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Vyne visitor roof walkway
Bob Hine, Vice Chairman
In autumn 2016 the National
Trust set out on an ambitious
18-month conservation project to
save The Vyne, one of the most
important historic houses in the
South East and only 18 miles away.
Built for Lord Sandys, Henry
VIII’s Chamberlain, The Vyne – a
former Tudor ‘powerhouse’ – has
stood strong for 500 years but
it’s losing the battle against age
and the elements, on the brink of
catastrophic damage from a leaking
roof and crumbling chimneys.
Scaffolding was erected last year
so that repairs on the roof could
begin, parts of which date back to
the Tudor period. Inside The Vyne
the biggest upheaval in decades has
taken place with contents cleaned
and packed away for protection.
The re-roofing project cost
to the Trust is £5.4 million of
which £1.4m is for scaffolding and
temporary waterproofing the entire
mansion. 41 miles of tube/beams
were delivered to site weighing
339 tonnes in order to build the
substantial scaffolding structure
which incorporated the Visitor Roof
Walkway, standing 13m (42ft) high.
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The idea of the roof walkway
is to show visitors precise and
detailed conservation work
actually happening before their
eyes. Visitors are immensely
interested in the preservation of
The Vyne and the roof walkway
enables a fascinating insight into
the complete re-roofing project
which is scheduled to be completed
by the end of this year. Access is
wheelchair and buggy friendly via
a lift, accompanied by trained staff
and volunteers. Alternatively there
are 74 steps up to the walkway.
A summary of the project scope:
• Renewal of all tiled and slated
coverings to all mansion slopes.
Roofing materials on the two towers
are being replaced with lead as the
gradient is insufficient for adequate
drainage with the original slate.
• Renewal of all leadwork to valley and parapet gutters and flat roof
areas to accommodate new sand
cast leadwork in conformity with
current best practice.
• Alteration of rainwater outlets

to more effectively discharge water.
• Repair/repoint or take down/
re-build unstable and defective
chimney stacks and bases. Assess
condition of chimney supports and
upgrade/replace as necessary.
• New insulation materials within the roof spaces and ventilation.
• Protected Species – it is known
to be an important roost for bats.
• Archaeology – the roof
structure is known to be of great
significance with the fabric dating
back to the early 1500s.
The Vyne Walkway Project is
my first experience as a National
Trust Volunteer which I am finding
fascinating especially as each week
there is something different the
conservationists are tackling.
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Executive Committee & Panels
Patrick Hamblin, Planning & Traffic Panel

>>Eye on Sonning
a view from the Bridge
Mike Hart, Chairman
We have received positive
feedback on the new expanded
format and so this issue
continues in the same way.
Readers seem to particularly
like the “Future Events” diary
on the back page which is also
being expanded to cover as
many local events as possible.
Readers may have also
noticed that the Society has
created a Facebook page. Our
thanks go to Lesley Heaney for
this initiative, if you haven’t yet
seen it you can find the page
by searching for “Sonning &
Sonning Eye Society” on your
Facebook page.
Continuing our face lift, we
are busy updating the Society’s
website. Gary Robinson did an
excellent job all those years
ago but the internet has moved
on and we needed to re-design
it to make it contemporary
and accessible across different
devices. There will be more
photos, more information on
current committee meetings,
talks, planning applications
and traffic issues, and a search
engine for finding articles in
Bridge. Please be patient whilst
these and other changes are
made, and as always please
let us have your comments
by contacting any of the
committee, using our website
contact form or by sending an
email to: bridge@sonning.org.uk
This is the last issue before
our AGM in November, details
of which are given inside. If
you have enjoyed our events
and appreciated our activities,
why not volunteer to join our
committee? We are fortunate to
have a committed group but it
is healthy to have new members
with fresh ideas so that we
remain relevant to your needs.
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Planning Applications
The Panel continues to meet monthly.
There have been 19 applications
reviewed at the three meetings held
since the last edition of Bridge.
Letters of objection were sent to
Wokingham Borough Council (WBC)
relating to the following applications:
• The Lawns development in Old
Bath Road, where two houses were
to be demolished and replaced by six
houses;
• The Atrium, Thames Street, which
was to be demolished and replaced
by a larger property (the application
has subsequently been withdrawn);
• Pool Court, Thames Street, which
was also to be demolished and
replaced by another property (this
application was refused);
• Keepers Cottage, Duffield Road, a
listed building that was to be altered
and extended.
A letter was also sent advising more
information was required regarding an application by Reading Blue
Coat School to construct a multi-use
games area.
The Society was disappointed that
planning permission was granted
after appeal to Sonning Golf Club to
build 13 houses on the golf club land
off Pound Lane.
The Society supported plans to make
some changes to The Mill Theatre
buildings.
Info on planning applications to WBC
and SODC are now shown on our
website and Facebook Group page.

that will guide development in the
Borough for the next 20 years and
also the gypsy and traveller local plan
since its publication by WBC. There
are seven sites listed in Sonning. We
are continuing the monitor the list.
Sonning Bridge
The bridge, a Grade II listed structure,
was damaged by a vehicle in April
2017. See page 7.
Traffic
The joint working group consisting
of representatives from the S&SES
and SPC have had some very useful
discussions with Reading Blue Coat
School and WBC relating to parking
issues in Sonning Lane. We are now
waiting for WBC to advise what can
be done in the short and longer terms
to reduce the parking problems. The
joint working group is continuing its
discussions with local businesses to
improve the parking problems.
It is understood that the digital speed
indicator installed by SPC in Pound
Lane has had some effect on reducing
the speed of traffic.
Sonning Eye issues relating to
Caversham Quarry extension
The Society is supporting the Sonning
Eye Action Group (SEAG) in its
efforts to get more information on
ground water issues. In addition
SEAG has taken up with Oxfordshire
CC the severe damage to the
footpath near Spring Lane caused
by the installation of the bridge for
gravel located across Spring Lane.

Sonning Parish Council Planning
Committee meetings
The Society has been represented at
all the above meetings since the last
edition as an observer.
Local Plan Update
No changes have been made to the
list of sites for updating the local plan
>> Membership news A warm welcome is extended to the following:
Peter Morrison & Jan Sellwood
John Hargrave
The Mill at Sonning Theatre
The Bull Inn
Welcome packs for new residents are available from Lesley Heaney, our
Membership Secretary (0118 969 7231).
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A Walk on the Wild Side:
Led by Professor Alastair Driver
Mike Hart reports
On a sunny afternoon in July Professor Ali Driver led a group of 23 of our members on a fascinating guided walk
along the Thames path from the Bull car park to the Thames Valley Park wetlands.
We were fortunate to share Ali’s experience and background. In 1984 Ali was appointed by the then Thames
Water Authority to be the first conservationist for the whole of the River Thames and its tributaries, a post he
held for eighteen years before being appointed national Head of Conservation for the Environment Agency. He
was deeply involved in the development of the Thames Valley Park wetlands when it was created during the
regeneration of the old coal-fired Earley Power Station in the 1980s.
Ali started the afternoon by showing us a selection of moths that he had captured at his home the previous night,
including a fine example of a very large Old Lady moth. Moth trapping is a regular activity that Ali carries out in
order to provide invaluable data to feed into the national database that tracks changes in the type and numbers
of moths. Over the years that he has been doing this Ali has noticed a growing number of species that flourish in
warmer climates but an overall reduction in numbers, probably due to pesticides use in intensive agriculture.
We then proceeded along the Thames Path, stopping for Ali to point out the islands that offer a quiet refuge for
rare otters and the wide variety of trees that help to encourage the diversity of the wildlife. Once we had arrived
at the wetlands, Ali took some water samples and showed us that they were teeming with minute aquatic wildlife
ranging from tiny mayfly and caddis fly larvae to the agile water boatmen and pond skaters. The clarity of the
water and the diversity of the wildlife were testament to the health of the wetlands.
Ali pointed out the notice boards dotted around the
park with information on the flora and fauna that can
be seen. The boards are changed three times a year so
that the information is topical to what can be seen at
that particular season. The photograph (right) shows
one example.
Ali recounted his experiences during the planning and
development of the wetlands and showed maps and
photos showing its evolution from pastureland in the
19th century, through the building of the coal fired
power station in the early 1900s, its decommissioning
and development by Speyhawk into a business park.
The wetlands were created during the restoration of the
brownfield site which started in 1988.
Ali finished off the afternoon by disappearing with a net
into the grasslands surrounding the ponds and coming
back with a dazzling array of treasures including a large, bright yellow Crab Spider, a variety of damselflies and
the brilliant but sadly not-so-common Common Blue butterfly. He was disappointed not to have caught more
to show us due to the cloud cover, but we were entirely satisfied to have been shown a sample of the diversity of
wildlife that exists when we walk around the park and to which we are usually completely oblivious!
We are indeed fortunate to have Ali as a committee
member of the Society and to be able to share in his
knowledge gained over many years as a conservationist. An opportunity to hear about Ali’s experiences in
a very different environment, the Colombian Amazon
rainforest, is available to members and guests at the
talk that he will give in Pearson Hall on Friday 13th
October. Don’t miss it!

Professor Alastair Driver is the Director of Rewilding
Britain, a charity with aspirations to reverse the
loss of biodiversity, reignite people’s passion for the
natural world and reintroduce key missing species.
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Of Paints and Punts
A sketch of George Dunlop Leslie, RA (1835-1921)
Joyce Reed
What are your pleasures on a
quintessentially English summer
day? Iced lemonade, velvet lawn,
deckchair, view of the river, a
passing punt? Add a book? ‘Our
River’, by Leslie, is an aptly titled,
inclusive, cornucopia of his personal
reminiscences of an artist’s life on
the River Thames. Punting between
Sonning and Wargrave, where
Leslie often stayed, was one of his
delights.
Of paints . . . His work was
first exhibited at the RA in 1859; he
was soon elected as a full member.
So, lemonade at the ready on the
deck of the George & Dragon,
Wargrave. Run by Mrs. Wyatt,
this popular inn had its signboard
painted on one side by Leslie, the
other by his friend Hodgson, who
was reputed to have completed
it in 2 hours. Hung northside,
facing Henley, Leslie portrayed St.
George in full armour & plumed
helmet in the very act of spearing
an understandably irate, winged
dragon. This valiant act must have
taken place near to closing time - a
crescent moon is prominent in the
sky. Speculating on the dragon’s
last words? Where’s Ali Driver
when you need him? Hodgson’s
side shows George, dragon slain,
dismounted, having a tankard of
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ale. Today’s Instagrammers would
ensure it went viral.
Of punts . . . His passion for his
punt is palpable. Its construction
(by Woodhouse of Bray) reveals
the designer’s eye for detail – all
brass screws, no hinges, a solid
mahogany slab on top – a craft
worthy of Fawley’s traditional
boat show. Punting techniques
are masterfully outlined: how to
work the ‘strong stream’ from
Wargrave to Sonning, negotiate
these inconvenient Shiplake eyots,
outmanoeuvring the ‘ill-mannered’
steam barges . . . and of course,
there’s boatie technospeak. Can
punters from Willow Lane sailing
club still distinguish their ‘flams’
from their ‘raddies’? (Mud banks
and reedy bits). Getting up close
and personal to the bank is possible
on a punt – flora and fauna heaven
– the fritillaries, flycatchers, trout
and water-rats. Leslie’s studies
for the foreground of his painting
‘Willow, Willow’ saw him carrying
home armloads of reeds, teasels
and loosestrife to ensure botanical
accuracy.
Of pints . . . To Sonning and
refreshments of course. His
recommendations are for The
White Hart (The Great House),

the little French Horn, and if
stuck, for The Butchers Arms
(now Sonning’s Working Men’s
Club). Leslie criticised changes
happening on the river bank which
he considered to be spoiling the
simplicity, picturesqueness &
natural beauty, highly prized by
artistic river lovers. ‘The polished
tables and pretty bow windows’
of the first hotel have been swept
away in recent renovations but the
floor to ceiling windows provide
frames for modern day ‘sketchers’.
The tables beneath the arbours
that provided shade for other
artists (Millais & Holman Hunt)
have gone too but that unmissable
blue awning & comfy deckchairs
provide practical respite for all ages
. . . ‘Our River’ indeed. Admiring
Keely Halswell’s picture of the
church & bridge from the towpath,
exhibited at Maidenhead Arts Club,
he noted it required no alterations,
‘one could not have desired a line
away or a simple mass added to’.
So – artistic choices face Sonning
Arts Club – fade that awning out
or leave it in? Tea and superb
gooseberries were Leslie’s choice
of fare. Everyone loves a wedding.
The miller’s daughter from Aberlash
House, married at St. Andrew’s,
and had her ‘moment’ with Leslie
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Clockwise from far left: Self Portrait (1882), photo credit: Aberdeen
Art Gallery & Museums; Photo: Sonning Regatta 1911 Tug of War in
Punts; Photo: The White Hart, Sonning; Wallingford Bridge (1890),
photo credit: Wallingford Town Council Offices; September Sunshine
(1896), photo credit: Lady Lever Art Gallery.
as a vicarious observer. The bridge
arches had been decorated with
flowers and evergreens; the West
Porch was ankle deep in blooms,
village maidens scattered blossom
from baskets, the bells rang and the
sun shone. Wedding planners ran
riot then, as now.

work, gilding, wood laying,
embroidery and . . . gardening!
Her Surrey headstone is simply
engraved ‘Gertrude Jekyll, Artist,
Gardener, Craftswoman. Her
father is buried in Wargrave.
Leslie remarked on her painting
signboards for local inns.

To plants . . . How lovely to
find Leslie giving this Wargrave
lady a glowing accolade. One time
resident of Hill House, Gertrude
Jekyll, designer of the Deanery
gardens, is complimented on her
multiplicity of skills – carving,
modelling, house painting,
carpentry, smith’s work, repoussé

So to home . . . Road, rail or
river? Most of us may not aspire to
a boat but have taken to the water
on Salter’s steamers, The New
Orleans, in sculls, rowing boats
or punts. Leslie approved of the
inclusivity of ‘The Thames’ and ‘Isis’
launches which, sailing weekly,
enabled everyone to access ‘their’

river. As for rail, Hooray Henleys
should note his observations that
1st class travellers ‘consist of young
well to do Philistines with faultless
dress and supercilious manners’.
‘Cross’ rail has other connotations!
Wallingford, Ewelme, Bisham
and Marlow are favourite Leslie
spots, although, Leslie’s rendering
of English domestic scenes is his
forte. Who needs an excuse to
have afternoon tea at The Compleat
Angler; the view from there is
the one he painted in ‘The Ferry’.
Another cup of tea and a salmon
sandwich anyone?

Our Next Presentation:

Explore the Colombian Amazon
Colombian Amazon near the
borders of Brazil and Peru. Alastair’s
brief was to explore this relatively
unknown region and record the
wildlife for educational and scientific
purposes. The team also included
doctors, dentists and engineers.

projector so you’ll really be able to
appreciate this exciting adventure.
Join us in the Pearson Hall on Friday
13th October. The evening starts
at 7.30 pm and tickets, including a
glass of wine, cost £4 for members
and £5 for guests.

Photographing and filming the
wildlife was an important part of
In May this year Prof. Alastair Driver, Alastair’s role and he has kindly
under the guidance of the veteran offered to give a talk, with images
explorer Col John Blashford-Snell, and film clips from the expedition.
joined an international multi- He’ll be using Pearson Hall’s
disciplinary team on a trip to the new, large format screen and HD
Tickets are available from Penny Feathers – Tel 0118 934 3193 or at the Village Show
Bridge newsletter • Issue 52 • Autumn 2017
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Village History In Safe Hands
Pauline Simmonds, Education Panel
Armine Edmonds was married to
our past President John Edmonds.
She lived in North Lodge for over
thirty years, edited the Parish
Magazine and updated the “Book
of Sonning” in 1999. She was born
at Shelvingstone in Pearson Road.
Her mother, Margaret Williams,
was a member of the Ewen family
from Dedham in Suffolk, and her
great aunt, Mary Isabella Ewen, was
married to Henry Golding Palmer,
the owner of Holme Park from 1880
- 1897. He commissioned Henry
Woodyer to make alterations to the
house in 1881.

Armine left an assortment of
family photos and drawings in a
leather-bound album, together with
some old catalogues, collected by
her mother and aunt over the years.
These include views of the main
rooms at Holme Park dated 1895
(see below), a list of pictures and
library books owned by the Golding
Palmers, sketches of Woodyer’s in-

teriors and early photos of Sonning
in the late 19th and early 20th
century. These documents have
recently been deposited in the Berkshire Record Office in Reading and
are a useful addition to the social
history of the time. More details
about the history of Holme Park
can also be found in the Library at
the Reading Blue Coat School.

Exploring our village: Local events
Heritage Open Day Weekend
If you haven’t already booked do join
in the local Heritage Walks organised
by the Sonning and Sonning Eye
Society.

|

Society AGM and Supper
Our AGM and Supper will be held in the Pearson Hall on Saturday 18th November.
Tickets cost £16. There will be a welcoming drink and the AGM starts at 7.15 pm sharp.
The guest speaker will be Jesse Elzinga, the Headmaster of Reading Blue Coat School.

The free walks start in the Churchyard
by The Bull at 2 pm – and last about 2
hours. Experienced guides highlight
the architectural and historical
features of St Andrew’s Church,
the Bishops Palace and many of the
interesting domestic buildings along
Pearson Road and High Street.
The Walks will be held on Thursday
7th, Friday 8th and Sunday 10th
September.
Booking is essential – Please contact
Diana Coulter on tel. 969 2132 or via
email to diana.coulter@me.com

2018 Committee Elections
Nominations for committee members close two weeks before the AGM and
nomination forms will be available on our website shortly. We would be delighted
to receive nominations from candidates who are not currently on the Committee.
Society Treasurer Required
We are looking for someone to take over the position of Treasurer from Alan
Furness who wishes to step down after holding this office for 10 years. The
Executive Committee meets every 2 months, Alan says it only takes him an
hour or two to deal with the small number of transactions and to prepare the
accounts ahead of the meetings so although it is a key position it’s not very timeconsuming. Please let us know if you would like to take it on.
Tickets are available from Penny Feathers – Tel 0118 934 3193 or at the Village Show
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>>Bridge Ends
Notes and queries (our thanks to Patrick Hamblin for his knowledge of Sonning Bridge)

Sonning Bridge
Sonning’s familiar brick bridge
was constructed in 1790 by local
builder, John Treacher. Two-way
traffic was permitted before the
installation of traffic lights in the
1960s and a structure better suited
to the conveyance of pack animals
and pedestrians continues to bear a
highly disproportionate amount of
motorised traffic across the River
Thames. The bridge is a Grade II
listed structure.
The adjacent bridge over the backwater is a modern bridge, erected in
1986. The bridges are designated as
‘weak bridges’ and subject to a 7.5T
mgw weight restriction following

a review of the safe loading they
can carry. Traffic is now controlled
by lights as the width of the older
bridge is only suitable for one lane
of traffic.

several members of the Society
many of the damaged bricks
were salvaged and set aside
safely. Unfortunately some were
subsequently thrown into the river.
We are pleased to report that the
bridge has now been repaired and
it is hoped the new mortar will
gradually change colour to blend in
with the existing mortar.

Henley Road (A4155)
On the 19th April 2017 there was
a collision on the brick bridge
involving two cars. An elderly
woman driving in one car and
one of the three passengers of
the second vehicle were taken to
hospital for treatment for minor
injuries. It was reported that the 24year-old male driver of the second
car was arrested on suspicion of
driving under the influence of
alcohol.
The bridge suffered significant
damage on the Berkshire side.
Thanks to the quick thinking of

Major roadworks to repair
the embankment between the
Playhatch Roundabout and Spring
Lane continues with complete
closure of the road from the end of
August for 10 weeks.

Sonning Hydropower Station wins two awards
Greenford Ltd were thrilled to receive not one
but two awards at the prestigious ICE South East
England Engineering Excellence Awards 2017.
Greenford Ltd’s design and build project of the
hydropower station in the village of Sonning, Berkshire
on behalf of client Pridewater Estates Ltd swept the
categories. Greenford Ltd took home the trophies for
both the Award for Sustainability & Resilience as well
as the Thames Valley Award for Engineering Excellence.
Greenford Ltd Managing
Director and ICE Fellow
Claire Greenwood could
not have been happier
with the result. “The
Sonning
hydropower
scheme was an excellent
design and build project,
incorporating all of the
sensitive aspects in terms
of the environment, watercourse and location as well as
the engineering achievement in delivering the scheme,
all while producing clean energy. It is wonderful to be
recognised for our efforts in working towards a greener
energy future for Britain’s civil construction industry.”
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The Hydropower Station in Sonning has used
a number of innovative techniques to achieve
its clean energy objective and puts South East
England on the map for green energy initiatives.

Elizabeth Guthrie
We are saddened to report that Elizabeth Guthrie, a
dear member and staunch supporter of the Society,
passed away on Sunday 27 August. Her funeral
will take place in St. Andrew’s Church at 11am on
Thursday 14th September.
7

Dates For Your Diaries
The events that are organised by the Society are shaded in brown but we now include other
events within the environs of Sonning and Sonning Eye which we hope will give a more complete
view of village life. If you are the organiser of a forthcoming attraction that you would like to see
included in this list please contact us and email the details to bridge@sonning.org.uk

Future Events

7th, 8th, 10th September
2pm

Architectural and Historical Walks around Sonning as part of
Heritage Open Days.
Walks start in the churchyard by the Bull and last for about 2 hours

This event is FREE but the numbers are
limited so tickets available from Diana
Coulter telephone 0118 969 2132 or by
email to diana.coulter@me.com

16th September
2pm to 5pm

Sonning Village Show
Held in the grounds of Sonning CofE Primary School. Family
entertainment with bouncy castle, a climbing wall, beer tent and
barbecue. Showcase your arts & crafts skills, your home baking
expertise, prize vegetables, flower arranging and much more.

Admission for adults: 50p, children free!
2.15pm Maypole Dancing
2.45pm Gym Display; 3.15pm Circus Skills
3.45pm Tug of War; 4.15pm Peg’s Challenge
4.30pm Prize Giving and Auction

28th September
8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, First Night: Perfect Wedding
Directed by Ron Aldridge

Performances until 18th November
Tickets available from millatsonning.com

29th September from 8pm

The Bull: An evening with Paul Miles, tribute to Motown & Blues

Table booking required - 969 3901

7th October
2pm to 5pm

Death and Commemoration in the Middle Ages, a study day in
the church of St Mary the Virgin in Ewelme. Organised by the
Berkshire Local History Association

More information from their website:
www.blha.org.uk

13th October
7.30pm

Explore the Colombian Amazon with Professor Alastair Driver
An illustrated talk in the Pearson Hall

Tickets @ £4 for members, £5 for guests.
See page 5 for details or phone 934 3193

13th October from 8pm

The Bull: Renny Jackson acoustics

Table booking required - 969 3901

18th October at 7.45pm

S&SES Executive Committee meeting in the St. Sarik room

Members of the Society are very welcome

18th October

Berkshire Gardens Trust’s Autumn Lecture at Grazley Village Hall
Richard Bisgrove on William Robinson

More information from their website:
www.berks-gardens-trust.org.uk

31st October
2pm to 5pm

Berkshire Family History Society host a drop-in advice sesssion at
Wokingham Library

More information from their website:
www.berksfhs.org.uk

18th November
7.15pm sharp for AGM

S&SES AGM followed by a Supper, in the Pearson Hall
We are delighted to announce that our guest speaker will be
Jesse Elzinga, Headmaster of Reading Blue Coat School

Tickets @ £16 are available by phoning
934 3193 or at the Village Show
See page 6 for details

23rd November
8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, First Night: My Fair Lady
Directed by Joseph Pitcher

Performances until 27th January
Tickets available from millatsonning.com

24th November from 8pm

The Bull: David Hook as Rod Stewart

Table booking required - 969 3901

12th December from 8pm

The Bull: Alan Beck with Christmas Special, Legends of Swing

Table booking required - 969 3901

16th December at 7.45pm

S&SES Executive Committee meeting in the St. Sarik room

Members of the Society are very welcome

19th January at 7.30pm

Birds of Berkshire talk by Renton Righelato, in the Pearson Hall

MEET US AT THE
SOCIETY’S STAND

The Sonning & Sonning Eye Society is affiliated with other organisations and in the case of the Berkshire Gardens Trust, the Berkshire
Family History Society and the Berkshire Local History Association our members are able to attend their events. You should contact these
organisations directly if you are interested in going to one of their events.

Bridge is the quarterly newsletter published by the
Sonning and Sonning Eye Society
email: bridge@sonning.org.uk web: www.sonning.org.uk
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