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Willing
and
able
Mike Pentelow tells of 
one family’s fight to maintain
the rights for all

Workers had to fight to retain public access to
forests 150 years ago – and like the recent
struggle they were also successful.

Back in 1860 the rights of commoners to graze their
animals and collect firewood in Epping Forest were
being threatened by the lord of the manor Rev John
Whitaker Maitland. In the previous nine years he had
already been allowed by new legislation to build on
2,000 acres of woodland.
Next he targeted the ancient “lopping” rights of

commoners to collect firewood in winter. To
maintain this right they had to lop at least one
branch each year at midnight on November 11.
On that night in

1860 Maitland tried
to prevent this
happening by
inviting all the
loppers to a supper
and free beer at the
King’s Head in
Loughton – to make
them so drunk they
would be incapable
of lopping a branch.
He even locked them
in as well to make
doubly sure.
But one of the

loppers, Thomas
Willingale (1798-
1870), had kept his
wits about him 
and used his axe 
to break down the 
door and leave at
11.30pm. He reached
the forest and lopped
off a branch on the stroke of midnight, and returned
to present it triumphantly to Maitland and so
preserve the ancient right.
Maitland retalliated by accusing Willingale of

injury to forest trees and taking him to court in 1865.
The charges were dismissed, but three months later
similar charges were brought against Willingale’s
son and two nephews, who were found guilty and
imprisoned for seven days when refusing to pay the
fines.
More land was enclosed by Maitland until there

were just 50 acres left for commoners to cut

firewood and graze their animals. This spurred
Willingale to form the Commons Preservation
Society and take legal action in 1866.
Willingale was offered considerable amounts of

money to drop the case, but rejected it, and, with
considerable public support, went on to win in
court.
The struggle continued however as more

attempts were made to enclose forest land. In 1871
a mass open air meeting was called on Wanstead
Flats of working men protesting against further
enclosures in the forest.
The battle was finally won with the Epping Forest

Act of 1878 (after
Willingale’s death)
which guaranteed
the forest be kept
unenclosed as an
open space for 
the public and its
natural resources
protected.
This included

protection of the
trees, so lopping of
their branches was
outlawed.
Compensation 
for this loss was
used to construct
Lopping Hall in
Loughton (between
High Road and
Station Road) in
1883, which has a
sculpture of the
loppers over its

entrance.
Willingale, a labouring man who had built 

himself a cottage on the edge of the forest in
Loughton, was buried locally in an unmarked 
grave.
But his name lives on through the Thomas

Willingale School in Willingale Road, Loughton.
And his great-great-granddaughter, Gwendoline

Gathercloe, lives in Ye Olde Loppers Cottage, in
Forest Road, Loughton. “He must have been quite a
guy to stand up to the lord of the manor,” she said.
“But if he had not taken up the fight there would be
no forest left today.”

The loppers sculpted on the entrance to
Lopping Hall in Loughton. 
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An 1871 poster urging working men to save the
forest.

Thomas Willingale with his lopping tools.
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Seeing the woods 
for the trees – Mike Ward
Lets keep our forests fresh and green

Where with the birds we are free to roam

Where deer and squirrel make their home

Where children play and climb the trees

Where we exercise pets in pine scented breeze

Where under sun dappled canopy

We roam and ramble at our ease

Where solitude and peace are nature’s pleasure

We will fight and keep this nation’s treasure

We will bar the way to ideological measure

We will never accept defeat

We will fight in forest

We will fight in street


