
Another history of the lopping saga, provenance unknown: 

 

The condensed history of Epping Forest & the Willingale family by 

Walter Bullen, great-grandson of Thomas Willingale. 
 

The parishers of Loughton were given the right by Queen Elizabeth I to lop wood 

from trees seven feet from the ground (the lower branches being left for deer to feed 

on) from the 11th November till 23rd April for winter fuel. 

 

To retain this right they had to lop a bough before midnight on the 11th November – 

failing to do so would lose them their lopping rights for ever. 

 

On the 11th November 1859 an agent for the Lord of the Manor named Richardson 

(also called The Bulldog) ordered a dinner at the King’s Head, Loughton and invited 

all the loppers. The wine flowed freely and all got drunk, all except old Thomas 

Willingale who had been warned by a lawyer, Mr Buxton, not to touch any drink. 

Tom took his axe with him, went to Staples Road, lopped the bough and returned to 

the King’s Head on the stroke of midnight, thereby saving the lopping rights. 

 

For 16 years Tom defied the Lord of the Manor and lopped wood, which he sold the 

parishers, from his woodyard in Whitaker Way, Baldwyns Hill. 

 

In 1865 the Lord of the Manor put a fence around 1,316 acres of forest land and cut 

roads through it and proceeded to develop it into building sites. 

 

The Lords tried all means to stop Tom. Their agents offered him large sums of money 

and on 12th October 1866 issued a summons against him and won possession of his 

cottage (at Waltham Abbey court) but Tom still stood his ground. 

 

In 1866 Tom summoned the Lords of the manor (the case would have cost over one 

million pounds based on today’s standards) and was later joined by the London City 

Corporation. The court ruled that the enclosure was not legal and the case closed in 

1874. 

 

Sam, son of Tom. Alfred Willingale and William Higgins, two cousins, were sent to 

Ilford jail for cutting wood. They were fined 2/6 (12.5pence) and 11/- (55pence) costs. 

They had the money to pay but chose a prison sentence. 

 

In 1878 eighty men in four horse buses from George Burney’s tank works in Bow 

drove round the led by William Willingale. Without speaking a word he just pointed 

to the fences (this act would not incriminate him, as would telling them to cut down 

fences) which were cut down. This operation took four days. 

 

Mr Burney applied for, and got, a pension of 5/- (25pence) a week for Tom’s wife and 

the Corporation sent her a joint of venison with the City’s crest stamped on it every 

Christmas. 

 

The corporation gave £7,000 to compensate the parishers for the loss of their lopping 

rights, out of which the Lopping Hall was built, and a sum set aside to maintain it. 

The rest was handed out to the parishers. The furrows can still be seen today on 



Chingford Plain and the Stubbles, Nursery Road, where trees were removed and corn 

sown. 

 

In May 1882 Queen Victoria planted a tree in front of the Kings Oak, High Beech, 

and dedicated the Forest as an open space ‘for the enjoyment of the people for ever’. 

 

The writer (great –grandson of Thomas Willingale) knew all those mentioned here 

(except old Tom and his wife and Bill Higgins who died before my time) and I have 

always taken a keen interest in Epping Forest History. 

 

Willingale Road and School are named after old Tom. 


