Issue 56 • Autumn 2018

Newsletter of the Sonning & Sonning Eye Society

We Need Your Help!
Mike Hart appeals on behalf of the Planning & Traffic Panel

As readers will know from
the regular updates in Bridge,
the Sonning & Sonning Eye
Society has an active Planning
and Traffic Panel. The Panel
guidelines state: The Planning
and Traffic Panel’s main purpose
is to monitor and, if necessary,
comment upon two related
subjects affecting the parishes
of Sonning and Sonning Eye:
planning and environmental
matters and highway matters,
including public transport and
the street scene. It should be
guided by the purposes set out
in the Constitution, particularly
“to promote high standards of
planning and architecture” and
“to secure the preservation,
protection, development and
improvement of features of
historic, natural or public
interest”.
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The panel meets once a
month in the Sonning Club
(no hardship there!) to discuss
current planning applications
and traffic matters which are
of concern to the two villages.
It works closely with the
Sonning Parish Council Planning
Committee and often forms joint
working parties with SPC, but
it is independent and sometimes
has different views. On
important matters the Chairman
of the Panel writes either in
support or against planning and
traffic matters to the relevant
local authority: Wokingham
Borough Council or South
Oxfordshire District Council.
The Panel does good work
in looking after the interests
of the villages in respect of
planning and traffic matters.
We currently have five members

but would like our views to be
more representative so we are
appealing for volunteers to join
the Panel.
If you are a member of the
Society, share our concerns
about the environment and are
willing to devote a few hours
a month to work with us on
the Panel please call the Panel
Chairman Patrick Hamblin on
969 3930 or 07917 300999 (leave
a message if no reply), email to
patrick.hamblin@btinternet.com
or speak to any of the Society
committee members.
Bridge is the newsletter of the
Sonning & Sonning Eye Society
email: bridge@sonning.org.uk
web: www.sonning.org.uk
Printed on paper from responsible sources by a
company supporting the Woodland Carbon Scheme
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>>Eye on Sonning
a view from the Bridge
Mike Hart, Chairman
The Sonning Volunteer Fire
Brigade Trust (SVFBT) is the
first of the village charities
or organisations to be
featured in Bridge (page 3),
a new initiative that was
announced in the last issue.
The SVFBT was selected
because readers can see
the evidence of the Trust’s
generous donation to the
Pearson Hall Management
Committee (PHMC) with the
total cost of replacing the
front door as the project was
completed in July.
PHMC looked far and
wide to find someone to
make the new door so that

it resembled the old one as
far as possible and finally
accepted the quote from
Cook Joiners of Cadmore
End, High Wycombe, to
supply and fix the new door.
The scope of the project
was to reuse the original
windows and ironwork
(other than the lock which
was replaced).
Graham Cook of Cook
Joiners (shown in action )

took the project to heart
and made an excellent job,
faithfully replicating the
details of the old door.
Due to the care he took
he was able to save all the
old windows and reuse the
ancient hinges.
The door is now complete
and in working order
(see photo opposite). The
village owes a great debt of
gratitude to the charitable
work of the Trust as well
as to Graham Cook for his
craftsmanship. SVFBT has
also generously funded
updating of the electrical
system and the new projector
and screen in Pearson Hall.
A new grant has recently
been approved to replace
the old audio equipment
following which it is planned
that the Society will launch a
regular film club in the hall,
more details to follow in the
next issue of Bridge.

Executive Committee & Panels
Patrick Hamblin, Planning & Traffic Panel
Meetings & Planning Applications
Two meetings of the Panel have been
held since the last ssue of Bridge, on 5th
June and 3rd July. No meeting was held
in August. Fourteen applications were
discussed at the two earlier meetings.
Letters were sent to Wokingham
Borough Council (WBC) as follows:
• advising that the Society’s views on
the change of use of the Cedar Cottage
garden were very much divided
• regarding the application by the
Great House to alter the awning area
with a more permanent structure. The
Panel felt it represented further growth
in the footprint of the Great House
• to clarify the position of the Society
in connection with the Statement of
Community Involvement that has
been added to the various documents
relating to the planning application for
Cedar Cottage. The Society welcomes
the opportunity to discuss controversial
applications with developers in order
that we can be better informed about
the details. Panel members had several
discussions with the applicants to try
to find acceptable ways to alleviate the
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parking problems that have adversely
affected the village by way of overflow
parking in village streets and our
discussions on the Cedar Cottage
proposal were a continuation of these
exploratory meetings. On seeing the
full proposals from the Great House,
the Planning & Traffic Panel, on
behalf of the Society, made its official
response to the proposed car parking
application.
Additional planning issues:
• SODC has issued information
indicating that a site at Playhatch was
now included in a local plan for future
housing development. This is likely
to result in even more traffic passing
through Sonning
• Following the informal hearing
that was held on 4th April 2018
relating to the proposed Sonning Golf
Club development off Pound Lane
it was agreed by the Inspector the
development could proceed
• Sonning Eye Action Group (SEAG) is
in communication with Sport England,
the owners of the Redgrave Pincent
Rowing Lake, following alterations
being made to the banks that has now

created a potentially increased risk of
flooding in Sonning Eye
• WBC is holding a consultation on
its Minerals and Waste Plan which will
guide minerals and waste decision
making in the Borough up to 2036. The
plan will consider future locations for
sand and gravel extraction as well as
waste management, such as recycling
plants, biomass production and waste
treatment facilities. An initial review of
the available documentation indicated
that in the WBC area the two possible
sites are Bridge Farm, Arborfield (sand
and gravel extraction) and Star Works,
Knowl Hill (waste management).
Sonning Parish Council Planning
Committee meetings
The Society has been represented at all
the above meetings since the last edition
as an observer.
Traffic
Both Reading Blue Coat School and
the Society are still waiting to hear from
WBC regarding the proposed parking
restrictions for Sonning Lane.
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Sonning Volunteer
Fire Brigade Trust
John Russell, clerk to the Trust

The Sonning Fire Brigade was formed, following a public meeting in the Pearson Hall, on July
18th 1905 and it proceeded to equip itself with a
standpipe and two lengths of canvas at a cost of
£4.17s.6d. On 3rd January 1907 the Brigade’s first
two horse manual fire engine, costing £65. 0s. 0d
was delivered.
Just before the 1914-1918 war a fire broke out at
Caversham Park Mansion. Sonning Fire Brigade
was first to reach the scene on their two horse
manual and consequently took charge of the
proceedings - very successfully. It later received
commendations from the London Fire Brigade for
‘exceptional efficiency’.
It was not until 1952 that the Sonning
Volunteer Fire Brigade Trust was formed, when
it received a rent of £54. 8s. 0d. per annum paid
by the Berkshire Reading Fire Brigade for the
use of the fire station in Pound Lane. Under the
terms of the scheme then agreed with the Charity
Commission the Trustees are entitled to distribute
the income, ‘for any public purpose for the benefit
of the inhabitants of the Parish of Sonning and not
provided out of rates or other public funds’.
The first meeting took place on March 31st 1952
at 8.30pm at Shelvingstone, Sonning. Mr C. H.
Williams was elected chairman and Miss Kemp
of the Estate Office, Sonning was unanimously
selected as clerk. The first donation for a sum
of £250. 0s. 0d. was made to the Pearson Hall
Committee towards a new kitchen area.
The fire station ceased to operate in 2008 and
so the Trustees were able to sell the land in 2010.
They decided to place the proceeds of the sale into
two charity investment schemes and now donate
the dividends as per their charter.
To the present time the Trust has donated
£274,429.00. The main beneficiaries have been
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St. Andrew’s Church, Sonning C. of E. Primary
School, Pearson Hall Management Committee,
Robert Palmer Cottages, Sonning Cricket Club,
Scouts, Guides, Cubs and Brownies and Voluntary
Services.
Recent donations have seen the purchase of
new booklets for the Remembrance Day Service.
The Trust also now pay for the Salvation Army
Band to play at the service.
Currently there are four Trustees ( with a
vacancy ) including the chairman, Mark Green. He
is the eighth chairman, others have included John
Edmonds and Malcolm Stansfield. The present
clerk is John Russell who is the fifth clerk since
1952. Previous clerks have included Mark Bodley
Scott and Alistair Moncur.
It is to John Russell, The Gables, Thames Street, that
requests for donations should be addressed in writing.

New Door for Pearson Hall with John Russell (left) and two
of the trustees: Judy Baldwin & Peter van Went
Photo credit: Mike Hart
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A Meeting With Sir Oscar DeVille
Annabella Marks

In June the Sonning &
Sonning Eye Society
invited Sir Oscar and
Lady DeVille to become
honorary life members
in thanks for their
unstinting support over
the years.

I met with The DeVilles on a
very hot morning in July and Sir
Oscar almost instantly told me
that he and his wife Pamela had
been married for over 70 years.
As I entered their delightful
sitting room my eye was
immediately drawn to the small
bronzes that were displayed and
looking through the window
saw a striking half life-size
bronze figure, ‘Power’. Sir Oscar
explained that these were the
work of Pamela, a talented and
award-winning artist, who had
not only sculpted but also cast
many of them herself when the
DeVilles lived in Knutsford.
I spent a fascinating couple
of hours talking with Sir Oscar
and hearing about his life. He
spoke at length about his early
years that he felt were crucial in
shaping his understanding of the
working man which informed
the decisions he made when he
was in a position of influence.
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He was born in Derbyshire
in a mining village near Burtonon-Trent. His parents had called
him Harold but when he went
to secondary school he changed
it to Oscar as he thought Harold
‘was a bit soft.’ His father, also
Harold, had been a prisoner in
France in the First World War
aged 18 and, like many others,
never spoke about it. ‘On his return home he found work with
a brewer in Burton working
very long hours. He was a very
homely chap and we were a very
happy family and I was lucky to
have that background.’
Sir Oscar attended the local
village school ‘a good one —
most miners that had children
didn’t want them to follow them
and I knew the local community well.’ He also got to know
the miners who had allotments
behind their house. ‘They were
always very good with children
and I was very lucky to have the
feeling that I understood them.’
When he was eleven he
gained a scholarship to the
Grammar School in Burton
and as well as becoming a keen
rugby player he did well academically. When he left school,
in the middle of World War
Two, he wanted join up rather
than pursue an academic career.

In 1942 he joined the Royal Navy
as a cadet, on a new scheme
which was a mixture of academic and service and attended Trinity College Cambridge
for six months. As a grammar
school boy Sir Oscar found that
his fellow students were almost
all from Public schools and who
assumed that they were the
best; an important lesson for the
future.
After Cambridge, aged
eighteen, he served as a seaman
on HMS ‘Belfast’ on the Russian
convoys. ‘The ship was designed
for 600 but we were 1100 crew
and were crammed a bit. It
was quite a tough feel with the
Russian weather and in that
time we saw action in the North
Cape where “Scharnhorst” was
sunk. I was handling shells to
feed a gun turret. At the victory
everyone had a few drinks if
they were over eighteen and a
half but I had to have lemonade.
It was a great experience to be
in battle and very moving to be
there at the funerals of those
who had been killed.’
In 1944 he served as a
RNVR officer in Normandy
and Belgium, preferring to be
on small ships as a non-career
officer. After this he volunteered
to go to the Far East on a mineBridge newsletter • Issue 56 • Autumn 2018

sweeper as the war with Japan
was still on and, later, aged 21,
even took command. Just before
he left he had vocational leave
and met Pamela at a dance, and
they were instantly ‘keen on
each other.’ He left knowing
that they would not meet again
for at least a year.
He took up his post on the
mine sweeper. ‘I was lucky
again, I’ve been lucky at every
stage, as the Japanese defeat
happened before I got there. It
was a dangerous job mopping
up mines but interesting. It was
very satisfying living close to
people and making it work. One
experience that made a mark
was the reception of mail coming on board. The people I felt
sorry for were the married ones
who had left their family behind.
At my age it was just exciting.’
In 1946 Sir Oscar applied to
resume his studies at Cambridge
encouraged by his old Professor
who had saved a place for him.
Two days after his return to
the UK he took up his place at
Trinity College and immediately
had a tutorial in Russian going
through a poem by Pushkin. He
and Pamela (who had joined the
ATS) had kept in contact and to
his relief no one had ‘knocked
her sideways before I came
back.’ They married the following year and he finished his
degree a year later. He still had
no idea what he wanted to do
eventually and the first careers’
advice he received was to shave
off his beard.
‘I was thinking of teaching, but as a married man it was
not necessarily a good idea, but
by chance I filled in for the guy
who was coaching the Eton boat
crew. It was a real experience.
I liked what I saw, very much,
even though it was a privilege
thing, but I saw it was a very,
very good idea to stretch people
and to teach them they could be
stretched, which happens automatically in a place like Eton.’
He had been thinking of
going into industry for some
time ‘to put right some of the
things that were rather wrong’
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and applied to Ford, was taken
on and stayed for sixteen years.
His interest was in industrial
relations and he was appointed
as the manager of recruitment
and training at the young age of
28 and subsequently built up the
well-known Ford training programmes. After Ford was taken
over he decided to leave and
moved to BICC in 1965 as chief
of Personnel and then became a
main board director in charge of
UK operations. During his time
there BICC out-faced a major
strike and following this Sir
Oscar took the opportunity to
talk with the senior shop stewards and managers to discuss
what it was about. One move he
then made was for the contributory staff pension fund to be
open to seasoned factory workers (with no union involvement).
There was substantial take up
of those eligible, meeting a real
need. ‘Good move and cemented relations.’ He remained with
BICC for twenty years, retiring
at the age of 60.
By then Sir Oscar was very
busy with other commitments.
While at BICC he had become
involved in industrial relations
nationally. He was one of the
three employer members of
the Commission on Industrial
Relations and was a founder
member of the reconciliation
body ACAS, and continued to
work there for fifteen years. He
was also on the Council of the
CBI for seven years. During the
1970s, years of notorious industrial relation strife, as chairman
of a special CBI committee, he
successfully opposed Jack Jones’s
proposals via the Bullock Committee for the enforcement of
TU membership of company
boards — an achievement in
which he still takes pride. ‘It was
interesting and a good key time’.
He was appointed as a
non-executive member of the
British Rail Board for five years
and found this fascinating. In
1985 he was invited by government to be Chairman of the
Review of Vocational Qualifications in England and Wales

Vulcanisation plant at BICC in Leigh
and became founder chairman
of the NCVQ overseeing radical
reform.
In 1991 Sir Oscar resigned
from all committees and took up
an academic life again. He had
been interested in family history
for over twenty years and had
researched his family back to
1600. He realised that the name
was very rare and the interesting
time was in 1200 and 1300s so he
registered as a research student
with Birkbeck College in medieval history and completed his
PhD in three years.
He was awarded a CBE in
1979 and became a freeman of
the City of London in 1981. In
1990 he was appointed a Knight
Bachelor.
When Sir Oscar retired from
BICC the DeVilles were living
in Knutsford but spent much
of their time in London. They
decided to move their base to
the south and bought a house
in Sonning. However, with his
commitments in London and
a flat as a retreat in Belgium it
was only when he fully retired
did Sonning become their main
home. The DeVilles became well
known figures in the community
but now, both in their nineties
they are, at last, leading a quiet
life.
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Putting Sonning’s Children First
Marjie Thorne, Marketing & Communications Officer at Reading Blue Coat School
Although Reading Blue Coat School and Sonning CE Primary School share a common history and
geography, a Church of England foundation and strong links with St Andrew’s Church, it is their
commitment to children that is the real glue in their relationship.
RBCS Headmaster, Jesse Elzinga, says: “There are so many like-minded people at Sonning Primary
who share a commitment to education and young people, and it is a delight to work so closely with the
school’s governors and Headteacher, Luke Henderson”. “Everything that both schools do is all about
benefitting children,” he adds, “and I know that we will continue to see local young people develop and
flourish through this partnership.”
Sonning Primary has been at its current site since 1945; and RBCS relocated from Reading to Sonning in
1947. Both schools benefitted from money bequeathed by Sir Thomas Rich (1600s) to provide educational
support to poor children – and both schools have a Rich House in his honour.
Initially, there were few direct links between the two schools, other than a steady stream of
boys moving on from one school to the other, but more recently the relationship has developed
significantly. In addition to Sonning Primary’s use of RBCS facilities for swimming lessons, crosscountry running, climbing lessons, and various meetings, the primary children are invited to
performances of RBCS productions, and to participate in their CCF Biennial Inspection Day.

Mathematics

Science Day

Spanish Lesson

One of the most valuable developments, however, has been the weekly Maths and Spanish teaching
support provided by RBCS Sixth Form students at Sonning Primary. For Hannah Player, one of three
students providing Maths support this year, the experience helped her prepare for her future. “I want to
be a child nurse so it was good experience working with children,” she says. “The three of us had to work
together to communicate effectively – and we learned about patience! It was very rewarding watching
the children develop and grow in confidence in the subject.”
Isobel Warren and Ori Brunner both provided support in Spanish – an experience that Isobel found
very rewarding. “We learned about how much work goes into preparing a lesson,” she says, “and we loved
seeing the children’s progress and how much they valued the lessons”. Ori adds: “Teaching has helped
me become more confident and understand how to engage with children in a fun and friendly manner.”
RBCS Head of Art, Bob Wallis, and his students helped lead a special primary school Art Day in
March, and, at Sonning Primary’s Science Day, the RBCS Science teachers and students wowed the
younger children with explosions, rockets and cool facts.
Sonning Primary’s Headteacher, Luke Henderson, says: “Mr Elzinga has been extremely generous in
providing staff time, pupils, resources, use of RBCS facilities, and opportunities for children at Sonning
Primary to attend Blue Coat events. All of these experiences have been very much appreciated by my
school community and have been of great benefit to the children and staff involved.”
“I have also greatly appreciated the exceptional guidance and support I have received from Mr Elzinga
in his capacity as vice chair of governors at Sonning Primary School” , he continues. “The governing body
and I look forward to not only continuing but also further enhancing our close working relationship in
the years to come.”
Reading Blue Coat School have opportunities for part time Traffic Attendants to work term time to help control and direct traffic
and ensure pupil safety during the School drop off and pick up times, and for Saturday morning events.
Hours of work are Monday to Friday 07:30 to 08:45; 15:30 to 18:00; and Saturdays 09:30 to 12:30 during term time. You can
choose which days you wish to work. Rate of pay is £9.32 per hour.
To apply go to www.rbcs.org.uk/vacancies or call the Human Resources department (0118 933 5813).
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>>Bridge Ends
Notes and queries

Speed Control
Sonning Parish Council has
installed a permanent “smiley/
grumpy” speed indicating device
(SID - as it’s known) close to the
entrance of Sonning CE School.
Speeding drivers are presented with
a red face under the measurement
of their speed, whilst slower traffic
sees a smiling green one.

The training of the Speed Watch
volunteers is now complete and you
may see them operating around our
roads. Warning letters will be sent
to offenders with further action
following if necessary.

Floating Pennywort
Ali Driver has reported that after
recent action by the Environment
Agency it appears that our local
rivers are now clear of this invader
- if so this is the first time in the UK
it has been eradicated in this way.

Sonning Eye Action Group

The hope is that this will encourage
slower traffic approaching the zebra
crossing. SPC are now looking for
suggestions of other locations for
the original SID.

The Society is supporting SEAG
in their investigation into an
increased flood risk caused by
bank alterations within the area
of the Redgrave Pinsent Rowing
Lake. Sonning Eye residents have
reported that in recent years the
flooding has occured more rapidly
and it seems that alteration to the
banks of the Thames is responsible
for some of this.

Sonning Litter Pick
Fifty volunteers collected over 50
bags of detritus over the weekend
in late March, with support from
The Bull, Coppa Club and Waitrose
providing refreshments. The
Parish Council is now looking for
volunteers to become regular litter
pickers or possibly even to adopt a
road. Please contact Jan Fielder via
the SPC website if you would like
more information.

Local Plan Update
WBC has removed all but one
of the local sites from its list of
possible locations for development.
The remaining site is the field
alongside Garde Road (owned by
Reading University Farm) and is of
major concern since it creates the
possible expansion of the village
towards Charvil and the subsequent
merging of the two villages. We will
let you know you when the public
consultation starts.

Our Next Events:

A Historical Walk and a Brewery Tour
Two events to get you out and about
September 29th – If you have ever wondered why we are so lucky to have so many lovely
buildings in Sonning, or indeed why the streets go through the village in the way they do,
then our walk exploring the village’s history and buildings will be just for you.
Led by Brian O’Callaghan and Diana Coulter, “Sonning: an architectural and
historical walk” will take place on Saturday 29th September 2018 starting at 2pm.
Brian and Diana will meet you in the churchyard near The Bull. They will start in the
church and then cover Pearson Road and the High Street. The walk takes about two
hours, so appropriate footwear is recommended, and it ends back at The Bull, where
a choice of tea/coffee venues are then nearby. For safety reasons we need to limit
numbers, so please book a slot via Diana on diana.coulter@mac.com or 0118 969 2132.
October 13th – Following the article in the Summer edition of Bridge we are pleased to
confirm the arrangements for the tour of Loddon Brewery which will take place on Saturday
13th October, 2018. The planned tour will start at 1500 hrs. Chris Hearn, the owner will
give us an insight into the back ground to the brewery together with an explanation of the
brewing process followed by plenty of time for sampling. Taxi’s at 1730hrs!
Tickets: Members - £10.00. Non-members - £12.50;
or £15.00 to include single Society membership to December 2019
Tickets available at the Village Show and also from Penny Feathers. Contact her by email
to penny.feathers@btinternet.com or 0118 9343193.
An important date for your diary: Our AGM and Supper will be held on Saturday November 17th
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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

15th September
2pm

Sonning Village Show
At the Sonning CE Primary School on Pound Lane

See programme, distributed to village
residents, for info or call 0118 969 3939

27th September
8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, First Night: A Night in Provence
Written by Robin Hawdon, directed by Keith Myers

Performances until 17th November
Tickets available from millatsonning.com

29th September
at 2.00pm

Sonning: an Architectural and Historical Walk
Led by Brian O’Callaghan and Diana Coulter

Book a place via diana.coulter@mac.com
or on 0118 969 2132

12th October

Berkshire Gardens Trust’s AGM in Purley Barn

More information from their website:
berkshiregardenstrust.org

13th October

Loddon Brewery Tour with Tasting Opportunities
Details to follow

Tickets available from Penny Feathers,
see page 7 for details

17th October at 7.45pm

S&SES Executive Committee meeting in Pearson Hall

Members of the Society are very welcome

17th November
7.15pm sharp for AGM

S&SES AGM followed by a Supper, in Pearson Hall, with guest
speaker Brigadier Maurice Sheen

Tickets and Nomination Forms will be
available on the website in due course

23rd November
8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, First Night: Guys & Dolls
Directed and choreographed by Joseph Pitcher

Performances until 23rd February 2019
Tickets available from millatsonning.com

23rd November
7pm

Seven Songs and The Walnuts play the Pearson Hall, in aid of
Alzheimer’s Research UK, with food from thecookcurryclub.com

More information from sevensongs.org

6th December
2pm

Putting Berkshire on the Map. John Leighfield CBE looks at the
history of mapping with an emphasis on Berkshire

At Reading Central Library,
see blha.org.uk for more information

28th February
8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, First Night: Gaslight
A spine chilling, pscychological thriller by Patrick Hamilton

Performances until 13th April 2019
Tickets available from millatsonning.com

The Sonning & Sonning Eye Society is affiliated with other organisations and in the case of the Berkshire Gardens Trust, the Berkshire Family
History Society (BFHS) and the Berkshire Local History Association (BLHA) 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.

>> Membership information
Welcome packs for new residents are available from Lesley Heaney, our Membership
Secretary (membership@sonning.org.uk), so please mention the Society when you chat to
your new neighbours. We can also be found on Facebook and at www.sonning.org.uk.

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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