








Orp CrowN COTTAGE AND BisHor’s WELL:
A WARTIME HISTORY

Editorial introduction

Mrs Lynne Ramsay of Bishop’s Well, Crown Lane, has a
collection of letters relating to the post-war restoration of
Old Crown Cottage, also in Crown Lane. Her friend, Mrs
Margaret Purkis of Beckenham, lived with her parents in
Holbrook Lane during the war. Her mother was involved
in finding accommodation for soldiers billeted in the
area, and she was offered the use of Bishop’s Well, then
standing empty, which was owned by Miss Thornton
of Old Crown Cottage. I was invited to visit modern
Bishopswell to meet Mrs Ramsay and her friend, and to
inspect the letters. From Mrs Purkis I learned more about
Chislehurst in wartime, and Mrs Ramsay generously
offered to lend me these letters for closer study. The net
result was a mass of detailed information that would be far
too much for the Cockpit to bear, so some severe editing
has been done. I made a fully detailed transcription of
the letters between Miss Thornton and the local council
on the subject of restoration of the old cottage after it was
very badly damaged, when in 1945 a flying bomb fell and
exploded on the Common nearby. This also destroyed
Bishop’s Well and badly damaged Norman Cottage and
The Ivy House in Morley Road.

In addition, I have added notes from Tom Bushell’s
Kentish Times articles, ‘Old Chislehurst’ (1959-60)
and ‘Imperial Chislehurst, which provide valuable
background information. I first read these many years
ago, so I was already aware of this story. My thanks to Mrs
Ramsay for the loan of these letters and to Mrs Purkis for
her memories; these come at the very end of this article.

The two houses involved

Modern Bishopswell stands on the corner of Crown Lane
and Watts Lane. In the nineteenth century, as Bishop’s
Well, it was the home of Mr George Buchanan Wollaston,
a notable collector of rare [ferns] and a friend of the
Empress Eugenie. In its grounds was a well, said to have
been blessed by the Bishops of Rochester when they lived
in Bromley Palace. Next door was a weatherboarded old
house then known as Well Cottage, and next to that the
one-time Crown Inn, then called Old Crown Cotrage

and now Crown House.

Mr Bushell tells us that the first flying bombs appeared
on 15 June 1944, shortly after the invasion of Europe

had begun. On 27 July 1944, a V.1. flying bomb fell
in front of Well Cottage, reducing it and Old Crown
Cottage to a heap of ruins. Four other houses were
destroyed and nearly 100 others were severely damaged.
Among the latter was Bishop’s Well, a fine period house
which was being used as a Services canteen. It had to be
pulled down, and was replaced by the modern house of
Bishopswell. Old Crown Cottage was a timber-framed
building of considerable antiquity and the owner, Miss
Thornton, was saved by a staunch upright timber which
held up the surrounding wreckage. The old inn once had
small, leaded panes, some bearing the initials of habitués
of earlier days, the floor was two feet below ground level,
and as was to be expected in a building linked with the
days of smuggling, there was a large cellar. Some of the
old timbers were incorporated in the rebuilding that is

now Crown House.

In recent years, Crown House has been transformed
beyond recognition, but we have a photograph of it
[reproduced opposite] as described showing some of the
timbers mentioned above.

The letters

These consist of correspondence to Miss M Thornton,
sent between 13 September 1944 and 22 May 1946,
from Gordon Prior and Goodwin, Chartered Surveyors,
and chart the progress relating to repairs to Old Crown

Cotrage.

Mr Prior had spent time going through Old Crown
Cottage and Bishops Well with the Chief Technical
Adviser of the War Damage Commission for this area. It
appears ‘that there is enough left of Old Crown Cottage
to justify its restoration, particularly bearing in mind its
antiquarian interest, but the War Damage Commission
had not yet made their inspection and might not agree.
Miss Thornton had pointed out that the building was
mainly oak timber framed and believed to be the oldest
house in the district, dating probably from the early
sixteenth century. Owing to its form of construction and
the site being well below road and garden level, the degree
of damage is considerably less than would have been
the case had it been entirely of brick construction. The
Surveyors were of the opinion that the main structure
of the original building was sufficiently intact to justify
restoration. It was Miss Thornton’s intention to have this
work carried out so soon as conditions permitted. Europe
was being invaded by the Allies, and all efforts were being



Considering the ‘conditions’

put into that operation.
mentioned, the vast amount of war damage inflicted and
the necessity of prioritising repairs, and the shortages of

timber, bricks, tiles, etc., delays were hardly surprising.

Efforts were made to protect the ruins from weather
damage, as no immediate aid was possible. The roof
was in a very dangerous condition, preventing access by
workmen to fix tarpaulin sheets. Miss Thornton was
advised ‘to consider the salvage of the most important
building material which may be utilised at a later date on

rebuilding works likely to be carried out’.

There was a report that Mr Small of the Ministry of Works,
Ancient Monuments Section, whom Miss Thornton had
met on 28 September, considered Old Crown Cottage
well worth restoring, and that his department would
supportan application for ‘a licence to render the premises
watertight in order that the fabric can be preserved until
such time as reinstatement is permitted’ With regard
to the Library (of Old Crown Cottage), Well Cottage
and Bishop’s Well, he considers that these are damaged
beyond repair excepting the Orangery, which he favours
being repaired as soon as practicable. This Orangery
still stands in the garden of Bishop’s Well. The intention
was ‘to have Old Crown Cottage and Well Cottage
reinstated to more or less as they existed before damage’
A Specification of First Aid Repairs was to be submitted
to the MoW in connection with a licence to spend up to
£300 on this work.

Crown House bqﬁare its most
recent makeover.

This Specification included
removal of all remaining tiles
from roofs, stacking where
directed those that were
sound for later use, emergency
treatment of sagging roof
timbers, installing temporary
guttering, checking and
treatment of cxiéting
brickwork, filling damaged
window openings, roughly
repairing all external doors,
and clearing away all debris.
B Only timber salvaged from

& Well Cottage or Bishop’s Well
was to be used in first aid
# repairs to Old Crown Cottage.

As for Well Cottage and the
former Library of Old Crown Cottage, any fittings and
fixtures and anything else of value were to be stored, and
all sound joists, rafters and other joinery for later use

stacked. The building itself was then demolished. Much
similar material from Bishop’s Well was also salvaged.

Obviously, very little progress could be made until the War
had ended, but the letters reveal the tremendous amount
of effort made on Miss Thornton’s behalf to ensure she
was not left homeless. In one dated 26 November 1945,
from her Surveyors to the War Damage Commission,
headed “The Old Crown Cottage, Chislehurst, it was
understood by the writer that the cottage might be
scheduled as a Building of Architectural interest. At last,
in another letter, dated 7 May 1946, from Gordon Prior,
still at Grafron, Oakleigh Park Avenue, to Miss Thornton,
still at Rose Cottage, Chislehurst Common, headed ‘Old
Crown Cottage’ he writes:

‘T am pleased to inform you that I have this morning
received a Val. 4 form from the War Damage Commission,
indicating that they have classified Old Crown Corttage as
a Cost of Works case and nort a total loss. As a resulr,
you will have the right to repair the building at the
Government’s expense, subject to their approval of the
plans and specification. I have also heard from them as
regards Mr Bulley’s account and it looks as if this will be
paid in the near future. This was the well-known local
building firm of Messrs C A Bulley & Sons, who carried



out the work specified to secure the building. After all,
there was a war going on; it was something of a miracle

that so much effort was made for just this one small

building.

The final touch came with the last letter, dated 19 August
1946, from her solicitors to Miss Thornton, Rose Cottage,
Chislehurst Common, headed ‘Bishopswell, announcing
that they had returned the Title Deeds relating to the
property to Martin’s Bank, Chislehurst, with a duplicate
of the Conveyance of the site of the former house and
the draft copy of the Application to the Land Registry to
register against the property the Restrictive Covenants
imposed on the Sale’

Bishop’s Well and Chislehurst in Wartime:

memories of Mrs Margaret Purkis

“This is a summary of our life in Chislchurst during the
worst years of the Second World War. My parents, Alan
and Norah Campbell, lived at Westfield, Holbrook Lane,

with my brother Peter and me (Margaret).

‘In 1941 a large number of soldiers were billeted around
the area, mostly in large houses which had been left empty
during the worst of the bombing. My Mother, who was
a friend of Sophie Tiarks, was offered the use of Bishop’s
Well, owned by Miss Thornton, who allowed it to be used
with no charge, for a place where the men could go in the
evenings. For the next four years, [my Mother] with my
Father and friends opened the house every evening from
6 to 10pm as a refuge for the men.

‘In order to get food which was rationed she had to join
the WVS and each morning she and Miss Tiarks would go
down to the baker’s in West Chislehurst to buy rolls and

buns, tea and coffee to serve the men. The large rooms in

the house were used for darts, ping-pong 2(‘

workers were volunteers and any food was |
at cost. By 1942 I had joined the ATS *
so only came to help occasionally, and of
course during this period Westfield lost its 7
windows and ceilings several times. Men -

keep [Bishop’s Well] and garden clean,
but [when] the [flying] bomb fell in the 2 Wg i

grounds nearby ... the house was badly §

A photograph of Bishop’s Well
reproduced in the 1999 edition
of Webb’s History

damaged. This was [in a way] very fortunate as it occurred

. . . «
in the morning when only one man was working.

Mrs Purkis wrote brief notes about the progress of the
War, which are summarised below, and give a personal
touch. The Battle of Britain was fought mainly in the
skies over Kent, with Chislehurst in the direct line from
the Straits of Dover to London. The village was just
outside the great barrage of captive balloons that covered
London. In May 1940 the Home Guard was formed, and
Peter Campbell joined with a garden broom as a ‘weapon.
From September to December 1940 there were 400 air
raids on Chislehurst, and dog-fights overhead between
British and German fighters. Sirens sounded several times
a night in the worst periods. Air Raid Wardens checked
onyour blackout: ‘Put that light out!” There were no street
lights. Makeshift shelters were constructed under tables
or in the cupboard under the stairs. We slept in the garage.
There was a great deal of local activity with Civil Defence,
to provide first aid posts, distribution of gas masks, Air
Raid Precautions posts, and the opening of Chislehurst
Caves as shelters. All the voluntary organisations were
involved, including the Women’s Voluntary Services,
Air Raid Wardens, and the FANY, the First Aid Nursing
Yeomanry. [This organisation, often the butt of jokes
when mentioned, did a splendid job, as also did various
rescue squads, formed to get wounded and dead people
out of bombed buildings. The Fire Brigades struggled to
keep control of raging fires, especially in London. From
the top of White Horse Hill you could see the Docklands
blazing. It really makes one wonder how our parents and
their generation coped with so much chaos, but Civil
Defence rose to the occasion. Winston Churchill was

right: this WAS their finest hour! - Ed.]




CHISLEHURST CAvES IN WoRrLD WaR II:
SECRET ProjECT MULBERRY HARBOUR

An account by F H Smith, with introduction by Roy
Hopper, editor of Cockpit.

During the course of a talk about Chislehurst (in 2006) I
mentioned the caves as chalk mines. Mys Jennie Randall,
who lives in Chislehurst, approached me afterwards and
asked if I knew that Mr Bailey, of Bailey Bridge fame,
had actually worked in the caves during the war on a very
secret business, which was in fact the Mulberry Harbour
project. I didn’t know, and she got in touch with her source
of information, a My F H Smith, who had told her the story,
which involved bis father. In her covering letter she wrote:
‘He kindly agreed to write it down so it may be passed on to
you and to anyone else in the Chislehurst Society who may
be researching this aspect of the caves’ history. 1If you wish
to contact bim, his address is: c/o Deal Maritime ¢ Local
History Museum, 22 St George’s Road, Deal, Kent, CT14
6BA. The following is Mr Smith's story:

My father, who was born in Glasgow in 1889, was a
structural engineer who had spent nearly all his working
life involved with the design and on-site construction of
bridges and other large steel structures, mostly in India
and the Middle East. After his last contract had been
completed in 1938 he returned to England and was
recruited by the Ministry of Supply as an inspector of
steel structures, including bridges.

A few months before war was declared he was sent to
the Glasgow office which gave him inspection duties at
the Clydeside shipyards and other ‘undisclosed’ sites. My
father remained in Scotland and the far north of England
until about the end of 1941, when he was transferred back
to England and worked from offices in the Chislehurst
Caves. These offices were run by Mr Donald Coleman
Bailey of the (then, by 1942, well-known means of getting
armies over rivers) Bailey Bridge and Mulberry Harbour
Department of the Ministry of Supply.

At this point it has to be explained that the Mulberry
Harbour was top secret and was built using the name of
Bailey Bridge Construction as a cover. Anyone working
on Mulberry Harbour parts was told it was just another

bridge designed by Mr Bailey.

Although my father would have seen one almost every
day, the first time I ever knew about them was when we
invaded Europe. I do not know how many there were,
but Mr Bailey had a team of inspectors working from his
office. There was also a kind of ‘Executive Officer’ who
seemed to be a kind of ‘go-between’ contact.

This gentleman was also mentioned by Ms Chapman
in her book on World War II life in the caves. She calls
him ‘the man on the motorbike. It is interesting to note
that Mr Bailey, and I think also Mrs Bailey, lived in the
caves for a long period during the bombing periods. Ms
Chapman’s book mentions a Mr Bailey who acted as one
of the cave ‘wardens’ at night. She did not mention who
he really was. Her book, being written some time after
the War and she being only a child at the time, even today,
she may not know who he was.

In passing, I should mention that although I have never
met Ms Chapman, I believe that I was at school with her
brother from 1943-45 (Beckenham Technical School)
and he told me about the way his family lived in the caves
at night.

My father continued with his duties, working out from
Mr Bailey’s oflice, until the summer of 1945 when my
father died of lung cancer caused by a lifetime of smoking.
It was at this point that I met ‘the man on the motorbike
He came to collect the government steel inspection
stamps that my father had to use on constructions that
had passed inspection. [Here Mr Smith includes a rather
obscure sketch of a ‘sort of crown, plus numbers’ that was
clearly on the end of a steel punch.]

Laughable though it may seem today, at that time there
were spies about and people kept secrets. From time to
time in your research you may well discover ‘conflicting
information’; for example even those who slept in the
caves for a couple of years would not know the full extent
of the cave network. You will have seen copies of the
wartime poster ‘Careless Talk Costs Lives.

I am not sure what else I can tell you but please do not

hesitate to contact me if you think I can help.

Signed F H Smith

A otgrb of prt of Mulberry Harbour at
Arromanches, Normandy, showing Bailey Bridges
supporting the tracks used for D-Day landings.



ALUN AND Joy JoNES ENVIRONMENTAL AWARDS

Ths year was the 20th year of the Alun and Joy Jones Environmental Awards, set up as a memorial to Alun and his
wife Joy, who gave so much of their time and energy to keeping Chislehurst special.

The theme this year was People in Chisleburst, and we had many entries from Chislehurst students featuring people
who have lived, worked or visited here in the past. There is not enough room to show all of these, but here are a few
of the more interesting historical entries. A fuller gallery will soon be on our website.

| Coopers students
spent time this year
researching the lives
& of the many men

N who are named

| on the Chislehurst

| War Memorial.
They then produced
this piece or art
work based on the

PopLy.

~ Queen Victoria A roshi J .
‘ il b t-shirt was created as part of a piece of

work remembering Richmal Compton,

E o E ]
™ Empress Eugenie the creator of Just William.

at Camden Place
Chislehurst in
1876 . Red Hill
----- students created

letters and
diaries recording

the event, and Sir Francis Walsingham was spymaster
V| placed them on to Queen Elizabeth 1. He often visited
| 4 magnificent his brother Thomas who lived at
display. Scadbury in the 16th Century. Red Hill
students prepared a number of secret
coded letters, together with cyphers to
enable them to be interpreted.

And for those of us

Jor whom the 1960’
was only yesterday,

| there is no way we
could ignore this copy,
made by students at
Babington House
School, of a magnificent
poster of Jimi Hendrix
who performed at
Chislehurst Caves
during those heady days.

e &
You can contact The Chislehurst Society by phone: 020 8467 0900 or email: membership@chislehurst-society.org.uk
By post: PO Box 82, Chislehurst, Kent. BR7 5TT



