 

by his own act, and at the time of the said act he was in an unsound mind’. 

(Suicide of Vice-Admiral Robert FitzRoy, 1865).   He was buried on 6 May 

1863 and the service was officiated by James Watson, the incumbent vicar of 

All Saints. 

Works Cited 

Admiral FitzRoy. (1865 6 May). Illustrated TImes , 7. 

Right to a proper burial of a Suicide in 1880. (2007, June 8). Retrieved January 02, 2019, from Roots Chat: 

http://www.rootschat.com/forum/index.php?topic=237463.0 

Robert FitzRoy. (2018, December 14). Retrieved December 18, 2018, from Wikipedia: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_FitzRoy 

Suicide of Vice-Admiral Robert FitzRoy. (1865). South London Chronicle , 6. 

 

 

Stephen Oxford 

Vice-Admiral Robert FitzRoy’s grave, All Saints Churchyard, Beulah Hill. 

THE WIND GOETH TOWARD THE 

SOUTH 

AND TURNETH AROUND UNTO THE 

NORTH 

IT WHIRLETH ABOUT CONTINUALLY 

AND THE WIND RETURNETH AGAIN 

ACCORDING TO HIS CIRCUITS 

ECCLESIASTES I.6. 
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THE GREAT STORM OF 1728 

‘On Sunday about One O’clock, there was a great gathering in the Air … so 

that on Dulwich Common…. It appeared very frightfully, as if the whole 

Element was on Fire, with amazing Lightning and Thundering, ‘till four 

o’clock, when fell such a violent shower of large Hail, that the like for bigness 

was not remembered by any Person there.  About half the windows that faced 

the Storm were broken.  The Corn and Grass were all laid flat, under the 

Trees and Hedges, the Ground was covered with small Branches and 

Leaves, as if 

Gardeners had been at 

work clipping them.  

Above 4 Hours after 

the Storm Hailstones 

were taken up in the 

Ditches as big as 

Walnuts.  The Storm in 

London was very 

terrible… the Gardiners 

at Lambeth and other 

Places, received great 

Damage in their Fruit 

Gardens &c.’  

 (The Great Storm, 

1728)  

NB It seems to have been common practice in the 17th and 18th centuries in Britain to capitalise 

the first letters of nouns in English. 

This storm stretched at least as far south as Croydon where cattle were 

drowned in ditches and huge chunks of ice punched holes in the ground 

several inches deep. (Currie, 2000) 

The storm was fairly localised as ‘no Hail at all fell in the Counties of Kent and 

Essex’. (Caledonian Mercury 27 May 1728). 

Stephen Oxford 

Works Cited 
Currie, D. &. (2000). The Surrey Weather Book. Whyteleafe: Frosted Earth. 

The Great Storm. (1728). Stamford Mercury , 1. 

 

Giant Hailstones of similar size to those of the 1728 Storm. 
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CHILD CHIMNEY SWEEP DIES IN NORWOOD SNOW 1803 

The practice of chimneys being 

swept by sending children up them 

was thoroughly condemned and 

brought to the attention of readers 

of the Mayo Constitution 

newspaper, in November 1833.  

Numerous examples of the cruelty 

of using child chimney sweeps was 

illustrated with distressing 

accounts; one pertained to a child’s 

death in Norwood, not directly 

from sweeping a chimney but as 

the result of being sent out to do so 

during a spell of cold snowy 

weather at ‘three o’clock in the 

morning.  On 8 February 1808 ‘A 

climbing boy, John aged 11, 

belonging to Mr Holland, was sent 

out from East Street, Lambeth at 

three o’clock in the morning, to 

sweep some chimneys in Norwood.  

The snow was deep and the cold 

extreme, he, however, arrived at 

the house and swept two chimneys 

but on his return home he found 

the cold so excessive that he could 

proceed no further.  After some 

little time he was taken to the Half 

Moon Inn, Dulwich, and there he died within the course of an hour’.   A coroner’s 

inquest returned the verdict ‘Died from inclemency of the weather.’ (Every Man his 

own sweep, 1833). 

Stephen Oxford 

Works Cited 
Every Man his own sweep. (1833). Mayo Constitution , 3. 
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 ‘GREAT GALE’ SWEEPS NORWOOD 1850 

Mail from the continent and news from the colonies was halted by severe gale 

force winds that swept the country in February 1850.  Destruction was 

wrought across the capital and Norwood, not to be outdone in grabbing the 

news headlines, filed details of local damage.  The gale from the N.N.W. 

began about nine o’clock on Wednesday 5 February 1850 and continued for 

more than twelve hours ‘with scarcely any abatement, accompanied at 

intervals with heavy rain’.   

‘Large branches were torn from trees, 

wooden fences thrown down….and 

many of the streets were strewn with 

broken chimney pots, slates and coping 

stones &c’.  That day’s post was more 

than an hour late arriving due to the 

delay of the mail trains.  (London, 

Wednesday Evening, 1850 7 February).  

The rural nature of Norwood at that time 

is indicated by the descriptions of the damage done to ‘hay ricks’ and in many 

‘places stacks of corn and hay have been partially carried away, and 

‘numerous thatched cottages unroofed’. (The Suburbs, 1850 7 February). 

This was the most dramatic storm of the winter of 1849/50 leading to the 

uncovering of the Neolithic settlement on Orkney of ‘Scara Brae’ from the 

sand dunes by the scouring effects of the winds and tides. For more 

information please see: http://www.orkneyjar.com/history/skarabrae/   Nationally the 

winds were reported as ‘occasioning fearful loss of life’.   

1850 was a year noted for gales with further ones occurring in October and 

November.  November’s caused minor damage to the Crystal Palace, then 

being readied for the Great Exhibition in Hyde Park.  ‘Rumours spread 

throughout London that the storm had done serious damage to the works in 

Hyde Park’. These proved unfounded as ‘with the exception of a few 

unfastened planks…..and the destruction of about ten square feet of glass, 

the works have in no respect suffered’ from this violent storm.  (Rumoured 

Damage to The Crystal Palace, 1850 27 November). 

Stephen Oxford   
 

Works Cited 

London, Wednesday Evening. (1850 7 February). North Devon Journal , 5. 

Rumoured Damage to The Crystal Palace. (1850 27 November). Morning Advertiser , 2. 

The Suburbs. (1850 7 February). Shipping & Mercantile Gazette , 3. 
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 FRIGHTNING THUNDERSTORM 1852! 

The inhabitants of Norwood have suffered the effects of lightning during 

thunder storms on numerous summer days.  July 25 1852 saw several 

chimneys, buildings and some large trees in Norwood ‘more or less injured by 

the lightning’.  (Thunder-storm in the Metropolis, 1852).  Lightning struck 

again in 1867 setting fire to a house in Brixton and in August 1888 the 

thunder and lightning was said to ‘be unequalled in the history of the past’. 

June 1914 saw a ferocious thunder storm hit south London with torrential rain 

and almost continuous thunder and numerous lightning strikes.  Six people 

foolish enough to shelter on Wandsworth Common under trees were killed 

and a further five injured.  The dead were Florence Grist, Albert Bettes, 

Florence Bettes, George Legge, Lizzie Legge and Walter Hilliard. (Amazing 

Storm, 1914, June).     

Damage was done to property in West Norwood and Gipsy Hill by hailstones 

of an abnormal size with hundreds of panes of glass in conservatory roofs 

being broken.  At the junction of Gipsy-road and Gipsy-Hill it was claimed that 

‘the heaps of hailstones must have had a total weight of several tons and 

would have filled a couple of dust waggons’.   

The Derby Day Thunderstorm of May 1911 extended south from Norwood 

through Sutton and Banstead to Epsom Downs.  The morning dawned dry 

and bright but during the afternoon severe thunderstorms spread across 

south London, one of which hit the Derby Day event on Epsom Downs 

resulting in ‘17 people and four horses being killed by lightning,  There were 

flash floods and severe disruption to public transport across the region.  

Hailstones between 1 ½ and 2 inches in diameter fell in Sutton. (Derby Day 

Thunderstorm, 2001)  

It is possible to observe lightning flashes in real-time at: 

https://www.lightningmaps.org 

 

Works Cited 
Amazing Storm. (1914, June). Nottingham Evening Post , 5. 

Derby Day Thunderstorm. (2001). Retrieved 2018, from Mewt Office: 

https://www.metoffice.gov.uk/binaries/content/assets/mohippo/pdf/e/o/derby_day_storm_-

_31_may_1911.pdf 

Thunder-storm in the Metropolis. (1852). The Scotsman , 2. 
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AURORA BOREALIS SEEN OVER NORWOOD IN 1859 

During several nights in late August 1859 a strange phenomenon was seen in 
the skies over Norwood, an amazing red glow which was reported later to 
have been an aurora.  An aurora, sometimes referred to as polar lights, 
northern lights (aurora borealis) is a natural light display in the Earth's sky, 
predominantly seen in the high-latitude regions (around the Arctic and 
Antarctic).  Auroras are produced when the Earth’s magnetosphere is 
disturbed by the solar wind and charged particles in the form of electrons, and 
protons are precipitated into the upper atmosphere where their energy is lost. 
The resulting ionization and excitation of the atmosphere emits light of 
varying colour and complexity. The form of the aurora is also dependent on 
the strength of the solar wind. (Aurora, 2018).  

It is most unusual to view an aurora at such a low latitude as the south of 
England but a wonderful display, deep crimson in colour, was seen from 
Norwood during the night of 28/29 August 1859.  

 

A crimson Aurora Borealis display, similar to the one seen over Norwood in 1859. 

One witness described it ‘At first it appeared like the reflection of some terrific 
fire, a large portion of the sky presenting the appearance of a huge cloud of 

deep crimson.’  The initial lack of coruscations (vivid flashes of light; sparkle; 

gleam) was quickly made up for by some brilliant ones in the ‘north west, 
gradually fading away to the south west’. (Aurora Borealis, 1859 1 
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September).  The display lasted for several hours during which the ‘sky 
became tinged with golden and purple’.  In spite of the brilliance of the aurora 
it was reported that ‘the stars seemed to have increased in brilliancy’.   

Another observer pointed out the 
coincidence of this event and ‘that 
of the appearance of remarkable 
solar spots’.  (Aurora Borealis, 
1859 1 September).  The sighting 
of the aurora so far south was in 
fact no coincidence as it was the 
result of what came later to be 
known as the ‘Carrington Flare’.  
British astronomer Richard 
Carrington recorded something 
extraordinary that night as he 
observed the shifting sunspots 

projected through his telescope onto a sheet of paper.  He saw several ‘blobs 
of blindingly white light’ which ‘grew and faded over the space of five minutes, 
his sketch is the earliest record of a solar flare, a rare “white light” solar flare’.   

The resulting solar storm ‘battered the 
world’s infant communication network.  
Telegraph wires burst into 
flames….telegraph machines scorched 
printouts, stunned operators with electric 
shocks, transmitted gibberish, and 
continued working even after being 
unplugged’.  (If the Massive Solar Flare of 
1859 (the "Carrington Flare") Happened 
Today..., 2018).   Solar flares occur 
frequently but if one on the scale of the 
‘Carrington Flare’ was to occur today our 

greatly enhanced technology would be 
subjected to massive disruption.     

Stephen Oxford 

Works Cited 
Aurora. (2018, December). Retrieved December 2018, from Wikipedia: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aurora 

Aurora Borealis. (1859 1 September). Wiltshire Independent , 3. 

Aurora Borealis. (1859 1 September). Inverness Courier , 4. 

If the Massive Solar Flare of 1859 (the "Carrington Flare") Happened Today... (2018, January 11). Retrieved 

December 10, 2018, from Owlcation: https://owlcation.com/stem/massive-solar-flare-1859 

 

 

Richard Carrington’s sunspot drawing. 

A Solar flare. 
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SKATING ON THIN ICE A DISASTER!  1875 

Numerous periods of cold winter weather have hit Norwood over the past 200 

years, some with snow, others just periods of intense cold.  One such cold 

winter was that of the winter of 1875.  One of the reservoirs which fed the 

Croydon canal which was located in Abraham Steer’s South Norwood Park 

often froze over in winter and Steer, not one to miss out on the opportunity to 

increase his income, frequently advertised skating on the frozen reservoir 

during the 1870s, 80s and 90s.   

In 1871 he was charging gentlemen a shilling, ladies a mere sixpence and 

children only three pence for the privilege.    

The venue and activity proved 

particularly popular with the 

inhabitants of Norwood so that on 

Boxing Day 1874 a considerable 

crowd of enthusiastic skaters 

gathered and cavorted on the 

frozen reservoir.  The numbers 

increased and within an hour were 

so great that the ice at one spot 

‘suddenly gave way, and a 

considerable number were plunged 

into the water.  The scene which ensued was most heart-rending, and the 

shrieks of those whose heads were above the surface mingled with the 

gurgles of the submerged struck a chill to the heart of the spectator.  One 

young lady was with great difficulty fished out in a half-drowned condition, 

while, shocking to relate, an instance of the most abdominal heartlessness 

was given by one bystander who, instead of rendering aid to a poor struggling 

wretch hailed with derisive shouts the attempts of the latter to extricate 

himself by clutching at tufts of grass on the bank.  

At length the efforts of the party on shore to save the drowning seemed to 

have been crowned with success, when a hat was seen floating on the water, 

and all imagined that one of the party had found a watery grave, when 

suddenly the owner of the article in question appeared on the surface to 

reclaim his lost property, and contrived to reach land in safety amidst the 

enthusiastic cheers of the spectators’.  No fatalities occurred that chilly 

afternoon but several people of Norwood were left suffering shock to their 

system.  (Alarming Skating Accident, 1975).  This period of frost leading to 

skating was reported by local chemist John Baldock (see the article about him 

in this issue). 

 Norwood News 14 January 1871. 
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     The Penny Illustrated Paper 1893. 

In spite of this near disaster South Norwood Lake proved a popular skating 

venue with national skating competitions being held there when winter 

weather provided suitable thicknesses of ice.  Skating certainly occurred 

there in: 1871, 1875, 1879, 1881, 1891, 1892, 1893, 1901, 1907, 1908 and 

1912. 

Stephen Oxford 
Works Cited 

Alarming Skating Accident. (1975, January 02). Norwood News . 

Does Weather Affect Traffic Lights? (1938, July). Norwood News , 5. 
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THE BLIZZARD IN ‘THE NORWOOD ALPS’ 1881 

Claimed by many at the time to be a storm the severity of which had not been 

seen in Norwood within living memory the blizzard of Tuesday 18 January 

1881 brought much of Norwood to a standstill.  The Croydon Advertiser 

sensationally reported it as the ‘meteorological event’ of the century.  A low 

pressure system moved through the English Channel accompanied by a gale 

force easterly wind.  A blizzard then developed with the heaviest snowfall 

over southern counties. South London Press reported that ‘South Norwood 

Hill was completely blockaded, and presented a spectacle that we should 

have thought impossible to have witnessed so near London. The snow being 

driven across the fields from 

Penge settled here, 

completely blocking up the 

whole road…..the depth of 

the snow varying from about 

six to ten feet’.  It was 

possible for pedestrians to 

‘walk between walls of snow 

which reached high above 

their heads’.   At South 

Norwood was ‘discovered a 

van belonging to Bradford’s 

Laundry Works, Upper 

Norwood, completely 

snowed-in, the drift being 

higher than the top of the 

van.  What became of the 

van’s driver was not 

recounted. (Norwood & Sydenham, 22 January 1881).  

There was also much ingress of snow into the Crystal Palace and many 

panes of glass blown in by the gale.  Much disruption was evident inside but 

within a few days all was back to normal, with the grounds presenting ‘a very 

wintery appearance, the snow in some parts drifting to a considerable depth’. 

A local resident adopting the moniker ‘Voyageur Intrepede’ described his 

ascent of the ‘Norwood Alps’ ‘without the aid of a guide’.  It was, he stated, 

accomplished without a ‘single accident’, noting that he was not the only 

daring explorer that had hazarded the dangers of the ascent’.  He came 

across several individuals ‘coming and going along the mountain passes’ and 

‘Walls of snow which reached high above their heads’ 
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witnessed a gang of men 

attempting ‘to make an 

impression upon the huge 

masses of snow’, which reminded 

him ‘of half-a-dozen flies trying to 

empty a sugar hogshead’.   As he 

surveyed the view from the 

summit he wondered if ‘an Alpine 

Storm had gone astray and found 

its way to the heights of 

Norwood’.  However he pitied the 

‘probable fate of the unhappy 

township below, if a rapid thaw set in…hoping that the sewers would prove 

equal to the occasion’.  In conclusion Mr Smith, for it was he, promised the 

publication of his adventures in a forthcoming book upon the subject!  (The 

Norwood Alps, 22 January 1881). 

Another Norwood resident 

wrote to the Croydon 

Guardian and Surrey 

County Gazette, 22 January 

1881 under the pseudonym 

‘Householder’, asking why, if 

the Lewisham police could 

enforce that householders 

cleared the paths in front of 

their doors why could not be 

done in Croydon.  He went 

on to suggest that the 

council might employ 

workmen unable to carry out 

their normal work due to the 

weather to clear snow from 

the highways. (To the 

Editor, 22 January 1881).  

The Croydon Council 

meeting held later in 

January was, according to 

the Norwood News, chiefly 

interesting for its debate on 

the subject of clearing the 

snow.  The Roads 

Sugar being loaded into a ‘hogshead’ barrel. 

Church Road in the snow, date unknown. 
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Committee recommended ‘that after future snow-storms occupiers who fail to 

clear away their snow should be prosecuted’.  It went on to point out that ‘The 

prosecutions would, no doubt, have commenced with some members of the 

Council itself.’ Surely not I hear you cry!  A proposal to this effect was taken 

but defeated by the committee. (Croydon Council Roads Committee Meeting, 

24 January 1881).  

Stephen Oxford 
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THE GREAT BLIZZARD OF JANUARY 1881: A FOOTNOTE 

The most severe snowstorm to strike the British Isles including London since 

reliable records began remains unequalled today.   Early in the second week 

of January as lakes and ponds froze in the biting easterly winds skating 

became a popular pastime.   Temperatures plummeted. -17 Celsius (1 

Fahrenheit) was recorded at Kew and -26 Celsius (-15 Fahrenheit) at Kelso in 

Scotland.   

On the evening of 17 January the easterly wind picked up. The next day snow 

accompanied by the gale force winds drifted to unprecedented levels with 

drifts between three and five feet in central London but on the North Downs 

20 ft drifts were common place.  The Isle of Wight was worst hit with 40 

inches of level snow drifting to 10 to 30 ft high burying homes and cutting 

large areas off for several weeks.  Ventnor station was almost completely 

covered.   Wind speeds of 60mph were sustained and over the following days 

the country remained in a deepfreeze with January 1881 being the fifth 

coldest winter since 1659 beating even the winter of 1963!   

The cold lasted until 27January when depressions from the Atlantic eroded 

the large anticyclone.  In February the cold attempted another go but was 

nowhere near as severe.  

David Corbyn  
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WEST NORWOOD FLOODS OVERWHELM SEWERS 1890 

July 1890 in Norwood was a month of heavy rains.  At Acre Lane Brixton 

records show that during the night of the 4/5 July 1.45 inches (36.83mm) of 

rain fell in just four hours, more than 50% of the monthly average.   The rain 

was accompanied by gale force winds.  This came on top of what had been a 

very wet few weeks with local totals for June being nearly twice the average.  

Temperatures were also colder than usual.  This combination meant that the 

ground was saturated and that heavy rain such as on July 4 was unable to 

soak in and flowed in rivulets across the ground surface. (Symons, 1891).   

 

Damage caused to the road surface at the junction of Crown Hill and Central Hill, June 1890. 

 

In the last decades of the nineteenth century London’s sewers had been 

designed and built to cope with ¼ inch (6.5mm) of rain per hour and so a rate 

of more than 1/3 inch (9mm) per hour was destined to overwhelm many of 

them.  Rainwater in the sewers mixes with household waste which makes any 

resulting flood waters most unpleasant.  Thus it was by the morning of July 6 

numerous local residents had been flooded out and the carriageway at the 

junction of Crown Hill and Central Hill was badly damaged. 

The extent and consequences of these floods were discussed at what the 

Norwood News (The Floods in West Norwood, July 1890) described as an 
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‘Excited meeting of Ratepayers’, who it claimed were ‘clamouring for 

compensation’.  To make the point as to how much residents had and were 

still suffering the meeting was held at the instigation of the Chairman Rev 

Walter Hobbs in the ‘schoolroom of the Gipsy-road Baptist Chapel’.  The 

room was totally unfit for any meeting having been flooded with ‘effluvia of 

muddy deposits’ which Rev Hobbs thought would ‘be a very powerful speech 

to their nostrils’.  (Much laughter).   The chairman was supported by Mr 

Doubleday (London County Council), Dr Sharman, Mr Pound (Lambeth 

Vestry) and Mr Marshall, who gave ‘the ratepayers legal advice gratis’.  

Numerous builders, surveyors and engineers were also present.   

To all appearances the meeting was rather raucous with numerous people 

trying to make their points at the same time.   However the Chairman 

explaining the objects of the meeting said that he hoped that ‘something 

would be done for the poor and those in needy circumstances who had lost, 

some of their furniture, and some almost their entire homes’ in the floods.   

Evidence was given that the people in Elm-grove and Wood-street (now 

Dunbar Road) ‘were in a deplorable state (shouts of ‘shame’).  One speaker 

said that he would not mention of ‘the deplorable state of the drains or make 

reference to the surveyor (Laughter), he would leave that for others’ 

(Applause).    

By way of defence it was pointed out that West Norwood’s sewers were put in 

place in the 1870s and since then the population had increased twentyfold.  

Claim and counter claim went on for hours but ultimately it was pointed out 

that ‘fault lay with the Vestry (applause) who were responsible for all but the 

main sewers’.  After much further discussion a committee was formed ‘to go 

more thoroughly into the matter’ and seek relief for the suffering poor from the 

Lambeth Inundation Fund’.   The Lambeth Inundation Fund was established 

in the late 1870s to compensate victims of flooding in Lambeth. 

Whether or not the flood victims of West Norwood were ever recompensed in 

any way goes unrecorded but it would seem little was done to improve the 

capacity of the sewers of the area. Designing and constructing infrastructure 

able to cope with occasional events is time consuming and expensive but try 

telling that to the unfortunate residents of Wood Street , West Norwood who 

were again flooded out by a great thunder storm during the afternoon of June 

14 1914.  ‘The beautiful warm weather of the morning had attracted 

thousands of Londoners to the commons, parks and open spaces and when 

the storm. (Amazing Storm, 15 June 1914).  suddenly broke there was a 

stampede, many being tempted to seek shelter under trees’   The storm was 

wide spread across south London that afternoon with six people being struck 

and killed by lightning on Wandsworth common, widespread damage in the 
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Gipsy Road area caused by heavy hail stones of abnormal size and 

numerous houses flooded in the low lying parts of West Norwood. 

 

Residents of Wood Street standing outside their flooded homes in 3 feet of water.  Image from the 
Wilson collection courtesy of Upper Norwood Library. 

 

‘West Norwood, Gipsy Hill and Dulwich felt the full fury 

of the storm’ and old residents could not ‘recall a time 

when so much damage was done by hail and so many 

houses flooded’.  (Fall of Thunderbolts, 14 June 1914).   

To add to the chaos the electrical element of the storm 

triggered numerous on-street fire alarms, such as the 

one seen here outside of St Luke’s school Elder Road, 

sending firemen dashing hither and thither attending to 

false alarms.  At 1.47pm the chimney stack of 163 

Auckland Hill was struck by lightning, partially collapsing 

and damaging a conservatory below and starting a fire 

in the house. (Firemen's Arduous Day, 15 June 1914).   

‘Railways were flooded and, roads made impassable, 

and turned into watercourses’. (The Remarkable 

Thunderstorm, 16 June 1914).  Trams were halted and 

motor-bus services suspended across the area.  

Public Fire Alarm point 
in Elder Road. 
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Residents of Wood Street contemplating their flooded homes after the storm had passed. Image 
from the Wilson collection courtesy of Upper Norwood Library. 

 

No doubt the hapless residents of Wood Street would have cheered the 

expenditure of a greater proportion of local taxes on improved drains and 

sewers! 

Stephen Oxford 

Footnote: Average rainfall for London is currently 23.4inches (594mm) with 164 ‘rain days’; 

interestingly 1890’s figures for West Norwood were close to the average: 22.61 inches (574mm) 

171 ‘rain days’. 
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NORWOOD NEW TOWN DAMAGED BY TORRENTIAL RAIN 

1897 

Norwood New Town was erected to house some of the families of the 

construction workers of the Crystal Palace.   According to Alan Warwick it has 

the distinction of being the world’s first purposely built New Town and was 

enclosed by a perimeter wall access only by way of Oxford Road and a 

footpath and small bridge over the Effra at its southern boundary. (Warwick, 

1972).  It was built to the south of Central Hill on a steeply sloping site that 

was until the 1850s open fields and scattered cottages running down to the 

River Effra, the course of which can be seen in the bottom left hand corner of 

the 1863 OS map extract. 

     

1863 OS map extract showing Norwood Newtown and the line of the River Effra. 

The land slopes steeply falling more than 110 feet from the northern end of 

Oxford Road to the River Effra.   Thus on June 6 1897 following two hours of 

torrential rain, ‘rarely experienced even by the oldest inhabitants’, torrents of 
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water gushed downhill towards the river Effra.  An amount of 1.35 inches (34 

mm), almost the entire month’s rain fell within half an hour!  The substantially 

built wall around Rockmount School at the foot of Eagle Hill (Spa Hill on the 

map extract) was ‘swept away, and came crashing down upon some barrows, 

carts, &c., standing in a yard at the foot of Eagle Hill’.  ‘Another wall adjoining, 

and facing Rockmount Road (see 1910 map extract) was also partially 

destroyed.  Whether these walls were remnants of the New Town boundary 

wall is unclear.  According to the report in the Norwood News ‘The scene, 

indeed, was a remarkable one, and it was difficult to realise that water could 

have done such work of devastation’. (Sunday's Storm, 12 June 1897).   

 

1910 OS map extract showing the renamed roads of Norwood New Town. 

The houses around the southern end of Spa (Eagle) Hill ‘suffered severely, 

torrents of water rushing through, doing injury to goods and seriously 

inconveniencing the inhabitants’.   So great was the loss inflicted that Rev. J. 

Oakley, the Vicar, appealed for funds to relieve the consequent distress.   
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Further afield, torrents of water poured down Gipsy Hill and Anerley Road 

and in Ridsdale and St Hugh’s Roads ‘there was much inconvenience, and 

occupiers of houses had cause to fear that their furniture and belongings 

were about to leave them on a voyage’.  In the Crystal Palace grounds ‘a 

water-main, used to convey water from the basins to the lake, burst, and 

flooded the stables where the horses in the Great Bank Holiday Show were 

located’ producing a scene of great confusion.  South Norwood escaped 

relatively lightly with only a few houses in the lower Portland Road being 

‘swamped’.   

In a second report two pages on, it was noted that during the Bank Holiday 

Show at the Crystal Palace ‘too abundant provision, or too indiscriminate 

supply of strong drink, resulted in a railway fracas which ought to be a lesson 

to the administration for future occasions’.   Further on in the same news 

paper was a report of the cricket match; ‘Norwood V University College 

Hospital’, which took place in spite of the previous day’s floods, and which the 

Norwood team to their great credit won.  Although a number of residents tried 

to claim compensation it was claimed that the intensity of the rain was so 

severe and unusual that no improvements to the sewers would have 

prevented the flooding and that in any case the ‘Board had no power over the 

flood’.  (Norwood Floods, 1897 19 June). 

Rockmount –road school suffered further flood damage in August 1931 when 

‘the playground door was ripped off its hinges.  The inhabitants of nearby 

Eagle Hill were ‘forced to take refuge in their bedrooms where they were 

marooned for a considerable time’ before the fire brigade arrived to pump the 

water out. Several houses in ‘Hermitage –road were flooded’ and after the 

flood subsided one woman’s ‘front room carpet was littered with mud, stones 

and a dead cat’.  A chimney struck by lightning in Hamlet Road fell through 

the roof of a house.  (Upper Norwood Damage, 1931, August). 

 

Stephen Oxford 
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THE GREAT ‘HEAT WAVE’ OF 1898 

A number of so called ‘Heat Waves’ occurred in London during the 1880s and 

90s.  In August 1893 ‘the thermometer rose to eighty-seven in the shade’ 

(30.5 Celsius); the impact though was ameliorated by a breeze from the 

south-west, otherwise it was claimed ‘the temperature would have been well 

nigh intolerable except to salamanders and vendors of street ices’.  Hotter 

days were recorded in 1884, when the mercury stood at 92 deg. (33 C), in 

1891, when it reached 94 deg. (34.4 C) and in August 1893 91 degrees 

(32.7C) in the shade. (The Weather, 1893, August 19).  

John Baldock’s weather records from South Norwood for July 1876 show that 

the maximum daily temperature for the month ranged between 70 degrees 

(21 C) and  91 degrees (32.7 C) with a total rainfall of less than half an inch 

(12mm).  (Rainfall &c,, 1876 August 5).   

The ‘Great Heat Wave’ of August 1898 would not be considered exceptional 

by present day standards but with the temperature hovering around 90 

degrees in the shade (32 C) Victorian dress and a lack of understanding of 

hydration lead to the event being noted in the Norwood News 20 August.   

Cases of ‘sunstroke’ were reported across the capital at least nine of which 

lead to fatalities.  (The Great Heat Wave, 1898, 20 August).  Temperatures 

were stated ‘in the shade or in direct sunlight’ as during the Victorian era it 

was not uncommon to report temperatures taken in direct sunlight!  In the 

early days of the 1898 ‘Heat Wave’ a London temperature of 127 degrees 

(52.7 C) was reported. (The Heat Wave, 1898, August).  Such temperatures 

are unhelpful as they give the temperature of the glass of thermometer 

heated by radiant heat from the sun rather than the actual air temperature. 

The Clerk of the Croydon Workhouse Mr J A Trythall reported that ‘the 1898 

heat wave was keeping the inmates very quiet’.    
The way that heat energy is absorbed by surfaces and adds to the air temperature and is 

later reradiated, especially from dark surfaces such as buildings an effect we now call the 

‘Urban Heat Island’ was noted in the pages of the Bradford Daily Telegraph.  (The Heat 

Wave, 1898, August 16). 
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THE GREAT RAINSTORM OF 1902 

Eagle eyed weather observers watching their barometers’ rapid fall on the 

afternoon of Wednesday 10 September 1902 realised that a ‘cyclonic 

disturbance of some kind was approaching’.  At about four o’clock the sunny 

afternoon clouded over and after an initial few drops a torrential downpour 

followed.  Within ‘a minute or two the rain was descending literally in sheets 

and everyone was flying for shelter’.  The drains proved inadequate to cope 

with the deluge and ‘the tram cars as they ploughed their way along threw up 

waves like those from the bows of a torpedo boat’.  The rain continued ‘with 

almost unvarying strength for nearly two hours’.  ‘Colliers Water-Lane, a 

thoroughfare the picturesqueness of which the Council have recently 

succeeded in admirably destroying, was practically impassable’.   

At Thornton Heath 

The ‘flooding of private houses and tradesmen’s cellars, was general all over 

the district, owing to the overflow of drains.  At several public-houses barrels 

and bottles were afloat, and casks of liquor were completely spoilt.  Many 

urgent requests were received at the fire station for the use of the engine, 

accompanied by promises to pay all expenses, but none were complied with’! 

Inside the Crystal Palace people walked about with umbrellas up.  ‘The 

subway in Holmesdale-road was rendered quite impassable.  The tram 

service on the Norwood section was stopped due to the depth of water under 

Selhurst-bridge’.  

At South Norwood 

Croydon Council appears to have learnt little from previous rain storms and 

‘drainage arrangements in South Norwood were hopelessly inadequate’.  The 

lake in South Norwood Park quickly overflowed’ from the water draining into it 

and ‘streams of water rushed down Avenue-road and Woodvale-avenue’ 

having already flooded the club buildings beside the lake. Two fine billiard 

tables in the clubhouse were spoilt, submerged under five feet of water.  

Member’s clothing and cricket accessories were destroyed, a cat was 

rescued half drowned and two ladies bicycles were later fished out.  Torrents 

of water swirled down Auckland-road adding to the chaos.    

Many public-houses suffered badly and South Norwood’s police station 

basement had to be bailed out.  In Portland-road ‘it was particularly bad, the 

water extending up Holland-road as far as the “Greyhound”.  Two ponies 

were left standing knee deep in their stables’. A ‘drunken man twice fell into 

the flood, and was pulled out, or might have drowned and boys paddled and 

waded about by the score’.   Residents in Addison-road witnessed water 
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flowing through their backdoors swirling round their living rooms, through their 

front rooms and out the front door.  

 

 1913 OS map extract of South Norwood. 
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There was very soon after the rain had ceased a ‘most abominable stench’.  

The Croydon and Surrey County Gazette reported that ‘without a doubt 

sewage matter had come to the surface somewhere’ and as it ‘could not have 

dropped from the clouds something altogether was wrong’.  (Great Rain 

Storm, 1902, 13 September). 

That afternoon the following rainfall totals were recorded: 

 Penge 1.88 inches 

 Croydon 1.38 inches 

 Brixton 0.79 inches 

(The Recent Flooding in Penge, 1902, 20 September). 

Two inches (50.8mm) of rain was recorded in just 20 minutes to the south of 

Croydon being equal to the average rainfall for the whole of September. 

(Currie, 2000).  As on previous occasions Norwood’s system of sewers did 

not prove up to the job of coping with such an inundation, and the mixture of 

rainwater and sewage would have proved most unpleasant for local residents 

whose homes were flooded. 

Flooding in West Norwood was repeated on numerous occasions after heavy 

rain including August 1932 when ‘people had to wade through a stream 

several feet wide to reach Norwood Road’. (Floods at West Norwood, 1932, 

August) 

It is sad to note that the flooding of the Portland Road area of South Norwood 

continued with every heavy downpour and sadly had not been resolved by 

October 1958.  (Flood Menace to be Tackled, 1959, 3 October). 

Stephen Oxford 
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NORWOOD MEN DIED OF ASPHYXIA IN OCTOBER GALE 1938 

On the morning of 4 October 

1938 three Norwood men were 

on the top deck of the 68 bus 

on their way to work.  They 

were Mr J Rowland Hill, 58, of 

Howberry Road, Mr Charles 

Baker, 64, Southern Road, 

South Norwood and Mr Oswald 

Nutter, 54, of Godstone Road, 

Purley.  The weather forecast 

for that fateful Wednesday was 

for southerly gale force winds 

across the south of the country.  

Whilst on its way to London 

along Beulah Hill the gale 

brought down a huge elm tree 

about 50 feet high and still in 

leaf.  The bus ‘had just left the 

stopping place at the junction of Church-road and South Norwood-hill and 

was travelling at about 15 miles an hour when it suddenly stopped without 

warning’ outside of number 17 Beulah Hill (the present site of Blenheim 

Court).  The tree crushed part of the top deck of the bus resulting in six 

passengers being taken to hospital.  Six more were ‘pinioned on top of the 

bus, and it was impossible to remove any of them until the branches had 

been sawn away’.  Mr Hill, who was on the front seat on the top deck, was 

pinioned by the main trunk and the roof of the bus and Mr Baker was in a seat 

just behind. 

Miss Florence Matcham of 

Canham Road, South Norwood 

had a lucky escape as she was 

travelling on the lower deck; she 

stated ‘I saw the tree fall towards 

the bus’.  She had to scramble 

under the branches to leave the 

bus but then fainted onto the 

pavement.  PC Driscoll arrived on 

the scene and started to try to 

‘extricate the trapped 

passengers’.  The tree was later Sir Bernard Spilsbury the eminent pathologist 

Tree fallen onto bus, similar to incident, permission of 
John Royle 
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found to have a ‘decayed interior’. 

At an inquest held at Croydon a few days later the Coroner, Dr H Beecher 

Jackson stated that medical evidence showed that Mr Baker had ‘died from 

fright’ as the first examination had shown that there were no injuries.  

However he then adjourned the inquest to allow a further medical 

examination to take place.   At the resumed inquest Sir Bernard Spilsbury the 

eminent pathologist was called upon to give evidence.  He discounted the 

theory of death from fright stating that ‘the result of his examination showed 

death to be due to asphyxia’. (Victim of Norwood Storm Tragedy did not die of 

Fright, 1938, Oct) 

Stephen Oxford 
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THE WINTER OF 1962/3 

This exploration of the extreme weather affecting the Norwoods omits 

numerous other catastrophes reported in the annals of the now defunct 

Norwood News but it would not be complete without a mention of the winter 

of 1962-3!   

Apart from brief spells of cold weather 

in November 1962 when a short blast 

of northerly winds brought snow and 

ice south from Scotland mainly to the 

west of England and the Lake District 

the weather was mild.  At the 

beginning of December pressure rose 

sharply with fog developing particularly 

in the Thames Valley.  In London this 

developed into ‘smog’ the worst since 

1952 and thankfully the last of such 

events.  Some spectacular rhime 

deposits (A white encrustation of ice formed when super-cooled water 

droplets freeze almost instantly on contact with a solid surface) were  created 

by the combination of fog and frost.  Westerly winds swept this away by 7 

December after which mild weather predominated until 22 December when 

an intense anticyclone over Scandinavia fed very cold East winds and a frosty 

Christmas turned into a white New Year.  Snow fell widely during Boxing Day 

Rhime on a tree branch. 
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persisting all day in the east.  On 29 December a spectacular blizzard arrived 

in south west England and spread east practically crippling the whole of the 

south bringing the worst disruption since 1881.  This was followed by several 

weeks of persistent bitter easterly winds resulting in the rare event of most of 

January being ‘snow covered’.  A very cold February followed with further 

disruptive snow.  This became the winter of 1962/63 the coldest since 1740.  

Only the winter of 1683/84 was colder and that was the famous ‘Lorna Doone’ 

winter when ice almost blocked the English Channel between Dover and the 

French coast! (Nobbs, 2015). 

Thursday 27 

December saw traffic 

chaos as ‘five buses in 

turn slid down Anerley 

Hill ending up in a 

bunch facing the wrong 

way.  In Ernest Road, 

West Norwood another 

four buses jammed 

together and cars 

skidded into a pile on 

Central Hill’.  Progress 

was only made by 

buses up Knights Hill 

with the aid of ‘busmen 

stationed every 

hundred yards 

throwing grit onto the 

road’ and ensuring a 

safe distance was kept 

between them.  In 

south Norwood ‘few 

cars were to be seen 

with only an occasional 

bus sliding sideways down Selhurst Road’.  By 11pm Anerley Hill was closed 

its ‘glassy slope being impassable’. Local police reported ‘that in spite of the 

slippery ice covered roads very few serious accidents had been reported’.  

(Ice Chaos On The Roads, 1962, December).   

A series of dry sunny days at the end of February brought a gradual end to 

the severe weather; the first frost free night was not recorded until 4 March. 

David Corbin 
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In late January 1963 Mr George Woods of London wrote to his local 

newspaper complaining about the difficulty he had experienced in obtaining 

supplies to help survive the cold weather.  Particularly he mentioned gas and 

electric heaters, warm socks, salt, coal candles and ‘a kind of ladies 

underwear advertised in the national press’.  He went on to point out ‘that in 

all fairness that there is no shortage of parasols, sun glasses, deck chairs, 

cooling drinks and fans’.   

 

Three days later Sydenham resident Mr Winterbottom wrote disparagingly 

about the impact of the change of reporting temperatures by the Met Office 

from Fahrenheit to Centigrade.   ‘Sir, it will not have escaped the notice of 

your more percipient readers that this present Arctic spell follows the arbitrary 

adoption of degrees centigrade by the weathermen.  Things were rarely as 

bad when we were on the old Fahrenheit scale’.  Yours faithfully J M 

Winterbottom, 5 Princethorpe Road, Sydenham, London SE26.   (Moorhouse, 

1963).  

Works Cited 
Ice Chaos On The Roads. (1962, December). Norwood News , 1. 

(2015). The Record Breaking Winter of 1962/63. In P. Nobbs, From Frost Fairs to Indian Summers 

(pp. 40-52). Stroud: Amberley Publishing. 

 

Farquhar Road in the snow. 
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THE WEATHER AND ADVERTISEMENTS 

The advertising of certain products in 

the Norwood News, like today, was 

often driven by the vagaries of the 

weather.  Clothes to keep cool in the 

summer, items to keep you warm 

during the winter frosts and products to 

maintain a ‘Schoolgirl Complexion’ and 

of course in that case the requisite was 

Palmolive soap! The February 1942 

edition claimed ‘Your new weather-

beaten life won’t affect your skin so 

long as you safeguard its beauty with 

Palmolive’!   Here are just a few 

examples of the many adverts: 

 

 

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Norwood News 15 October 1927 

 

Norwood News 24 May 1918. 
 

Norwood News 6 October 1933 
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WATCH YOUR DIET IN THE HOT WEATHER! 

Letters to newspapers as recently as the 1920s proved to be little more than 
disguised advertisements singing the praises of some product or another!  
One such was composed by a ‘Specialist’ about Dr Tibbles’ Vi-Cocoa and 
published by the Norwood News, August 1928, no doubt to fill a few column 
inches.   As an energy-restorative, Dr Tibbles’ Vi-Cocoa was the Lucozade of 
its era. It was one of the highest-selling cocoa-based drinks in Britain. 
 
William Tibbles (1834 – 1912) was born into impoverished circumstances 
in Leicester, the English Midlands. The family living in the workhouse during 
the 1851 Census.  Tibbles was a frame work knitter and medical practitioner 
in the 1861 census. No evidence has been uncovered that suggest that 
Tibbles ever underwent any medical training.  Tibbles claimed that botanicals 
had cured him of consumption in 1867. He began to sell coca and its 
concentrated extract, cocaine, as a general cure for debility and consumption, 
from 1871. He was advertising Tibbles Concentrated Essence of Composition 
and Cocaine by 1876.  Later, Tibbles invented Vi-Cocoa, a mixture of malt, 
hops, kola and cocoa. He licensed the recipe and naming rights to Dr Tibbles’ 
Vi-Cocoa Ltd, a company formed to exploit his product. Advertisements for 
Vi-Cocoa first appear from 1893.  (Farrell, 2018). 
 

Our ‘Specialist’ attempted to make the 
case that, especially during hot summer 
weather, drinking tea or coffee at breakfast 
was likely to be injurious to health.  He 
claimed that ‘apart from keeping people 
awake’ coffee caused digestive problems 
leading to ‘food which the system does not 
require and cannot get rid of’.  He went on 
to sing the praises of Dr Tibbles’ Vi-Cocoa.  
Its beneficial effects, he claimed, were so 
important when people were away on 

holiday that without partaking of it that ‘what should have been a holiday and 
release from business worries’ results in ‘over-filling the body with unsuitable 
food’ at a time when health and vigour should have been ‘firmly established’.  
 
Readers who had not partaken of this wonder beverage were encouraged to 
write to 61-63 Bunhill Row, London for their free sample!  You have been 
warned! 

Stephen Oxford  
Works Cited 
Farrell, T. (2018, April). Dr Tibbles' VI Cocoa. Retrieved December 2018, from Lets Look Again: 

http://letslookagain.com/2018/04/dr-tibbles-vi-cocoa/ 
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JOHN BALDOCK CHEMIST & AMATEUR METEOROLOGIST 

John Henry Baldock for many years ran a chemist and dental practice at 

number 3 Norwood High Street, South Norwood.  Born at Burwash, Sussex in 

1839 his father John was an attorney at law. He was educated at the Grove 

School Tunbridge Wells.   

His father was able to set him up in business and by 1861 aged 24 he was 

running a chemist in St James’s Road, Islington, north London.  John worked 

as the laboratory manager and analyst for the prestigious Messrs Savory & 

Moore of Bond Street, London.  Whilst managing the chemist shop in 

Islington he was attacked by one of his customers, a Mrs Welsh, who verbally 

abused him and then ‘disfigured his face with her fists and nails, tearing hair 

and whiskers out by handfuls.’  Mr Welsh was taken to the Court of 

Exchequer where was fined £100 for his wife’s behaviour and told ‘he was to 

be pitied, but advised to take steps to prevent his wife causing any further 

damages.’ (A Savage and Rather Expensive Wife, 1861). 

 

 

John Baldock’s establishment, 3 Norwood High Street, second from the left.  

John Baldock married Mary Caroline nee Baldock in Hackney in 1863 and 

moved to South Norwood before 1868 where he replaced Mr T Hill’s chemist 

in South Norwood High Street.  Unusually Mary Caroline’s parents were also 

called Baldock.  Mary’s father died when she was a child and her mother then 

ran a ‘lodging house’ in Hastings which Mary later took over. 
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John took on an active role in the local community being elected secretary of 

the South Norwood Public Hall Company in December 1869.  He appeared 

as a witness in a local murder trial in June 1879.  Miss Kate Wilmer, a 

servant, aged 24, was accused of concealing the birth and subsequently 

murdering her illegitimate child.  As the child’s body was never found the jury 

were instructed by the judge at Croydon Assizes to find her ‘Not Guilty’. 

(Another charge of concealment of birth, 26 July 1879).  

John had a scientific mind and an interest in meteorology which lead him to 

place a maximum and minimum thermometer in the rear garden of his High 

Street premises and to begin recording daily temperatures.  At times of 

extreme weather he sent these readings to the Norwood News for the interest 

of local residents.  He noted the severe frost of December 1870 when on the 

night of the 23rd the temperature fell to 11° Fahrenheit (-11° centigrade).  In 

1875 the day time temperature between 26 and 31 December never rose 

above freezing, with a maximum of 24° on 31 December!  At the same time 

he took the opportunity to criticise builders for failing to adequately insulate 

water tanks and asked why most of the heat from fires was lost up the 

chimney rather than being utilised to heat the house.  

He extended his range of 

meteorological equipment by installing 

a wet and dry bulb thermometer (used 

to calculate humidity), a rain gauge 

and barometer, so that in April 1880 

the Norwood News was able to publish 

his comprehensive readings for the 

whole of March that year.  It was a 

particularly dry, cool but overcast one 

in South Norwood with only 0.52 

inches of rainfall (13mm) less than a 

third of our average and daytime 

maxima between 43° and 58°F (6° - 

14°c). 

He reported on the cold snap of 

January 1881, by which time he had 

further improved the quality of his 

observations by monitoring air 

temperatures at four feet above ground level and on the grass where he 

noted temperatures between four and five degrees lower.  You will often note 

a ‘grass or ground frost’ when the thermometer may tell you that it is above 

Baldock’s wind direction recordings for January 
1881.  Image courtesy of: 
https://www.enviroware.com/create-your-wind-
roses-on-line/ 
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freezing.  His report in the Norwood News included reference to the 

‘memorable snowstorm of Tuesday 18 January 1881’. 

The John and his wife Mary Caroline lived like so many other shopkeepers of 

the time ‘over the shop’ with their three children; Henrietta, Edward and Alfred 

as well as a shop assistant, housemaid and nursemaid.  Mary died early in 

1891 and by the time of that year’s census in April, Emily Williams, 24 years 

his junior, was living with John recorded as a ‘boarder’.  By October the same 

year John and Emily were married at St John’s parish church in Croydon.  

John retired in his early sixties and moved with Emily to a fine Victorian 

detached house ‘Overdale’, 3 St Leonards Road, Croydon.  John wrote to the 

Norwood News in April 1906 suggesting that The Corporation of Croydon 

‘should adopt a bye-law dealing with barking dogs’.  He gave the example of 

a local dog that barked continuously for many hours and that requests to its 

owner to stop it were ignored.  He went on to claim that his wife ‘died lying on 

her bed unable to get much-needed sleep for two years’ distressed by the 

incessant barking.   

Following Emily’s on 8 December 1904 from a weak and enlarged heart John 

married for a third time; Mary Ann Greenhouse, twenty years his junior, 21 

August 1905.  They lived together until his death in 1915 and Mary Ann lived 

on at ‘Overdale’ until her death in October 1936.  Mary Ann was the daughter 

of an Inn keeper born 1857 in St Leonards, Herefordshire.  By the age of 14 

she was a domestic servant and appears in the 1881 census as a ‘cook’.  By 

1901 she had moved to an upmarket address 7 Princes Street close to 

Oxford Street, employed as a ‘domestic servant’ by auctioneer John 

Thornton.  How Mary Ann and John met is uncertain but it seems probable 

that she had moved to South Norwood initially as a domestic servant. 

John was a frequent contributor to the Norwood News by way of letters to the 

Editor.  He wrote on many subjects including problems with the local water 

supply, the processing of sewage, the excessive hours of work of many local 

residents, the introduction of trams in Croydon, the manufacture of fireworks 

in South Norwood and the manufacture of animal blood serum to aid the 

fixing of dyes in fabric.  

John wrote a long letter to the Norwood News in February 1871 expressing 

his chauvinistic views of the suitability of women for the professions.  They 

were, he claimed, really only suited to music, poetry and fiction writing.  He 

went on to state that it would be impossible for them to succeed in serious 

professions such as medicine unless they were unmarried or happy to 

delegate their ‘duties as wives and mothers’ to others and that it would ‘hardly 

conduce to the morality of young women that they should be engaged in…. 
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the medical and legal professions’.  In conclusion he listed the following five 

points: 

1. I consider it impolitic on moral and social grounds. 

2. That the intellect of women is not calculated to fit them for the professions, but that in this 

respect they must always hold a place inferior to men. 

3. That the highest duties and chief happiness of women is, or ought to be, at home. 

4. That  women with the wonderful intuitive perception which characterises them, do not wish, 

or consider it good for them, to eneter the professional ranks. 

5. That all professions are already to full. 

I am sir, your obedient servant,   John H Baldock 

 

Unfortunately these views were typical of the time so we shouldn’t look upon 

John too harshly.  It is only a pity that more of his weather observations have 

not survived.   

Stephen Oxford 

Works Cited 

A Savage and Rather Expensive Wife. (1861). Stonehaven Journal , 4. 
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Letter to the Editor. (1871). Norwood News , 8. 

 

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR 

First I should like to thank you both for a most interesting Norwood Review. 

Then to say that reading about former pupils of the Woodland Road school 

reminded me that when I worked there in the 70's (it was then called Paxton 

Primary) we had to pack up to move out of the old LCC board building into a 

much smaller building. We took a small black cabinet which contained a well 

presented book behind a glass panel. The words "Our Glorious Dead" were 

prominent. At that time some people thought it was no longer significant but 

we took it over and it ended up in the staffroom - different attitude to war in 

70's Lambeth! Sometime after that an elderly man called in and asked to see 

it as he hoped to find the names of some of his schoolfellows in it. So I, for 

one, was relieved that it hadn't gone in the skip with so much else from the 

old building. You probably already knew about the book but it stirred a 

memory so I thought I would pass it on. 

Diana Elliott 
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I was very interested to read your articles re the 1st World War in the Winter 

2018 Norwood Review and in particular my attention was drawn by the front 

cover with a picture of 2nd Lt Barry Boncker. It occurred to me that perhaps 

you were not aware that there is a memorial plaque to Barry Boncker on the 

southwest wall of the Lady Chapel in St John’s, Upper Norwood. I was for 50 

years, until September this year, organist of St John’s. It is a name easily 

remembered and the reading out of the name Barry Boncker was eagerly 

awaited every year by the choirboys on Remembrance Sunday. His name is 

also on the memorial stone at the base of the Calvary Cross in the garden on 

the north side of St John’s.  Beneath his brass plaque in the Lady Chapel is 

another to Violet Elsa Boncker who died in Johannesburg in 1959.  

 

Also, you have an article about the Altar ‘HMS Crystal Palace’. As you are 

probably aware St John’s has in recent years suffered from subsidence and 

the south side of the church was protected from falling mortar and masonry 

by a net strung beneath the brick vault. Because of that obstruction some of 

the furnishings in the St George’s Chapel were rearranged. Now the church 

has been underpinned and the netting removed the fittings have been 

reinstated in their original positions, in particular the altar cross. I believe the 

candle sticks are the original but until I have access to some further archive I 

can’t be 100% sure. The Altar frontal shown in the photo is the Penitential 

purple used for Advent and Lent. On the reverse is the frontal you show in 

your photograph and this would normally be displayed outside the penitential 

season. 

 

 I attach a photograph which I hope will be of some interest to you. 

                  
                       Memorial plaque to 2nd Lt Barry Boncker, Lady Chapel,  
                       St John the Evangelist, Upper Norwood. 

 

Adrian Adams 
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SIR CHARLES TRITTON, NORWOOD’S PHILANTHROPIC MP 

  

 

 1: Bloomfield Hall. Copyright: London Metropolitan Archives, City of London (Collage: the 
London Picture Archive, ref 254127)’ 

Reading Norwood’s newspapers from the end of the 19th century and the 

beginning of the next, one often comes across the Member of Parliament for 

Norwood, Charles Ernest Tritton and his home Bloomfield Hall. Although 

there are many references to Bloomfield Hall a photograph of the building 

was difficult to find until a few weeks ago the labyrinth of the London 

Metropolitan Archive threw up a reference when searching for something 

else. The Hall was situated on the Lambeth side of Central Hill east of the 

junction of Salters Hill where the estate containing Gibbs Avenue, Bloomhall 

Road etc now stands. This estate was built on the grounds of the Hall. 

Sir Charles Ernest Tritton, 1st Baronet (1 Sept 1845 – 28 Dec 1918), a 

Conservative, succeeded Thomas Bristowe in 1892 as the second MP for the 

Norwood constituency. C E Tritton was commonly known as Ernest Tritton. 

He served as M.P. until 1906 when he was in turn succeeded by George 

Bowles. Ernest Tritton was a member of the banking firm ‘Brightwen and 

Company’ of Finch Lane in the City of London. One therefore has the 

impression of an establishment figure quite out of sympathy with the ordinary 
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residents of his constituency, but although in some ways true there are clues 

to this not being the total picture. He was the son of Joseph Tritton (1819-

1887), also a member of the banking firm, and the Tritton who first acquired 

Bloomfield Hall. As well as being a banker Joseph Tritton was a prominent 

Baptist and a writer of hymns and religious poetry. Six of his hymns were 

included by Spurgeon in the 1866 ‘Our Own Hymn Book’. He was also 

Treasurer of the ‘Baptist Foreign Missionary Society’ as well as supporting 

other religious causes, not all of the Baptist persuasion.  

Joseph Tritton was born at Battersea, but not originally a Baptist as he had 

come from a long line of Quakers. In 1907 J Herbert Tritton published ‘Tritton, 

the place and the family’. This book can be read at the British Library and is 

an example of excellent genealogical research conducted in the days before 

the internet. J Herbert Tritton traces the family back to medieval times, but of 

significance is a John Tritton (?-1676) who moved to Kennington, now a 

suburb of Ashford, Kent in 1656 becoming a church warden there.  His son 

Robert Tritton (c1642-?) 

heard the Quaker 

George Fox in 1655, 

1663, 1668 and 1670 

and the family 

subsequently became 

Quakers. In 1661 they 

were imprisoned for 

attending an illegal 

Quaker meeting for 

worship.  

The Trittons had become 

a family of some property 

and provided land for a 

Quaker burial ground at the rear of Kennington House. Although members of 

a persecuted religious minority the family were industrious and prospered 

acquiring land locally and on Romney Marsh. Robert Tritton’s son, John 

Tritton(1683-1739) inherited by marriage a brewery in Ashford and sent his 

son Thomas (1717-1786) to Edmonton to school and then for an 

apprenticeship as a brewer. He later also became a wine merchant and on 1 

August 1754 at Wandsworth Thomas married Anna Maria Brown (1723-

1793), the daughter of a banker. Success followed and in February 1757, 

after being the supplier of ale and stout to the 1000 French prisoners at 

Sissinghurst, he became the ‘Commissary to French Prisoners. This success 

led in turn to acquiring the Wandsworth Brewery in 1763 and moving to 

Battersea.  

2: Tritton ancestral home, Kennington, Kent. Tritton, 
Family & Place 1907 
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Brewing and banking were two of the principal trades for Quakers and 

Thomas’s son John Henton Tritton (1755-1833) was to embrace both trades 

by marrying Mary Barclay (1753-1827) of the Barclay banking family. To 

abbreviate this complex family history which includes two further generations 

living at West Hill House, Wandsworth being involved in both brewing and 

banking, we come to the hymn writer Joseph Tritton.  He was born on 21 

September 1819 at ‘The Elms’ Cedars Road, Clapham, by then the family 

home.  His father Henry Tritton (1790- 1838) was a member of the ‘Clapham 

Sect’, a brewer and banker and in later life he moved to St John’s Hill. Joseph 

(1819-1887) acquired ‘Great Leighs House’ in Essex. 

We now return to Charles 

Ernest Tritton (known as 

Ernest) who was the first 

of his family line to enter 

politics and enter 

parliament. Ernest was 

selected as Conservative 

candidate for Norwood 

on Wednesday 15 June 

18921. His predecessor 

Thomas Bristowe had 

died at the opening 

Ceremony of Brockwell 

Park on Whit-Monday 

1892, and in 1897 Ernest 

donated a turret clock to 

Brockwell Park in his 

memory. The late M.P.’s 

son, Ernest M Bristowe 

Tritton had been asked to 

stand as candidate but 

declined. It is difficult to 

know how popular Tritton 

was as an M.P. as the 

tone of newspaper 

reports were deferential 

and positive concerning 

his support for local and 

national good causes. A 

clue that he may not 

                                                           
1 Norwood Review 18 Jun 1892 

3: Charles Ernest Tritton. Cartoon, 'Vanity Fair' 
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have enjoyed support from everybody is to be found in the report of election 

hustings in the ‘Norwood Review’ newspaper for 13 January 1906. More 

rowdy elements in the crowd were quoted as saying that the succeeding 

candidate Bowles would be more likely to take account of the local people. In 

the 1906 election campaign the Liberals were claiming that the Unionist and 

Conservative Party had ‘driven out’ Tritton as their own candidate. This was 

refuted by the Conservatives who replied that in 1904 Tritton had sought to 

resign because of overwork but has been urged to stay on until the next 

election. 

The preceding session of the Parliament had been one that had been 

dominated by questions of free trade and the use of Chinese labour in the 

colonies, but Tritton had found opportunities to speak on his concerns. For 

example, he had opposed the taxation of foodstuffs considering that the poor 

and particularly children would be adversely affected. What is readily 

apparent is that Tritton’s religious beliefs and his unwavering support of 

teetotalism were abiding principles that guided his parliamentary career. An 

example of this were attempts to raise the age at which alcohol could be 

bought. Tritton’s devotion to public works were recognised in 1905 when he 

was awarded the honour of a baronetcy. 

Although of Quaker Ancestry and with a father who was a prominent Baptist 

much of Tritton’s endeavours were associated with the Church of England. 

Examples are too numerous to record in full, but they include the Presidency 

of the London City Mission, the Church Missionary Society Medical 

Association and the British and Foreign Bible Association. He was also 

treasurer of the Church of England Temperance Association for many years. 

His direct Church involvement included being a church warden of Saint 

Simon Zelotes, Cadogan Square for over 15 years. This was near to his ‘in 

town’ residence at 68 Cromwell Road. The Church was of the evangelical 

wing and closely associated with the Church Army.  

Ernest Tritton was closely involved as a worshipper in the life of Christ 

Church, Gipsy Hill and when that Church donated two ambulances for the 

war effort (see Norwood Review 223 p.26) it is possible he was the ‘friend’ 

who gave the generous donations. Various local Norwood organisations also 

widely benefitted from Tritton’s generosity. He made the grounds of 

Bloomfield Hall available for various parties and sports days such as social 

events by the Norwood Telegraph Messenger’s Club (16 Gipsy Hill) of which 

he was President. The police, local children, Sunday schools etc often used 

the grounds for sports days and fetes. In this he was supported by his wife 

Edith née Green (1851-1921) whom he had married at St George’s, Hanover 

Square on 30 May 1872. His wife was the daughter of Frederick Green 

(1814-1876) a ship owner. 
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Much of the information on Ernest Tritton has been obtained from reading the 

‘Norwood Review’ newspaper at the British Library and from internet access 

to the ‘Norwood News’. The local causes identified from these sources 

include being Chairman of the ‘British Hospital and Home for Incurables’, 

when it was in Clapham (1893) and after the move to Crown Lane, a member 

of the Executive Committee of the ‘Royal Normal College for the Blind’, as 

well as President of ‘Norwood Cottage Hospital’ for many years.  

On a more basic level Tritton was a campaigner for the formation of Norwood 

Park and in 1906 donated £1000 toward the Park’s foundation. When it was 

opened in 1911, he and Mrs Tritton donated a water fountain. In 1913 he also 

made a large donation to enable the land for Knight’s Hill Playing Field to be 

bought.   

Upon retirement as an M.P Tritton threw himself into attempts to heal the 

increasing rift between Britain and Germany, becoming in 1910 the treasurer 

of the ‘Anglo-German Friendship Committee’. From reports in national 

newspapers and the ‘Norwood News’ it is apparent that he saw a conflict 

between the two nations to be a disaster, and he was a prominent speaker at 

the 1912 London Peace Conference2. This did not stop him giving his full 

support to the national position when war did break out. In 1915 the grounds 

of Bloomfield Hall were used as a training ground for the ‘Upper Norwood 

Volunteer Training Corps’ who established a rifle range there. On 23 March 

1915 the ‘Princess Christian Hospital for the War Wounded’ was opened on 

South Norwood Hill3. Tritton was chairman of this hospital which was closely 

associated with ‘St John the Evangelist, Upper Norwood’.  

It must have been a great loss to many national and local causes, many of 

which space prevents mention, when Sir Ernest Tritton died on 28 December 

1918. He had been unwell for some while, but as the ‘Norwood News’ 

reported (3 Jan 1919) his death was sudden and unexpected as it was 

assumed that he was improving.  

He was buried at West Norwood Cemetery near to the cemetery of St Mary at 

Hill on 1 January 1919, the first part of the service having taken place at St 

Simon Zelotes. The great list of mourners & associations represented and 

flowers sent reveal the wide respect Sir Ernest Tritton enjoyed. It is fitting that 

100 years later we should remember one of Norwood’s illustrious Members of 

Parliament. 

Alun Thomas 

 
                                                           
2 The Scotsman 17 May 1912 
3 Norwood News 5 Apr 1918 
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MEMORIES OF SYLVAN ESTATE 

 

I was born in Croydon in 1946. As an only child and young man I only ever 
lived with my mother and I remember the time as a seven-year old when we 
went into the police station near the Town Hall and my mother declared us to 
be homeless. We were put into emergency housing at Walmer House, Upper 
Norwood (108 Church Road) where we must have stayed two or three 
months before moving firstly to Park Hill Rise, Croydon, and then to Tavistock 
Road, Croydon, where we lived for about three years. So it was about 1957 
when we returned to Upper Norwood, having been given a prefab (no. 59) at 
Sylvan Estate, and we lived there until 1968. They were 11 happy years. 

 
 

View from the front gate of 59 Sylvan Hill towards Maberley Road.  

 

Sylvan Estate was situated just off Sylvan Road and a tarmac-ed footpath led 
to one side of the ‘top end’ of the estate where we lived. A similar footpath on 
the other side of the estate came down from Auckland Road, just past the 
bottom end of Stambourne Way (which I remember being built), and the 
entrance into the estate by road was from Maberley Road at the ‘bottom end’ 
of the estate. I guess there may have been around 100 prefabs in total. Some 
were of the flat-roofed type, others, including ours, were of the gable type. 
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They were, of course, quite cold and draughty in winter, although there was a 
fire in the main room which had small windows/doors that could be closed 
when not being used or to get a good ‘roar’ going when it was first lit – no 
need to use a large newspaper over the front to do the same job (which 
inevitably went up in flames!). The coal was delivered by the sack load, as 
required, to a small tin ‘shed’ by the side of the prefab. Once a year I would 
climb up on to the roof to clean the chimney. This entailed simply removing 
the iron chimney and inserting a longish trimmed branch round one end of 
which I had firmly tied an old pair of school shorts. Twisting and pulling it up 
and down resulted in a fair catch of soot in the grate below which could then 
be cleared up. One day a door-to-door salesman called, threw a couple of 
preliminary questions at my mother, and then asked if he could demonstrate 
the wonders of a ‘Hoover’. He was very clever and put a clean white 
handkerchief over the bottom end of the tube to which the brush was 
connected and then ran the hoover over the rug near the fire. Taking the 
brush off then revealed a perfect circle of black dust and dirt – how could we 
not be persuaded of the need to invest in such a device? My mother signed 
up for it on HP. 

 

No wall-to-wall 
carpeting in 
those days but 
I remember the 
red ‘lino’ which 
my mother 
bought. In the 
small area of 
‘no-man’s land’ 
(from where 
doors led to 
each of the two 
bedrooms, the 
main room and 

the bathroom) 
we had a 

paraffin stove to provide an additional source of warmth and I remember 
taking the can out to the road to be filled up when the ‘Esso Blue’ man came 
round doing his deliveries. Prefabs had asbestos roofs and outer walls. In 
those days the adverse effects of asbestos fibres were not known but, 
thankfully, for us, there was never any situation that produced such fibres. 

 

In the summer life was much more amenable. There was a wide, but steep, 
grass verge round the cul-de-sac at the ‘top end’ of the estate and the council 
workers would come round once or twice a year to cut what by then was 

View looking up Sylvan Hill. 
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usually quite long grass. I assume they had petrol-driven mowers but I can 
still picture them using their sickles and sharpening them on their whet-
stones. There was a tall ‘Conference’ pear tree in the flatter part of the cul-de-
sac that in the season would be laden with fruit, most of which fell to the 
ground, and would provide a feast for the wasps. If you could avoid the latter 
then it was good fun climbing the tree to try and pick those pears within 
reach, taking care to avoid putting weight on several dead branches. 

 

One of our neighbour’s boys had a drop-handle racing bike, making those of 
us with more basic bicycles very envious. The footpath up to Auckland Road 
from the cul-de-sac was very steep but he could get up it using a very low 
gear. We aspired to this but could never attain it – with three gears it was 
never going to be enough! A more equitable mode of transport in certain 
circumstances was a single roller skate. No, not for skating one-legged! We 
would place a book or square piece of wood on the skate, position it on the 
pavement at the point where Sylvan Road started to get quite steep as it 
descended to Maberley Road, sit on it, and then …! We had varying degrees 
of success at riding this out and it usually meant more than a few attempts 
before we finally reached the bottom. 

 

The corner of Sylvan 
Road/Maberley 
Road abutted on to 
what I think we 
called the ‘golf links’, 
although as far as I 
know it was never 
used for golf. But I 
often walked across 
and down to South 
Norwood Lake. I 
would spend hours 
at a time watching 
them fish and 

always regretted not 
having anyone to 
teach me the art of 
fishing. I remember being pretty impressed by those who fished using ledger 
weights as opposed to floats. There was also a small area on the grass just 
before the lake where they occasionally held speedway events – pedal 
bicycles with the upturned handlebars, not the motorised version. There were 
only ever a few spectators, friends or relatives of the riders I imagine, apart 
from the occasional outsider such as myself. 

View looking towards Sylvan Road. 
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The back garden of our prefab 
was the first garden we had and 
was a source of some pride. A 
strip of grass (about a yard and a 
half wide), the width of the prefab, 
and then some gooseberry 
bushes and a few raspberry 
canes, already in place when we 
moved in. Looking back it seems 
ridiculous now, but we couldn’t 
afford any gardening tools at first 
and I started cutting the grass with 
a pair of scissors. After some time 
and several blisters later I gave up 
and eventually, of course, we 
invested in a pair of shears. Once 

we could afford a fork and spade 
we turned a small area the other 
side of the garden path into a 

vegetable plot: potatoes, carrots, beetroot, lettuce and ‘perpetual’ spinach. 
Happy days. 

 

I was a shy boy, so don’t know quite what prompted it, but I joined the choir of 
St John the Evangelist, on the corner of Sylvan Road and Auckland Road. A 
great cavernous church, quite cold in winter, but I remember the vicar, Father 
Bailey, a kindly soft-spoken man; his second-in-command, Irish I think, but I 
don’t remember his name; and the choir master/organist (Mr Dunnicliffe or 
similar?) – he used to bring in a large box of fireworks towards the end of 
October and members of the choir took it in turns to take out a firework of our 
choice as the box was passed round. 

During the first year at Sylvan Estate I went to All Saints School, Beulah Hill, 
adjacent to All Saints Church. Mr Foster was the headmaster, a lovely man, 
who must have felt I had some potential because, despite failing the 11 Plus, 
he sent me to Ashburton Secondary Modern School, Addiscombe, which at 
that time was a brilliant school. Other teachers I remember at All Saints were 
Mr Saunders (pin stripe suit), who also did swimming; and Mr Ballantyne, 
football. We used to walk down to Rockmount recreation ground to play 
football. The walk home from All Saints after school was actually a run, going 
at some speed downhill from Church Road through the (new?) flats at 
Auckland Rise, catching breath for a minute at Auckland Road, and 
continuing to the footpath off Sylvan Road. Another minute and I was home. 

 

Mother tending the vegetable plot in our back 
garden. 



49 
 

When I went to Ashburton I cycled to school: down Auckland Road and 
Lancaster Road to South Norwood (I remember Stanley Tech, probably long 
gone?) and then along Portland Road to Woodside, Lower Addiscombe Road 
and school. Although the main roads were ‘busy’ by the standards of the day, 
traffic in the late 1950s/early ’60s was nevertheless far less than now and 
cycling such a distance would not have been such a daunting prospect for an 
eleven-year old as it might be now (or, at least, daunting for the parent(s) who 
permitted such a thing). More remarkable, however, was a cycling trip made 
in the dead of night. I seem to remember the plan was hatched during a game 
of Monopoly with two friends in the kitchen of our prefab: one of them had a 
relative who had a caravan at Winchelsea, close to the Sussex coast, and 
what about cycling down to see them? So it was that with the fearless 
confidence of youth, and after gaining permission from my mother to do this, 
the three of us set out one summer evening and cycled all the way to 
Winchelsea, arriving very tired the next morning. I have no idea who was 
navigating, and how, but we made it. I have a clear recollection of us meeting 
a police ‘roadblock’ at some time during the night – we were asked some 
questions and our bicycles were given the once over by torchlight by a man in 
blue before we were waved on. This was to be recounted with some degree 
of pride at school in the days following our return. 

 

My mother and I must have done most of our shopping in the ‘Triangle’, 
walking up Sylvan Hill and along Church Road, but sometimes I would get a 
pint of milk or loaf, or whatever we had run short of, at the shops in Anerley 
Road. I would push my bicycle up the steep footpath from Sylvan Estate to 
Auckland Road and then continue along to Hamlet Road and the shops. 
Occasionally we caught the trolleybus from Anerley Road to West Croydon – 
I think this may have been one of the last trolleybus routes before they were 
finally consigned to history. 

 

Sometime in 1968 Croydon Council decided that the prefabs had finally 
reached the end of their lives and everyone on the estate was obliged to 
move. I don’t know what the options were but my mother and I were rehoused 
in the new council maisonettes at the Central Hill end of Hermitage Road (no. 
173), opposite the then Cottage Hospital. I stayed there until I married in 
1971, when we moved briefly to SW London and then to Kent where we still 
live. 

 

John Coppen 

PS I believe the area previously occupied by Sylvan Estate is now a school. 

If anyone else has memories of Sylvan Estate I would love to hear from them.        
john.coppen@blueyonder.co.uk 
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LOCAL HISTORY NEWS     

With improving weather after the winter, we hope you will not need: 

 

 

The November talk about the Beulah Spa was given by Stephen Oxford. He 

had undertaken considerable research in conjunction with the support given 

to Chris Shields in the unveiling of the plaque marking the Spa. This 

comprehensive talk was appreciated by the audience with the depth and 

scope of the material presented. 

Stephen has also been out and about giving talks to various local groups 

which has resulted in donations to the Society’s work. 

We decided to have a speaker for the December meeting, which in the past 

has been poorly attended. For something different we engaged actor and 

historian Jon Fox for a seasonal talk ‘The History of Pantomime’. Although 

considerable effort had gone into publicity the attendance was disappointing.  

January’s talk by Len Reilly on ‘South London Suburbs’ gave us a wider 

perspective of our part of London. As Len has worked as an archivist in 
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various South London boroughs the breadth of his knowledge was very well 

appreciated by the audience. 

The slowly declining numbers attending the talks is a concern, and it is 

difficult to know how this can be improved. We have always strived to keep 

the talks programme ‘cost neutral’ but this is increasingly difficult, especially 

with the reluctance of those attending to be generous with their donations. 

These average about £2.50 per head and are inadequate for a talk, 

homemade cakes and tea or coffee. The 2019 programme has been finalised 

and is enclosed. The AGM on 18 April will be preceded by a talk on the 

Crystal Palace Dinosaurs by Ellinor Michel of the Dinosaurs Friends. We are 

grateful to Yvonne Roberts for her help to arrange this. 

We receive a steady stream of Local History Enquiries. In the last few months 

these have ranged from Frog Island, South Norwood through Italian anarchist 

Carlo Cafiero to the Rev Hobbs’s residence on Salters Hill. A little over half of 

the enquiries are from family historians but others are from academics and 

other local historians. The majority of enquirers express their gratitude for the 

help given although a disappointing minority even fail to acknowledge receipt 

of the information.  

There is so much to discover about Norwood and we are well aware there are 

many hidden corners yet to be discovered. 

Barbara Thomas 

MYHOUSE/MYSTREET       PROJECT REPORT 

Monthly meetings, which offer members the chance to compare notes and 

share good practice, have continued at the Upper Norwood Library Hub. 

Visits to Croydon and Lambeth archives took place in October and November 

of 2018.  Spreadsheets for census records from the following streets have 

now been completed – Rockmount, Vermont, Harold, Berridge, Barnfield , 

Becondale and Chestnut Roads,  Woodland Hill, South Vale, George Street 

(Cawnpore), Cintra Park,  and South Vale.   Street directories and local 

historical maps are also being examined.   Street histories are in the process 

of being written and will inform talks being prepared for June and September 

this year.  In Cintra Park we have discovered interesting Victorians including 

George Lacey Hillier founder of the Herne Hill Velodrome and in Rockmount 

Road Alfred Nixon the first tricyclist to complete the Lands End to John 

O’Groats route. 

If you are interested in supporting the project please contact Ruth 

Hibberd at ruthhibberd79@gmail.com 
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PLANNING REPORT 
 

You may have noticed the changing streetscape of Beulah Hill, numerous 

sites are under construction or nearly complete.  In addition to the Brick by 

Brick scheme on the corner of Harold Road, McCarthy Stone retirement flats 

and Lidl there are two other sites.  The corner of Downsview Road a 60 bed 

care home plus 3 flats and 41-51 Beulah Hill 17/03208/FUL demolition of 2 

buildings and the erection of a part 6,part 7 storey building and part 4/5/6  

storey building comprising 30 flats plus 3 to2 storey town houses.   

 
Particular concerns have been raised about the erosion of the quality of the conservation 

areas that cover the Triangle with an increasing amount of unauthorised windows, shop 

fronts and signage. 

 

Listed below are a number of significant applications that have been submitted recently in 

the Norwood area.   

 

Lambeth  

Yeatmans Norwood Road 18/04742/FUL demolition and erection of 12 flats and 2 

commercial units 

Rear of 300-302 Norwood Road 18/05496/OUT demolition and erection of 28 flats office 

and community space  

 

Croydon 

Garage Block and Land Adjoining 91 Bedwardine Road 19/00342/FUL -Demolition 

of garages and erection of a three storey building to provide three flats. 

Rear of 58 - 60 Westow Hill, 18/02544/FUL - demolition of warehouse and erection 

of 3 houses. 

58- 60 Westow Hill, 18/06058/FUL- Change of use to A3 restaurant/cafe and A3 

drinking establishment. 

40-40a Warminster Road, 18/05822/FUL -demolition and backland development for 

9 houses.   

Note: Queens Hotel public inquiry 26 February expected to last 4 days 

40 Portland Road 18/00611/FUL –student accommodation, planning permission 

approved 

Note: Queens Hotel public inquiry 26 February expected to last 4 days 

 

Bromley 

Centaury House 37 Church Road DC/19/00202/FUL - Demolition and erection 4 

storey building, 9 flats and a commercial unit. 

Grape and Grain, Anerley Hill, 19/00052/FULL1 – refurbishment and extension. 
 

Marian Girdler  



NORWOOD SOCIETY BOOKS 
 
 

BOOK PRICE BY POST 

The Victorian Villas and Residents of 

Grange Road. Stephen Oxford £8.00 £10.00 

The Beulah Spa 1831-1856 A New 

History. Chris Shields £9.99 £11.99 

The Phoenix Suburb. 

Alan R. Warwick. £9.99 £12.30 

Exploring Upper Norwood, South of All 

Saints Church. 

Stephen Oxford. £4.00 £5.60 

Emile Zola in Norwood.  
£7.95 

 
£9.95 

The Story of Norwood. 

 J. B. Wilson. £6.95 £8.95 

Glimpses of Norwood. 

Alan R. Warwick. 50p £1.60 

On the Trail of Norwood. 

John Yaxley. 50p £1.60 

Down at Beulah. 

Joan Warwick. 

 
50p 

 
£1.60 

Thomas Ross of Kilravock House: His 

Life and Times  

 Eric Kings £4.99 £6.99 

Treetops & Terraces: 

And the walls came-a-tumbling down. 

 Beryl Cheeseman £6.00 £8.00 
 

   To order: 

e-mail:    secretary@norwoodsociety.co.uk      

   

Post: The Norwood Society, 9 Grangecliffe Gardens, London SE25 6SY  

        

To save postage costs you may collect the book(s) personally or buy them at one 

of our monthly Local History talks at the Upper Norwood Library Hub. 



Winkworth Crystal Palace 
020 8655 9530
45-47 Westow Hill, Crystal Palace, SE19 1TS 
crystalpalace@winkworth.co.uk 
winkworth.co.uk/crystal-palace

HERE TO 
OFFER A 
HELPING 
HAND.
We’ll go to great lengths to 
make sure you find the home 
of your dreams.


