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Local Girls Rescued Circus Ponies
Jeremy Gilmore
This year, so far, we’ve not had the
heavy rains that can easily result
in the Thames flooding. Back in
1960 they were not so fortunate
and there was widespread flooding
from Maidenhead all the way to
Reading. It was in the early hours of
a Monday morning in October that
a tributary of the Loddon started
to flood, endangering Lucken’s
Travelling Circus that had made
camp nearby. As well as the circus
caravans there were a dozen circus
ponies, a horse, two sheep and two
donkeys.
At daybreak Wally Lucken
found that there was water lapping at the knees of the ponies and
“within a quarter-of-an-hour they
were up to their tummies”. With
his brothers, Arthur and Maurice,
Wally moved the animals to a nearby stable but at 9am the water was
still rising fast and it was clear that
they needed to find higher ground.

Wally battled through
over half-a-mile of flood
water to the Twyford
house of Air Commodore
Allen Wheeler to break the
news of his circus’s plight.
Commodore Wheeler and
his wife, Barbara, took their
punt to the scene of the
flood to set out on a Noah’s
Ark rescue.
They were joined by two
local girls, Sarah Brinsden
and Iris Scourfield, both
13, who were on a day’s holiday
from Piggot School (because of the
Queen’s birthday). Describing the
hazardous journey through the
flood, Commodore Wheeler said:
“We had one or two nasty moments
fighting our way through the flood
water which was travelling so fast
it dragged at one’s feet. At one stage
the two girls were riding ponies
through the water and the animals

went under. The girls were flung off
and they, too, went under for a moment. I thought we had lost them
but they surfaced with the animals.”
Said Mr. Lucken: “I was up to
my chest at times. Without the
help of the Wheelers I do not know
what would have become of us”.
The Wheelers together with
Sarah and Iris were widely reported
in the press – everywhere from the
Berkshire Chronicle to the Daily
Mail – and the story of how the
girls rescued the ponies was immortalised in Animal Ways, a children’s
comic of the time.

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

Bridge newsletter • Issue 58 • Spring 2019

1

>>Eye on Sonning
a view from the Bridge
Mike Hart, Chairman
The new Film Club that the
Society is running in Pearson
Hall got off to a good start in
2019. We sold 32 tickets for
our first film, The Guernsey
Literary and Potato Peel Pie
Society, which was shown
on Tuesday 29 th January and
36 tickets for the second
film, The Dressmaker, which
was shown on Tuesday
26 th February. Both films
attracted members and
guests alike and we were
also pleased that several of
the guests who attended
expressed an interest in
joining the Society.
Our third film, The Greatest
Showman, will be shown on
Tuesday 26th March. This film
received the second most votes

from viewers who attended the
January film, Collette received
the most votes but it isn’t available from our distributors yet.
After the March film we
will break for the summer
and restart with Collette in
September. The format seems to
work well, doors open at 7pm
and tickets are priced at £5 for
members, £6 for non-members
which includes a glass of wine
or a soft drink. At these prices
the Society makes a small loss
but we are happy to provide a
community service whilst it is
appreciated. The quality of the
sound and vision is excellent
due to the splendid audio-visual
equipment that was funded by
a generous donation from the
Sonning Volunteer Fire Brigade
Trust. The Trust has also paid
for a recently installed upgrade
to the system which will allows
the PA (public address, using
hand-held or lapel microphones)
system to operate concurrently
with the projector — ideal for
computer presentations.

In this issue of Bridge we
continue to showcase our local
organisations and charities with
an article about the Robert
Palmer’s Almshouse Charity
(RPAC) by Alastair Moncur
who was Clerk and Treasurer
to the Charity for many years.
The Almshouses are a feature of
the Pearson Road street scene
and their front garden is always
immaculate. The Trustees have
decided to replace the longestablished rose bushes with
a Knot Garden to give the
soil a chance to recover. The
cost of this makeover has very
generously been provided by the
Sonning Scarecrow Committee,
another example of how
lucky we are to have thriving
organisations like the Scarecrow
Committee and the Fire Brigade
Trust to help us maintain our
heritage.

Executive Committee & Panels
Patrick Hamblin, Planning & Traffic Panel
Meetings & Planning Applications
Three meetings of the Panel were held
on 11th December, 16th January and
12th February. Ten applications were
discussed at these meetings.
A letter was sent to Wokingham Borough
Council (WBC) recommending speed
humps were positioned in Charvil Lane
either side of the access to Acrefield
and Augustfield in view of the busy and
narrow features of Charvil Lane and the
angle of the access road.
A letter was sent to Sonning Parish
Council recommending a speed indicator
device is positioned in Sonning Lane.
Additional planning issues are:
• It was noted that planning
permission has been granted for the
proposed car park in the garden of
Cedar Cottage
Local Plan Update
A number of Planning & Traffic Panel
members and numerous other residents
of Sonning attended a presentation
by WBC on 10th January in Twyford
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relating to the Local Plan Update. The
Planning & Traffic Panel subsequently
provided written comments on the sites
in the Parish that were shown in the
documentation provided by WBC.
The day after the meeting two of our
members spoke on Radio Berkshire
regarding the impact of the Local Plan
Update on the infrastructure of the
village particularly relating to traffic
volume and flows, environmental issues,
urbanisation and the loss of village
identity.

our decision to proceed with the
Neighbourhood Plan for Sonning.
SPC Planning Committee meetings
The Society has been represented at all
the above meetings as an observer since
the last edition.

Traffic
The provision of yellow lines in Sonning
Lane is still awaited.
Neighbourhood Plans
Exploratory discussions are to be
held with two or three Oxfordshire
Parishes that have already completed
a Neighbourhood Plan to ascertain
the methodology, time involved, costs
and other aspects that might influence
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The Robert Palmer’s
Almshouse Charity
Alastair Moncur, former Clerk and Treasurer
The earliest records of the Robert Palmer’s Almshouses
in Sonning have not been passed down through the
many generations of trustees, and their whereabouts
are not known. The date over the central archway of
the Almshouses is 1850, and it is known that Robert
Palmer (1793-1872), no relation to the Palmers of
Huntley & Palmer, provided the cottages for the benefit
of people who had worked or would work on his estate.
There are minutes of management and trustees’
meetings in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
which my wife and I lodged for safekeeping with the
Berkshire Records Office more than 20 years ago.
That office already had some relevant papers, and an
impressive painting of Robert Palmer of which they
seemed very proud. Those minutes give an inkling
of just how harsh life could be in those days. One
example is the widow of a worker on Frizer’s farm who
was kicked out of the tied accommodation when her
husband died, but was lucky enough to be awarded one
of the six almshouse cottages.

In addition to the small and quite primitive cottages,
residents were allocated a share of the large area behind
the cottages, on which they could grow some part of
their food requirements. It became the practice for the
trustees to give residents seed potatoes, and later, coal,
as a Christmas present.
The present era of the almshouses started in 1981
with the setting up of the current registered charity,
The Robert Palmer’s Almshouse Charity, with a set of
rules authorised by the Charity Commission. The rules
provide for eight trustees, five of them nominated by
the parishes which historically had made up the larger
parish of Sonning, the Vicar of St Andrews, with the
remaining two being chosen by the first six.
Mark Bodley Scott was one of the first of the 1981
trustees, and remained a trustee until he resigned
in 1994, having been Chairman, sometime Clerk,
and occasional solo dogsbody — with no disrespect
intended to Janet Hanna, Bob Vincent and others who
were in position and worked hard for part of Mark’s

Left: Robert Palmer MP painted
by Eden Upton Eddis
credit: Berkshire Records Office
Right: Mark Bodley Scott
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reign. When Mark resigned,
he set up a selection panel
with the then chairman of
Sonning Parish Council, John
Bowman, to find a successor.
It was considered that the
Sonning nominee should have
experience of buildings, as Mark
himself had as an architect,
since the other four parishes
had no reason to be interested
in Sonning buildings. Roy
Jones, a builder, was selected
for this role; Colin Pierce as
Chairman, and myself to relieve
Mark of his duties as Clerk to
the trustees. Space does not allow identification of all
those who have been trustees since then, but in the key
positions, we have had:
Chairman - Bart Guthrie and now Mike Hart;
Treasurer - Jan Jones, Mo Hicks, me, Jackie Jones,
and now Peter Rennie;
Clerk - Rachael Richards and now Pavla Perry.
The buildings have been managed by David Bates
and now Phil Parker. The gardens have been under the
direction of Armine Edmonds and Valerie Moncur, and
to some extent funded by them.
It would be impractical to list all of the residents,
and some of them will hopefully form the basis for a
future article in Bridge, but those of special note are:
Bert Huggins - the village butcher
Maria Lacueva - a Spanish maid
Alfie Finn - retired from the French Horn
Lorna Clark
June & Roly Hunt
Ken Trimmings - resident caretaker
Catherine Murray
Daphne Payne.
Turning back from named individuals, it may be
worth pointing out that the Charity took the benefit of
both a grant and a loan from the Housing Corporation
in 1981, and used the funds to modernise the cottages
and to add rear extensions containing kitchens and/
or bathrooms. Unfortunately, the loan was at fixed
rates of repayment, including interest at the then quite
normal rate of about 14%. This funding put the Charity
under the Housing Corporation and its successors as
well as the Charity Commission. Doubtless, our tiny

Charity was an irritation for
the Corporation, as they were
a real pain in the backside for
us. As Clerk, I used to have to
complete annual questionnaires,
which were apparently put to
the cities the size of Newcastle
and Sheffield as well. How many
gallons of unsweetened fruit
juice had we consumed? Had
we provided any benefit to naval
dockyards? What numbers of
staff did we have working on
different activities? To try to
avoid this level of irrelevant
bureaucracy, we considered
repaying the loan and escaping from the clutches of the
Housing Corporation. That was when we discovered
that the awful penalty clauses for early repayment
made it more economic to continue with the loan.
When the 2008 financial crisis hit the western world,
and the Royal Bank of Scotland had to be rescued,
factoring of our loan meant that we were paying that
bank at about 14%.
Other grants have been without pain for the Charity
— the Sonning Volunteer Fire Brigade Trust has made
major contributions to the Charity over the years, the
most recent being the addition of a veranda along the
back of the cottages, as suggested by Valerie Moncur to
provide some bad weather protection for the residents.
Before that, a group of villagers, under the direction of
David’s Penny and Bates, refurbished the sheds at the
foot of the allotments at their own expense.
And finally, those allotments. The first thing to
say is that it would have been better if they had never
become known as allotments, since some holders have
come to expect the same rights as holders of municipal
allotments. In fact, as a previous Vicar said, they are
part of the gardens of the almshouse residents. Where
a resident does not want a plot, it is allocated to village
residents as a favour, and for a contribution to the costs
of keeping the common parts tidy. This practice started
when the parents of a present plot holder were first
offered a plot quite a long time ago now. Allocation of
plots, collection of dues, and overall management are
now in the hands of Judith Hart.

The allotments with a view
of the sheds in the process of
refurbishment in 2007
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Memories of: Penny Feathers
Interviewed by Annabella Marks

Penny has played an
important part in the
Sonning & Sonning Eye
Society for many years.
She was secretary to
the Society’s Executive
Committee for 5 years
and also was chair of the
Education and Social
Committee. She still plays
a very active role in the
society.

I spent an interesting
afternoon talking to her about
her life.
‘I originally came to Sonning
because my husband, Bob, was
working in London and we
were looking for somewhere
from which he could commute
easily and we bought a house
in Charvil. Bob was a native
Californian and was an
American Consul assigned to
the Embassy in London for a
while. He had joined foreign
service many years before and
his first assignment was Japan,
where we met. I was there with
my parents. Father was with
atomic power constructions
and they, with Westinghouse,
were building the first atomic
power station in Japan. I
was 18 years old and it was
a magnificent experience.
Bob and I were married at a
lovely little church in Yokohama
on the bluff - a lovely day and then sailed immediately
to San Francisco, where I met
his grandparents. We then
moved to Washington DC for
a tour and our first overseas
trip was Singapore, just
after independence. It was a
wonderful introduction to living
overseas.’
Where did you go after that?
‘Algeria. We were there
during the ‘67 war and were
evacuated. Bob stayed on for
a while but finally joined me
in London. After six months
he was reassigned to Uganda.
It was a very pleasant place to
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live and had a strong British
Expat community. We both got
involved with local amateur
dramatics -Bob was a very good
actor - and we had a lot of fun
there.’
Where else did you go?
‘Athens. It was one of our
more difficult postings. What
disturbed me, personally, was
that when Bob had to go back
to the States, he literally had
to write to everybody who had
been supplying us with oil and
things for the house and give me
permission to order them while
he was away!’
A very patriarchal society.
‘Yes! But we then had some
wonderful tours. Denmark for
three years, which I loved, and
then back to Washington DC,
and after that, Belize where we
jointly owned two boats and I
learned to sail. We also had a
small motor launch – named
Sprue, after a tropical disease!
Then Bob was assigned to
London and we came to this
area. Our last tour of duty was
the Azores, a place I dearly love.’
Did you get to know the locals?
‘Very much so. But it was
only towards the very end that
the state department allowed
women to go to the Foreign
Service Institute as well to
actually learn the language. It
was an interesting experience
and I did that before we went
to the Azores, so not only did
I learn Portuguese but also
learned about the history of
that part of the world. I even
did strange things like learning
defensive driving because at that
time in the world diplomats
were being kidnapped from
their cars. Quite fascinating. Not
something you would expect.
That was our last posting as
Bob became sick in the Azores
and took early retirement, and
we came back Charvil.’
A very hard time.

‘Yes’
But as you had been part of the
village for a while, you had some
support?
‘No, I didn’t actually. We
occasionally went to St.
Andrews but Bob was not a
church person. After his stroke
he wasn’t confident in meeting
new people, so it wasn’t until
after he died, two years later,
that I started to go to church
more regularly. I was really
supported by our then vicar,
Chris Morgan, who sort of took
me in. He asked me to help
Armine Edmunds with the
Parish magazine, which I really
enjoyed. I used to help clean
the church and I remember him
introducing me to others in
the village. People were just so
welcoming. Funny, when you
lose somebody who has been
such an important part of your
life, you lose your confidence
too. One day Joan Pearce said
she had a spare theatre ticket
and would I like to go? It
actually took a lot of courage
and the closer I got, the more
frightened I got about doing it
by myself, but everyone was so
welcoming, so warm. That was
what the village has been to
me; warm people who made me
welcome.
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I had a full-time job but also
became active in Sonning Village
Players, and they were so kind
to me. Great fun. My first play
was ‘Between Mouthfuls’ at the
Working Men’s Club. Sadly, the
theatre trips are the only thing
to remain of the SVP. I organise
those now.’
Tell me about your job.
‘When we moved back, I
started to look for something
to do. I had always done
voluntary work overseas and
happened to read an article
about the WRVS [now known
as the Royal Voluntary Service]
in the Reading area. I started as
a volunteer and by the time I
lost Bob I was Berkshire County
organiser. It was initially a
voluntary post but the WRVS
was beginning to become
more professional, training
its managers so they could
respond to new demands, and I
became a paid member of staff. I
worked full time until I retired,
about ten years ago. I was the
emergency service manager
for the South East of England,
which meant I travelled
around recruiting and training
emergency response teams and
leading them in emergencies.
I covered Buckinghamshire to
Kent and over to Wiltshire - a
huge area. I used to attend
council meetings to discuss
emergency plans and responses.
Fascinating.’

What sort of things were you
doing?
‘Usually supporting blue
light services or supporting
people who had to be evacuated
from their homes, for whatever
reason. Many people in the
village will remember the fire
at Windsor Castle. My teams
responded to that.
So we were there that
weekend, feeding the fire
brigade. I can still see them,
lined up beside their appliances,
going up the ladders one after
the other and coming back
down through the marquee we
had set up to feed them. They
use up so much energy they
need a lot of food when they
are working. We used to work
four hour shifts and I organised
the rota. It was three days
nonstop, and through the night.
We started with the Windsor
team immediately and then
supported them with teams
from Maidenhead, Reading
and Sonning. I remember
Joan Pearce was very helpful.
Although she was unable to go
she sat at home and made phone
calls. Because it was before
mobile phones. I remember
using a service officer’s big brick
of a mobile phone to call one
person and they would use the
landline to call out the other
teams.
I was also involved with
Ufton Nervert. The WRVS had
a contract with Network Rail
to support their staff in the
event of an emergency, so we
were called on the evening of
the crash. We were on site for
a week with teams from the
immediate area. The British Rail
employees were working on
the line, trying to get it open
again and get things sorted.
Some of them had been there
fairly shortly after the crash so
they were quite shaken. It was
a pretty horrific experience for
anybody who was on the site.
So yes, they were working there
constantly. A lot was involved in
listening to them and, of course,

in feeding them. So quite a long
presence, it took quite a few
resources.’
How long have you been in the
village?
‘26 years, actually longer but
that was when I started getting
involved.’
What are the changes have you
seen?
‘One of the things that
appealed to me when I first
came was that it was very
much a village. I can remember
somebody saying that Sonning
was caught in a time warp,
hadn’t changed for years. That
was because many of the people
were older and had been here
for a long time. They belonged
to a period when people did do
things in the community, did
support it, and really did watch
over each other. The church and
community were one. It gave it
a wonderful feeling. You would
see someone in church and then
at the Pearson Hall, around the
village or helping with the fête.
Everybody was the same. It
didn’t seem to matter who you
were or what you were, as long
as you cared for the community
and were part of it. Over the
years we have sadly lost some
of the older people, or they’ve
moved, and because the pace
of life has changed so much,
you find that people don’t have
the time to commit to local
activities. So there have been
changes, but that being said
we have some wonderful new
members of the community too.
But life has to evolve; if it doesn’t
then it dies.
I don’t have any children
or any close family, so when I
lost Bob my friends in Sonning
became my family and I feel
very fortunate to have been able
to enjoy it for so long.’

Fire at Windsor Castle in 1992
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Our Next Events
Three Events in Pearson Hall and a Garden Visit

TALK: Brunel and the Great Western Railway, speaker Lionel Williams
Friday 22nd March at 7.30pm in Pearson Hall
Isambard Kingdom Brunel was initially employed as an engineer in 1833 to build a rail link between London and the west country
via Bristol but he encountered many difficulties. He had to develop new methods of construction and over the years, as more
projects were added, he went on to create a whole range of original designs and technical solutions. He died in 1859 but left an
impressive legacy that inspired the Victorian era and beyond.
Most of us, for example, have used the Great Western Railway, visited Paddington Station, crossed over Maidenhead bridge or
viewed the cutting in Sonning! If you visited the RBH Medical Museum last year you will also know that the Hospital was set up
partly to help the wounded workers! So a lot of local connections.
Lionel Williams, our speaker, now in retirement, is based at the Museum but for
many years ran the Medical Photography Department in the Hospital. His talk
will cover the construction of Brunel’s great Railway as well as his other pioneering
achievements.
Doors open 7.30 for 7.45pm and tickets including a drink cost £4 for members
(£5 for guests). Available from Penny Feathers on Tel 0118 934 3193 or at the door.

FILM CLUB: The Greatest Showman
Tuesday 26th March, doors open at 7.00pm programme starts at 7.30pm
The Greatest Showman is a 2017 American musical film directed by Michael Gracey, staring Hugh
Jackman, Zac Efron, Michele Williams, Rebecca Ferguson and Zendaya.
The film is inspired by the story of P. T. Barnum’s creation of the “Barnum and Bailey Circus” and the
lives of its stars.
Tickets £5 (or £6 guests) include a glass of wine and are available on the door.

TALK: The Work of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission
Friday 10th May at 7.30pm
Fiona Smith, the Projects and Events Coordinator of the Commission
and a former graduate of the Royal Air Force College Cranwell
will give an illustrated talk on the work undertaken by the CWGC.
Doors open 7.30pm. Tickets from Penny Feathers: pennyfeathers@btinternet.com
or 0118 934 3193, cost £4 (£5 for non-members) and include a welcoming drink

GARDEN VISIT: The Walled Garden on the Wormsley Estate
Wednesday 22nd May at 10.30am
Set in beautiful countryside near Stokenchurch, the Wormsley Estate is the home
of the Getty family and the Garsington Opera. The Walled Garden dates back
to the mid-1700s and was designed by a contemporary of Capability Brown. It
was neglected for the best part of a century but brought back to life by Penelope
Hobhouse, the celebrated garden designer.
A private visit has been arranged to see the Garden on Wednesday 22nd May
starting at 10.30am. The cost is £6 per person. Car sharing is advised and it will be
followed by an optional pub lunch nearby. More details to follow.
Numbers are limited so if you are interested please contact Pauline Simmonds on
0118 969 7033 to reserve a place.
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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

23rd February
8.15pm

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

Performances until 18th April
Tickets available from millatsonning.com

22nd March at 7.30pm

Brunel and the Great Western Railway - a talk in Pearson Hall by
Lionel Williams

Tickets available from Penny Feathers

24th March
10am

Sonning Parish Clean Up Day 2019 - Meet at the pavilion on King
George’s Field, bring gloves,sturdy shoes and suitable clothes

Further information is available from
jan.fielder@sonning-pc.gov.uk

25th March at 8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, Magic Night

Tickets available from millatsonning.com

26th March
at 7pm

Film Club: The Greatest Showman
in the Pearson Hall. Tickets £5 (Guests £6)

Tickets available on the door
Programme starts at 7.30pm

3rd April at 7.45pm

S&SES Executive Committee meeting in Pearson Hall

Members of the Society are very welcome

2nd May
8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, First Night: A Belly Full
World premier of Mary Colin Chisholm & Marcia Kash’s new play

Performances until 15th June
Tickets available from millatsonning.com

10th May at 7.30pm

An illustrated talk by Fiona Smith on the work of the
Commonwealth War Graves Commission, in Pearson Hall

Tickets available from Penny Feathers

13th May at 8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, Comedy Night

Tickets available from millatsonning.com

22nd May at 10.30am

A private visit to the Walled Garden on the Wormsley Estate
followed by an optional pub lunch nearby.

Tickets are limited but available from
Pauline Simmonds on 0118 969 7033

5th June at 7.45pm

S&SES Executive Committee meeting in Pearson Hall

Members of the Society are very welcome

20th June
8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, First Night: Private Lives by Noel Coward
Tam Williams returns to the Mill to direct this glittering comedy

Performances until 3rd August
Tickets available from millatsonning.com

29th June
7pm

The Elegant Picnic this year at The Rose Garden, in aid of the
2020 Sonning Regatta, tickets go on sale from April 27th

Details are available on the
sonningfestival.co.uk website

13th July

The Sonning Triathlon and fundraising dinner
in aid of the new sports pavilion for King George’s Field

Tickets and info are available on the
ruggedraces.co.uk website

>> Membership information
A warm welcome is extended to new members:
Mr & Mrs P Dobson
Mr M Saunders Mr & Mrs R Khan
Ms J Collins		
Mrs P Moody
Mr & Mrs O Verrier Jones
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
Bridge newsletter • Issue 58 • Spring 2019

8

