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2002 with the purpose to identify all Willingales that 

have lived, and to promote and maintain an interest in 

the history of Willingale families and become a 

repository for all things Willingale; a means of 
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Introduction 
 

Thomas Willingale is widely acknowledged as one of the key people involved 
in the saving of Epping Forest, yet he died some eight years before the 

Epping Forest Act 1878 saved the Forest by bringing the Forest under the 
control of The Corporation of London.  

 
Thomas Willingale was a keen Lopper and continued to exercise his right to 

lop in the face of the enclosure of the forest by the lord of the manor, the 
Rev Maitland. A number of court cases ensued, one brought by Maitland 

against Thomas for injuring Forest Trees was dismissed (although Thomas’s 
son and two nephews were later convicted on a similar charge) and one 

brought by Thomas, aided by the Commons Preservation Society, which 
stalled further enclosures of the Forest for four years, until Thomas’s death 

brought an end to proceedings. 

 
The reason for the prominence of Thomas can perhaps be put down to the 

likes of Lord Eversley, who gave three distinct accounts of Thomas 
Willingale’s involvement, all of which had inaccuracies in them, including the 

death of Thomas’s son in gaol. Other members of the Willingale family 
sought to make capital out of his actions, such as his other sons Thomas jnr. 

and William. Other myths also surround Thomas, such as the supper at the 
King’s Head, which was widely promoted by the Rev J W Hayes in the 1930s. 

 
This account draws on all sources I can find on the subject, including books, 

newspaper articles, previous research work and historical documents held at 
the Essex Records Office, London Metropolitan Archives, Public Records 

Office, Parliamentary Archives and the Museum of English Rural Life. 
 

In this research, I not only give a background of the forest’s history and 

details of the early forest court rolls, outline Thomas’s involvement up to his 
death, but go on to detail later events, including the Epping Forest 

Commissioners, the Epping Forest Acts of 1878 & 1880, the Corporation of 
London's eventual conservation of the forest, the Arbitrator’s findings and 

the construction of Lopping Hall, which was built to compensate the 
inhabitants of Loughton for the loss of their lopping rights. I also detail some 

of the later reporting of these events and the folklore surrounding Thomas, 
right up to the present day.  

 
 

 
 

 
 

Steven Willingale 2013 
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Thomas  
Willingale 

 
1799 - 1870 

Susanna  
Willingale 

 
1838 - 1839 

Samuel  
Willingale 

 
1840 - 1911 

Thomas  
Willingale 

 
1843 - 1925 

Mary Ann  
Willingale 

 
1845 - 1893 

John Willingale 
 

1843 - 1910 
 

Hetty Higgins 
 

1799 - 1870 
 

Alfred Willingale 
 

1843 - 1934 
 

John Willingale 
 

1800 - 1852 
 

Susanna Males 
 

1805 - aft 1861 
 

Joseph  
Willingale 

 
1770 - 1855 

Charlotte Fowler 
 

1768 - 1837 
 

Abridged Willingale Family Tree 

As researched by the Willingale Family Society 

Violet 
 

B Abt 1866 

Edward Henry 
Green 

 
b 1853 

Ellen Smith 
 

1851 -1 921 

This summary family tree shows the relationships between the Willingale family 

members most involved in the lopping story. Thomas Willingale Snr, and the son 

and two nephews who were imprisoned are highlighted in blue. 

Fanny Hughes 
 

1848 - 1907 
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William  
Willingale 

 
1851 - 1936 

Joseph  
Willingale 

 
1856 - 1874 

Sarah Willingale 
 

1859 - 1860 
 

William Higgins 
 

1788 -1866 
 

Mary Gould 
 

1792 - 1873 
 

John Higgins 
 

b 1813 
 

William Higgins 
 

1842 - 1870 
 

Sarah Craske 
 

b 1841 

Frances Peters 
 

1851 - 904 

Frances Jacobs 
 

b ???? 
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Alfred Willingale taken 1925 by G E Stearne, Loughton 
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Lopping and the History of the Forest 

 

Epping Forest was originally known as the Forest of Essex, and then The Forest of 

Waltham; it was a Royal Forest. In 1641 it encompassed some 60,000 acres 

stretching from Bow bridge in the south, the River Lea in the west and Hainault in 

the east. (13) 

 

Royal Forests were used as a source of income for the Crown. Whilst today we 

know a forest to mean a large area of Woodland, historically a Royal Forest was an 

area subject to Forest Law and it might contain farms, villages, grassland as well as 

woodland. The Crown made money from the Forest by the sale of its timber or by 

fines for breach of Forest Law. 

 

Whilst the crown had Forest Rights or more particularly the rights of Vert and 

Venison, the inhabitants of the forest also had various rights, including the right of 

Pannage, the right of Pasture and the right of Wood. (78) These two latter rights 

would play a significant part in the eventual saving of the Epping Forest. 

 

The commoners of Loughton, of which a certain Thomas Willingale was one, 

believed they had an ancient right of lopping wood from the forest between the 

dates of 12th November and 23rd April each year. These dates being St Martin’s 

day & St George’s day respectively. Similar rights existed at Theydon Bois and at 

Epping (37). It was believed these lopping rights were granted to the commoners of 

the parish by Queen Elizabeth, although the exact origin is lost in the mists of time. 

(9)   

 

In Epping Forest it was forbidden to lop branches hanging lower than 8 feet from 

the ground, (50) although some other sources state it was 7 feet, (9) the lopped 

branches being mainly used as a source of fuel over the cold winter months. 

 

The court rolls of the Manor of Loughton give details of the lopping rights and 

those individuals that breached forest law. Lopped wood had to be removed from 

the forest by 23rd April each year, later amended to 4th May with the change of 

calendar. The original start date for lopping was 1st November, but this was also 

changed to the 12th November with the introduction of the Gregorian calendar. 

Lopping was only permitted on Mondays and the lopwood could only be used for 

domestic heating. If it was used in trade, for example heating a baker’s oven or 

potter’s kiln, a fine of twenty shillings would ensue. Householders could employ 

others to lop on their behalf, but they also had to be inhabitants of Loughton and 

each household could have one man so employed, a fine of one guinea being levied 

for breaching this rule. (49) (50) 

 

The court rolls also stated how the wood could be removed from the forest: 
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Samuel Willingale, photo taken in 1908 
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It was ordered by the tenants at this court that no tenant of this manor or 

inhabitant within the said manor hereafter shall draw their custom wood 

with draft oxen or with cattle, but only with two horses or geldings and a 

sledge (50) 

 

Willingales are mentioned three times in the court rolls for breaching forest laws: 

 
5th June 1828 

 

At this court the jurors aforesaid upon their oaths do present as follows; 

[…] 

That John Tongue has caused Wood on Wheel Carriages 21 several times 

therefore he is amerced the sum of 2 guineas. 
 

That David Powell has been guilty of the like offence two several times 

and Joseph Willingale once, therefore said David Powell is amerced 4/- 

and the said Joseph Willingale 2/- 

 

(It is noted in the margin that this Joseph is Thomas the Lopper’s brother) 
 

[…] 

 

That John Maynard, Thomas Willingale, Henry Bacon, John Abraham, John 

Bacon and Frederick Phipps have bodies of Forest Trees in their 

possession therefore they are amerced 5/- each. 

 
4th March 1862 

 

Also this court the homage upon their oath present that the following 

encroachments have been made or caused to be made by the following 

persons of parts of the waste of the said manor that is to say  

[…]  

By Joseph Wellingale (sic) an encroachment 40 feet long by 20 feet wide  

[…]  

 

It is ordered that the same encroachments be forthwith laid open and 

thrown out and the fences removed. (50) 

 

Joseph Willingale also gets two mentions in the transcripts from the Court of 

Attachment: 

 
15th August 1814 Loughton Walk  

That Joseph Willingale hath inclosed a piece of ground near the Poor 

House at Loughton 18 yards in length and 14 in width and erected a shed 
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William Higgins, photo taken circa 1862 
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thereon 

 

[…] 

 

Ordered that all the said enclosures & encroachments be thrown open by 

the Underkeepers of the several walks as soon as any crops now growing 

thereon are got in. And that the said shed of the said Joseph Willingale be 

abated and thrown down 

 

12 J Willingale 

 

Also presents that Joseph Willingale has enclosed a piece of the waste 

within the said forest situate at Golding Hill near the Poor House 

containing 46 yards in length & 16 yards in breadth 

 

[…] 

 

Ordered that the several persons having made the said encroachments 

[…] be summoned to attend at the next Court of Attachments (52) 

 

It seems the commoners were of the opinion that if they did not exercise their right 

to lop at Midnight on 11/12 November their rights would be lost. The story goes 

that on this night every year there was beer drinking and bonfires on Staples Hill, 

prior to the commencement of lopping. (2) (9) 

 

Lopping rights seem to have been prevalent in other forest parishes. Theydon Bois 

had a similar Lopping custom to that at Loughton, and Lopping Rights in Waltham 

Abbey and Sewardstone  had been converted into fuel assignments. A book 

published in 1860, by former local school master John Maynard, claimed that the 

commoners of Waltham Abbey were deprived of their lopping rights in 1641 by 

means of a “general drunk and supper” which made them forget to go into the 

forest at the appointed hour and exercise their right to lop.  (2) (9)   

 

Maynard goes on to mention this scheme was tried at Loughton, “but without 
success; and although many accepted of the supper there given, one, an 

old man, gave the signal, when he and others at once proceeded to the 

forest and duly secured their charter”. (37) This event sounds rather like a 

number of tales told about Thomas Willingale, which are discussed later in this 

text.  

 

The commoners of Epping were also deprived of their lopping rights by another 

cunning means; this time the lord of the manor suggested his workmen cut the trees 

according to his own plan, so the forest would not appear unsightly. He even 

agreed to convey the wood from the forest to the commoners. However, after a few 
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Thomas Willingale 

 
 

One Willingale of Loughton – blessed be his name 

Stood beside a hornbeam, lopping the same; 

The lord of Loughton Manor bidding him begone, 

Willingale said several things and Willingale went on; 
And when I stand by Loughton Camp and look on Debden Slade 

I think upon one Willingale and how his billhook played 

For Willingale, a labourer, by lopping of a tree 

Kept houses off the forest, for men like you and me. 
 

 

A man lived by Woodford, he found upon a day 

A fence was up in Lords Bushes across bridle way; 

He went to no solicitor nor Counsel of the Crown 
But, being of the manor he pulled the fencing down; 

And out beside Fox Burrows, breathing of the Spring 

I will still remember the man who did this thing; 

For Great Monk Wood, and Little, and Copley Plain were trim 

And narrow streets like Walthamstow except for men like him. 
 

Before you climb Woodreddin Hill to reach Verderers Ride 

I bid you mark how London would not be denied 

But, Holding Wanstead graveyard, claimed common for a Cow 

And Champion of all common rights, thrust into the row; 
How like a Noble city for three long years she fought 

Till Jessel, Master of the Rolls, gave judgement as he ought 

And nine miles out from Aldgate Pump she kept the Forest free 

Untouched, untamed, a pleasant place for men like you and me. 
 

 

An article from “Punch” 11th April 1928 
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years he started to charge the commoners for the delivery of wood and when they 

complained, threatened to prosecute anyone who went into the forest and cut their 

own wood, for they had effectively lost their right to lop. This had supposedly 

happened within living memory of the Maynard book. (37) 

 

Not everyone thought that lopping was a good idea, Coller’s “People’s History of 

Essex” published in 1861 states: 

 
“The proximity of the forest, and the pretext of procuring firewood by 

means of the lopping of trees, which the inhabitants claim a right to cut 

during the winter months, encourage habits of idleness and dislike of 

settled labour, and in some cases give occasion for poaching, all of which 

are injurious to the morals of the poor. Enclosures, however, seem to be 

commencing in the neighbourhood, which will probably check these 

irregular and, to a certain extent, demoralising tendencies”. (77) 

 

In the mid 1800s, with the increase in population of the country and the expansion 

of the City of London, increasing pressure was put on the woodlands and common 

lands of Southern England, with them being turned over to farming or housing. 

(16) (9) (20) 

 

For example, the Hainault Forest, which lay to the east of the River Roding, was  

completely destroyed in the space of 6 weeks during 1851, this destruction being 

endorsed by the House of Commons, and scant regard given to its ancient common 

rights. (11) Hainault Forest was over 4,000 acres in size. (6) 

 

Indeed it would appear that it was Government policy to sell to the Lords of the 

Manor, the ancient forestall rights for as little as £4 or £5 or £6 per acre. (11) (20) 

(8) (23) Yet the price for building purposes was between £300 to £1,000, hence the 

Lords of the Manor stood to make quite considerable gains. (31) 

 

In 1857 William Whitaker Maitland was offered the rights of Forest, Free Chase 

and Free Warren over 1,377 acres of forest lands, including the waste, or common 

land, in the parish of Loughton. For this he paid £5,468 13s (72)  

 

Between the years 1845 and 1869, 614,800 acres of common land were enclosed in 

the UK, under Parliamentary orders. Of this extent only 4,000 acres were set apart 

for public purposes, namely 1,742 acres for recreation grounds, and 2,220 acres for 

garden allotments for the labouring people. (21) 

 

The Loughton Enclosures 

 

The Rev. John Maitland, became the Lord of the Manor of Loughton, on his 

father’s death in July 1861. In 1864 (some sources say 1865 (8) (19)) he began 
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THE LOPPER OF LOUGHTON 

 

Lopping was granted by ancient right, 

Not to be surrendered without a fight, 

To commoners gathering wood as fuel 
When winter nights were cold and cruel. 

 

On Mondays from November to April 

Woodcutters would gather on Staples Hill. 
As commoners had done since Tudor times 

To stock up with fuel 'gainst winter climes. 

 

William Maitland, Lord of the Manor, had planned 

To enclose the forest, get the loppers banned, 
Then harvest the wood and profit much more. 

By selling it on - technically breaking the law. 

 

Secretly supported by the Forest Commission 

Maitland was helped get judicial permission. 
When he invited all the loppers to the King's Head 

Thomas Willingale saw they were being misled. 

 

Like Maitland he knew that the loppers rights 

Would be forfeit if not exercised by midnight. 
He waited and just before the midnight chime 

Ran to the forest to lop branches, just in time. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
From: 

http://www.essex100.com/chapter.html, accessed 11/11/2008 
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enclosing Epping Forest within his manor, with him keeping two thirds and the 

commoners a third. (2) Other accounts put the actual land enclosed by Maitland at 

1,000 (2), 1,300 (13)(20) or 1,316 (8)(19) acres, leaving just 50 acres of roadside 

waste as common land. (8)  The definitive figures given by the Epping Forest 

Commission were that Loughton had 1,321 acres 1 roods 11 perches of enclosed 

lands with just 50 acres 3 roods 11 perches of open land. (71) It would seem that 

Maitland was bolder than some other forest lords and a ring fence was put around 

the whole enclosure, and a start made on driving roads through the forest to open 

the land up for building upon. (8)(13)(2)(20)  

 

It wasn’t only Loughton that saw enclosures. In Epping Forest as a whole 3,600 

acres were enclosed between 1851 and 1875 whereas prior to this less that 600 

acres had been enclosed in the proceeding two and a half centuries. (8) Another 

source states that by 1851 Epping Forest had been reduced from 9,000 acres to 

6,000. (6)  

 

An article in the Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper of 16th November 1873 attempts to 

give a breakdown of the enclosures in Epping Forest as a whole, by century: 

 
“[…] no fewer than 3,156 acres 12 ¾perches have been enclosed since 

21st August 1851, while in the previous moiety of the century  only 445 

acres 2 roods and 13½ perches had been appropriated. In the 

eighteenth century no more than 70 acres 1 rood and 23¾ perches were 

alienated. The seventeenth century  had been content with seizing 4 

acres and half a perch. And before the year 1600 only 6 acres 1 rood and 

half a perch. So that since August 21st 1851, as nearly as possible six 

times the amount of land has been enclosed in Epping Forest as in all the 

previous history of that ancient royal domain”. (54) 

 

The enclosures made in Loughton itself since the 1600s were as follows: 

 

Before 1600      0 

Between 1600-1700    4 enclosures of 0a 0r 16p 

Between 1700-1800    12 enclosures of 1a 3r 20p 

Between 1800– 21st August 1851  55 enclosures of 13a 3r 31p 

Since 21st August 1851    130 enclosures of 1227a 2r 26p 

 

This final sum includes 51 grants of lands as freehold representing 83a 3r 26p and 

an enclosure by Mr Maitland approximating 900 acres. Only Woodford had more 

enclosures, totalling 299 but of a smaller acreage. (61) 

 

The Final Report of the Epping forest Commission breaks down the amounts as 

2,274 2 15 being enclosed in the Northern Parishes of the Forest and 652 2 4 in the 

Southern Parishes (71) 
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Photo Mystery 1 

 

The photo on this was obtained by Ken Hoy from the Passmore Edwards 
museum in the 1960s, and is supposedly Thomas Willingale, the Lopper. 

 

During the course of 
preparing this 

account of events, 
the author found a 

number of sources 
that state that there 

is no photo of 
Thomas, indeed in 

the Essex Naturalist 
account of events, 

photos are given of 
Samuel and his 

cousins but not of 
the man himself.  

 

As the Passmore 
Edwards museum no 

longer exists we are 
unsure where the 

original photos 
ended up. The WFS 

therefore decided to 
get this photo dated, 

comments from the 
dating are 

reproduced below: 
 

As you are aware, it 
is difficult to date 

this sort of image 

very precisely but 
there are certain 

features here which 
can help. In general 

outdoor pictures like 
this often turn out to 

date from the 20th century, rather than the Victorian era. Outdoor 
photography was a very cumbersome process in the early photographic 

period and although professionals did occasionally work outdoors from the 
mid-19th century, such scenes often look rather staged and the backgrounds 

are often indistinct. A casual but realistic photograph like this has much 
more the appearance of a later ‘snapshot’: amateur photography was 

becoming more popular by the late 19th century and really took off in a 
significant way in the early 20th century following the introduction of the 
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Documents at the Essex Records Office give some insight into the costs of the 

Loughton enclosures; one bill for fencing dated 1865 totals £1,070 5s and lists 

individual items such as “115 Chains of fix rail fencing on the west side of 

New Turnpike Road  £126 10s.”. The total cost of fencing the enclosures came 

to £2,822 12s 8d. 

 

Costs were also incurred driving new roads through the forest: 

 

Cost of Road marked A on plan known as Fairmead Road    £100    0  0 

Ditto marked B called Earles Road        £149  13  3 

Ditto marked C called Staples Road       £538    8  2 

Ditto marked D called Baldwyns Road       £366    9  7 

Ditto marked E called High Beech Road  £452  18  7 

Less wood sold       £ 35   11  0   £417   7   7 

 

With other costs this bill for the roads totalled £1,922 12s 10d  (63) 
 

There is evidence the Government was becoming concerned at the enclosures but 

equally did not want to take on the costs of preserving the forest. The Rt Hon 

Frederick Peel wrote to the Chairman of the Metropolitan Board of Works in 1864 
 

[…] 

Two courses present themselves to the Committee as applicable to the 

remaining portion of Waltham forest; one is to discontinue the sale of the 

forestal rights of the crown, vigilantly to maintain these rights without 

regard to the question of cost, for the purpose of preventing all future 

inclosures and to preserve the forest in its present extent and wild 

unenclosed condition. The other recourse is to obtain the sanction of 

parliament for the inclosure of the remaining proportion of the forest, 

[…] for the securing an adequate portion of the forest for the purposes of 

health and recreation,  

[...] 

It will be observed from the Report, and the evidence taken by the 

Committee, that the Crown has no rights over the Forest, except to 

preserve it as an open space for the purpose of hunting deer and wild 

beasts; and as these rights are now of no value to the Crown except for 

sale, the suggestion that the Crown shall take measures for asserting its 

right, and for abating inclosurers, would entail a heavy charge on the 

Land revenues, which, under Acts for their management HM Government 

would not be justified in incurring (62) 

 

Despite this vast amount of enclosure, not only in Epping Forest but the South East 

as a whole, there was very little in the way of public protest, until the mid 1860s. 

On Berkhamstead Common, an area of 434 acres was enclosed with no openings 
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user-friendly Box Brownie camera in 1900. 

 
Usually dress gives the best clues as to the date of a photograph – often to 

within 5 or 10 years - but when the subject isn’t wearing regular 
‘fashionable’ dress, close dating becomes much more difficult. This elderly 

man – presumably a gardener or some sort of agricultural worker – wears 
practical garments suited to heavy outdoor work in a general style which 

varied according to personal preference and the job in hand but essentially 
didn’t change for decades. His trousers or breeches are tucked into his boots 

or gaiters and he wears what appears to be a cardigan-like garment over 
another jersey or shirt. 

 
Most important, from a dating viewpoint, is his peaked cloth cap. This style 

of headwear first appeared in the late-19th century, in around the 1880s, 
when it was worn mainly by sportsmen – cyclists, golfers etc. (though 

cricketers were already wearing a striped version). During the 1890s plain 

peaked caps began to enter everyday wear and for the first 40 years or so of 
the 20th century the cloth cap was synonymous with the working man 

(although it was also worn by the upper classes for country wear). I would 
estimate, then, that this photograph was taken towards the end of the 19th 

century or during the early 1900s. 
 

To return to your main query, because of the style of this photograph and 
also the evidence of dress – mainly the cap, which was not known during the 

lifetime of Thomas Willingale (died c.1870)  – unfortunately it cannot  
possibly represent this well-known local man whose efforts helped to 

preserve Epping Forest. It often emerges that a particular photograph has 
become associated, through tradition, with a famous personality, partly 

because, understandably, people like to have a record of what he or she 
looked like and may latch on to an appropriate-looking image. (Local 

museums can even fall into this kind of trap and may use inaccurate images 

to illustrate their records or exhibitions). However, sometimes there is no 
provenance to support the identification and accurate dating may well prove 

that it couldn’t possibly represent the person in question. This is of course 
disappointing and frustrating, but usually researchers agree that it is more 

important to establish the true facts. Perhaps this man was, instead, one of 
Thomas’s sons or nephews whom you mentioned?  

 
It wasn’t until the author visited the Museum of English Rural Life and saw 

their photos of William Willingale & Thomas Willingale that we can be 
reasonably certain this is a photo of William Willingale, Thomas Willingale 

the Lopper’s son. (See page 22 for a photo of William) 
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and blocking rights of way. In this instance direct action was taken, and a force of 

120 navvies were sent overnight, and by 6am on the morning of 6th March 1866 

they had completely removed over 2 miles of fences. (6) This form of direct action 

seems to have been a rarity. It was the formation of the Commons Preservation 

Society in 1865, an early ‘green’ movement containing members from the great 

and the good of society, (some of whom would later go on to found the National 

Trust), that was the main source of protest & legal challenge to the enclosures. (21)  

 

However, direct action was taken in another way by Thomas Willingale and the 

other Loughton inhabitants; they still went into the forest to lop. 

 

The Willingales 

 

Thomas Willingale was born in Stanford Rivers, Essex in 1799, one of 13 children. 

Stanford Rivers is around 10km North East of Loughton, Essex. They moved to 

Loughton around 1807. 

 

He married Hetty Higgins on 15 Oct 1838 at St. John's Church, Loughton, Essex. 

They went on to have a total of 8 children. (18) 

 

Thomas Willingale, was illiterate and worked as labourer/woodcutter, (13)(33) he 

derived an income from the forest, and was one of the keenest lopping proponents. 

It was said that for every 100 trees lopped in the forest, 80 were lopped by 

Willingales. (22) (53) 

 

What is now Woodcroft School, in Whitakers Way, Loughton was owned by the 

Willingales and Thomas had his wood yard on this site. Indeed according to the 

Loughton and District Historical Society, the Willingales and Higgins lived “cheek 

by jowl in the little cottages of Wroths Path, Stony Path and clustered around the 

Foresters Arms”, these all being areas off Baldwins Hill, Loughton. (29) (30) (19) 

(22) 

 

Thomas’s cottage was built, by himself, in around 1840, on land owned by the 

Lord of the Manor, and he enclosed a small garden with a bramble fence.  By 

cutting the bramble on the inside each year the garden eventually grew in size, to 

around two perches. (100) 

 

His fame is such that the Willingale Family Society have correspondence from 3 

Willingales who claim to be descended from him, when we have proved in each 

instance this was NOT the case, as you can imagine this has not gone too well on 

occasion. One elderly gentlemen was most insistent and refused to believe what we 

were telling him, stating his Mother had told him he was descended from Thomas, 

perhaps it would have been kinder to confirm he was related. (1) 
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The first Willingale, John Wyllyngeale, was recorded as living in Loughton in 

1590. (38) 

 

Imprisonment 

 

We can see in the court rolls of Loughton, that by the 1850s the setting out of forest 

laws and the listing of defaulters had changed to ‘enfranchisement’ awards as 

Maitland, and the other lords began to sell off the land. (50) Despite the enclosures 

and sale of the forest lands, Thomas still went into the forest to lop and encouraged 

his relatives and other villagers to do the same. (41) 

 

What we know for a fact is that on 8th December 1865 Thomas Willingale was 

summoned before the Epping bench for injuring forest trees in Loughton. However 

the case was dismissed. (8) (2)  Maitland states that Willingale undertook to refrain 

from further Lopping, although Thomas subsequently denied this. (49) (72) 

 

In March 1866 Thomas’s son Samuel Willingale, Samuel’s cousins Alfred 

Willingale and William Higgins were summoned at Waltham Abbey for a similar 

offence. All three were found guilty and fined 2/6d (12½p) with 11/3d (56p) costs, 

but all took the option of 7 days imprisonment in Ilford Gaol. (2) (7) 

 

Some sources also mention that at least one of the magistrates hearing these cases 

had benefited from the Forest enclosures.  (6) (31) 

 

This court case is detailed in depth in The Essex Naturalist (8) which quotes from 

the local paper: 

 
“FOREST RIGHTS Alfred Willingale, Samuel Willingale and William 

Higgins, Labourers, of Loughton, were charged with doing damage to the 

amount of 1s 6d each by cutting some hornbeam and beech trees on 

enclosed land in the manor of Loughton, the property of J.W.Maitland 

Esq., the Lord of the Manor. 

 

The defence was that the wood was only loppings, which were not the 

property of the Lord of the Manor. They had gone and cut the wood 

merely in defence of their rights. 

 

[…] 

 
The chairman said the defendants had been acting very illegally but as 

the Bench only wished to put a stop to such proceedings, the magistrates 

would, on the present occasion, only impose the very small fine of 2s 6d 

on each of the defendants, with 11s for costs and damages. In default of 

payment they would each be sent to prison for seven days. 
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The defendants, who behaved with considerable levity in Court, 

appeared to treat the matter quite in the light of a joke, and said they 

would each ‘do the seven days’. They were then removed from the bar 

and locked up.”  

 

Alfred’s obituary supposedly gives some details of the events that led to this court 

case, although the dates seem somewhat muddled:  

 

“In 1866 the Lord of the Manor was Parson Maitland. He quietly ordered a 
fence to be built round all the waste lands of the manor, enclosing about 

1,300 acres. No one opposed him, although his action was illegal. On St 

Martin’s eve that year, instead of a noisy band, three men set out silently 

for Staples Hill. They were Alfred and his two cousins. They broke down 

the rector’s new fence and lopped off the branches of a tree, thus 

vindicating the peoples’ ancient right. They were arrested, accused of 

malicious damage on private property and sent to prison.” (17) 

 

This could well be based on fact although, as they were convicted in March 1866 

they could not have done this deed on St. Martin’s eve 1866. However, as the 

obituary goes on to claim that Samuel “the son of old Tom the inspirer of the 

deed, was lodged in a damp cell and died a day or two after his release” 

one wonders on the accuracy of the whole report. (17)  

 

In the House of Commons on the 10th May 1866 a Mr Torrens moved a petition 
“from Alfred Willingate, Samuel Willingate (sic) and William Higgins, 

poor men, inhabitants of Loughton, in the Royal Forest of Epping, 

complaining that they were unjustly imprisoned in irons for cutting wood 

in the Forest in the exercise of ancient right of custom, and praying that 

measures may be taken to prevent other honest and hard working 

inhabitants of the forest being subject to similar treatment in future.” (26) 

A transcript of the full petition, as reported by the Essex Chronicle on 25th May 

1866 can be seen on page 24 opposite  
 

Lord Eversley, and his different version of events 

 

Whilst we are sure of the above court cases, we have documentation from someone 

who was closely involved in Thomas’s later court case of 1866, which ultimately 

acted as the catalyst for the saving if the forest, who gives 3 very different accounts 

of these events, and from where the story of the ‘death’ resulting from the 

conviction seems to have originated. Mr G. Shaw Lefevre MP, later to become 

Lord Eversley, was chairman of the Commons Preservation Society, someone who 

we would expect to talk with reasonable authority on the subject. However at each 

subsequent telling of the story, events have become more embellished.  
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Photo Mystery 2 

 

This Photo has caused the WFS some confusion. The original electronic 
image the WFS has is named Alfred Willingale, but the WFS records do not 

indicate where it 

came from.  
 

Following some 
research the 

WFS established 
that a copy of 

this photo exists 
in the ERO 

archives 
reference: 

Photograph of 
Tom Willingale, 

"The Last of The 
Loppers" Item 

Reference Code 

I/Pb 23/28. 
Upon 

examination of 
the original, 

handwritten on 
the back, in 

pencil, is 'Tom 
Willingale The 

last of the 
Loppers'. Then 

in blue Biro 
someone else 

has written 'Jnr'. 
The only other 

mark is an 

'Essex Record 
Office Stamp' , 

apparently an 
old version 

indicating that 
the photo has 

been in the ERO's possession for some years. All the photos in this folio are 
those collected by the Record Office over time and are of 'unknown sources'. 

A copy of this photos was also found on the EFDC Museum website , where it 
is used to illustrate an article for Thomas Willingale Snr, but from the caption 

of the photo (Thomas Willingale Aged 77 in 1920) it’s obvious that the photo 
is of Thomas Jnr. 

 
The WFS have also had this photo dated, report as follows: 
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Lord Eversley’s first account, published in a letter to The Times on 17th November 

1874 states (8) (41) : 

 
“An old labouring man named Willingale, who for many years of his life 

had exercised his right (i.e. of  lopping) and partly earned his livelihood 

by cutting wood in the winter months was determined not to submit [to 

the enclosures]. He persisted in the annual lopping and invited his sons 

and neighbours to do the same. For this act two of his sons and a nephew 

were summoned before the magistrate, and although they protested their 

right, which should have arrested the jurisdiction of the bench, they were 

sent to prison for seven days with hard labour.” 

 

Later in 1879, in a speech to the loppers on the night of the 11-12th November he 

said (8) :  

 
‘You recollect probably, that one of your villagers, old Willingale, 

determined to resist this invasion of your rights, and with his two sons 

and another man, he broke down the fence and lopped the trees as usual. 

For this his sons were arrested and convicted by the magistrate of 

malicious trespass to property and were sent to jail for 3 months with 

hard labour.”  

 

Note that in the above account 7 days imprisonment has now become 3 months! 

Finally in his book English Commons and Forests, published in 1894, with an 

updated version in 1910, he again asserts (21)(8) :  

 
“After Mr Maitland's great enclosure, when the day arrived in 1866, for 

the annual assertion of the custom [of lopping] a labouring man named 

Willingale, with his two sons, who had in the past years made a living, 

during the winter months, by lopping wood for their neighbours went out 

as usual at midnight, broke in upon the lord’s fences, perambulated the 

forest and lopped the trees in accordance of their rights. The three 

Willingales were summoned a few days later by the Lord of the Manor 

before the local justices, and although they protested that they were only 

asserting their rights according to the custom, which should have ousted 

the jurisdiction of the magistrates, they were convicted of malicious 

trespass on property, and were sent to prison for two months with hard 

labour. […] One of the Willingale’s sons was put into a damp cell in the 

prison where he caught a severe cold, which developed into pneumonia 

and resulted in his death.” 

 

In this version of events, it seems Thomas himself is imprisoned, the term now 

being 2 months. Even in Lord Eversley first account of events, he confuses a 

nephew with a son. 
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The first paragraph relating to the Thomas photograph also applies here to 
some extent. This picture again looks to me much like a late 19th or early 

20th century photograph, though it appears well-composed and of decent 
quality, so it may well be a professional portrait, taken outdoors, rather than 

an amateur ‘snapshot’. This is perhaps also suggested by the greyish, wide-
framed mount, which in colour and style is typical of early-20th century card

-mounted professional photographs. 
 

This elderly man is also clearly at home in the woodland setting, though I 
cannot tell whether he is carrying that large branch on his shoulder, or 

simply resting underneath it. His attire differs to that of ‘Thomas’ above, this 
outfit being more formal, if a little shabby and shapeless. Essentially he is 

wearing a dark lounge suit of uncertain date: basic ‘lounging’ jackets similar 
to this were first worn c.1860 and lounge jackets still form part of the 

standard male suit today. He also sports a black neck cloth or cravat, an 

accessory which was fashionable daywear around the mid-19th century, 
though a dark or coloured knotted scarf or cravat continued to be worn 

casually by many manual workers until the early 20th century. His hat is 
less easy to identify and date precisely than the cloth cap in the previous 

photograph, but various types of hard felt hat similar to this, lower in the 
crown than a top hat, were developing by the 1860s. 

 
The evidence of the man’s dress, then, offers an unhelpfully broad date – 

conceivably anywhere from the 1860s to the early-20th century. It is best 
described as a ‘timeless’ and rather eccentric style, not seen in formal studio 

photographs and not really suitable for fashionable wear about town, but no 
doubt completely acceptable for country wear, especially amongst poorer 

folk and/or an older generation. Nothing seen here absolutely rules out the 
possibility that this man could be Thomas Willingale himself. However, as 

mentioned above, this does not have the ‘look’ of an 1860s photograph, and 

may be considerably later, again perhaps early 1900s, in which case the 
man could well be, as you suggest, one of Thomas’s sons or nephews. 

 
Because the date here is a little less conclusive, I wonder whether there are 

any other visual clues in the picture? For example perhaps some kind of 
fencing specialist could have a stab at roughly identifying/dating the wire 

fence with its wooden posts? 
 

The fence in the background is barbed wire. The first patent for this was 
issued in the USA in 1867, although it was not until 1876 following another 

patent issued in 1874, that barbed wire fences were mass produced. So this 
rules out Thomas Snr. as being the subject, however I think we can assume 

that this is in fact Thomas Willingale Jnr. 
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The Essex Naturalist notes that in 1911 a Mr Linder, a member of the Essex Field 

Club, reviewed the facts of the Willingale cases through researching contemporary 

records and personal interviews, and brought to Lord Eversley's attention these 

inaccurate statements.  His Lordship did not dispute Mr Linder’s facts, but 

accepted them adding “It is strange that I should have made the statement 
about the elder Willingale so many years ago and so often without being 

corrected sooner”. (8) 

 

However, the first misreporting of this incident appears to be  an article in the 

Lloyds Newspaper of 24th February 1867 reporting details of the Peoples Lands 

Protection Society. This says “The Lord of the Manor, a clergyman, 
prosecuted Willingale for cutting wood in the forest (a common right 

‘from time immemorial’) and he was thrown into prison”. There is no doubt 

this is Thomas Willingale as the report goes on to detail the eviction from his 

home. (34) 

 

Other authors seem to have taken the events described in Lord Eversley’s book as 

fact, books such as E N Buxton’s Guide to Epping Forest (1897) where he states 

“one Willingale” was a victim. (8) Buxton continues Willingale […] was 

imprisoned, because he did not know how to assert his rights before the 

magistrates. (11) Houghton Townley’s book English Woodlands and their Story 

further changes events so that three Willingale sons were sent to prison with one 

again dying through pneumonia. (8) An article in the Westminster Review also 

draws heavily on Lord Eversley’s third version of events. (6)  

 

The Times, reporting on the lead up to Queen Victoria’s visit to the Forest in 1882 

says that “Thomas Willingale […] broke through the enclosures, and 
continued to lop. Prosecutions and imprisonment ensued, one poor lad of 

consumptive tenancies issued from goal only to die, and feeling ran very 

high in the neighbourhood.” (32) 

 

Pall Mall magazine in their article on London Woods in September 1900, wrote 

that Thomas and two sons, on the anniversary after the Rector’s enclosures went 

out at midnight, according to their custom, broke through the Rector’s fences and 

lopped the trees for two hours. Here again they were convicted of malicious 

trespass and jailed for two months with hard labour. Again one of the sons died in 

prison. (20) 

 

Even in books published much later, confusion over these events was still 

appearing: 

 

In 1950, for example, ‘London's Epping Forest’ by James A Brimble states 

“Willingale and his helpers were summoned for ‘malicious trespass’ and 
they were sent to prison. Willingales son died in prison from 
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The condensed history of Epping Forest  

and the Willingale family 
 

by Walter Bullen, great-grandson of Thomas Willingale 
 
The parishioners 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 until 23rd April for winter fuel. To retain this right 

they had to lop a bough before midnight on 11th November – failing to do so would 
lose them their lopping rights forever. 
 

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 in 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 old Tom defied the Lord of the Manor and lopped wood, which 

he sold to the parishioners, from his wood-yard in Whitaker Way, Baldwins 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 and 11/- 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 forest 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/- 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 parishioners 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 to the parishioners.  The furrows can still be seen 

today on Chingford Plain and The Stubbles, Nursery Road, where trees where 
removed and corn sown. 
 

In May 1882 Queen Victoria planted a tree in front of the King’s Oak, High Beech, 
and dedicated the Forest as an open space “for the enjoyment of the people for 

ever”. 
 
Willingale Road and School are named after old Tom. 
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pneumonia.” (55) 

 

The Commons Open Spaces & Footpaths Preservation Society (which the 

Commons Preservation Society later became) in their book ‘a short history of the 

society and its work’ published to celebrate its centenary also seems to draw on 

Lord Eversley, work stating that Willingale and two sons were imprisoned after 

breaking fences in 1866. (56) 

 

Even in the Willingale family events are confused, we have a document written by 

one E M M Carrad, who claims to be a Great-Grand-daughter of Tom Willingale 

(she’s actually a great niece from a different branch of the family), however she 

seems to be using the book ‘The Romance of English Forests’ as her primary 

reference. In this version of events Thomas and two un-named sons were sentenced 

to two months hard labour however, although this time both the sons contracted 

pneumonia from the damp cells and died in prison. (3) 

 

The King’s Head 

 

Another Willingale descendant, Walter Bullen, who this time actually is a direct 

descendant, being a great-grandson of Thomas Willingale, gives some more detail 

to the background to events. He states:  

 
“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.” (19) 

 

I would suggest at the very least this date may be confused. If these events 

occurred in 1859, i.e. some years before Maitland started the enclosures, why 

would Thomas be known to Buxton, who has yet to become one of the leading 

members of the Commons Preservation Society? Remember this occurred some 

years before Thomas came to public attention through the court cases of 1865 & 

1866 and long before the main enclosure of the forest in Loughton. 

 

Other versions of this supposed supper also made print, ‘The Victoria History of 

the County of Essex ’ (2) states 

 
“It is significant that it is from the 1860's that there comes the story that 

Thomas Willingale saved the lopping rights in Loughton in a manner 

similar to that described in the tract. [ie Maynards book ref (37)] 

Willingale is supposed to have been one of the loppers who were 
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entertained by the Lord of the Manor to a supper on 11 November 1860. 

As midnight approached he 'rose up hastily from the table, shouldered 

his axe, called to his fellows and went out to lop as usual', thus 'defeating 

the lawyers'. There is good evidence that he did something of this kind, 

in the belief that the continued existence of the lopping rights depended 

upon his action.  

 

Sir William Addison’s book ‘Epping Forest, Figures in a Landscape’ describes 

events thus “[…] especially of how the old man himself had kept himself 
sober and at 11.30 had left the other guests and walked out onto Staples 

Hill, where he lopped off a branch at midnight, carried it back to the 

King’s Head, and flourished it triumphantly before the eyes of the 

stupefied company.” (22) Addison states that it was J W Hayes, who produced 

his ‘Notes and Extracts’ recording the history of the forest & lopping in 1933, who 

played a major part in publicising this story. 

 

Hayes obtained the story from interviews with Alfred Willingale and William 

Willingale, another of Thomas the Lopper’s sons. William recounted that as a boy 

of about 9 years his father related several times the story of the supper and the axe, 

William thought this event took place around 1860. (9)  

 

Hayes version of events is the same as Maynard's, except for the insertion of 

Thomas Willingale's name: 

 

“the same scheme was tried at Loughton but without success, and 
although many accepted of the supper there given, and old man [Thomas 

Willingale] gave the signal when he with others at once proceeded to the 

forest and duly secured charter” (9) (37) 

 

Other versions give the date of this event as 1866, with the villagers again being 

tipped off by Sir Thomas Buxton. In this version Thomas Willingale is said to have 

returned to the King’s Head where the villagers were being entertained, 

brandishing a freshly cut bough before the furious landowners. (13) 

 

Interestingly two other people, Mr E Linder & Mr P Thompson, who interviewed 

and had contact with the Willingales in the process of producing histories of the 

forest, and neither of these men mention any supper. (8) (57) 

 

Lord Eversley mentioned the historic attempt to deprive the Loppers of their 

lopping rights, in a letter to The Times, (41) “[…] and the story goes that, 
many years ago, the then Lord of the Manor, wishing to put an end to it, 

invited all the parishioners to a great feast on the 11th of November, and 

so plied them with drink, that none might be sober enough to perform 

the accustomed ceremony. Fortunately, however, one man kept himself 
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sober, and at midnight stole from the feast and made a descent upon the 

forest, and from that time the people have never neglected to perform 

the same duty” but as you can see does not mention that any Willingales were 

involved or that the event happened in the context of the current enclosures.  

 

Addison goes on to quote a Fred Brand, a collector of local history material found 

in Essex newspapers and journals, which he complied and indexed in a work called 

‘An Essex Index’, who firmly dismissed this story as a complete fabrication. 

Addison sates that Brand knew ’all parties personally’ and had served the rector as 

church warden & organist for many years.(22) Brand gives a compelling rebuttal of 

these events in his limited edition book ‘Items of Interest No 7 - Epping Forest’ 

 
“What evidence is their to support this fantastic story? Here are extracts 

from letters received by me from two well known Essex Historians and 

writers on matters connected with this county: 

 

Mr Percy Thompson of Loughton writes on 18/08/1937: 

 

‘No I know of no documentary evidence of the supposed supper, which may 

be only another of several legends which have sprung up about the fight for 

the lopping rights.’  

 

Mr Stephen Barnes of Woodford, writes on November 10th 1937: 

 

‘I have been searching all the forest evidences I have available [...] and 

cannot find a single reference to the fantastic, drunken, lopping story in any 

responsible work, or by any other responsible writer. A pretty (?) fairy tale 

and nothing more.’ 

 

It is notable that Mr Fisher makes no mention of the supper when dealing 

with the lopping question. 

 
[…] 

 

In Pigots Directory for 1839 (Loughton) it is stated “In 1831 the parish 

contained 1,269 inhabitants, of these 23 are described as gentry & clergy, 

whilst 41 are names of shop keepers and traders, leaving roughly 1,200 

inhabitants, not mentioned in the directory. Of these it is I think fair to 

assume at least 100 were householders. 

 

Now every householder claimed the right to lop trees in the forest. Thus 

a gathering to include ALL the loppers would at the very least number 

100 people. The task of the wicked Lord of the  Fairy Tale was not a light 

one. 
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Circulating Library 
 

Loughton Lopping Hall 
 
The library containing nearly eighteen hundred standard works in 

fiction, History , &c., is open under certain conditions, to all 

Parishioners of Loughton above the age of Eighteen. 

 

TERMS OF SUBSCRIPTION 
ONE SHILLING FOR THREE MONTHS 

(LOPPERS FREE) 

 

HOURS OF ATTENDANCE     

MONDAY AFTERNOONS    4 to 5 O’CLOCK 
THRSDAY EVENINGS        8 to 9 O’CLOCK 

 

A new index catalogue, price 8d. 

 

Any further particulars will be gladly furnished at the Hall, by the 
Hon. Librarian; to whom also donations in books or money may 

be sent. All moneys received whether by way of donation or 

subscription, are devoted to the purchase of new or repair of old 

books. 
 

Lists of books added are advertised, from time to time, in the 

Loughton Parish Magazine, which is obtainable at both Post 

Offices, monthly, price 2d. 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Representation of advert for the Lopping Hall Library, 
dated 1892, taken from William Chapman Waller (1850-

1917), Loughton Historian by Richard Morris  
Note also that the Loppers, or more specifically the 285 

people mentioned in the Arbitrators Order of 7th May 1881 
don’t have to pay. The Loppers include 7 Willingales. 
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Amongst the 100 there might have been some who were not given to 

alcoholic indulgence, others might not have received an invite, or 

refused to accept if they had. The success of the conspiracy depends 

upon all these loppers being present at the supper. 

 

To accept the story one must suppose that a man in the position of a 

country gentleman, Lord of the Manor in a well known town not far from 

the metropolis, would have entered upon such a highly questionable 

undertaking with so little hope of success. Is it at all likely, assuming such 

a man to have had the initial, almost criminal intent, that he would have 

risked his reputation on such a venture?” (57) 

 

This book goes on to state that nothing can be found in the local press from 1791 

onwards recounting such an event. 

 

Further commentary on the Kings Head saga can be found in the Essex Review. 

Hayes writes a history of ‘The Old Parish of Epping’ in the 1933 edition which 

contains a couple of paragraphs on events including : 

 
Time went merrily and the clock’s hands pointed to 11.30pm. Another 

half hour and the legal rights would cease forever. Most of the 

representative loppers were too intoxicated to observe the passage of 

time. The overlords were congratulating themselves on the apparent 

success of their plot, when suddenly one of the loppers, Willingale by 

name, whose descendants are still proud of the action, rose up hastily 

from the table, shouldered his axe, called to his fellows and went out to 

lop as usual. (46) 

 

This is rebutted in the 1934 edition by the editor of The Review: 

 
A discredited story of Lopping at Loughton. In the Essex review (XLII, 168 

Oct 1933), in an article by the Rev J W Hayes on ‘The Old Parish of 

Epping’, a story ‘well known in Loughton’ was given reference to an 

alleged attempt by certain ‘overlords of the manor’ to frustrate the 

lopping rights of the public at Loughton. The story was that it was the 

custom to go out ‘on a certain night of the year and do some lopping’, the 

‘legal aspect’ being that if this was not done openly before midnight the 

public of that parish lost the right of lopping timber for their fires during 

the winter. A great supper was prepared by the ‘overlords’ on that 

‘special night’ and by 11.30 ‘most of the representative loppers were too 

intoxicated to notice the passage of time’. The plan looked like 

succeeding when one of the loppers, named Willingale, ‘rose up hastily 

from the table, shouldered his axe, called to his fellows and went out to 

lop as usual,’ thus saving the rights and ‘defeating the lawyers’. Several 
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correspondents inform us that there is not a scrap of evidence to prove 

this story, which has long been discredited as an invention. Can any 

reader produce any definite information to show that this ‘supper’ ever 

took place? – ED (47) 

 

Later in 1934 Hayes writes in a long letter in reply to this rebuttal, but offers no 

new information, however we also hear from two Willingale descendants thus: 

 
Letter from William Willingale. In reply to your inquiry as to the supper 

given to the loppers at the old King’s Head on the night of 11th November, 

1860, I am the son of the Thomas Willingale who distinguished himself on 

that occasion by leaving the supper and with his axe cutting a bough in 

the forest and returning with it to show those assembled there that he 

thus preserved the loppers rights. Twas his axe that is now preserved in 

the Forest Museum as a memento. 

This letter is written by a friend at my dictation, as my hands are feeble, 

although my intellect is as strong as ever, and if anyone wishes to know 

more about the supper, let them interview me here. 

William Willingale 

The Cottage, Baldwin’s Hill, Loughton (47) 

 

A niece of the elder Tom Willingale writes to us from Loughton stating 

that she feels sure that the supper did take place in Loughton. She adds : 

“I lived part time with Grandmother, and she was always talking about 

the loppers’ dibber or supper, and how Grandfather went out and cut the 

bough at 12 o’clock on the 11th November and by doing this saved the 

loppers’ rights’ (47) 

 

Further correspondence then ensues: 

 
Loughton Loppers’ Supper. Your correspondent, the Rev J W Hayes, has 

failed to produce any documentary evidence in support of his accusation 

that a supper was given by the lord of the manor of Loughton with the 

express purpose of robbing the loppers of their right. I beg to submit 

that the so-called evidence adduced in your last issue is entirely 

insufficient to establish the suggested conspiracy. 

Fred J Brand (47) 

 

Loppers’ Supper at Loughton.- I did not think that the subject of ‘the 

Loppers Supper’ would come up again after the evidence from living 

persons given in a former issue, but your correspondent, Mr Brand, 

writes that I failed to produce any ‘documentary’ evidence of the 

incident. This is quite wrong, but besides what I wrote formerly I now 

adduce not merely ‘documentary’ but actual historical evidence of the 
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In Lays and Legends of the Forest of Essex, by Edward 

Hardingham, J. Haslam, London, 1907, the earlier attempt to 
deprive the Loppers of Loughton of their rights seems to have 

been a violent affair: 

 

 

Loughton is a storehouse of good stories. One that often goes 
round still, is how the sturdy village folk frustrated the evil 

intentions of a generous minded Lord of the Manor of King 

Charles’s time. 

 
It seems that a brother lord of Waltham, by giving a grand 

supper and ‘drunk’, as the forest folk still call it, to the loppers on 

the night of the eleventh of November – the night when at 

midnight, according to the royal charter, lopping must commence 

or the privilege be lost – contrived to make everybody so drunk 
that no lopping was attempted, and the right was lost 

 

But he of Loughton had no such good fortune. He provided the 

supper, a right bountiful one, and his tables were well furnished 

with guests – everybody came indeed – and the consumption of 
good things was great. But the knowing ones of the party had 

their axes with them, hidden away under their smocks; and as 

midnight drew near, these knowing ones rose up and made for 

the door. But the door was shut! Yet more it was fast barred and 

bolted! Splinters and chips were soon almost as plentiful as the 
execrations of the lord and his friends, held back in their seats by 

the remainder of the guests, could only look on and curse lustily 

and loudly, while the gorged but thankful ones smote down door 

and bar and rushed out whooping and yelling, to hack away 
merrily as of yore, at the stroke of twelve. 
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incident, eg on page 45 of John Maynard’s Concise History, issued in 

1860. After referring to the supper of 1641 at quite another parish (when 

the loppers ‘by cunning and artifice’ were deprived of their rights), he 

writes thus, p.46 : ‘The same scheme was tried at Loughton, but without 

success, and although many accepted of the supper there given 

[Loughton] an old man gave the signal when he with others at once 

proceeded to the forest and duly secured their charter’. This historical 

evidence by one on the spot, as it were, at Theydon Bois, satisfies me, and 

ought to satisfy any reasonable person. The incident is now closed as far 

as I am concerned. 

[Rev.] J W Hayes, Loughton (48) 

 

Loppers’ Supper at Loughton. - I refuse to accept as documentary 

evidence to support a gross conspiracy by a Lord of a Manor, an opinion 

expressed by a decidedly biased writer, unsupported by any 

confirmatory proof. A mere opinion so expressed cannot be considered 

as documentary evidence, no court of law would admit it as such. To 

establish such a charge surely it would be necessary to give the date of 

the supper, where it was held, and above all, to explain why the dupes of 

the drunk remained silent. 

Fred I Brand, Illford.(48) 

 

Despite the testimony from William Willingale, and other Willingale family 

members, I feel Hayes is mistaken in his belief the supper took place. He quotes 

Maynard as proof, but whilst Maynard gives a date for the loss of rights at 

Waltham Abbey, and states the loss at Epping was ‘almost within the memory of 

man’ no date, actual or implied, is given for the supper at Loughton. Lord 

Eversley’s statement implies the supper was not contemporary with the 

Willingale’s lopping, whilst the book ‘Lays and legends of the forest of Essex’ (see 

page 40 opposite) puts these events as occurring during the reign of King Charles. 

 

A more recent variation of this story appears on a display in The View, the new 

forest interpretation centre next to the Queen Elizabeth Hunting Lodge in Rangers 

Road, Chingford. This states: According to legend, landowner Revd John 
Whittaker Maitland came up with a cunning plan to terminate 

commoners’ rights. He waited for the lopping celebration at the Kings 

Head pub, Loughton, then quietly locked the doors and windows to 

prevent people leaving to lop at the appointed hour. Not to be 

outsmarted, the villagers had left some companions outside who 

smashed in the doors so everyone could reach the woods at Staples Hill 

in time. And their lopping rights continued for another year. 
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 A photo showing the extent to which trees were cut back 

to during the Lopping season. 
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The October 1866 Chancery Proceedings 

 

In October 1866 Thomas Willingale filed a suit in Chancery against John Maitland, 

and others, in support of the lopping rights. Thomas was advised by the Commons 

Preservation Society and a fund of £1,000 was raised to support the case, with half 

coming from Sir T. Fowell Buxton. (21) To raise funds, adverts were placed in 

certain journals, John Maynard being noted as one of the trustees in an advert in 

The Entomologist. No details were given of the amount raised, although one of the 

trustees states in a subsequent advert ‘[…]must express my disappointment at 

its smallness[…]’ (112) 

 

The original bill of complaint states Queen Elizabeth granted a Royal Charter that 

allowed the labouring or poor people of Loughton to lop wood in the forest. The 

bill continues 

 
“The inhabitants of the said parish of Loughton have, since the making of 

the said Charter, continually exercised and they still exercise the rights 

thereby granted to them; and in particular the Plaintiff, who is a poor 

inhabitant of the said parish, and who has a wife and family of children, 

has, for upwards of twenty-five years last past, exercised the said right of 

cutting wood at the times aforesaid from trees growing on the said 

wastelands, and of using and selling the same to other inhabitants of the 

said parish for fuel, and by so doing has gained or greatly improved his 

livelihood in the winter seasons during the said period.” (66) 

 

Maitland responds by denying the existence of any lopping rights. He states his 

father, in 1857 bought 1,377 acres of forest waste including rights of Free Warren 

and Free Chase, the conveyance being completed during 1860. 

 

Maitland states that certain freeholders and copyholders were compensated for the 

extinguishment of certain forestall rights, mention being made of payments to 

Elizabeth Tyser, Thomas Willingale’s landlady. As such Maitland asserted that 

Thomas had no right to any claim. Maitland also goes on to query the CPS 

involvement 

 
[...] The Plaintiff has in fact no interest whatever in this suit and that this 

suit though instituted nominally by the Plaintiff on behalf of himself and 

the other inhabitants of the said parish of Loughton is in fact and in truth 

instituted at the instigation for the purpose of and at the cost of a certain 

society or association known as the “Commons Preservation Society” 

and that the Plaintiff is acting throughout this suit under an indemnity as 

to costs as well past as future given by aid of the said society or 

association.” (72) Maitland also queries Thomas’s income and thus his ability to 

fund the court action. 
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Thomas denied that that the case was being brought on his behalf by the CPS, and 

further denied accusations that Phillip Henry Lawrence, his solicitor, who was also 

Hon. Solicitor to the CPS, had tracked him down and requested he instigate this 

suit against Maitland. (67) Although this is contradicted in the book ’The Loppers 

of Loughton’ “Lawrence hunted out old Willingale, who lived on the borders of the 

forest and got some information from him ” (49)  Whilst Addison gives a different 

story as to the origin of the court case: Old Tom Willingale , despite his age, made 

it clear to everyone that he would fight the rector across every heath and through 

every copse to the last ditch. On hearing this, Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton of 

Warlies sent a message to Thomas Willingale encouraging him to stand his ground 

and promising financial support if his right to lop was challenged in the courts. (22) 

 

Maitland also mentions Thomas’s appearance before the Epping bench, stating that 

he abandoned his claim that he was lopping and agreed not to repeat the offence in 

return for the summons being withdrawn. (78) 

 

In the ‘Answer of the Plaintiff’ filed on the 3rd December 1866, Thomas claims 

that the Thomas Willingale mentioned in the court rolls of 1828 was not him. 

Thomas also denies abandoning his claim of Lopping Rights at his earlier court 

case. He stated that the main prosecution witness advised during proceedings “that 

a large piece of the forest had been set apart for lopping by the poor’. The day after 

this case Thomas visited Maitland and requested details of this land, but Maitland 

denied any knowledge of this. Thomas confirmed he had continued to lop during 

that season, except when prevented by ill-health. (67)  

  

Whilst the case was on-going,  the CPS arranged events to keep the fight for the 

forest in the public eye. An open-air meeting of the East London committee of the 

Commons Preservation Society was held opposite the King’s Oak Tavern, High 

Beech, Loughton on 22nd April 1867. This heard from a Mr George Burney of 

Bow, who stated that Rev Maitland had purchased 1,400 acres from the crown 

commissioners at £100 per acre and £4 10s per acre for crown rights. Now, if that 

land was sold for building purposes it would fetch about £1,000 per acre. He 

contended that the whole affair was illegal, because the rights of the people had not 

been considered and could not be bartered away. (39) 

 

A Dr. Bowkett of Poplar stated that he had been talking to a man who was 

sentenced to imprisonment for cutting wood in the forest, and who afterwards was 

offered money to give up his right to do so. It was clear this man had a right, or the 

money could not have been offered to him. During the course of the meeting 

several sturdy fellows inquired if they would be legally justified in pulling down 

the fence, as they were anxious to do so. In reply it was stated that the committee 

did not advise such action at present, until some legal steps had been taken. (39) 
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On 16th September 1867 an excursion of the Commons Preservation Society to 

Loughton took place. Some were under the impression that the object of the 

excursion was to throw down the palings which had been erected by Rev Maitland. 

However the event was simply to view the enclosures and consider the best means 

for their removal. The excursionists did however roam the forest, including the 

enclosed lands to their hearts content, as the gates to the enclosures could not be 

closed as the Chancery proceedings were still continuing. 

 

During the excursion Mr Maynard gave an address on  forest and common rights, 

during which “Willingale (plaintiff in the suit of Willingale v. Maitland) 
arrived upon the ground, and was greeted with loud cheers”.   

 

Two resolutions were passed during the meeting, the first being: 
 

“That this meeting views with indignation the wholesale enclosure of the 

ancient waste forest lands, which have always been open to the free use 

and enjoyment of the people at large; which enclosures we look upon as 

being illegal as they are unjustifiable. And we hereby pledge ourselves 

to give our most strenuous support to the Epping Forest Preservation 

Society, in their efforts to support by every legal means the ancient 

rights of the people to the use of those lands; and to secure those rights 

to the use and enjoyment of the people for ever”. 

 

The second resolution was as follows 

 
“That the thanks of this meeting are due, and herby given to those 

gentlemen who have so nobly and generously come forward to defend 

by their personal influence and pecuniary aid, the forest and common 

rights of the people”. (35) 

 

The chancery case was never brought to a final hearing and lapsed on Thomas’s 

death in 1870. However whilst the case was proceeding, further enclosures and 

development of the forest were put on hold.  (20) (31) 

 

Nevertheless, legal argument during the course of the case proved that the 

commoners did have a legal right to lop. A demurrer, which means an objection to 

legal claim, which admits the facts of an opposing argument but asserts that those 

facts alone are not adequate to make the case was found in Thomas’s favour. The 

original case stated that: 

 
“[…] Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth, being then lady of the manor of 

Loughton, by her Royal Charter granted to the inhabitants of the parish, 

that the labouring or poor people inhabiting the said parish, and having 

families, might at all times commencing from the hour of twelve at night 
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on the 11th day of November in every year, until the same hour on the 

23rd day of April in the succeeding year, cut or lop the boughs and 

branches above the height of seven feet from the ground on the trees 

growing upon the waste lands of said manor and parish. […]” 

 

Although Willingale later amended the claim to all inhabitants of Loughton, not 

just the labouring poor. 

 

The court found: 

 
“A grant by the crown to the inhabitants of Loughton. which was a crown 

manor and parish within a royal forest, that the labouring or poor people 

inhabiting the parish, and having families, might, during a certain period 

of every year, cut or lop the boughs and branches above seven feet from 

the ground, on the trees growing on the waste lands of the manor and 

parish of L.oughton for their own use and consumption, and for their own 

relief or any of the inhabitants for their consumption within the parish for 

fuel. 

 

Held upon demurrer, a valid grant.” (10) 

 

Fisher, in his definitive work The Forest of Essex, confirms that this “Preliminary 
legal objection was found in favour of the plaintiff, but it was afterwards 

found that the origin of the right so claimed had been mistaken”. (42) The 

‘origin of the right’ refers to the lopping rights being  conferred by Queen 

Elizabeth, this seems never to have been confirmed, however as the bill was 

deferred to, this was taken as fact. (43) 

 

Another interesting fact from the court case was: 

 
“The right claimed by the bill is neither uncertain nor unreasonable, the 

wood cut is only to be sold to the inhabitants, for their own consumption, 

within the parish; and the cutting of boughs above the height of seven 

feet, that is to say, out of the reach of the deer in browsing, and during the 

season where the boughs are not growing, would rather tend, by 

stimulating the growth of the lower branches, to improve the covert and 

pasture of the deer”. (10) 

 

During the course of this case Thomas was apparently offered considerable sums of 

money to abandon the case, but held firm until the end. Lord Eversley quoting a 

figure of £500. Alfred's obituary went as far as to say “Large sums were offered 
him to give up the suit, but he declared that he would die like his son 

before he would surrender the people rights”. (17)(22)(21)(3) 
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Thomas Willingale, the Lopper’s, Court Judgement 

regarding his eviction. 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

This documents is part of a display on the history of the Forest 

at The View, a new museum that opened in 2012, next to 

Queen Elizabeth's Hunting Lodge, Rangers Road, Chingford. 
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It’s interesting to note that during the course of this case, Maitland summoned 

another three individuals before the magistrates for lopping (who these three 

‘labouring men’ were is not stated), the three men claimed it was their right to lop 

under ancient charter. On this occasion the case was dismissed, as the Chancery 

case was still proceeding. Some viewed this as an attempt to subvert the Chancery 

case. (24) This or a similar case is also reported in the Daily News of 6th May 

1867, although this report states “two poor men brought before the local 

magistrate”. The report goes on to say at least one of the sitting magistrates had 

benefited from the forest enclosures. Luckily these two men had a barrister 

representing them and ‘after several hours of warm discussion’ the case was 

dismissed. (36) 

 

Another case came before the Epping Petty Sessions in December 1867, this time 

for lopping in the Manor of Waltham Holy Cross. The loppers seem to have been 

attempting to revive the lopping rights in this parish. However the loppers admitted 

their error in court and agreed to pay the Lord’s costs thus far in return for the 

prosecution being dropped. (80) 

 

The Commons Preservation Society also helped fund another case, concurrently 

with Willingale’s case, Castell v. Maitland, this concerning the freeholder’s right of 

common. (35)  

 

An idea of the costs involved in this case can be seen from some of the invoices 

which survive in the Maitland family records. I identified five separate bills from a 

large bundle of documentation, specifically relating to this case which totalled 

£1,011 15s 8d. (63) It seems Jack Straw, the Labour politician, also at some point 

viewed these records and picked up something the author did not, in the margin of 

one of these documents Maitland supposedly wrote “Why should a twenty-five 

shilling a week labourer be allowed to sue me, the Lord of the Manor?” (111) 

 

Eviction 

 

Bullen also makes reference to Thomas being evicted from his cottage in 

Loughton, Thomas being issued with a summons on 12th October 1866, the same 

month that he began his legal proceedings against Maitland. (19)  

 

However Bullen does not mention that Maitland had purchased Willingale’s 

dilapidated cottage in May 1866 (along with other cottages in the area), some five 

months before, and in the following July gave each occupier notice to quit, with the 

intention (which he duly carried out) of building other and healthier cottages on the 

site, and he offered Willingale, along with the others, alternative accommodation, 

naturally at increased rental, in one of these new cottages. Willingale actually 

accepted this offer in writing on July 16th, but subject to conditions, one of which 

was that Maitland should purchase from him an encroachment of about two 
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perches, which Willingale had effected from the forest wastes as a squatter during 

the past 27 years, and which he now claimed his own freehold by squatter’s right! 

(8)(22) 

 

Apparently it was the Rev Maitland’s policy in 1866 to offer the poor homes with 

gardens where they could grow their own food rather than poach and steal from his 

forest land. (100) 

 

Another account of the eviction is that Willingale was in arrears with his rent and 

of the eviction taking place on the 9th November, just days before the start of the 

Lopping season. (13) 

 

Lord Eversley states it was with great difficulty that Thomas managed to find a 

lodging within the parish, thus maintaining the locus standi sufficient for his case 

against Maitland to continue. (41) It would seem Thomas and his family were 

finally given shelter in a wooden cottage in the Lower Road, at Goldings Hill by an 

elderly lady, by the name of Elizabeth Tyser. (8)  

 

Sir William Addison also mentions that Thomas was rehoused in 1861, ‘as part of 

the cleaning up of the neighbourhood’, again repeating the conditions, mentioned 

above, that Thomas placed on the move. (21) This is somewhat confusing as the 

date is some 5 years before the eviction. In the legal papers for the Chancery case, 

much is made of where Thomas was living.  

 

If Thomas was living in a house built on the waste lands, he would not be able to 

claim right of lopping. Thomas claims at the time he filed the case, he had lived, 

for twenty-seven years, or thereabouts, in a small detached cottage or tenement of 

freehold tenure, situate within the limits of the manor. He states he did not know 

when the cottage was built, although someone has annotated Maitland’s copy of the 

Interrogatories ‘false’ at this point. Thomas goes on to say that the land had not 

been waste for sixty years, this part is annotated ‘it was four years ago’. In 

Maitland's answer to Thomas’s claims he states “The Plaintiff at the time of filing 

his Bill in this suit was residing and for some time (but what time past in particular 

I do not know and cannot set forth) had resided in a small detached cottage [...] and 

recently built upon part of the lands within the limits of the said Manor which I 

believe was formerly waste”. The cottage was originally owned by James Gout 

who, Thomas claims when it was sold to Maitland, stipulated that Thomas should 

remain a tenant during the remainder of his life, again this part is annotated ‘false’. 

(67)(72) 

 

The 1841 & 1851 censuses show Thomas Willingale living in Baldwins Hill, the 

1861 census in Goldings Hill. Hetty, his widow was living in High Road in 1871 

and Prospect cottages, Baldwins Hill in 1881. (18) 
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Carved plaque in the bar area of Lopping Hall, depicting the 

loppers at work. Author’s Photo. 
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Mention is made in ‘A View of Epping Forest’, that Maitland eventually bought up 

three cottages owned by Thomas’s son William Willingale in 1869 and had them 

demolished. Maitland then considered that all lopping rights for Thomas and his 

family had ceased. (100) 

 

Attempts also appear to have been made to blacken the Willingale name, and 

Thomas found it difficult to find work, and so a fund was set up by the Commons 

Preservation Society, paying Thomas the sum of a pound a week. (21)(8)(17) Mr 

Lefevre MP and Mr Thomas Hughes MP (the lawyer and author of Tom Brown’s 

School Days) were trustees of the fund. (25)  

 

It seems a Mr Samuel L Howard JP, of the Goldings, Loughton, took Mr Hughes to 

task regarding this fund, and a brisk correspondence took place between the two 

men. Mr Howard warned that Willingale was an undeserving character and that his 

family was one of the worst brought up in the parish, also that parents and children 

rarely if ever attend any place of worship, and the latter seldom or never attended 

day, night or Sunday school. 

 

Mr Hughes asked for specific grounds for his assertion that the Willingales were 

bad characters, but nothing was forthcoming from Mr Howard, indeed Mr Hughes 

later replied to Mr Howard that “I have reason to believe that you yourself 
are in occupation of some 13 acres lately enclosed from the forest; and is 

so that your evidence in this mater, volunteered against a poor family 

who were endeavouring to maintain old rights over forest land, is not that 

of a disinterested witness.” (25) (34) 

 

However Thomas appears to have been of good character and he was employed for 

a time by Sir George Carrol, a City Alderman, who left Thomas a legacy in his 

will. (8) Further evidence of the Willingales’ good character can be seen from the 

records relating to the Poor’s Piece Potato Ground in Loughton. Thomas Snr, then 

Hetty and eventually Samuel rented an allotment here along with Alfred 

Willingale. Hetty, Samuel & Alfred were all awarded a considerable number of 

prizes over the years for best kept plot, Alfred receiving two awards when he was 

over 80 years of age. (107) 

 

However, we also have records of William appearing before the Waltham Abbey 

bench for stealing groceries in 1869 (105) and Thomas Jnr for poaching in 1867. 

(8)(110) 

 

Annie Willingale & Fanny Willingale, the wives of Alfred the Lopper and a Joseph 

Willingale were in trouble in 1873 for stealing wood. (106) 

 

 



56  

 



  57  

The Corporation of London 

 

With the death of Thomas in 1870, the 1866 Chancery case lapsed. Despite the 

publicity that this case generated, I can find no press reference of, or obituary 

concerning, Thomas's death. Thomas was buried in a pauper’s grave at St John’s 

Church, Loughton, Essex. 

 

The Commons Preservation Society now needed to find another champion in the 

fight for the forest, and that champion came in the form of the Corporation of 

London. 

 

John T. Bedford, on 25th May 1871, proposed in the Court of Common Council, 

the body which governed the Corporation of London, the following motion: 

 
“That a Committee be appointed to seek a conference with Her Majesty’s 

ministers, to ascertain on what terms and conditions the Corporation can 

secure to the people, for purposes of health and public recreation, those 

parts of Epping Forest that have not been enclosed with the assent of the 

Crown or by legal authority”. 

 

This motion was carried unanimously. However it soon became clear that the 

government were not minded to support the Corporation of London.   

 

The corporation had an interest in the forest through owning 200 acres of land, 

comprising Aldersbrook Farm at Little Ilford in the manor of Wanstead, which they 

had bought for a cemetery. This land also came with common rights. (15) (22)  

 

It seems the enclosure of 20 acres of land (the last piece of open land in the manor) 

adjacent to Aldersbrook Farm, by Earl Cowley, was the catalyst for the Corporation 

of London to commence proceedings against the Earl and all the other Lords of the 

Manor who had also made enclosures of the forest, in an effort to resolve the 

enclosures issue once and for all. (22)  

 

The key to the Corporation’s case was intercommoning. Was the forest one 

contiguous body, or was it broken down into separate parts (i.e. the manors) 

without interconnection to others? Thus were the common rights applicable only to 

one manor or the forest as a whole? (31) 

 

This case was concluded in July 1874 after proceedings of 23 days, Sir George 

Jessel, the Master of the Rolls, finding in favour of the Corporation of London on 

all the main points of contention, and granting an injunction against the Lords of 

the Manor prohibiting them from enclosing in the future and requiring them to 

remove all the fences erected within twenty years of the commencement of the suit. 

(21)  
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Map showing the Staples Hill area. The red shaded area is enclosed lands. 
Plots 295 & 305 have Willingale connections as explained in the text.  
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The judge when he delivered the verdict said “If I am right in the view of the 
law, the defendants have taken other person’s property without their 

consent, and have appropriated it to their own use”. (31) 

 

Around the time the Corporation of London were bring their case, attempts to save 

the forest were also underway in the House of Commons.  On the 14th February 

1870, Mr Fawcett appealed directly to the Queen to defend the rights of the crown 

and save the forest. Such was the strong feeling that the government yielded and 

introduced a bill. However this would only grant 2,000 acres to the Lords of the 

Manor, 400 acres as compensation to the commoners and 600 acres for public 

enjoyment and recreation. (21)(23) 

 

This offer almost divided the Commons Preservation Society, who agreed by just 

one vote to oppose this proposed solution. On hearing of the Commons 

Preservation Society’s opposition to the Bill, the government withdrew it from 

Parliament, rather than risk losing a vote on it. (21)(23) 

 

In the following parliamentary session another attempt was made to force the 

Government to take action when Mr Cowper Temple moved a motion similar to Mr 

Fawcett’s. Despite strong arguments from the government, the vote was carried by 

197 for the motion, versus 97 against. A commission of enquiry was proposed to 

look into the respective rights of the Crown, of the Lords of the Manor, and of the 

commoners, with instructions for the formation of a scheme to preserve the open 

land of the forest. This motion was passed without opposition. A week before this 

gained royal assent the Corporation of London began their suit. (21)(23) 

 

The Royal Commission  

 

Attempts were made to stay the Corporation’s case, pending the Commissioners’ 

report, however an exception was made in this case, as the case might actually 

assist the commission if the legal issues were held and determined by a competent 

legal tribunal. Reportedly the Lords of the Manor seemed more keen for the case to 

go to trial than the Corporation of London. (21) 

 

The commission sat for 102 days and saw 239 witnesses and a few months after the 

Corporation of London's case concluded, the royal Commission made its first 

report.  

 

However, when the commission made its final report in 1877, they recommended 

the disforesting of the forest and the preservation and management of the waste 

land still unenclosed as open space for recreation.  With regards to land that had 

already been unlawfully enclosed, they recommended the Lords of the Manor 

should keep the land, but were required to pay a certain rent charge that would 

contribute towards the cost of the upkeep of the remainder of the forest which was 
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Transcript from  

Reynolds Newspaper of 27th January 1878  

 

Common Rights 

 

A band of about 100 respectably-dressed artisans and labourers 
have made a descent upon Epping Forest, and have levelled a 

large quantity of fencing. They arrived in four conveyances, each 

drawn by four Greys, and acted under the orders of a leader, who 

gave the name of Mr George Burney, of Millwall, Poplar and 

described himself as a commoner of Loughton and chairman of 
the Epping Forest Preservation Society. They were provided with 

axes, saws, hammers, and other tools necessary for the work. Mr 

Burney marshalled them into three gangs, and the fences fell 

before them with extraordinary rapidity.  

 
They first demolished about a mile of fencing on land of Mr 

Borwick, in the parish of Wanstead, which the gentleman is said 

to have purchased from Lord Cowley for £20,000. They then 

drove on to Buckhurst Hill, and levelled about half a mile of a 

fencing enclosing land belonging to Mr N. Powell, an Essex 
magistrate, and another half mile belonging to Mr Gellatley, of 

Loughton. Having stopped for luncheon at the Crown Inn, 

Loughton, they next proceeded to demolish fences belonging to 

Mr Abbott and Mr John Chilton, of the Robin Hood Inn.  
 

The total damage is about £2,000. Several police officers watched 

the proceedings, but did not interfere beyond taking the names of 

the chief actors. The work of demolition was conducted in a very 

quiet and orderly manner. Mr Burney made a formal proclamation 
setting forth that the Master of the Rolls had declared the forest 

lands to be illegally enclosed, but that fences still remained round 

760 acres, ‘To the damage of the commoners, and great injury of 

the natural beauty of the forest.’ He therefore, as a commoner, in 

vindication of the law, and in support of its rights, had given 
instructions for these illegal fences to be removed, and he 

declared the lands to be open for the use of commoners, owners, 

and occupiers for ever.  At the same time, he warned the public 

that, although the fences were pulled down, they remained the 

property of those who put them up. 
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to be kept open.  (21) (71) 

 

They stated that the forest consisted of 6,021 acres of which 3,006 were unlawfully 

enclosed, they also confirmed the inhabitants of Loughton had from time 

immemorial, exercised lopping rights, thus.. 

 
There is vested in the inhabitants of the manor and parish of Loughton 

the right, from the hour of 12 O’clock at night on the 11th day of 

November in every year until he same hour on the 23rd day of April in 

every succeeding year , to cut or lop, under the name of ‘lopwood’ the 

boughs and branches of the trees growing upon the waste lands of the 

said forest within the precincts of the said manor (except on the parts 

thereof called Monks Wood, containing together 98a 0r 13p, which lies on 

the northwest side of the said parish, and the portion called Loughton 

Piece, containing 7a 3r 30p which lies at the extreme west of the said 

parish) , in such a manner as not to destroy or unnecessarily injure the 

said trees for the proper use and consumption of the said inhabitants of 

the said manor and parish. (71) A similar right of estovers existed in Theydon 

Bois. 

 

One Willingale is detailed as owning an enclosure in the Commission’s final 

report; Mr W Willingale owned two cottages and gardens on plot no 305. Plot 295 

was owned by a Mr Cork but occupied by a W Willingale and consisted of a plot of 

ground attached to a house. The author believes that Willingale Cottage, in Staples 

Road, currently stands on plot 305. 

 

The Commons Preservation Society objected to the proposed settlement, and Mr 

George Burney, brought down a body of workmen to the forest to assist in the 

removal of the fences around the illegal enclosures in 1878 in protest. (32) (19) (2) 

(31)  

 

A report from the Reynolds newspaper of 27th January 1878 of these events is 

reproduced opposite on page 60. (58) Also a Mr Peter Gellatley wrote to the 

Commissioner of Works on 21st Jan 1878 thus “I think it is my duty to inform 
you that a band of men arrived with axes and saws and have been 

committing ravages in Epping Forest, doing me and my neighbour Mr 

Powell, damage to the extent of over £1,000. Many other persons have 

also had their property seriously injured. The whole neighbourhood is in 

a state of the greatest alarm and anxiety “ (75) 

 

Pulling down the fences was still technically illegal at the time and Burney was 

involved in legal proceedings, as a result. However the Corporation of London 

agreed to meet some of these costs. (21)  
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Thomas Willingale Blue Plaque 

 
In 2004 Loughton Town Council and the Willingale Family Society 

arranged for a blue heritage plaque to be placed on the boundary 

wall of St John’s Church, Loughton, in memory of Thomas 

Willingale. Thomas is buried in an unmarked grave within the 

churchyard. 

From left to right— Keith Willingale Chairman, WFS; Ken Hoy, 

Friends of Epping Forest; Danielle Willingale, Mike Wardle, 

Loughton Mayor; Dr Chris Pond, historian and a recent mayor of 
Loughton.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Author’s Photos 
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Burney was an industrialist, owning Burney & Company’s tank works in Westferry 

Road, Millwall. He was also a commoner of the forest, owning land in Loughton, 

had given evidence to the Royal Commission, and was also chairman of the Epping 

Forest Preservation Society.  

  

In 1876 the City of London purchased the soil and forest rights of 992 acres, this 

being the whole of the enclosures made by Maitland, less those actually built upon. 

(2)  Baldwins Hill Road, Staples Road and Nursery Road being the areas where 

building had already begun. (22)  

 

This purchase formed part of 5,600 (or 3,000 acres according to some sources) (21) 

acres of forest acquired by the Corporation between 1875 and 1878, bought from 

the lords of the manor. (22)  

 

Due to the purchases made by the Corporation plus the actions of the Commons 

Preservation Society and men like Burney, the government chose to ignore the 

Commission’s proposed settlement. (2)(21) 

 

During the course of the Commission’s deliberations, an interesting article 

appeared in the Guardian on 13th November 1873, detailing the start of the lopping 

season: 

 
“According to ancient custom, the tenants of old tenements in the village 

exercise their right of estovers, i.e. of cutting wood for fuel from midnight 

of the 11th November until about the end of April each year. The custom 

has been regularly observed for several centuries under restrictions. The 

hatchets, for instance, with which the wood is cut must have handles three 

feet in length, all wood; the cut must be at least seven feet above ground; 

no trunks of trees are to be cut, but merely the branches of the pollard 

oaks, and these must be carried or dragged away, not carted away.  

 

[…] 

 

It is a most interesting spectacle to see some hundreds of labouring men 

go into the forest, and immediately on hearing the church clock strike 

the hour of midnight commence lopping the pollards with the view to 

retaining the right to do so. The lopping last night took place on a portion 

of the forest which was enclosed by the Lord of the Manor, who is also 

rector of the parish.” (27) 

 

Another article appears in the Lloyds Weekly Newspaper on 16th November 1873: 

 
There is at present no difficulty in obtaining access to the ground, for the 

gentleman who has purchased the Crown rights over the manor of 
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Transcript of 

The Woodford, Buckhurst-Hill & Loughton Advertiser, Saturday Oct 13, 1866,  

Page 7 

 

Waltham Abbey County Court, Oct 12th (Before W. Gordon Esq) 

Maitland V. Willingale 

 

This case, which created great interest, was an action of ejectment brought by the Rev. Mr 

Maitland, rector, and Lord of the Manor of Loughton, against a labourer, named Willingale, 

to recover possession of a cottage and garden, and a piece of waste ground adjoining; the 

latter being an encroachment by the defendant on the forest of Epping. We understand that 

the Lord of the Manor has recently enclosed the greater portion of the forest at Loughton, 

and, having made roads, has set it out in lots for building purposes. The forest abounds 

with fine trees, and the inhabitants of Loughton have, from time immemorial, enjoyed the 

right of cutting wood therein. In consequence of this enclosure they are now prevented 

doing so, which has created much excitement and ill feeling in the locality. The lord's right 

to deal with the forest as his own property, and to ignore the rights of the inhabitants, is 

now questioned by the defendant Willingale, who has filed a bill in Chancery. This 

proceeding of Willingale’s, no doubt, has something to do with the present action of 

ejectment, the value of the bit of land being merely nominal. 

 

Mr W.C. Metcalf, of Epping appeared on behalf of the plaintiff; and Mr Codd, (instructed by 

Mr P.D. Lawrence, of London), represented the defendant. 

 

Mr Metcalf, in opening the case, stated that the defendant had been in possession of the 

cottage and garden as tenant under several landlords, for 27 years, up to May last, when 

the plaintiff became the owner by purchase; that defendant had exercised a right of cutting 

under-wood in the forest during that time, and had encroached on a piece of waste land 

about two perches in extent, adjacent to the cottage, as an easement appurtenant thereto. 

Upon this piece of land the defendant had been in the habit of stocking the wood which he 

had cut. The law, as recently laid down, was - that where a tenant encroached on waste, 

the encroachment was for the benefit of the landlord, becoming appurtenant to the demised 

premises. 

 

The Judge (interrupting) asked whether any rent had ever been paid in respect of the 

encroachment. If evidence to this effect could be given, the case would be brought within 

the general law of landlord and tenant, and within his jurisdiction; otherwise he should be 

exceeding his authority in dealing with it. 

 

Mr Metcalfe said that the user of the encroachment had been appurtenant to the cottage as 

an easement,, and clearly belonged to it. 

The Judge: Did the defendant ever acknowledge the plaintiff's vendor to be his landlord of 

the encroachment? 

 

Mr Metcalf : I think it’s hardly the question. The land has never been enclosed. It is a 

portion of considerable waste, and on that waste, on account of its contiguity to the 

premises and with a view to the convenient user of the easement, it had been used. 

 

After considerable discussion, the learned judge held that he had no jurisdiction in reference 

to the encroachment. Thereupon Mr Metcalf applied for an order for possession of the 

cottage and garden. Mr Codd objected, that inasmuch as the Plaintiff sought to recover 

possession of certain specified premises, the judge had no power to make an order as to 

part. 

 

After some further discussion, the judge ordered that possession of the cottage and garden 

be given in a month, with 16s 9d mesne profits. 
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Loughton is obliged, by order of the Court of Chancery, to leave the 

gates open pending the decision of the Epping Forest commissioners. At 

two minutes to 12, so closely was the time run, the whole party, now 

perhaps 80 or 100 strong, had assembled on top of the hill, where the 

nipping and eager air was sensibly frost laden. Round a few stunted 

beeches and hornbeams were gathered men with good woodman's axes, 

and on one of the latter was seated in the mist of its crown, an 

enterprising peasant, who bided his time till the signal was given. “Now!” 

cried one of the gentlemen with the watches, as the second hand spoke 

exactly of the witching hour, and before the word could be repeated, 

crash went the axes simultaneously, and a sufficient number of sappy 

branches were cut off at once, to establish the custom for another year, 

and to provide materials for an attempted bonfire, which it was needless 

to say, anything but a success. In some 40 minutes it was all over. (54) 

 

The Epping Forest Act 1878 

 

The forest was finally saved by the Epping Forest Act of 1878, which appointed the 

Corporation of the City of London as Conservators of the Forest, with the duty of 

keeping the forest as an open space for public recreation. It put an end to crown 

rights and lopping rights and directed that all enclosed land, except those areas 

actually built upon as of 14th August 1871, should be returned to the forest. The 

Corporation was required to buy all the remaining forest land not in its possession. 

(21)  

 

The last lopping took place on 10th November 1879, where the whole population 

of the district, some 5,000 to 6,000 people, turned out. They perambulated the 

Manor by torchlight, a meeting was held which was addressed by Lord Eversley, 

before lopping commenced for the last time. (21) 

 

In Lord Eversley's book Commons and Forest (21) he states that the Corporation of 

London, who were now responsible for preserving the forest, were reluctant to 

compensate the commoners for the loss of lopping rights, which the new regime of 

ownership of the forest had brought about.  

 

Lord Eversley thus proposed an amendment of the Epping Forest act to include a 

clause that an Arbitrator would look into the question of compensation for the 

loppers and the other commoners of the forest. 

 

The Arbitrator 

 

The Epping Forest Act required the arbitrator to confirm the loppers did in fact 

have a legal right to lop, and if so what compensation to award for the 
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An example handbill for claimant of Lopping Rights, a number of these are 

detailed in PRO ref Work 9/64, however none are from Willingales. 
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extinguishment of these rights. This was despite the Epping Forest Commission 

confirming these rights just a few years beforehand. 

 

As part of this exercise a committee of the inhabitants of Loughton was formed to 

take the case to the arbitrator. This was formed under the auspices of George 

Burney. According to the relevant note, reproduced on page 76, 79 people attended 

the meeting to elect the committee at the King’s Head in Loughton, Thomas 

Willingale junior being one of the 5 committee members. (45), (83) 

 

A hand written statement of claim from the inhabitants of the Parish of Loughton, 

covering a number of pages is available at the PRO ref Work 9/64 which I assume 

was the result of this Committee’s work. Thomas Willingale senior gains a mention 

therein with regards to his legal action against Maitland. 

 

Three days of legal argument took place from Wednesday 14th January 1880 on the 

question of the lopping rights, with Sir Arthur Hobhouse giving his judgment on 

26th January 1880. The arbitrator confirms the rights existed thus (43) 

 
39. The result is that I think it my duty to affirm the existence of the right 

substantially as found by the commissioners. I think that the evidence 

shows that by inhabitants is meant householders, and I will so modify the 

declaration. I think also, and it was admitted by Mr. Williams, that the 

right ought not to extend to the inhabitants of houses built illegally upon 

the waste. The Master of the Rolls felt this objection to Mr. Chilton’s claim. 

It appears from a passage in Manwood that a prescriptive right cannot be 

claimed for new erections which are purprestures; and that it is just the 

case with the houses which in strict law are liable to be thrown down. The 

same principle seems to have guided the manorial court when it laid 

down that a certificate man, who was liable to be removed into another 

parish, had no right to lopwood. I shall then exclude from my declaration 

the inhabitants of houses erected since 14th of August 1851. 

40. I think I must give the claimants their costs, but they should be 

ordinary party costs. 

 

The question then turns to the compensation due to the Loppers for the 

extinguishment of their rights. A further Committee of the Inhabitants was formed 

at the bequest of the Corporation, to argue the case for compensation. The members 

of this committee included J W Maitland plus some others of seemingly ‘high 

status’ such as a Colonel  S Howard. This seems to be the same S Howard who had 

the correspondence with Mr Hughes over the fund for Thomas Willingale. This 

letter led to Mr William Pettit, a member of the previous Committee to attack this 

group in the local press and petition the Arbitrator that the Committee was 

unrepresentative. I can’t find details of this attack but a copy of the rebuttal is 

produced on page 68. (45) 
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Loughton Lopping Rights Compensation 

 
Sir, 
 
The statements in your letter published in the Essex Times and also in the Stratford 

Express, and in your petition to Sir A. Hobhouse, are so incorrect and so liable to 
mislead your neighbours, that I hasten to reply to them one by one. 
 
In the first place it is incorrect to state that the Meeting in the National Schoolroom, 

at which the Committee was appointed , was composed of those who had no voice 
in the matter, on the contrary, it was an eminently representative one, all classes 
of Inhabitants formerly entitled to the right being present, and the Committee cho-

sen consisted of four workingmen to three who where not so. 
 
In the second place, in spite of the explanation given at this Meeting, and at the 
Meeting given on the 10th November, you persist in assuming that the Arbitrator 

awarded a sum of money to the “Genuine Loppers” as you call them. He did noth-
ing of the sort, on the contrary, he expressly stated that though the stoppage of 

the Lopping would probably fall heavier on the Working Loppers than on other In-
habitants, they really had no rights apart from the other Householders of the Par-
ish. He distinctly affirmed, that he considered the right did not belong to any partic-

ular individuals, but to the Inhabitants of Houses of the Parish, and not only those 
now built but those of which may hereafter be built. Had the Arbitrator found that 

the right of Lopping belonged to certain individuals, and had awarded the compen-
sation to the “Genuine Loppers” as you call them, or to the poor of Loughton, I, for 
one, should have been perfectly satisfied, and should have in no way interfered, or 

had there been any chance of persuading the Arbitrator to divide in cash more than 
he will do, I for one should have been well pleased, as we wish our poorer neigh-

bours to get all the benefit possible. He had, however, distinctly announced that the 
money was to be applied for the benefit of the Parish, and it was necessary for the 
Committee to consider in what way the Parish could best be benefited, and espe-

cially the poorer members of it. I still think that the children of the poor would have 
benefited more than anyone else, by the improvement of the footpaths proposed, 

but as that plan did not meet with universal approval, the committee have recom-
mended an entirely different application of the money. With regard to your state-
ment that the chairman of the meeting envied the working man his pint of ale, you 

know as well as I do that it is not true, and that his remarks were directed to the 
question of the useful application of such cash as might be awarded, and to the ex-

pression of a hope that it would find its way into the Savings Bank and not into the 
beershop. 
 
I feel sure that you will fail in your endeavour to make mischief, as the Committee 

appointed by the Parish had no hand in depriving you of your rights, for which, you 
have only the City of London to thank, and they have only endeavoured to collect 
the opinion of the various persons who owned these rights, as much as yourself 

and your friends, and to lay these opinions before the Arbitrator, with whom alone 
the decision of the question rests. 

 
SAML. L. Howard 
 

Chairman 
 

 

Reply of the Committee, appointed by the Inhabitants, to the Statements 
in Mr Wm. Pettit’s letter and his Petition to the Arbitrator: PRO ref Work 

9/64 
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The file also contains details of claims by individual loppers, some using the 

handbill proforma detailed on page 66 and others in letter form. The amount 

claimed varies, with £5 per annum seemingly the largest individual claim. 

Unfortunately I was unable to find any claim from a Willingale, although a William 

Free writes in respect of a number of his tenants, of which a Joseph Willingale was 

one, living ‘in The Hole’ Loughton. William Free states 

“I estimate the value of the wood to each cottage to be worth 2s 6d per 
week when in their yard, but I should think it is worth 1s per week to cut 

it and get it home, that would be 1s 6d per week net value”. 

The loppers prepared a statement of claim for what they thought the lopping rights 

were worth and this was submitted to the arbitrator on 8th October 1880 they 

claimed a grand total £18,797 and 10s for the extinguishment of their rights. 

 

The conservators (Corporation of London) rebutted this claim on 30th October 

1880 suggesting the claim was only worth a total of £4,466. 

 

After deliberations the arbitrator directed the payment of £13,00 for the fuel 

assignments in the Manors of Waltham and Sewardstone. As to the loppers of 

Loughton, £7,000 was paid for the ending of their rights. In his judgment of 11th 

November 1880, the Arbitrator states: 
 

“When I was deciding as to the existence of the rights, I was told, by Mr 

Burney if my recollection serves me, that if the decision went against the 

inhabitants, it would be the most unkindest of cuts, the very irony of 

fortune, because it was this claim which saved the Forest. There may be 

some exaggeration in that, but it is certain that these lopping rights have 

played a very important part in the later history of the Forest. The 

Loughton men have won them and are proud of them, and as Parliament 

has ordered that they shall cease, I think that their owners are entitled to 

be looked upon as one who is being deprived of a favourite tree or 

garden, than as one who is merely suffering a money loss” (76) 

 

£1,000 (some sources incorrectly say £1,030) (2) going directly to the loppers who 

actually exercised their rights. The Arbitrator on 27th May 1881 said “thereof 
shall be distributed for the benefit of a number of the said Inhabitant 

Householders whose circumstances render it fitting and proper that they 

should receive money payments “ the sum of 3 pounds and eleven shillings 

being distributed to each Inhabitant Householder. Roughly 280 people are listed 

including 7 Willingales and 3 Higgins. (84) 

 

The Arbitrator was also responsible for dealing with any other disputes arising 

from the Epping Forest Act. On the 6th August 1880, a William John Willingale 

(this William appears to be Alfred Willingale’s brother, another nephew of Thomas 

Snr), the owner of the plot of land numbered 305 ‘described as being on the 
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Arbitrator’s order confirming upon payment of £13 6s 8d plot 305 in Staples 

Road would be quieted in title and released from all rights of common and 
be as if the enclosure had been valid & proper. 
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14th day of August 1871 actually covered with buildings or actually 

enclosed and used as gardens belonging to buildings or as cartilages of 

buildings’, was ordered to pay £13. 6. 8. on or before 30th September 1880, upon 

that payment ‘the said hereditaments shall be quieted in title against and 
be released from all rights of common and shall be held in all respects as 

if the enclosure thereof had been a valid and proper enclosure’. (73)  This 

document is reproduced on page 70.  
 

Lopping in 1880 & 1881 

 

However Lord Eversley was wrong to state that lopping ended in 1879. (21)  

Although now officially illegal due to the Arbitrator’s ruling, lopping continued in 

1880 and 1881. However, it seems the funds to compensate the loppers for the loss 

of their lopping rights had only been agreed earlier on the 11th November 1880, 

and it appears there was some rush by the solicitors to not only buy the Consols in 

compensation, but to post notices throughout Loughton that lopping was now 

illegal! (104) 

 

The Chelmsford Chronicle article relating to the subsequent legal case runs over 

three columns (91): 

 
By the award made by Sir Arthur Hobhouse, the arbitrator, on the 11th 

November, the right possessed by the inhabitants of Loughton to lop 

trees in the forest ceased. Handbills and posters giving notice of the 

order which had been made of the cessation of the right were circulated 

in the parish the same evening, but in spite of this, about a thousand 

inhabitants, headed by a drum and pipe band, proceeded to a point in 

the forest known as Staples Hill, and when 'the midnight chimes were 

tolling' they proceeded to lop several of the trees. Several of the men so 

offending were identified, and summonses returnable today were issued 

against the following: 

 

John Tompson, Thos. Ellis, Walter Harrington, Hg Street, William Philpott, 

Frederick Oliver, Wm Willingale, John Dyke, Henry Warren, William 

Steck, John Webb, Dracon Ling, William Martin, Jas. Little, Wm. Pettitt, 

Chas. Grey, Alfred Willingale and Thomas Parr, labourers of Loughton. 

 

The charge against them was that they did unlawfully commit serious 

injury and destruction to certain trees growing on land in Epping forest, 

contrary to the Epping Forest Act, 1878, at Loughton on the 12th of 

November. 

 

The case excited the greatest interest, and the court was crowded during 

the five hours the inquiry lasted by persons who manifested their 
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Transcript of 

The Woodford, Buckhurst-Hill & Loughton Advertiser, Saturday November 16, 1867,  

 

Inauguration of the Lopping Season at Loughton 

Seven Hundred Persons Present 

 

Monday, November 11, being All Hallows eve (old style), was rendered memorable on account 

of the annual lopping then inaugurated in the rural village of Loughton; numbers of the labouring 

poor were determined to retain the ancient right which, according to ancient custom, is always 

exercised precisely at the hour of midnight. This important boon is said to have been originally 

granted by the Virgin Queen to the inhabitants of the Forest generally, at the time she resided at 

the picturesque hunting lodge, so well known to the London holiday folks by the name of Queen 

Elizabeth's Lodge, Chingford. Other neighbouring villages are said to have allowed their claims 

to become annulled, by omitting to exercise their rights at the proper time.  

 

On arriving at the rendezvous appointed at the King’s Head Inn, we were much pleased to find 

already assembled a numerous party of the villagers, armed with the usual woodmen's axes 

having handles three feet in length. They were under the leadership of the elder Willingale, who 

has become so famous by his spirited attempt to preserve the venerable Forest of Waltham, and 

who is the plaintiff in the suit of Willingale v Maitland. After the party had finished taking their 

refreshments we joined the procession, which then ascended Staples Hill, a conical eminence 

situated to the left of the National School, and which is thickly covered with pollards and bushes 

of fern with a slight sprinkling of the prickly furze. This hill forms a portion of the land enclosed 

by the Rev J. W. Maitland, Lord of the Manor, and surrounded by him with an ugly black fence. 

The various gates are however left open on account of the suit now pending, and through which 

these bold foresters marched peaceably and in perfect order, but with a firm resolve to preserve 

and assert their legal and undeniable rights. This picturesque and sylvan demonstration reminded 

the spectators of the deeds of their ancestors who used in past ages to assemble beneath the 

greenwood trees to assert their rights as free Englishmen against the feudal tyranny of the 

Norman barons. On reaching the summit of the hill the foresters waited in breathless silence to 

catch the notes of the clock chime the hour of twelve.  

 

The clock struck, and then with one united accord they commenced with a right hearty goodwill 

to lop the upper branches of the surrounding trees. Some persons present lighted a large bonfire, 

and upon diligent inquiry we have ascertained from at least four or five persons of advanced age, 

being natives or old inhabitants, that such has been always been the custom in times past. Living 

witnesses can be produced who are ready to affirm if necessary, that in their recollection fires 

have been kindled for the last fifty years to celebrate this time-honoured custom. One or two of 

the Rev. Mr Maitland's  keepers were present, and at first seemed inclined to being about a scene 

similar to that witnessed last year, but finding that they could not have the slightest pretext for 

complaint they at length caught a little of the good humour  that prevailed, and rendered the 

scene one of perfect harmony. Three cheers were called for and given for Queen Elizabeth, and 

also for brave old Willingale, who at this stage of the proceedings was elevated on the shoulders 

of two sturdy men amid the plaudits of the multitude, who numbered about seven hundred 

persons. Never did we witness an assembly so well conducted, and at what hour the lopping was 

brought to a close we are unable to say, but on leaving the ground at a quarter to two o'clock it 

was being carried on with undiminished energy, and probably some hours elapsed ere the 

assembly dispersed, although the weather was very uninviting on account of the dense fog that 

prevailed. We however feel justified in making the assertion, that none present regretted taking 

part in this inauguration of the lopping season at Loughton. 
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sympathy with the defendants so unmistakably that the chairman had 

more than once to demand order and to warn those who were too 

demonstrative. 

 

[…] 

 

Mr Rawlings, […] called Thomas Willingale, of Loughton, who said he had 

exercised the right of lopping all his life; he was present on the occasion 

of this lopping, and the men went there in exercise of the right they 

believed they possessed; he did not receive or see one of the bills that 

night, but saw plenty the next day. 

 

Did you cut on that night? - I always kept up the charter 

 

Sir Thomas Nelson: Do you intend going on cutting? - Until I am 

compensated, sir 

[…] 

The bench retired shortly before five o'clock, and on their return, after an 

absence of half an hour, the chairman said: We have given a great deal of 

attention to the decision we should give in this case. We consider the law 

was clearly proved as broken, but we have decided on the present 

occasion to inflict what I may say is merely a nominal fine. We hope in 

future you will not infringe this law. No doubt the law is binding upon you, 

and you have no more right to cut a bough in the Forest than I have. We 

fine each of you 5s., including costs. 

 

Sir Thomas Nelson: having vindicated the law, I should desire that any 

process for the recovery of this fine should be adjourned, in the hope 

that I shall not have to ask for it, and if there is no more cutting I shall not. 

The Clerk: No process will issue except at the instance of the 

prosecution. 

 

Sir Thomas Nelson: Then I shall not, on behalf of the corporation, ask for 

any process for the enforcement of the fines if no more cutting takes 

place. 

 

On the defendants and their numerous friends reaching Loughton by an 

evening train they were met at the station by a drum and pipe band and 

by a large company of boisterously enthusiastic friends. To the strains of 

'Auld lang syne' and with deafening shouts they marched through the 

village to their committee room. 

 

Again the following year Lopping took place, The Essex Newsman reports on 3rd 

December 1881(92): 
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Local Topics 

 
The Epping Forest Arbitrator is sparing no pains to arrive at the best mode of 

dealing with the money which the conservators had to pay Loughton as 
compensation for extinguishment of the right of lopping. Indeed it is not Sir Arthur 
Hobhouse’s way to spare pains in anything he undertakes; his tendency is rather to 

be too careful and painstaking. If that be an error, it leans to virtue’s side. He had 
already winnowed the heap of schemes submitted to him and the process left only 

four things to be still dealt with – Education, Almshouses, and a Village Hospital or 
Dispensary, and a Village Hall or Institute.  
 

To hear further arguments upon these was the object of the hearing last Monday 
and it is quite possible that there may yet be a further hearing at Loughton, in 

order to give the poorer inhabitants a better opportunity of stating their views. If it 
is decided to hold an inquiry on the spot, it may be taken as certain that there will 
be a large attendance, and that those who attend are interested parties will be 

placed beyond doubt in a very short time. It is almost extraordinary the interest 
which is taken in this matter in Loughton. The right of lopping has been clung to 

with the greatest tenacity, has been jealously maintained, and has always been 
regarded as a most valuable right. It has served in place of elaborate forms of self 

government to endure the inhabitants with a vivid corporate life such as is lacking 
in so many other places of like size. The interest which in the maintenance of right 
has now been transferred to the proper disposition of the compensation fund, and 

not without reason. It is of great importance to Loughton that what I show one 
should be wisely done; that the object to which the fund is applied should be one 

that will be productive of lasting benefit to the village. Mr Chilton’s scheme of 
paying all school pence does not seem best calculated to produce future and 
permanent good and a few words spoken by the arbitrator may be taken, perhaps, 

as meaning its rejection. The idea of building almshouses has met with no support, 
and the objection to it is the very plain one that its advantages would be extremely 

partial. A Village Hospital, it was suggested, would cost too much, so that after 
building there would not be a sufficient balance left from the sum of £5,000 or so, 
to provide a reasonable endowment, even after the munificent offer made 

________ Mr Waller to give £500 towards it.  
 

The Village Hall scheme seems to meet with the most favour, especially if there can 
be combined with it a dispensary, the working of which would of course be much 
cheaper than maintenance of a hospital. Even for this however there does not 

appear to be any too much money. A Hall would cost say £3,000 with the addition 
of a dispensary, it would cost somewhat more; thus leaving only a couple of 

thousand pounds to be invested as an endowment. Would sixty pounds a year pay 
for drugs, for the attendance of a doctor, and for repairing, lighting, and warming 
the Hall, leaving the other expenses to be met by the subscriptions of the 

members? It would be well if the details of the scheme were thought out more 
completely than they appear to have yet been thought out, and then the Arbitrator 

would have better grounds upon which to base his ultimate decisions. 
 
 

 

Undated newspaper cutting in PRO archives 
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[…]Capt. Alexander Mackenzie, the superintendent of the Forest, 

deposed that as he had received information that some of the inhabitants 

of Loughton intended to persist in the custom of lopping, he made 

arrangements to be present with a number of keepers and labourers in 

the employment of the Conservators. On the night of the 11th inst., he 

believed there were 200 to 300 hundred present at the Lopping, and he 

was there during the whole time the lopping took place. A considerable 

number of boys and girls were present on the occasion, so it was 

somewhat difficult to estimate the number of the crowd. The injury done 

to the trees was committed on Staples Hill, which was within the limit of 

the Forest, and some of the trees that he saw damaged were injured in a 

manner which would have been objected to even when the lopping 

rights were allowed. 

 [...] 

 Mr. Stassnier, a clerk in the office of defendant's solicitor, produced the 

certified copies of the Epping Forest bye-laws, the official award of Sir 

Arthur Hobhouse, the names of the persons who had claimed 

compensation and received it, and other official documents. It appeared 

from records that 279 of the inhabitants of Loughton who made claims for 

compensation and had been allowed £3 11s each, which had been duly 

received, but numerous other claims were not allowed. It was further 

ordered that £6,000 should be invested in consols for the good of the 

inhabitants of Loughton. 

 

The Defendant Earl: The witness says that only 279 persons who claimed 

have been paid £3 11s each; what became of the rest? I want to know 

where it has gone; I understand that £700 odd has been paid, and 

consequently the £1,000 referred to has not been paid; notice was never 

given by the Corporation, or by the arbitrator or the City officials, to 

persons who had a right to claim to send their applications in. 

Mr. Gough (the clerk) explained to the bench that the act of parliament 

determined the power conferred on the arbitrator, who accordingly 

made his award. It was not competent for the defendants or any other 

persons to say whether Sir Arthur Hobhouse had adjudicated fairly and 

judiciously or not. It was not for the inhabitants of Loughton to cavil as to 

his conduct in the matter nor to offer criticism on it. 

 

No Willingales or Higgins seemed to be involved in 1881 lopping, at least they 

were not brought before the magistrates, this time all those charged were fined and 

the fines enforced. Those found to be lopping were not those who had been brought 

before the courts the previous year. 
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Notice of meeting to appoint Committee of Inhabitants: Resolution & 
Appointment to Committee,  

From Public Records Office: Epping Forest Commission; ref WORK 
9/64 parts 1 & 2 
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I have not been able to find any definitive reason why only 270 people were 

compensated, from some of the descriptions of the Lopping upwards of a thousand 

used to take part. 

 

Lopping Hall 
 

Interestingly the arbitrator sought to ensure that some of the £7,000 was reserved 

for future generations of loppers. He solicited suggestions for how this should be 

disbursed, and received over 25 responses. An undated article from the local press 

in the PRO records, see page 74, (85) relates that suggestions were whittled down 

to 4 main ideas; a Village Hall, Almshouses, a Village Hospital and Education 

facilities. 

(44) 

 

Eventually in June 1881 the arbitrator agreed that part of the settlement should go 

towards a Village Hall, although he suggests that if possible some provision should 

go towards including a dispensary within the Hall. Mr George Burney being named 

one of the first trustees of the Village Hall fund, pending elections of six people to 

take the trust forward. The residents of the parish of Loughton having one vote for 

each Trustee to be elected.  

 

The second Committee of  Loughton Inhabitants, who Mr  Pettit seemed to dislike, 

actually recommended almost exactly the same settlement as finally decided by the 

arbitrator, the only difference being they recommended the sum of £1,500 to be 

distributed to the loppers, rather then £1,000 with the balance going towards a 

Village Hall, their statement read: 

 

£1,500 be used to compensate loppers “who were in residence on the 11th 
November last, and to such other occupiers as prove themselves to the 

satisfaction of the committee, whose names are appended (or a majority 

of them) to have been old loppers”. (45) 

 

Unfortunately the names appended seem to have been displaced, although a file at 

the Public Records Office (Work 9/106) contains a rate book for Loughton which 

lists the following Willingales: 
 

Willingale William    

Willingale Hannah   

Willingale Hy   

Willingale Alf    

Willingale     

Willingale (widow)   

Willingale J     

Willingale      
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Transcript of The Woodford, Buckhurst-Hill & Loughton Advertiser, 

Saturday December 8, 1866, Page 5 
Willingale v Maitland 

 

To the editor 
Your correspondent of Parliament Street informs us he is authorised to 

receive subscriptions for the Willingales, in consideration for the 
inconvenience and persecution they have been subject to. It is generally 

thought that Willingale senior is not making a very bad job out of this little 

game; if he is to be believed, he is in receipt of one guinea per week from a 
society in London. "Every servant is worthy of his hire", surely this society 

does not want to burthen the public with his paltry salary, when he is the 
case of such profit and popularity to those using him, so at that rate of 

salary he is not much the loser at present; for as an unskilled labourer, I 
question if he was ever better paid in his life than for the services he is now 

rendering. 
 

As for the inconvenience, persecution, and turning out of his cottage, your 
correspondent does not tell the public these facts, this so called cottage was 

nothing more than a hut, of the bog species, containing two small rooms, 
wherein the domestic comforts (say nothing of the decencies of a civilised 

life) were enjoyed by six or eight grown up persons of opposite sexes, would 
scarcely come up to a South Sea Islander's habitation; the great wonder is 

that these so called cottages were allowed to remain so long a time in such 

a wretched state of repair, to become, I believe, an indictable nuisance. The 
present owner purchased them with the intention of removing them, and 

erecting four cottages in their place, each containing three bedrooms. 
Willingale, with the other tenants, who had been subjected to the same loss, 

inconvenience and turning out process, &c., &c., were offered new cottages, 
with ample accommodation, for two shillings per week rent. Willingale 

refused to go out or to live in the new cottage, the owner then did that 
which your correspondent or any other man would do with his own property, 

viz., take possession. A brother of this much injured person, received a 
piece of land (from this Mr Maitland, who is the cause of all this loss, 

inconvenience and persecution) which he sold for something like fifty 
pounds. A nephew of the said persecuted Willingale likewise received a piece 

of land, and has since (like a sensible man) built a cottage upon it. Before 
the enclosures of Loughton commenced, the labourers were receiving two 

shillings per day, but through the extra work upon the forest they now 

obtain three shillings per day; the last two winters the Loughton men have 
had their eighteen shillings per week, but this winter (thanks to Mr 

Willingale, they say), they are likely to be deprived of these earnings. The 
industrious poor men say it was the best thing that happened to Loughton, 

viz., the forest enclosure. One of these men, in want of work, expressed to 
me in not very flattering language, the other day, the great injury this 

martyr, Willingale, was causing to such men as himself; and when alluding 
to the shillings of the working men (mentioned by Mr Lankester) he said 

Willingale  was the cause of taking pounds out of the pockets of the 
Loughton poor. 
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A further item in this PRO file is a ‘Loughton Lopping Register’ which lists the 

following Willingales 

 
Willingale Alfred 

Willingale William 

Willingale Hetty 

Willingale John 

Willingale Thomas 

Willingale Joseph 

Willingale Henry 

Willingale Amy 

 

Although Amy’s name is struck through. Notice there is no mention of Samuel 

Willingale. The seven Willingales thus listed being recipients of compensation as 

per the previously mentioned document dated 27th May 1881. 

 

Lopping Hall was originally called Loughton Public Hall, “Public Hall” can just be 

made out over the former main entrance in Station Road. It was renamed Lopping 

Hall sometime later, probably to tie in with the Loughton Lopping Endowment 

Fund, which still acts as trustees for the hall today. (21)  

 

Lopping Hall was officially opened in 1884. Despite his enclosure of the forest and 

fight against the loppers, Maitland officiated at the open ceremony. (2) 

 

The hall contained reading and lecture rooms and accommodation for parish 

meetings. In 1902 the hall was enlarged by a new wing of which the upper floor 

was let to the newly formed urban district council and the lower floor to the 

Midland Bank.  

 

In 1934 proposals to improve the hall and stage accommodation at the expense of 

the reading room, split the Trustees and provoked a public enquiry. A report in the 

West Essex Gazette on the Public Enquiry ran over three pages. Mr Fox, of the 

Charity Commission who chaired the enquiry gave a brief history of the Hall, and 

Mr H Lebbon, vice chairman of the trustees, said “it was very refreshing to 
hear the history of the old loppers. As he looked round he did not think 

there were many people who had a recollection of those ancient days, 

when the loppers exercised their rights. As a boy he could remember 

seeing notices round the village that lopping must cease, and that the 

sum of £7,000 had been received therefore. From that time he had 

followed with interest all the hall stood for, and when he was elected a 

trustee 22 years ago, he did all he could to make the hall useful and 

encourage the use of the rooms. When those proposals came before 

them a few months ago there were certain items he could not support, 

and failing to get a hearing, he took the course of stating the objections 
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Mr Lankester had better enquire of some of the respectable working men for 
information, who no doubt will inform him they will more readily subscribe to 

prosecute Willingale then to defend him; and that his grievances, as they 
are laid before the public, are nothing more than a professional imposition. I 

am, sir, yours truly.  
NO GAMMON 

Loughton, Dec 5th 1866 
 

Transcript of The Woodford, Buckhurst-Hill & Loughton Advertiser, 

Saturday Dec. 15, 1866, Page 5 & 6 

 
To the Editor 

 
Sir, - In consequence of the false and defamatory statement appearing in 

your paper of last Saturday, the cloak of "No Gammon", I must call on you 
to send me without delay information of the real name and address of the 

author of those statements; and I hope that if you admit any more 
statements of that description relative to me, you will add the authors' real 

names and addresses. 
 

In the meantime, as the statements have gone forth, you will allow me to 
lay before your readers my single answer to them. 

 

Neither myself nor anyone belonging to me ever said anything so false as 
that any one of us received a guinea a week, or anything else, from any 

society in London or from anyone else. 
With respect to the assertions about the labourers and working men, all I 

need say is that not less than about three hundred of them joined us at the 
appointed hour, on the 11th November, in opening the wood cutting season. 

 
Mr Maitland and his magisterial confederates (his gratuitous grantees of the 

same forest lands) are uneasy of course since the highest court has 
pronounced the same as public property, which he procured to be sworn to 

be his property, and thereby procured the Petty Bench to convict my poor 
son for lopping them; and by which cruel conviction - being in the severe 

cold weather of last March - the poor young man nearly lost his life, and in 
consequence was obliged to be a burthen on his club nearly all the summer! 

Whatever "Gammon" may know about the South Sea Islanders' huts, they 

must be better than the lodging our kind pastor procured for my poor son at 
Ilford; for, their inmates live, and do not die by the effect of one week's stay 

therein! Thanks to the high court, we are now protected from those lodgings 
in the gift of the petty benchers. 

 
But, Mr Maitland's offer was not a cottage with three bedrooms and ample 

accommodation for two shillings a week. The rent was to be four shillings 
and six-pence a week, or twelve pounds a year. Besides, what were his 

motives for the change? and, moreover, what were his means for getting me 
out? he flattered himself that Queen Elizabeth's charter regarded bricks and 
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to the Commissioners and hence the inquiry.” And a Mrs Willingale was 

quoted as saying “she thought it was deplorable that the reading room, 

which was the heritage of the old loppers, should be taken away ” It was, 

however, decided that although the provision of books and a reading room was one 

of the original objects of the endowment more people made use of the lecture and 

concert halls. (2) (68) 

 

Queen Victoria 

 

In 1882 Queen Victoria officially confirmed the opening of the forest to the public. 

On the 6th of May she travelled to Chingford by train, where there was seating for 

over 1,000 spectators to watch her arrival. The First Essex Artillery fired a Royal 

Salute. She then travelled to High Beach in the forest in her open landau where she 

dedicated “this beautiful forest to the enjoyment of my people for ever”.  

(13) 

 

Epping Forest Medal 

 

This copper medal pictured on page 56 was struck to commemorate the opening of 

Epping Forest and was the seventeenth in a series of twenty-six such medallions 

commissioned by the Corporation of London to record notable civic events 

between 1831 and 1893. It was designed by Charles Wiener of Brussels and weighs 

six and a half ounces.  

 

The reverse of the medallion depicts a scene in Epping Forest with a winding 

pathway among the trees and herbage. On the left, the City of London with the City 

arms on a cloak over her right shoulder, standing with a broken fence in her hands 

facing Queen Victoria who is seated and crowned and holding a sceptre in her right 

hand.  

 

The legend around the medal says "It gives me the greatest satisfaction to 
dedicate this beautiful forest for the use and enjoyment of my people for 

all time". The obverse of the medal bears a crowned bust of the Queen, to left, in 

her royal robes, within a band bearing a wreath of roses, shamrocks and thistles, 

surrounded by a circle of pearls. 
 

Alfred's Story   

 

We are lucky enough to have two documents carrying interviews with Alfred 

Willingale. One from the Essex Naturalist (8) dated November 1925 and Rev. 

Hayes ‘Notes and Extracts’ of 1933 (9) 

 

In the first Alfred assurers the interviewer that money to pay the costs and fines 

imposed by their visit to the magistrates court in 1866 was available, but that the 

all three defendants, strong in their sense of injustice done to them, refused 
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mortar, yes, the self-same South Sea Islander's huts, and not the bodies and 

souls of her subjects in the parish; and so, to get rid of this obnoxious 
character, he must down with the huts, especially their damnatory chimnies! 

He upon this speculation set to buying up the huts, albeit, paying in coin not 
his, viz. Forest Land 

 
But he was not yet my landlord. He had given me notice as such to quit; but 

I had never paid him rent, nor acknowledged him as such, and disregarded 
the notice. He then (and please, sir, observe the dates) on the 14th July, 

made me a sort of offer of the choice of four houses, which he proposed to 
build at the rent of 4s 6d per week. I sent him very early on Monday, the 

16th July, a respectful letter in acknowledgment of his offer, accepting it on 
the terms of his allowing me, either in purchase-money down, or in a 

beneficial lease, sinking all rent accruing on the old cottage, the value of 
certain two perches of ground on which he proposed to build one of the 

houses, that ground having been in my possession (used as my wood house) 

for twenty-seven years, and so having become my freehold by virtue of 
ancient encroachment, and the 52nd section General Enclosure Act. I was 

very busy from home haymaking, and before I returned at night Mr Maitland 
sent his gamekeeper to my wife for the rent! My wife knowing I had sent a 

letter, but not having the copy of knowing the terms - and not suspecting 
imposition - paid the unfounded demand, viz., 5s 3d.. for the three weeks 

from Midsummer, up to which time she had paid the real landlord! 
 

That was the means by which a rector landlord qualified himself to take the 
law of a poor tenant, who was contesting with him the right of the poor of his 

parish! I believe I might, indeed, have contested such a qualification, seeing 
that my wife's payment was without my knowledge, and contrary to my 

proposition in writing to the party himself? However, I waived that question; 
but "Gammon's" foul abuse will, I am sure obtain me room for another word 

in continuation of the same subject, on which he leaves the facts out of sight. 

Notwithstanding the trick for atonement, the law and its forms stood by me. 
The summons called on me to give possession of "the cottage, garden and 

yard, with the appurtenances." Ordinarily, "the appurtenances" would have 
been mere words of course, but in my case the two little words would have 

taken from me my two perches of ancient encroachment! I was therefore 
advised to give him notice to furnish better particulars of "the 

appurtenances", and also to produce my letter of the 16th July, and a certain 
deed by which he had (very recently) assumed to grant those identical two 

perches to my landlord, as well as the deed (if any) by which they, together 
with my cottage, were conveyed by my landlord to Mr Maitland. This drew 

him to expect a defence as to the two perches, and if you can call it a trap, 
he gave well into it, for his spokesman in anticipation opened his mouth so 

wide that he let drop out the gist of the proceeding; and the quick perception 
and sound judgment of the court (as appears accurately reported in your 

paper of the 13th October) saved the coveted prize  for your humble servant, 

 
Thomas Willingale,  Goldings Hill, Loughton. 
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 payment, preferring to go to gaol instead.  Their imprisonment was with hard 

labour and Alfred remembers the treadmill, oakum picking and shifting paving 

stones. In prison Alfred was known as “No.13” (8) The Bullen document also 

confirms the three cousins had money to pay the fine, but they chose not to. (19) 

 

Alfred confirms that no one died as a result of the imprisonment, however he 

confirms that one of the three men caught a chill whilst in Ilford goal, and was 

seriously ill for some months after. In a letter to the Woodford, Buckhurst Hill and 

Loughton Advertiser 10th December 1866, Thomas Willingale Senior states it was 

his son Samuel, however Alfred asserts that it was actually William who suffered. 

This seems to be confirmed by the early death of William in 1870, whilst Samuel 

lived until 1911.   

 

In the book Chigwell & Loughton a pictorial history, a photo of William Higgins is 

accompanied by the statement “He died at the young age of 28, only 4 years 
after being jailed, and descendants claimed this was a delayed result of 

damp conditions in prison, where he caught a chill” (65) 

 

To further add to the confusion Mr Linder mentions William died following an 

”encounter with one of the forest keepers under circumstances which are 

obscure”, in his letter published on March 7th 1925 in the West Essex Gazette. 

William Higgins death certificate states he died of brain fever (which could be 

either Typhoid or Meningitis) which seems to discount Linder’s assertion but does 

not help clear up who was actually ill upon release from Gaol. (18) 

 

Alfred died in October 1934, having spent his final years living with one of his 

daughters. His funeral and burial was at St John’s Church, Loughton, with the Rev 

J W Hayes officiating. His son and three daughters were noted attending, in 

addition to a large number of nephews and nieces, a large number of old Loughton 

residents, and Mr P Thompson, of the Essex Field Club, and Mr H Lebbon of the 

Loughton Lopping Endowment Fund. (69)(70)(96)(97) 

 

However that’s not quite the end of the story 

 

In December 1872 an unknown Willingale was in trouble with the Corporation of 

London, and was bound over and cautioned for ‘felling trees’ (9)(8) in 

contravention of an order of the Epping Forest Commissioners.  

 

In June 1882 an MP by the name of Labouchere raised a question in the House of 

Commons regarding the Lord Mayor of London and the Sheriffs of London and 

Middlesex receiving honours in connection with the opening up of Epping Forest 

“for which they were absolutely unconnected”. He then goes on to ask if 

there is be a reward to “the brothers Wellingdale (sic), the workmen who 
initiated the agitation which resulted in the freeing of the forest, and who 
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Transcript of undated letter, to the West Essex Gazette published on  

March 7th 1925.  

 

Willingale memorial 

 

Sir, may I say how pleased I am to read the sympathetic references to 

the Willingale family in your issues of 24th & 31st January and 7th 

February. Perhaps you will let me supplement and in some measure 

amend the statement of facts as there set out. 

 

I first became acquainted with the Willingale family in 1908 being en-

gaged in collecting facts relating to the history of the forest for the use 

of the readers of a small public library at Buckhurst Hill. Samuel, the 

eldest son was living in a state of feeble health and in extreme pov-

erty, with his youngest brother John, at Baldwyns Hill. Thomas and 

William I met later. It is a somewhat disconcerting fact that the only 

two popular works of reference dealing with the history of Epping For-

est and accessible to the general public, should contain statements 

which are open to misinterpretation. The late Mr Edward North Buxton, 

in his admirable handbook on the forest states (p16 Edit 1905) that 

“Willingale’s defiant act was treated by the justices as theft, and he, 

not having knowledge enough to assert his right before them, was 

convicted.” The late Lord Eversley (in his work entitled “Commons, 

Forest and Footpaths” Edit 1910 pp87,88) presents the facts in a 

much more picturesque light. According to him, Willingale and his two 

sons were summoned by the Lord of the Manor, convicted of malicious 

trespass on property and sent to prison for two months with hard la-

bour. The correctness of the statement made by both these writers is 

controverted by members of the family, and is in disagreement with 

documentary evidence. Thomas Willingale, the father, never went to 

prison. It is true that on 8h December 1865 he was summoned before 

the magistrate at Epping for injury to trees on waste land, but the 

case was dismissed. [ ] 

 

The three men who went to prison were Samuel Willingale eldest son 

of Thomas Willingale, and his two cousins William Higgins and Alfred 

Willingale. This statement is confirmed by facts supplied to me in April 

1914 by Mr F C E Jessop, clerk to Waltham Abbey bench. Mr Jessop 

then informed me that the case was tried on 7th March 1866 and that 

the defendants were fined 2s 6d with 11s costs and damages or 7 

days in default of payment. The payment of funds was refused and the 

three men were taken handcuffed to Ilford jail. William Higgins caught 

a chill there, but did not die of pneumonia as stated by Lord Eversley, 

he died at a much later date, some assert in an encounter with one of 

the forest keepers under circumstances which are obscure. 
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are now residing in its neighbourhood”. 
 

Sir William Harcourt, the government minister responsible replied “With regard 
to the man who is referred to in the question, his real name was 

Willingale, he was an old man who played a very gallant part in 

vindicating lopping rights and was deserving of all honour. Long ago he 

passed out of the reach of baronetcies, knighthoods or any other 

rewards. But I am happy to say I have a note from the solicitor to the 

Corporation of London, who says that the Corporation gives a small 

annuity to the man’s widow – a very proper thing”. (4) 

 

Bullen states it was Mr George Burney (who removed the fences from the forest) 

who was responsible for pressing the corporation to pay the annuity, which was in 

the sum of 5s a week. (19) Mr Linder tried to get the pension transferred to Samuel 

on Hetty’s death, as Samuel was “in a state of feeble health and extreme poverty“, 

but the Corporation declined. (86) 

 

Whilst in 1882 the government and House of Commons seemed to have a grip on 

the lopping saga, almost a century later in 1959 during a debate on Common Land 

in the House of Commons, a Mr John Biggs Davison, the MP for Chigwell, 

wrongly stated: 

 

“I recall in the story of a man already referred to in the debate, Thomas 
Willingale of Loughton, who stood up in defence of the rights and law of 

the forest at a time when the Lord of the Manor of Loughton—I regret to 

say that he was also the rector of Loughton—enclosed 1.300 acres. 

Thomas Willingale suffered for his convictions, and others with him. They 

were thrown into gaol for "malicious trespass" and for asserting the right 

of what was called "lopwood" in the forest. Willingale's son died in 

prison.” (5)  

 

On 18th March 1900 the Reynolds Newspaper reports on plans in the rival City 

Press to “perpetuating the public services of the late John T Bedford, the 

saviour, it is said of Epping Forest”. (28) Reynolds asserts that it was Thomas 

Willingdale (sic) who was the key figure in the saving of the forest and goes on to 

report that Thomas’s eldest son is ‘seriously ill and in poor circumstances’ and 

suggests that something be done to perpetuate ‘the noble work done by Tom 

Willingdale’ Unfortunately the article also incorrectly states that ‘Thomas 

Willingdale was falsely imprisoned for saving it’. 

 

Thomas Jnr and William Willingale 

 

In 1925, the obituary of Thomas’s second son, also called Thomas, in The Times, 

paints him along with his father and brother as being one of the key people being 
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On the 24th December 1911 I wrote to Lord Eversley relating to the 

facts ascertained by me and inviting his observations thereon. He re-

plied on 27th December, four days before the death of Samuel Willin-

gale, “I am much indebted to you for your letter about the Willingale 

family. I will note what you say and will make a correction in a new 

edition if the book reaches it.” 

Where so much was accomplished and at such great sacrifice, it would 

be invidious to decide the merits of each member of this heroic little 

band of freemen. Each no doubt contributed according to his strength 

and the fate of those who suffer in the cause of freedom is much the 

same in all ages; but the fact emerges amidst much that is perplexing 

& obscure. The corporation of London behaved with a cold and studied 

meanness rarely met with, surely even in a public body. It is true they 

were induced, with much difficulty and at a late date to grant the wid-

ow of old Thomas Willingale a paltry pension of 5s a week, but the 

pension was stopped on the very date of her death, and my efforts to 

obtain a renewal of the grant in the interest of Samuel Willingale, then 

in a state of feeble health and extreme poverty were unsuccessful in 

the suggestion was coldly received, though it would only have in-

volved payment of the allowance for two years, until Samuel had qual-

ified by age for receipt of his old age pension. 

 

But if the Corporation of London lacked charity they were certainly not 

without a sense of humour. Lord Eversley describes with rare fidelity 

the interesting ceremony that took place in Loughton on the occasion 

of the laying of the foundation stone of Lopping Hall. The Lord Mayor, 

we are informed (fit representative of a corporation that had done its 

most to defeat the claim of the inhabitants to any compensation for 

their rights) drove down in State to Loughton. The proceedings there 

opened with prayer by the Rector of the Parish and Lord of the Manor, 

who had done his utmost to enclose the whole of the waste of his 

manor and who caused the imprisonment of Willingale and his sons for 

endeavouring to exercise them! 

 

One touch only lacking to complete the scene of pastoral bliss, none of 

those whose heroic action had helped to win the battle for freedom 

were invited to the feast. 

 

I am Sir,  

 

Ernest Linder 

“Leodholt” The Drive 

Buckhurst Hill 
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involved in the lopping fight, “being hauled before the Justices and 

convicted of stealing wood”. (12) 

 

He was hauled before the justices, on 22nd January 1867, not for lopping, but to be 

fined 10s with 10s 6d costs in the Waltham Abbey petty sessions for trespassing the 

forest for conies.(8) This is the only mention of Thomas Junior found during my 

research. The obituary also confuses Thomas Senior’s Chancery case of 1866 and 

the Corporation of London’s case of 1871. The obituary goes on to mention that 
“the sum of about £3 was given to each Loughton Freeman [for 

compensation at the loss of lopping rights]” and that he “fell on bad times 
during the last few years but was helped by public spirited residents 

who lent him small sums of money”. (12) 

 

Thomas Willingale Jnr’s death also created a flurry of articles in the local press, 

The West Essex Gazette, making similar mistakes to The Times, and also tells us 

that Rev. P. N. Maitland, J.W. Maitland's son, officiated at the funeral and that there 

were calls for a memorial to the Willingales. Mr Linder writes later in March to the 

paper where he tried to “supplement and in some measure amend the 

statement of facts as there set out [in the earlier articles]”. This letter is 

reproduced on pages 84 & 86 opposite. (59)(94)(95) 

 

The Loughton Advertiser also carries a number of articles, again the first of which 

muddles events. (60) An extensive article the following week offers some 

corrections:     

 
After the publication of our article last week upon the death of Mr. 

Thomas Willingale (the younger) we were informed that the real Mr. 

Willingale sent to prison was still alive and living at Baldwins Hill, 

Loughton. This led us to have an interview with Mr. Alfred Willingale, who 

is 81 years of age. He informed us that he went to prison with 2 relatives. 

We think it would be wisest course not to comment further on the matter, 

but to give a brief summary of the case, which was heard at Waltham 

Abbey Petty Sessions on Thursday March 6th 1866. (53) 

 

The Advertiser then goes on to draw from Thomas Jnr’s ‘Much Prized Volume’ 

which contained press cuttings of the lopping saga, including the original Reward 

Bill, which is reproduced on page 113, that supposedly led to the three cousins 

being brought before the magistrates: 

 
40s Reward. Whereas some person or persons did on the night of 11th 

March, wilfully damage the new fencing on the road from Loughton to the 

Wake Arms Inn. The above reward will be paid to any person providing 

information at the Loughton Police Station that will lead to the conviction 

of the offenders. 13th March 1865. (87) 
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Extracts from the Minutes of the Loughton Lopping Endowment Fund (aka 

the Administrators of Lopping Hall) regarding the Willingale Memorial. 

Original documents in the Essex Records Office D/Z 196/3 

 

Monday 1st July 1929 

 

Mr Davey had received from Mr McKenzie a piece of Oak from Epping Forest, 
the dimensions 3 foot 4 inches by 10 inches by 2 inches thick. Mr Roberts 

proposed and Mr Staples agreed that the gift of the conservators be accept-
ed with thanks. 

Various suggestions as to the name of the memorial and its contents were 
discussed including those from messers Crewe, Bruce and Thompson. It was 

finally moved by Mr Staples and seconded by Mr Roberts that the inscription 

should be considered by the trustees selected and three of the oldest inhab-
itants of Loughton. The position of the tablet was discussed but not finally 

agreed upon. 

 

Tuesday 30th July 1929 

 

Willingale Memorial 

It was moved by Mr Davey and seconded by Mr Fry that the inscription as 

drawn up by Mr Lebbow be placed on the Willingale memorial: 

"To the memory of Thomas Willingale, the elder, and those associated with 

him, who by their valiant stand for the rights of the Loppers of Loughton 
saved Epping Forest for the people." 

An estimate for carving the inscription to be obtained. Mr Fry observing he 
was opposed to using the trusts funds for the purpose. 

 

Friday 20th September (could possibly be December) 1929 

 

Woodcarving. In the absence of any estimate having been received to date 
Mr Davey offered to undertake the work. Mr Lebbow moved and Mr Salter 

seconded that offer and that the other estimates (if any) be cancelled. 

 

Monday 3rd February 1930 

 

Mr Davey reported that the carving of the Willingale Memorial Oak tablet 
was underway. The secretary reported that an estimate had been received 

and returned as instructed. The price was £5 15s for the work. 
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I doubt this is the actual Reward Bill that resulted in the cousins’ prosecution (or 

for that matter Thomas the elder’s court visit , as the date quoted is a whole year 

before the cousins’ court case. (53)(87) 

 

The Advertiser also tells us more about Thomas Jnr and his death: 

 
One evening this week we visited the cottage in which the late Mr. 

Thomas Willingale lived and died. We were astonished to note the 

dilapidated place, and voiced our opinion to relatives that “even if he 

wanted to live in such a condition, he ought not to have been allowed to”. 

It appears that Mr. Willingale was found lying dead on the kitchen floor. 

He had apparently lived the life of a hermit in recent times, and was of 

rather a peculiar nature. It was his habit to keep his bedroom door 

padlocked, no other person being allowed even a sight inside the room. 

He kept several firearms close at hand. A double barrelled gun he kept 

by his pillow, also a quantity of gunpowder in the bedroom, and bullets. 

Several gun plungers had their places on the walls. It is certainly a 

disgrace that such a venomous hovel should be allowed to exist. Mr 

Willingale’s brother William, is living with relatives close at hand, and 

looks well for his 72 years.  The relatives are now busy straightening 

matters out, and it is easy to see that they are needing monetary 

assistance, which, we think, should be forthcoming. A letter in the present 

issue suggests that a memorial to the family be raised. For our own part 

we should be pleased to give any assistance by receiving subscriptions 

that may be forthcoming, and acknowledging the same. (53) 

 

Thomas Junior’s death also raised the question of a memorial to the Willingale 

family, the Advertiser reporting on 7th February as follows: 

 
It is worthy to note that the Loughton Lopping Hall trustees have 

interested themselves in the proposal of a memorial to the late Willingale 

family. As will be seen by our report, a suggestion has been made that 

either a suitable memorial be placed in the Lopping Hall, or else a 

memorial be erected over his grave. We do not think that other 

suggestions will gain the support of the majority of the residents. The 

suggestion that a memorial be placed in the hall is certainly an excellent 

one in the eyes of the trustees and perhaps many residents. But the 

chairman himself states that the many thousands of visitors to the Forest 

should be asked to contribute. Will they contribute to a memorial that 

many of them may never see, and never trouble about? Such a memorial 

should be placed where they cannot fail to see it. An ideal spot, we would 

suggest, would be at the foot of Earls Path, otherwise known as the Robin 

Hood Hill. The greater part of the visitors to Epping Forest via Loughton, 

pass this way, and it would attract their attention. It is noteworthy that 
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Tuesday 4th March 1930 

 

Willingale Memorial: The Oak panel with carved inscription was handed to 

the Chairman by Mr Davey who had executed the work. Moved by the chair 
and seconded by Mr Salter that Mr Davey be accorded very hearty thanks 

for his work, and for the time and trouble he had taken to render the tablet 
suitable for its object. Mr Fry associated himself with this vote of thanks and 

Mr Staples remarked that the form of the panel was quite characteristic of 
the forest. All agreed. 

Mr Lebbow suggested 13th March as a date suitable for a simple unveiling 
ceremony. Mr Fry proposed, Mr Staples seconded that Mr J H Hayward be 

asked to perform the unveiling ceremony. 

 

Monday 7th April 1930 

 

It was formally reported that the Willingale [memorial] was unveiled Mr 

Staples noted that the work of Mr Davey was much admired that the speech 
of Mr Lebbow was very apt and greatly appreciated. 

 

 

 

 

The tablet is still on display in the large hall at Lopping Hall, 
underneath of which is situated the Queen Victoria Epping Forest 

Medal, as shown in the photo on page 92. 
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much of the forest land which was enclosed, and which the Willingales 

objected, is situated hereabouts. If an appeal were made to the 

conservators by the residents as a whole, we think this request would be 

granted. Undoubtedly it is the best procedure for the whole question to 

be discussed at the annual meeting of the trustees. Perhaps this matter 

will induce many more residents to attend the annual meeting, which has 

been poorly attended of late years. (93) 

 

It was to be another five years before a memorial to Thomas Senior was erected in 

Lopping Hall. A summary of the minutes of the Lopping Hall trustees discussing 

the memorial can be seen on pages 88 & 90. 

 

The memorial was unveiled on 13th March 1930, the Chelmsford Chronicle stating 

‘[…] Several of the 40 descendants of Tom Willingale were present at the 
ceremony. It is about 65 years ago that Willingale struck the first blow in 

the long struggle which resulted in Epping Forest being dedicated to the 

public for ever. Alfred Willingale, nephew of Old Tom, and who suffered 

seven days imprisonment with him, is still alive. He is 86 years old.’ (98) 

Again mention is made of Tom’s supposed imprisonment. A photograph of the 

memorial can be see on page 92. 

 

Both Thomas Junior and his brother William are alleged to have boasted that they 

were responsible for saving the forest, and during 1913 a considerable fund was 

got together of which these two, allegedly, reaped considerable reward. (8) 

 

William Willingale’s only mention in this saga, was to assist Mr Burney in the 

removal of the enclosure fences. William not speaking, merely pointing to the 

fences that needed removing, so as not to implicate himself ! (8) (19)  

 

It’s interesting to note that the CPS records, some of which are now stored at the 

Museum of English Rural Life, have photos of William Willingale and Thomas 

Willingale Jnr in their archives, but none of Alfred, Samuel or William Higgins. 

 

Thomas Willingale Jnr’s Much Prized Volume 

 

I believe this is now held at the London Metropolitan Archives, reference 

CLA/077/E/04/10/001. This is a bound volume, mentioned in the Loughton & 

District Advertiser’s article on Thomas Jnr’s death, containing a number of 

interesting items, the bulk of which are copies of The Woodford, Buckhurst Hill & 

Loughton Advertiser from 1866-1868. This newspaper contains an account of the 

various legal cases concerning the forest, along with articles by John Maynard on 

the history of the forest, adverts by the Commons Preservation Society seeking 

support & funds and letters to the editor concerning the forest, notable among them 

is one from Thomas Willingale Snr, which is reproduced on Page 80. 
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A handwritten note in the file shows the volume was in the possession of a Mr. H 

R Willingale of 30 Garnon Mead, Coopersale, Epping. He was a great grandson of 

Thomas the Elder. The note says the volume was passed from father to brother and 

he did know how his father came by it. 

 

The Willingale Axes 

 

The Essex Field Club were presented with two relics by the Willingale family, the 

EFC online archive gives a summary of the history of these items as follows: 

 
In conclusion, I would remind my hearers that our Club possesses two 

direct relics of the Willingale family in its Forest Museum, namely, a 

lopper's axe, which was presented to that museum by John Willingale, 

and a billhook, formerly belonging to Samuel Willingale, both of which 

tools were employed in lopping trees on the Forest in the old days 

before the lopping rights were extinguished. (8) 

 

And 

 
Mr. Cole also exhibited a Bill-hook which had been used for at least 100 

years as a tool in asserting the lopping rights on the Forest at Loughton 

on the 11th day of November in each year. The hook was formerly owned 

by Robert Higgins, of Baldwin's Hill, Loughton, uncle to Thomas 

Willingale ; later it came into the possession of Thomas Willingale, and 

from him descended to Samuel Willingale, who had now presented it to 

the Club.  (81) 

 

In the summer of 2002 the author photographed a billhook at Queen Elizabeth's 

Hunting Lodge at Chingford, an Axe head was also kept with the billhook, 

although for some reason the author did not photograph this item. Both these items 

were kept at the Lodge although they were not on public display, however the staff 

at the Lodge confirmed these were the ‘Willingale Axes’. 

 

The photograph of the Billhook was published on the WFS website and I 

subsequently found a letter from the Superintendent of the Forest to The Epping 

Forest Guardian confirming this was the ’Willingale Axe’ and hoping that it would 

be on display in a suitable context shortly. (101) 

 

In the process of producing this document I returned to the lodge in 2010 but none 

of the staff at the lodge knew anything about the Axe. 

 

In 2012 a new Interpretation Centre, called The View, opened in the former stable 

block next to the Hunting Lodge. Upon visiting the Interpretation Centre the author  
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Prologue of ‘Old Hardy’ by MAURICE, Charles Edmund, Plays for the 

People; or, Common Rights and their Defenders. London : G. Bell & 
Sons, 1883  

 

 

 
 

Prologue 

 

Kind friends, whom here we welcome to a play 

That shows the heroes of our working day 
Tis not our feeble utterance alone 

That speaks the merits all true men should own 

Rather to fairer witness we appeal 

To show the worth that we can only feel 
Each blade of grass that’s wet with morning dew 

Should sing of those who saved its grace for you 

Each tree that gleams beneath the summer sun 

Should hail the victories its protectors won 

Shall soldiers, reeking with their bloody fame 
Gain themselves a hero’s honoured name? 

Shall wordy senators, ‘mid loud applause 

Claim gratitude for piles of cumbrous laws? 

And shall these silent patriots lie unknown? 

They who have made this land indeed your own? 
The laurel to the soldier may belong 

Apollo’s bay leaf pay the poets song 

But let the oaken garland still attest 

The worth of those who severed our land the best 

While Bushey’s glades the grateful wanderer screen 
Shall Bennett’s memory flourish fresh and green 

And Loughton’s trees till their last leaf shall fall 

Should murmur still the name of Willingale 
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noted that two axes were part of the display. One of the axes, a billhook, looks 

remarkably like the one which was photographed in 2002. 

 

Unfortunately upon enquiring again with the Corporation of London, the owners of 

The View and Hunting Lodge, they were unable to positively confirm the 

provenance of the axe. In the hundred years since the axes were donated to the 

Essex Field Club and then passed on to the Corporation, records have become 

muddled. Although this is most likely the Willingale Axe, the Corporation are 

unwilling to positively identify it as such. Some photos of the billhook and axe 

head are displayed on page 96. (82) 

 

Plays for the People 

 

During this research I’ve discovered a play was written by C. Edmund Maurice 

published in his book Plays for the People. The preface is quoted at length in ‘The 

Era’ of  17th March 1883 as follows: 

 
“I have for some time been interested in the work of the Commons 

Preservation Society, and it has struck me rather painfully that it does not 

gain that amount of popular support that it needs and deserves. It has 

occurred to me that something might be done to popularise the 

movement, if (instead of dwelling merely on those technical questions of 

law which must naturally come forward in its work), one could, for a 

change direct the attention of the public to the more picturesque aspects 

of the work, and particularly to the characters of those who may fairly be 

called heroes of the movement. With this object I wrote a play on the 

subject of the preservation of Epping Forest, in which I tried to bring out 

my conception of the character of the typical present hero. This play was 

originally called ‘Willingale; or, the Preservation of Epping Forest,’ and 

was acted under that name with some success in the gardens of a 

Hampstead friend. Finding, however, that Willingale’s wife and son are 

still alive, I have thought it best to avoid misunderstandings by changing 

the name of the hero, and the play now appears as ‘Old Hardy’. Those 

who wish to see how far I have followed the original story, and how far 

departed from it, may compare my play with Mr Shaw Lefevre’s speech 

to the men of Loughton, printed at the end of the report of the Commons 

Preservation Society, for 1876-1880, and with the more detailed account 

of the saving of the forest  in the previous number.” 

 

The play itself is over three acts and takes up 18 pages, roughly A5 in size. 

Although not a factual play, a number of events do bear similarities to real events.  

 

In act one the Lord of the Manor erects fences and trespass notices over the forest, 

only Old Hardy, his son and one other lop, striking down the fences on the first 
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The Willingale Axes 
 

Top : Authors Photo circa 2002, Middle & Bottom photos courtesy 

 of Sophie Lillington, Forest Centres Officer: Heritage & Interpretation, Corporation 
of London 
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stroke of midnight, with the first tree lopped on the last stroke. The other villagers 

don’t lop as they are afraid of prosecution or losing their homes. 

 

In the second act, Old Hardy and son are imprisoned, although a lawyer comes to 

their aid.  

 

In the final act the fences have returned to the forest, Old Hardy’s son is married, 

and news arrives that the Corporation of London have won their case against the 

fences that the Lord of the Manor erected, although this coincides with news that 

Old Hardy has died, most likely caused by his imprisonment.  

 

The final words of the play are as follows: 

 
“Well, neighbours, this is a sad ending to our day. Let us all go home; but 

whenever you come out here again to play in the forest with your 

children, or to lop your trees, remember that you owe it to Old Hardy.” 

(51) 

 

In 2008 the students from the East 15 Acting School, on the Community Theatre 

course, which has a campus in Loughton, acted the site specific performance 

entitled "Common Ground"  in Epping Forest between the Gardeners Arms and 

Staples Road School on the 18th and 19th of October at 1pm and 4pm. This play 

concerned Thomas and his fight to save the forest. (40) 

 

The Forest Today 

 

Today the forest covers 6,100 acres, stretching between Forest Gate in the south 

and Epping in the north, although 11 miles long, the forest is no more than 2.5 

miles wide and in places considerably narrower. (14) 
 

Lopping Hall still stands in Loughton, with a blue heritage plaque on the outside 

wall commemorating the Loppers, and a wooden plaque inside in memory of 

Thomas. Over the East door of Lopping Hall is an intricate carving depicting the 

loppers at work in the forest. The Annual Report of the Loughton Lopping 

Endowment Fund in 2008 makes interesting reading and an extract is reproduced 

on page 98. 

 

A pub opposite Chingford Railway station was called the Thomas Willingale for a 

number of years, until being renamed the Station House some time in 2006 or 

2007. 

 

Thomas is buried in an unmarked, pauper’s grave, in St John’s Church, Loughton. 

The Willingale Family Society and Loughton Town Council erected a blue heritage 

plaque in his memory on the 30th July 2005. 
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 Loughton Lopping Endowment Fund 

Extract from Trustees' report and financial statements 
for the year ended 31st December 2007 

 

Objectives and activities 
 

The Trustees have spent the year in considering the best way forward for 
the trust. By the Foundation Scheme of 1881 as amended, the charitable 

purposes the Trustees have to fulfil are: 
 

The benefit of the householders of Loughton in substitution for their ancient 
right of lopping within Epping Forest. 

Carrying on and maintaining Lopping Hall which was erected for the purpose 

of providing a reading and lecture room and other rooms which were to be 
used for parochial purposes. 

The Trustees have not in fact provided a reading room since 1936, and the 
lecture and other rooms, though still used occasionally for that purpose, 

have in fact largely been known for over 50 years for dramatic performances 
and the meetings of societies. The Hall has become renowned locally for the 

variety and quality of its stage productions - LOS has been going since 1894 
- and the support of the stage societies has kept the Hall alive for the best 

part of a century. 
 

Chairman's Report 
 

Generations of trustees - over the last 40 years for certain - have been faced 
with the problem of the upkeep of a landmark locally-listed 19th century 

building, which they have accomplished purposefully by means of make-do-

and-mend, improvised repairs, and minimum outlay to ensure continuance 
of the building and its activities. It is now used only about a third of the 

time, and because a general air of shabbiness and disrepair prevails, use for 
weddings, receptions, celebrations, launch events, public meetings etc has 

all but ceased. Potential hirers are put off by the poor ambience, and we 
have lost hirers because there is no disabled access. We are under a 

statutory as well as a moral obligation to provide this. 
 

[…] 
 

The Trustees are currently investigating leasing a substantial part of the Hall 
to a third party, who would in return undertake the complete refurbishment 

and upgrading of the building, using it as a base for their own activities, 
whilst continuing and enhancing the current usage and traditions of the hall, 

and encouraging greater public and community use of it. These discussions 

are at present commercially in confidence. The interests of current user 
groups would be protected, and the stage heritage of the Hall safeguarded. 

 
 

As of 2012 the Hall is undergoing refurbishment which included 
installation of a lift. 
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Who saved the Forest? 

 

We can see that Thomas played an important part in saving the forest; the lopping 

rights he fought for were to play a key feature in the early fight against enclosure 

and his court case, albeit funded by the CPS, would stop enclosure in the forest for 

some four years. 

 

Some books on the saving of the forest give the Willingales scant mention, for 

example ‘Epping Forest, Described by Pen and Camera’ by Henry Hawkins 

published around 1897 mentions Mr John Bedford, Mr George Burney Mr W G S 

Smith the secretary of the Forest Fund and Mr Frederick Young. It goes on to say 

‘Acts were committed which savoured dangerously of lawlessness’. But no 

mention of any Willingales. 

 

Richard Morris OBE, Verderer of Epping Forest, produced a pamphlet in 2012 

titled Who Actually Saved Epping Forest? This lists a number of people, including 

Thomas Willingale. The first person to fight for the forest enclosures seems to have 

been an earlier Verderer by the name of Lt Col. George Palmer Jnr. (108) 

 

Yet in the Arbitrator’s Final Award, the conservators solicitor sums up events thus 
 

The result of our labours has been that for all time to come, as long as 

English history shall last, I hope there will be for the use of this enormous 

Capital, these 5,531 acres of land, and I trust that all of us, and there are 

many, who have laboured in this field, - my friend who sits on my left (Mr 

Hunter), Mr Bedford, Mr Driver, Lord Mount-Temple, Mr Shaw Lefevre, Mr 

Fawcett, Mr Burney, Mr Hora, and some who have passed away and are no 

longer here to take part in this closing scene, Mr Shillibeer, Mr 

Micklewright and old Willingale – I trust that in time to come, of each and 

of all of us, it will be said as was recorded by the Roman Senate of old, 

those who had done good service to their country “Bene meruit 

reipublicae” (109) 

 

Interestingly, one display at The View, the Forest Interpretation Centre, argues that 

the Cow was one of the saviours of the forest, due to the Corporation of London's 

case being won on the question of the intercommoning of the cattle in the forest. 

 

Recent Articles on Thomas 

 

In the course of researching this history I’ve found a number of fairly recent 

articles and books that mention Thomas, that are rather poorly researched and do 

not recount the story of Thomas very accurately: 
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Willingale Cottage  

 
A photo of the rebuilt cottage taken by the author in September 

2009. 
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The Hills Amenity Society of Loughton, in their Autumn 2005 newsletter, illustrate 

an article on the saving of the forest, with a photo apparently taken from the 

Willingale Family Society website. The WFS website clearly states we don't know 

who this particular photo is of, although we mention it’s certainly not Thomas the 

lopper. Their article also wrongly states Willingale was convicted of theft. 

 

The Morning Star, on 2nd February 2008 in a review of the Thomas Willingale 

pub, state Thomas was responsible for forming the Commons Preservation Society. 

(88) 

 

An article in the Epping Forest Guardian dated 29th January 2009 gives a potted 

history of the saving of the forest. This gives another version of the King’s Head 

story: “Maitland resorted to increasingly clandestine efforts to undermine 
Willingale, one year even attempting to get him drunk before the eve of 

the lopping hour.” 

 

And upon Thomas’s death the paper states “his cause was taken up by his son, 
Sam, who racked up years’ worth of fines from the authorities. Sam 

Willingale’s refusal to pay many of these bills would see him imprisoned 

and his case became a cause célèbre as it began to be depicted in the 

public domain as a David and Goliath contest.” (89) 

 

Also “an oak carved panel at the Hall commemorating the achievements 

of Thomas Willingale has since been lost.” This panel was still in the hall in 

September 2009 and is reproduced on page 92. 

 

Even the local council are prone to get information on their local hero wrong. In 

2010 Epping Forest District Council  in their draft York Hill Conservation Area 

Character Appraisal and Management Plan make two mistakes, first attributing a 

photo of Thomas Jnr as Thomas Snr, and secondly stating Thomas was imprisoned 

for theft! (90) 

 

A book, published in 2000, called ‘Searching for Hornbeam’ by Chris Howkins and 

Nick Sampson, attributes the saving of Epping Forest to “John Willingale, a local 

fuel merchant, and his two sons”! 

 

Commemorating Thomas—Schools, Roads & Housing Estates 

 

Thomas Willingale is remembered today by the Thomas Willingale school in 

Debden.  There are also a number of roads named Willingale which I assume are 

named after Thomas and his family; Willingale Road, Willingale Close and 

Willingale Terrace all being in Debden. Other roads are in Southend (Willingale 

Way), Rayleigh (Willingale Avenue) and Laindon (The Willingales) to name but a 

few. 
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The former Thomas Willingale public house, opposite Chingford 

Station. The pub was renamed the Station House around 2004. 
Author’s photo. 
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It should be noted that Willingale Avenue in the Lockleys area of Adelaide, 

Australia, and Willingale Station, South Australia, are named not after Thomas, 

but his sister Barbara, who married John White one of the first settlers of 

Adelaide. 

 

In 2002 Laing Homes built a new development in Borders Lane, Loughton, and 

submitted proposals for the Roads to be called Willingale Place, Thomas Road 

and Lopping Road. Unfortunately the local council rejected the names as they 

‘were felt to be inappropriate as they were not relevant to the local area’. Borders 

Lane is more in the Debden area than Loughton, although that did not stop the 

local School being named after Thomas! Laing however still called the overall 

development ‘Willingale Place’ (102) 

 

The WFS and Loughton Town Council erected a Blue Heritage Plaque in 

memory of Thomas at St John’s Churchyard in 2004. 

  

Willingale Cottage 

 

As mentioned on page 61, a W Willingale had an interest in a couple of plots 

along Staples Road. One of these is Willingale Cottage, nos. 19 & 21 Staples 

Road, which was built by a Joseph Willingale in 1869. One of these cottages was 

used as a tea room and shop patronised by visitors to the Forest. During 2003/4 

these were almost completely rebuilt and converted into one double fronted house 

in Victorian Style. (29) (103) 

 

Lost Information 

 

During this research I found reference to a couple of interesting items, but have 

not been able to see them first-hand, these include: 

 

A Mr Ian Beattie, the former Chairman of Chigwell and then Epping Forest 

District Councils, made contact with the Society at the time of the Thomas Blue 

Plaque unveiling, about some papers concerning Thomas Willingale’s battle to 

save Epping Forest. The typewritten papers concerned were dated in the early 

1920’s and purport to be a transcript of a shorthand record of an interview with 

Thomas. The shorthand record itself must have then been around fifty years old 

as Thomas had died in 1870. The typewritten transcript was found in the attic of a 

house in Loughton around the early 1980s and were handed to Mr. Beattie who in 

turn passed them to the Epping Forest District Council Museum. Unfortunately 

the EFDCM has no record of these items. 

 

My copy of J W Hayes “Notes and Extracts” is a poor photocopy that appears to 

be missing the appendix in which he recounts his interview with the 91 year old 
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Lopping Hall 
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Alfred Willingale! 

 

Final Thought 

 

I leave you with the words of Fisher, quoted from the preface of his seminal work 

‘The Forest of Essex, 1887’  “I have always regretted that the last complete 
remnant of these ancient rights of wood-cutting, which existed in the 

parish of Loughton, was not allowed to remain under regulations. It was 

of great value to the poor inhabitants, and as a relic of antiquity was not 

less worthy of preservation than Queen Elizabeth’s Lodge or 

Ambresbury Banks!”. (42) 
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APPENDIX A 
 

Transcript of 

 

Epping Forest Arbitration 
Proceedings 03/11/1880 

 

Loughton Lopping Rights 

 

Page 15 

 

Samuel Willingale, Sworn 
 

Examined by Mr Cave 
 

165 Do you live at Baldwins Hill, Loughton    

 Yes 

166 How old are you?      

 Forty 

167 Have you lived at Loughton all your life   

 Yes 

168 Have you lopped trees in the forest?    

 Yes 

169 When did you begin to do that    

 In November, the 11th, night 

170 I mean how old were you when you first did it?        

 I used to go along with my father there when I was seven or eight years old, to draw it together and fetch it 

 home after he has got it, in my young time. 

171 Have you cut it since that time pretty regularly?        

 Yes 

172 Where did your father live?           

 At Golder’s Hall, Baldwin’s Hill 

173 How much wood do you suppose was burnt in your house at first; I mean that your father burnt?  

 In my fathers time? 

174 Yes in your fathers time           

 I would say between 30 and 40 heaps 

175 What do you mean by a heap?         

 A slid 

176 At that time did you burn anything else except this wood?       

 No, father used to ask the keeper there for a dead tree, and then he would give him a dead tree to go and 

 fetch out of the Forest – what was dead at that time 

177 Except the dead trees, you only burnt this wood which you lopped?     

 No 

178 Of late years have you burnt coal as well?        

 Yes we have burnt coal of late years 

179 When did you begin to burn coal?          

 I should say pretty well 20 years ago 

180 Have you also gone lopping to the present time?        

 Yes up to last year. I took about 30 heaps last year because I heard there would be no more  lopping, so I cut a 

 little extra. 

181 How much of those 30 heaps have you burnt during the year?      

 I would say I have about 300 faggots left out of it 

182 Then you have burnt half of it?        

 Yes about half 

183 What have you generally burnt, do you suppose the last few years?     

 About 300, because we always bake once a week, and that takes two faggots a week for baking 

184 That is 100. What else do you use it for? 

 We use it for lighting fires. In summer time if we want to boil the kettle we do not use any coal but only a 

 piece of wood 

185 You do not keep a fire burning all day in summer time 

 No 
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186 You make it up of the wood only? 

 Yes just so 

187 How did you get the wood out – did you cut it yourself? 

 Yes I cut it myself, and carried it home on my back 

188 When did you do this – what time of day? 

 I work on a building and sometimes when I am frozen out then I fetch it, and sometimes of a night when it is 

 moonlight when I have been at work 

189 When you are thrown out of work, or at night time? 

 Yes any leisure time 

190 Were you able to get all you wanted without sacrificing a days work? 

 Well, sometimes if it was not a winter with any frost we used to get a day; we used to have a day to go and 

 cut it. 

191 What do you mean by having a day? 

 Instead of working that day we go lopping in the forest 

192 How many days would you have to give up for that to get the fuel you wanted for the year? 

 We have never done it, not a day. We have done it at night when the moon shone, and at leisure times. 

193 You have done it at odd times, have you? 

 Yes 

194 Do you remember the enclosures taking place 

 Yes 

195 Were there more trees before that time than there are now, or fewer, or what? 

 Yes a great deal more than double. 

196 How did you cut it in the old times 

 We used to cut some off one tree, pick the best bits out, and leave the other there for another year 

197 You took the best boughs? 

 Yes 

198 Of late years has that been altered at all? 

 No, only what has been done illegal 

199 Did any one look after you in old times to see how it was cut? 

 Yes, Hatherill, the keeper 

200 Has anyone looked after it of late? 

 No 

201 Nobody at all? 

 No 

202 People have cut as much as they liked? 

 Yes, they have done as they liked 

203 And did the inhabitants of Loughton generally get their fuel in the same way as you did? 

 Yes 

204 Go and cut it themselves and bring it home on their backs? 

 No, not all, some of them paid 9d a heap for cutting 

 Mr Webster: You put a general question – the inhabitants of Loughton generally 

205 Mr Cave: I do not mean that. Taking people who work for their own living, how would they get their wood? 

 If they were in work they would pay some one else to go and cut a slid of wood. 

206 And if they were out of work? 

 If they were out of work they would cut it themselves 

207 When they paid other people to go and cut it what would they pay? 

 They pay 9d a heap for cutting and 9d to bring it home. 

208 9d a slid? 

 Yes, that is what they charge in the village to one another, but it is worth more than that. It is worth 

 more than 1s 6d 

209 That is what they charge one another? 

 Yes 

210 Do the people who cut it sometimes make it up into faggots and sell the faggots? 

 Not until the last few years, since the enclosure 

211 During the last few years they have? 

 Yes 

212 What have they sold the faggots at when they have made them up into faggots? 

 About 14s 

213 14s a hundred? 

 Yes 14s a hundred 

214 In the old days it was always sold by the slid was it? 

 Yes 1s 6d a slid 
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Cross examined by Mr Webster 

 

215 It was what used to be paid for cutting and bringing it home – 1s 6d 

 Yes 

216 I understand you say, if a man was at work and did not want to go and do it himself that is what he used to 

 pay? 

 Yes 

217 You said that it was worth more than that. What do you consider it is worth a slid, cutting and bringing it 

 home? 

 If you get 5 heaps of wood it would make 100 faggots or 14s 

218 If you get 5 slids and make 100 faggots, that is to say it would be 14s, then of course it would be 3s. Who 

 was this man who was keeper; whose keeper was he. He was the lords keeper was he not, Mr Maitland's? 

 Yes 

219 He was the man – I do not mean that particular man – but the man who had the same post as the man your 

 father asked leave of to take a dead tree out of the forest 

 Yes 

220 You say that you used to burn about 300 faggots in the year 

 Yes with baking and lighting fires 

221 Can you tell me during the last ten years any number of slids that have produced any number of faggots that 

 you have counted? 

 Any number of the faggots 

222 I do not want your opinion for the moment, but can you tell me any particular year during the last ten how 

 many faggots a given number of slids would produce – one slid, or two or ten? 

 One slid would make 20 faggots 

223 Now at the present time? 

 Yes You must put more branches in according to the wood 

224 You say it is a question of the number of branches. If the branches are small? 

 If the branches are small you want a great many more for a heap than what you do when they are larger 

225 Is a slid a uniform height or not? 

 No, not any particular height 

226 About what does it run? 

 The height of a slid of wood do you mean? 

227 Yes 

 About 6 feet. 

228 Of course the limit is really is what a man can carry or bring home. If you have thick branches, about 

 how many would go to a slid, do you know? 

 Do you mean now? 

229 Either now or formerly. If you have larger branches, how many would go to a slid; and of small, how 

 many? 

 When they were larger they would take about 120. Now, about 160 I should think 

230 I think I rather gather it from what you said, but I will put it distinctly to you 1s 6d being what was paid, if 

 a man was in good work it would scarcely be worth his while to go and cut it himself, he would send 

 somebody else? 

 Yes, he would send somebody else. 

 

 

 

 

Notes 

 

A faggot, in the meaning of "“bundle", is an archaic English unit applied to bundles of certain items. Alternate 

spellings in Early Modern English include fagate, faget, fagett, faggott, fagot, fagatt, fagott, ffagott, and faggat 
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Reward Handbill taken from Thomas Jnr’s Prized Volume 
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