
 

With the passage of so much time, its 

difficult to reconstruct a full and 

accurate account of the events 1860-

1882, during which Epping Forest 

was saved from destruction, at least in 

part by a certain Thomas Willingale. 

 

every year, one hour before midnight 

on the eve of St Martin’s Feast, 11th 

November Thomas Willingale and 

other commoners from Loughton 

would go up to Staples Hill and Lop 

branches from the Forest trees. This 

right had been exercised since time 

immemorial and the Willingale family 

were the main exercisers of this right. 

Some sources stated that the 

Willingales were responsible for up to 

80% of the lopping carried out in the 

forest. 

 

However with the growing population of 

London and the surrounding areas, the Lords 

of the Manor were under pressure to enclose 

the forest lands, as a prelude to deforestation 

and the building of new houses for the masses. 

 

Some sources close to the Willingale family 

state that in 1860, William Whitaker Maitland 

invited the Willingales and their friends to a 

supper on St Martins eve, with the purpose of 

ensuring the loppers would be too drunk to 

exercise their Lopping rights that night, and 

thus they would be lost. The story goes that 

Thomas remained sober, left the other guests 

at 11.30 and at Midnight lopped a branch 
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before returning to the Kings Head brandishing said branch. Equally, sources close to 

the Maitland’s said that such an event could never have taken place, that the Lord of 

the Manor would never have stooped so low as to resort to trickery. 

 

What is beyond doubt is that in December 1865 Thomas, now over seventy years old,  

appeared before the Epping bench charged with injuring forest trees, with the Lord of 

the Manor Revd John Whitaker Maitland (Williams Son) presiding. The charge was 

dismissed. 

 

The following March however, Thomas’s son Samuel (1840-1911), and Samuel’s 

cousins Alfred Willingale (1843-1934) and William Higgins (1842-1870) were 

summoned to appear before the Waltham Abbey bench for a similar offence, which 

was found proved. They were fined 2s.6d. each with 11 shillings costs and damages. 

However the defendants decided not to pay (although they had the funds) and 

correspondingly spent 7 days in gaol. 

 

The same year, 1865, Revd John Whitaker Maitland enclosed over 1,316 acres of the 

forest with the intention of deforesting and building houses. Thomas Willingale took 

the lead in fighting this enclosure. Following the loss of the forest in Woodford to 

housing, their was a nascent movement, typified by the Commons Preservation 

Society, to help stop further deforestation. Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton and his brother 

Edward North Buxton were key plays in the Commons Preservation Society and they 



offered financial support to Thomas in his 

fight against Maitland. 

 

The 1866-7 case Willingale vs Maitland, 

found that enclosures were illegal, and 

following the involvement of the Corporation 

of London, who had a vested interest in the 

case, having itself just enclosed 200 acres of 

Wanstead Flats for the extension of the city’s 

cemetery, the Corporation were appointed as 

the Conservator of Epping Forest by The 

Epping Forest Act of 1878  and its strictures 

still govern how the Forest is managed today. 

 

This act effectively abolished the lopping 

rights, and in lieu of the lopping rights 

commoners in Loughton were given £7,000 

out of which Lopping Hall was built. Thomas 

didn’t live to see the securing of the forest for 

future generations by the 1878 act, 

having died in 1870. 

 

Thomas is buried in a paupers grave, 

somewhere in the grounds of  St 

John’s Church, Loughton. 
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Obituary of Mr T Willingale (1843-1925, son of THE 

Thomas) The Times, Friday, Jan 23, 1925; pg. 14; Issue 

43867; col B  

 

 

With the death of Mr. Thomas Willingale, which took place 

yesterday at Baldwyn's Hill, Loughton, a link of the struggle 

for Epping Forest has been broken. 

 

It was Willingale, with his father and brother, who struck the 

first blow by asserting their right to lop wood in the Forest, as 

their forefathers had done since time immemorial. He was 

made a martyr so far as being haled before the Justices and 

convicted of stealing wood, and his case lasted on and off for 

several years. The Commons Preservation Society took up the fight for him, and in 1871 a suit was begun 

against the lords of the manor for the restoration of the parish lands that they had enclosed as their own 

private property. This tremendous legal battle, in which 18 barristers wee engaged, to quote from the 

authority of Mr Edward North Buxton, lasted for 3 years, and the final hearing took 17 days. At length, on 

November 24, 1874 the Master of the Rolls, Sir George Jessel, delivered judgment, completely endorsing 

the contention of the corporation and for ever overthrowing enclosures, the illegality of which was left 

beyond dispute. Loughton, especially, has reason to be grateful to Willingale, for by his action the rights of 

Loughton loppers were maintained, and when the Forest was taken over by the City of London Corporation, 

not only was a sum of about 3 given to each Loughton Freeman, but the balance of 7,000 was handed over 

in trust, out of which Lopping Hall was built and is maintained. 

 

Willingale, who stood 6ft. 2in. high, fell on bad times during the last few years, but was helped by public-

spirited 

residents who 

lent him sums 

of money. To 

quote Lord 

Eversley's 

words:- 

"There cannot 

be a doubt 

that the 

ultimate 

saving of the 

Forest was 

largely due to 

the action of 

Thomas 

Willingale 

and his two 

sons."   

William Higgins (1842-1870), 

one of 3 Loppers imprisoned for 

7 days in 1865 



Drawings of the ancient custom of Lopping, carried out in the Forest 

between 11th November and 23rd April each year. 


