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Following on from last month’s article on the
Elizabethan garden at Carew, at the other end of
Beddington Park is the site of yet another
remarkable garden. This was the vision of the
polymath Alfred Smee (1818-1877) – consulting
surgeon, inventor, scientist and member of the
Royal Society at twenty three. Among his many
interests, Mr. Smee was also an enthusiastic
amateur gardener and horticulturist.
He established his Wallington garden - where the
Grange is today - on land he leased in about 1850
and within ten years the experimental garden had
become a fashionable destination. Later a
handsome Tudor style house (destroyed by fire in
1960) was built in the garden by his son. The
property was acquired in the 1920’s by the
successful timber merchant, William Mallinson,
(who had previously owned the Old Rectory). Then,
in 1935, the estate was bought by the Beddington
and Wallington District Council, who opened the

.
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garden as a public park. Today, very little of Alfred
Smee’s ornamental garden survives: the decorative
pergola and lily pond were built in the latter half of the
20th century. We do, however, have his book and from
this it is possible to re-discover the beauty of Mr.
Smee’s garden.
In ‘My Garden - Its Plan and Culture’, which he
published in 1872, he describes the laying out and
planting of the garden. Encouraged by its reception, he
published a second edition which was lavishly
illustrated with thirteen hundred engravings. Those of
you familiar with Honeywood Museum will have seen
some of these delightful drawings reproduced on the
walls of the Wandle Room. The majority of these
illustrations were based on the flora and fauna of the
garden but some of them were from other published
works on horticulture and entomology. The book also
contains descriptions of the topography and geology of
the garden as well as the wide variety of plants, insects
and birds that inhabited the grounds.
In one section, Mr. Smee describes in detail the
damage done by pests and parasites as well as
untreated effluent from the local sewage works. He
kept up a spirited correspondence about this problem
and the hazard it posed to health, writing to The Times
about the dangers of cattle feeding on sewage tainted
grass. He kept a small herd of cows at Wallington from
which his house in Finsbury Circus was supplied with
milk, cream and butter. Without his knowledge, these
were fed on sewage grass, resulting in unpalatable
butter and rancid milk. Once he discovered what the
cows had been eating, he ordered this stopped and as
a result, the cream, milk and butter ‘resumed their
early excellence’. He wrote ‘I have long known that the
use of putrid manures effects the quality of vegetables,
and have called special attention to this in my book of
My Garden. I did not, however, know till lately that the

putrid matter could be taken by animals and
communicated in the dangerous putrefactive state
by the milk to other animals’.
He trained as a surgeon but was also an electrochemist. The Bank of England, where his father had
been chief accountant, started using Alfred’s longlasting black ink in 1842, and his electroplating
technique was adopted by the bank in 1853 to
increase the longevity of the engraved printing
plates. In 1840 he had developed Smee’s battery,
popular in the telegraphy and printing industries,
(including the printing of banknotes) for which he
was awarded the gold Isis medal from the Society of
Arts. His busy intellect led him to investigate the
new process of photogenic drawing using ammonia
silver nitrate and his published account helped
advertise Fox-Talbot’s process to the wider
scientific community. With his paper on the
reduction of iron salts, he inspired Sir John Herschel
to pursue a line of experimentation that led to the
invention of the cyanotype process – hence
‘blueprints’ - used, until the advent of the modern
photocopier, in the reproduction of technical
drawings.
Smee was also intrigued by the way the working of
the brain is related to the electrical stimulation of
the nervous system and he argued that instinct and
reason could be deduced from electro-biology. In
his book ‘The Process of Thought Adapted to Words
and Language’ he describes an artificial system of
reasoning that would process ideas in the same way
that the nervous system processes them. He called
this the Relational Machine. This fascinating man is
even credited with the first sighting in the northern
hemisphere of the Great Comet of 1861. He died at
the relatively young age of 58 having packed his life
with enquiry and experimentation.

At the June Carshalton Area Committee meeting, our Treasurer, Sue Kelsall, tabled a
question about the future of the Old Rectory and several other historic buildings in Carshalton. There was
no news about the Old Rectory unfortunately, only information on the Grove in Grove Park: Sutton Living(SL)
has submitted a planning application to convert the house into flats - following consultation with Ward
Councillors, the Friends of Grove Park and the London Parks and Gardens Trust. SL is the development
company tasked by the Council to provide affordable housing in the borough, and also the group expected
to develop the Old Rectory. We think it most likely that SL will focus on developing the Grove - certainly for
the rest of this year - whilst the Old Rectory will continue to be mothballed. May 2022 will see Council
elections and until they are out of the way, it’s unlikely that any important decisions about the Old Rectory
will be made. Of course, we could be wrong. If only the Council would finally accept that converting this
building into flats is an altogether inappropriate use of an historic, star listed house, they could begin a
conversation with local residents, CORA, Historic England etc. about the best way forward.
As mentioned last month, these controversial
proposals will effectively end our right to object to planning applications. The reason given – to reduce delay
caused by ‘a small minority of voices, some from the local area and often some not, to shape outcomes’!
To stop insufficient land supply being a barrier to enough homes being built, planning authorities will have
to deliver, via their Local Plans, a new nationally determined and binding housing requirement. The focus
will be on areas where ‘affordability pressure is highest’ (ie. London and the south east) to ensure more
development land is available. It will create, they say, a housing market that is capable of delivering 300,000
homes annually. Interestingly, t
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I was ten years old when we moved from Ealing,
that ‘Queen of Suburbs’, to Carshalton, that
suburban demi-paradise, as I like to call it. It was
September, 1959, and a school had to be found for
me. My mother and I went to see the headmaster
of Stanley Park Junior School, Mr Woods, a man who
seemed permanently harassed. He was
understandably reluctant to allow another pupil
into his already bursting-at-the-seams school, but
my mother persuaded him to take me. As they
talked, my eyes wandered around his study and I
noticed an open cupboard door, behind which were
stored various woodworking tools. When we got
home that evening, my father – who liked to
imagine that all schools were run along the lines of
Billy Bunter’s Greyfriars – asked if the head had a
cane in his study. ‘No,’ I replied, ‘but he has a
hacksaw.’ This amused him greatly.

I started at Stanley Park – joining a class of more
than 50 children under the formidable, broadbosomed Mrs Denham – when term was already
under way and, as if that wasn’t bad enough
wearing the uniform of my Ealing prep school.
Mortified with embarrassment though I was, I
couldn’t help but notice one very agreeable feature
of this new school of mine – girls! What was even
better, kiss chase was one of the most popular
playground games. I had a feeling I might have
landed on my feet At the end of that first day, I
joined a little gang of boys who were heading for
Carshalton Park to climb trees (a couple of them
casually walking along the parapet of the railway
bridge en route). They called themselves the ‘tree
climbing club’, and knew every climbable tree in the
park. Soon I did too, and spent many happy afterschool hours tree climbing, looking for birds’ nests

and catching frogs. There were plenty of these, and
of newts, as in those days the canals and the Hogpit
were full of water, fed from springs that were still
running. The downside of all this water was that our
house, which was on Woodstock Road, backing onto
the park, would fill up every summer night with
mosquitoes. However many we swatted, leaving
our bedroom walls smeared with blood and
squashed mozzies, we still woke up bitten all over.
Though Carshalton Park was much more manicured
in those days – it had a resident ‘parkie’ who kept
everything in order – it had abundant bird life, with
resident tawny owls and visiting barn owls, thrushes
and finches galore. There were many more
songbirds all over the area in those days, before the
marauding jays, magpies and crows invaded the
suburbs. Foxes were still creatures of the
countryside, not the urban scavengers of today.
Hedgehogs were far more abundant, and so were
butterflies, though one or two species are
commoner now than they were then (speckled
wood, holly blue, marbled white).
This abundance of wildlife seems surprising in
retrospect, for the fact is that Carshalton, for all its
charm, was then a heavily polluted environment.
The Wandle was a biologically dead river, a toxic
ditch along which clouds of detergent foam and
islands of extruded polystyrene floated. The eyestinging stench of two huge chemical plants (BP and
Vinyl) hung over the area, mingling with the odour
of the pig farm beside the Grove Park. What now are
nature reserves open to the public – Wilderness
Island and the Ecology Centre grounds – were
fenced-off
patches
of
suburban
jungle,
impenetrable to all but adventurous schoolchildren.
Even the churchyard, with its old elm trees (long
gone), was wildly overgrown and looked to be going
the same way as the old Highgate cemetery.
Thanks to the Urban District Council’s enlightened
policy of buying up whatever old buildings it could
(the Old Rectory among them), much of the fabric
of the village had survived, but many of the
buildings, and the land, were being put to no good
use. It would be another generation before we had
our Honeywood heritage centre and our nature
reserves. It’s easy to see the land of our childhood
in a golden glow of nostalgia, and forget how grim it

actually was. Carshalton today is, in most ways, a
much pleasanter place than the Carshalton of the
Sixties. So much has improved over the years –
most dramatically the condition of the Wandle,
which is now, incredibly, a trout stream again, with
kingfishers, herons (too many herons) and egrets. A
river paradise regained. And happily the village still
retains its village feel, where so many similar
settlements have been swallowed up by
uncontrolled urban spread.
My time at Stanley Park awakened in me a love of
classical music (thanks to two very different but
equally inspirational teachers, Mr Rutland and Mr
Needs) and I was desperate to have piano lessons.
Happily, our next-door neighbour on Woodstock
Road was Langford Guest, the church organist, who
taught piano. He was a lovely man, who, with his
tweed suits, handsome features and ample paunch,
resembled Ralph Vaughan Williams. Sadly he lived a
restrained life, under the thumb of his ancient,
chain-smoking mother, with whom he would drive
– or rather glide – to church every Sunday in their
antique car. When his mother finally died, he moved
around the corner to Ashcombe Road, but died a
few years later, before he had been able to enjoy his
freedom for long.
After Stanley Park, I moved on to Wallington
County, where the first and second years were then
housed in Carew Manor, with Beddington Park all
around us. Later came university and a few more
years of living in other places – Edinburgh, Sheffield,
various parts of London – but by the late Seventies I
was back in Carshalton. By then I had married Mary,
who had first crossed my path at Stanley Park
(though we didn’t meet again until a decade later).
Our children both went to that same primary
school, our son going on to Wallington County and
our daughter to the girls’ equivalent. She is now
living in New Zealand, but our son is closer at hand,
in Cheam. Or he was. He and his wife and their three
children are now moving to Lichfield, that fine
cathedral town in Staffordshire, and Mary and I will
be following in due course. I’m looking forward to it,
but of course, after all these years, Carshalton, the
suburban demi-paradise, will always have a very
special place in my heart.
Nigel Andrew July 2021
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KEEPING IN TOUCH
We’d like to hear from you. Your comments and
suggestions would be very welcome.
Email: savetheoldrectory@gmail.com

https://www.facebook.com/savetheoldrectory

