
Page 1 

 
193 of 678 DOCUMENTS 

 
 

Morning Star 
 

February 2, 2008 Saturday 
 

Feature - People's Pub History;  
Mike Petelow and Peter Arkell on pubs with a past 
 
LENGTH: 416 words 

 

15. Thomas Willingale 

134 Station Road, Chingford, London E4 

A stout defender of commoners' forestry rights allowing the collecting of firewood and grazing animals, 
Thomas Willingale saved Epping Forest from becoming completely enclosed.  

It was the battle by Willingale (1798-1870) against the lords of the manor that led to an Act of Parlia-

ment guaranteeing that the forest be kept as open space. 

Before that, the lords of the manor had planned to leave just 600 acres for public use and enclose the 
rest for their own private gain. They were taking advantage of legislation allowing this which had been 
passed in 1851. 

Rev John Whitaker Maitland was one of the lords of the manor who tried to get rid of ancient "lopping" 
rights which allowed commoners to collect firewood from trees in winter. To maintain this right, they had to 
lop at least one branch at midnight on November 11 each year. 

On that night in 1860, Maitland tried to prevent them from doing this by inviting them all to a supper in the 
Kings Head in Loughton, getting them drunk and locking them in.  

His plan was foiled by Willingale, a labourer living in a forest cottage in Loughton who used his axe to 

break down the door at 11.30pm, walked to Staples Hill and, on the stroke of midnight, lopped off a branch. 
He returned to present it triumphantly to Maitland to preserve the right.  

Five years later, however, Maitland went on the offensive again. He enclosed more of the forest in his 
manor, leaving just 50 acres open, and took legal action against Willingale and his family for damaging 

trees. They refused to pay the fines and spent seven days in Ilford jail. 

Willingale formed the Commons Preservation Society and took legal action against Maitland in 1866 to 

prevent further enclosures of the forest. He refused several generous offers to drop the case and finally won 
in court. 

His staunch campaigning paved the way for the Epping Forest Act which was passed in 1878, a few 
years after Willingale's death. 

His great great granddaughter Gwendoline Gathercoe lives in Ye Old Loppers Cottage in Forest Road, 
Loughton. 

"He must have been quite a guy to stand up to the lord of the manor like he did," she said. "But, if he had 
not taken up the fight, there would be no forest left today." 

The pub named after him was renamed Station House last year, but his fight is commemorated by a 
sculpture over the entrance to Lopping Hall in Station Road, Loughton. 

This series is drawn from a book due to be published at the end of the year. 
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