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Capturing Memories -
Village Voices Recalled

Jeremy Gilmore

Ten years ago this September, 
the Pearson Hall saw a “most 
professionally designed and 
presented exhibition” which was 
the culmination of three years’ 
work and over 80 recordings 
reflecting the oral history of 
Sonning and Sonning Eye. The 
objective was to capture, through 
voice and photos, the experiences of 
those who had grown up in the area 
and allow us to preserve them for 
posterity.

The small team of volunteers 
from the Society was lead by Mary 
Chapman and, as well as organising, 
transcribing and cataloguing all the 
interviews, they borrowed hundreds 
of photos and ephemera for the 
exhibition itself.

Over 1,000 people visited the 
show in Sonning and it then moved 
to the Museum of English Rural Life 
in Reading where it stayed for four 
months in 2010.

The exhibition and the resulting 
book, published three years later, di-
vided the memories into ten themes 

spanning Home Life, Schools, Rural 
Life and local Businesses, through 
the War, Events and the Fire Bri-
gade to the River, the Mill and the 
Community.

Each section consisted of the 
recordings of the individuals’ remi-
niscences used as a sound track to a 
selection of photos and documents. 
This was accompanied by relevant 
memorabilia from the period. The 
result was that those, for example, 
who had never experienced ration-
ing could appreciate what the local 
community had lived through.

To mark the anniversary of this 
momentous project and its resulting 
exhibition we asked the four main 
members of the project team for 
their thoughts on the experience. 
Turn to page 3 of this issue of Bridge 
to learn what it was like making 
history come alive.

One of  the ten panels describing the 
themes,  designed by Jean Jacques Vizern



Bridge newsletter • Issue 59 • Summer 20192

Mike Hart, Chairman

With the onset of warmer 
weather we can look forward 
to the regular outdoor events 
in the village. Hopefully you 
will receive this issue of Bridge 
before the RNLI Garden Party 
takes place on the evening of 
Saturday 15th June. This year 
it is to be held at Brook House 
in the High Street, courtesy of 
Josh and Louise Dick, starting 
at 6.30pm. It’s always a great 
opportunity for an enjoyable 
evening spent with friends, 
tickets are available on the 
gate priced at £15 including a 
bottomless glass of wine and a 
variety of cheeses.

As reported in a previous 
issue that featured RNLI, the 

event raises funds for a very 
worthwhile charity.

As readers will see elsewhere 
in this issue, the Society is 
holding an afternoon tea 
party on Saturday 27th July at 
Appletree in Thames Street. 
Tickets for this event are at the 
unbelievably low price of £10 
including sandwiches, cake, 
strawberries & cream, tea and a 
glass of champagne. Where else 
can you get such great value 
for money?! Tickets, which 
should be purchased in advance, 
are available from Pauline 
Simmonds or Penny Feathers.

Looking beyond summer we 
will restart our Film Nights 
on Tuesday 29th October by 
showing Collette which was 
voted for in the last season but 
was unavailable as it was a new 
release. We then have five more 
films to show in the months of 
November through to March, 
you will be able to vote for the 
films you would like to watch at 
the October Film Night.

This issue of Bridge 
celebrates 10 years since the 
launch of the popular Village 
Voices publication. For those 
who missed the opportunity to 
read this account of the lives 
lived in Sonning & Sonning Eye, 
a few copies of Village Voices 
are still available to buy.

And lastly, I would like to 
publicly welcome Joan Collins 
to the Executive Committee 
where she has been appointed 
Honorary Treasurer of the 
Society.

>>Eye on Sonning 
a view from the Bridge

Meetings & Planning Applications
Three meetings of the Panel have been 
held on 13th March, 2nd April and 2nd 
May 2019. Thirteen applications were 
discussed at these meetings.
Letters were sent to Wokingham 
Borough Council in connection with the 
following planning applications:

• comments relating to the requested 
change from thatch to slates for 22 
Pound Lane, Sonning
• objecting to the proposed location 
of the entrance to the proposed new 
houses on the Sonning Golf Club site
• objecting to the proposed demolition 
of part of a Grade II listed cottage at 
the Great House/Coppa Club site. 

Local Plan Update
There have not been any further 
developments following the submission 
of written comments earlier this year.

Gladman Homes Development
It seems this development in Emmer 
Green, which would have most certainly 
meant additional traffic passing through 
Sonning, is not going to proceed, 
following a decision by the High Court 
not to overturn an Inspector’s decision.

Neighbourhood Plans
Unfortunately the proposed exploratory 
discussions with two or three Parishes 
that have already completed 
Neighbourhood Plans to ascertain the 
methodology, time involved, cost, etc. 
have not taken place as yet. The Society 
is exploring other avenues to understand 
what is involved in the preparation of a 
Neighbourhood Plan.

SPC Planning Committee meetings
The Society has been an observer at all 
the meetings since the last edition.

Traffic
Some of the promised yellow lines in 
Sonning Lane have been implemented, 

albeit they are neither the promised 
primrose colour nor the thinner lines 
designed for Conservation Areas. Also 
there are reports that WBC may have 
been over-zealous and extended them 
into unwanted areas on the High Street. 

Executive Committee & Panels
Patrick Hamblin, Planning & Traffic Panel
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What do I recall of the project? 
First, the Fire Brigade Trust in giv-
ing us the money to fund the pro-
ject, and then the generosity of all 
those who gave us their memories, 
the patience of Jeremy Gilmore 
in quietly and very professionally 
sorting out all the technical aspects 
of the recordings, the hard slog of 
transcribing and editing all those 
precious memories (we were trying 
to save money and keep to our 
budget), the beautiful DVD edited 
and produced for us all by Olivia 
Baldwin, the exhibition where we 
were able to share all those memo-
ries and the book, Village Voices.

On the way, I learnt about the 
legends of Sonning, Dick Turpin 
taking refuge with his aunt in The 
Rich’s Arms hostelry, and the Grey 
Lady, Isabella de Valois, whose 
ghost was reputed to be seen in 
Holme Park.

I was amazed to have a phone 
call out of the blue one day from 
John Cummings in America.  
John had been a member of the 
American 110th Company staying 
in Sonning during the Second 

World War preparing for the 
Normandy D Day landings and he 
sent us several written accounts 
of his memories and the warmth 
shown to him and his colleagues by 
the people of Sonning. I met Harry 
Lawther who came to Sonning 
as an evacuee – and still returns 
when he is in England to the place 
he remembers as a ‘Shangri’la’ 
away from the bombs he had 
been escaping. I learnt about the 
Volunteer Fire Brigade which 
existed for many years and the 
way people supported each other 
during the floods of 1947, school 
life for those brought up in the 
village and the businesses which 
made it almost self- sufficient.

Putting on the exhibition in 
the Pearson Hall with the photos 
and artefacts which had been 
lent to us was quite an operation! 
Picture the scene: we were putting 
the finishing touches to the 1940s 
kitchen ready for the exhibition to 
open the next day in the Pearson 
Hall, draping over the wooden 
clothes rail the lisle stockings 
unearthed from somewhere by 

Jean Milbourn (who had done 
many of the recordings with our 
lovely volunteers) and fixing a 
metal colander on a peg on the 
‘wall’. Steve, my husband, said he 
thought he ought to stay in the 
Pearson Hall overnight to guard all 
the artefacts and computers ready 
loaded by Jeremy Gilmore with 
everyone’s precious memories. So 
he settled down with a sleeping 
bag on the floor and all was well 
until … 4am he was woken by a 
crashing noise, obviously someone 
trying to break in! Instantly 
alert and ready to defend from 
the raiders, he found a light and 
checked doors and windows 
– very odd, all secure. Then a 
more thorough check revealed 
the culprit – the battered metal 
colander had fallen off its kitchen 
peg and rolled across the floor! 
I don’t think he managed to sleep 
any more that night, but he was 
still ready the next morning to 
ring the old school hand bell for 
the Rt Hon Theresa May, our M.P., 
who had kindly agreed to officially 
declare the exhibition open.

Memories of the Memory Takers
 

We asked each of the interviewers (Mary Chapman, Judy Baldwin, Annabella Marks and Lesley Green) for their 
memories of the project and the time that they spent chatting with people to record their oral histories. Some 80 
recordings had to be transcribed and then excerpts chosen for the exhibition as well as for the DVD and, a few 
years later, the wonderful Village Voices book. Here are their thoughts......

Mary Chapman 
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I felt very privileged to be part of 
Village Voices. The idea of an oral 
history project was an excellent 
opportunity to learn much more 
about the history of the local 
community I worked in. At the 
start I remember several meetings 
and discussions around the kitchen 
table in Mary Chapman’s house as 
decisions were made about who to 
interview, how these were going to 
be recorded, the permission forms 
needed and various practicalities 
that had to be considered.

When the interviews got 
underway there was a careful co-
ordination of the recording device 
so that it was available when each 
of the five of us wanted to record 
those very special memories from 
the project’s contributors.  

The first person I recorded was 
Stan Robinson, the local police 
officer. I can still remember his 
broad accent as he shared his 
memories especially his efforts to 
stop the youngsters jumping off 
Sonning Bridge into the Thames to 
cool off on hot summer days. 

As the interviews went on I 
found I got better at asking the 
right questions. I also learnt the 
important lesson of just listening 
and not interrupting too soon to 
enable the contributor to have time 
to share details of their memories 
of special events and activities 
living in Sonning and Sonning Eye. 

I remember travelling to 
Hampshire to interview Ann 
Houchen, daughter of Tom 
Edwards who had been in-charge 
of the Sonning Volunteer Fire 
Brigade. It was wonderful to hear 
about the revolutionary covered 
cab her father had helped design 
and her efforts, aged 14, standing 
up to the Home Office when they 
planned to decommission it….
and it worked! Her memories of 
the camaraderie and activities at 
the fire station were even more 
poignant because of my own 
husband’s involvement as officer in 
charge of the station many years 
later. 

There is one interview I 
remember with special memories 

and pride - Andy Feak, son of 
Tom Feak – a much loved former 
Headteacher of Sonning Primary 
School. As head of the school 
myself I was very aware of the 
tremendous legacy of Mr Feak 
because the school had named a 
room after him. It was wonderful 
to learn more from Andy about 
his dad, the kind of person he was 
and also Andy’s own memories of 
school life in Sonning.

I recall the excitement of the 
school children as they visited the 
Village Voices exhibition in Pearson 
Hall, viewing the artefacts and 
exhibits and also speaking to some 
of the contributors. The value of 
young people learning about the 
past, and especially about the lives 
of local people, is very important.  
Village Voices enabled this to 
happen and the memories gathered 
from the contributors (and later 
published in a book) provided the 
ideal opportunity to ensure that 
these continued to live on.  

Lesley Green

Overleaf: A young Rebekah Peachy trying on a fireman’s helmet; the VV team: 
Mary Chapman, Judy Baldwin, Annabella Marks and Lesley Green

Top Right:  Tom Feak - Headmaster Of Sonning Primary School 
Lower Right: Jean Milbourn demonstrating an antique food mill 

Below: Fireman Tom Edwards on his wedding day

Many thanks to Lesley Green for the photos of the exhibition

Memories of the Memory Takers cont.
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I first heard of the Village Voices 
project at an AGM of the Sonning 
and Sonning Eye society where 
Mary Chapman was asking for 
volunteers. She explained that she 
had agreed to lead the somewhat 
daunting task of making an oral 
history of the villages with a view 
to holding an exhibition. She need-
ed people to help take recordings 
from villagers past and present, 
and then to select the most rele-
vant parts to draw a picture of life 
in the two communities during 
the twentieth century.  At our first 
meeting it was clear that Mary was 
well able to take on this formidable 
challenge and I am sure that with-
out her inspirational leadership 
and amazing organisational skills 
the scheme would have foundered.

I felt very privileged to be 
welcomed into people’s homes and 
to listen to them reminisce about 
their lives in Sonning and Sonning 
Eye.  At the start of the session 
most would look at the recorder 

with a degree of suspicion but 
soon forgot that it was even there 
as their memories flooded in.  As 
a relative newcomer – we moved 
to Sonning Eye in 1986 – it was 
fascinating to hear about our local 
community and a way of life long 
gone.

Selecting which recordings 
to use for the exhibition was the 
hardest part, as we had such a 
wealth of material and we wanted 
to include everyone who had 
been generous in allowing our 
team to interview them. For the 
team it was also fascinating as it 
was the first time we heard the 
recordings that had been made 
by our colleagues. It was also 
interesting to hear the same events 
described by a number of people 
and, as always, the memories and 
interpretations varied.

My most memorable recording 
was with John Hiles who had 
been born in 1937 in The Barracks, 
Sonning Eye.  I had heard many of 

John’s fascinating anecdotes when 
he was working on our house – 
he was a superb builder- and I 
knew that I just had to record 
him.  The only problem was that 
although he had lived locally 
throughout his working life, he 
had retired to Dyfed, West Wales 
in the late 1990s.  After a very 
long and beautiful drive through 
Wales we eventually arrived in 
Clunderwen and were made very 
welcome by John and his wife, 
Clare. John’s memory was as sharp 
as ever and I recorded him for 
two hours.  He was articulate, 
humorous and generous. Later, 
I found it very hard to edit out 
some of his best stories, but I was 
lucky enough to listen to them 
again just before I wrote this.  Just 
occasionally I had to remember 
that John was a fanatical fisherman 
and, just sometimes, a few of his 
reminiscences reminded me of the 
one that got away! 

Annabella Marks

Left: Coronation Day 1953

Right: Hand Bell Ringers in 
December 1948

All historical photos used here 
are part of the 

Village Voices collection

Left: Evacuee Maurice Salter

Right: 
Sonning School c1905

Bottom: 
Sonning Home Guard

Memories of the Memory Takers cont.
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The Wormsley Estate Walled Garden
Brian Brooker

Members of the Society recently 
had the opportunity to visit an 
historic and perfectly managed 
walled garden on the 2,500 acre 
Wormsley Estate that was once 
owned by Sir Paul and Lady 
Getty. Situated just off the M40 
motorway near Stockenchurch, 
this two acre garden is unusual 
in that it is situated more than a 
mile from the main house on a 
site that was once chosen for its 
fertility, South-facing position 
and the availability of abundant 
water.

It was originally designed 
and laid out by Richard Woods 

in the mid-1700s but fell 
into disrepair until the Getty 
family took over and in 1991 
employed the leading garden 
designer Penelope Hobhouse 
to reconstruct the garden 
space. Her brief was that the 
Walled Garden was to provide 
a balance between the practical 
needs of the household and 
the private requirements of the 
family. Using Woods’ original 
plans, which divided the garden 
into four ‘Garden Rooms’, she 
therefore created  a perennial 
and shrub garden, a vegetable 

and cutting flower garden as 
well as a croquet lawn and a 
green theatre (complete with a 
grass stage) with a rose garden 
attached to it. 

On the day of our visit, the 
sun was shining and we enjoyed 
to best effect the spectacle of 
large swathes of rat-tailed lilies 
and Alliums as well as displays 
of bush roses, Clematis and tree 
peonies. Many thanks are due to 
Pauline Simmonds for arranging 
this interesting, informative and 
very enjoyable visit.

Above: Members of the Society are introduced to the garden; 
Top: Photo of Brian by courtesy of Julia Brooker

Joining Mary, Annabella, Lesley 
and Jeremy recording Village Voices 
was a great pleasure for me. Having 
been lucky enough to  grow up 
in Sonning,  I have always felt it 
was such an idyllic childhood and 
I  was able to record the voices of 
people that I had known all my life. 
I learnt such a lot about their lives, 
and was especially fascinated by 
their memories of my Grandfather, 
Dr May, who was the doctor in the 
village, and who I never knew.

I think the war time memories 
were very poignant, Eisenhower 

staying in the village prior to the 
D Day landings, evacuees, the 
American camp in Holme Park, 
the Sonning Home Guard and the 
young men called up who never 
returned.

So many people kindly lent us 
photographs to scan and use in the 
DVD and the book and it added 
another special dimension to the 
voices, showing people and events 
in the village which brought it all 
to life.

The exhibition in the Pearson 

Hall was hard work, with an 
enormous amount of planning, 
but it was a joy to watch groups 
of people who knew the village 
of old, reminiscing together and 
remembering past times, and how 
the village has changed in their 
lifetime.

Sadly, some of the people we 
recorded are no longer with us 
and I am so pleased that we have 
their memories safely stored for 
posterity for future generations to 
enjoy.

Judy Baldwin

If you missed the opportunity to see the exhibition we do still have copies of the Village Voices DVD (which was 
created by Olivia Baldwin) on which you can hear some of those interviews accompanied by photos of the period. 
For a more in-depth memento then please request a copy of Village Voices: Memories of Sonning and Sonning 
Eye. The DVD is £5 and the 160 page book is £10, available from Pauline Simmonds.

Memories of the Memory Takers cont.
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Our Next Events
  The Society Garden Party and Heritage Walks

HERITAGE OPEN DAY WALKS
13th, 14th, 15th September
If you are new to the area do join our experienced guides as they describe the 
architectural heritage and development of our village through key buildings 
and how the river crossing helped to shape the village you see today. The walks 
start at 2pm, last for 2 hours and you are advised to wear comfortable shoes 
and bring protectection against inclement weather.

There is no charge for these guided walks but numbers are limited so booking 
is essential. Please contact Diana Coulter via email to diana.coulter@mac.com 
or on 0118 969 2132. Bookings open on August 12th.

SUMMER TEA PARTY
Saturday 27th July, 3.00 to 5.30pm
This year our tea party is being held in the garden of “Appletree”, Thames Street in 
Sonning by kind permission of Christa and Mike Dyson. 

Enjoy strawberries and cream with cakes and a glass of champagne in this beautiful 
garden. Join in the Quiz. Bring a guest - non-members welcome. Tickets cost £10.

Pay on the day but please order in advance before 20th July from Penny Feathers by 
telephoning 0118 934 3193.

Sonning Habitat Enhancement 
Program (SHEP) - update

Ali Driver is pleased to report 
that the next phase of the SHEP 
programme (funded by Network 
Rail) was successfully completed 
in March, when 3555 native 
trees and shrubs were planted in 
dedicated 10 metre-wide buffer 
strips on University of Reading 

farmland alongside the A4 between 
Charvil and Sonning, and alongside 
Broadmoor Lane. 17 species were 
planted with approximately 40% 
of the planting consisting of 
Hawthorn, Blackthorn and Purging 
Buckthorn, and the rest made up 
of smaller numbers of less common 
species including Dogwood, 
Wayfaring Tree, Guelder Rose and 
Spindle. Maintenance of these trees 

and shrubs will be carried out for 
three years as part of the planting 
contract, and Ali will be carrying 
out monitoring of the areas and 
has no doubt that they will prove 
to be excellent habitats for a wide 
range of plants and animals, as well 
as providing valuable connectivity 
with other nearby habitats. (Thanks 
to Ali for the photo of the planting 
alongside Broadmoor Lane.)
 
Berkshire Gardens Trust 
Celebrating 10 Years
There will be tea and garden tours 
at The Long Gallery, Englefield 
House in Theale on Tuesday 
16th July as part of the Trust’s 
anniversary celebrations. Members 
of our Society are considered to 
be members of the BGT and are 
encouraged to attend what has, in 
the past, been a very rewarding 
event. Guests will include the Lord 
Lieutenant of the Royal County of 
Berkshire, the High Sherriff and 
the Mayors. Tickets can obtained 
for £7.00 by visiting their website 
(www.berkshiregardenstrust.org). 

>>Bridge Ends
Notes and queries
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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

15th June 
6.30pm

RNLI Garden Party courtesy of Josh & Louise Dick to be held at 
Brook House, High Street, Sonning

Tickets available from David Bates or at 
the gate

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 - sold out

Details are available on the 
sonningfestival.co.uk website

27th July 
3 - 5.30pm

S&SES Summer Tea Party, at Appletree, Thames Street - order 
your £10 tickets from Penny Feathers by 20th July

Members of the Society and guests are 
very welcome

7th August at 7.45pm S&SES Executive Committee meeting in Pearson Hall Members of the Society are very welcome

8th August 
8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, First Night: Towards Zero 
A suspensful, brooding thriller

Performances until 28th September 
Tickets available from millatsonning.com

13th,14th 15th September 
2pm

Heritage Open Day Walks with an experienced guide Contact Diana Coulter to book a place

21st September 
2 - 5pm

The Sonning Village Show - the annual fruit & veg, arts & crafts, 
baking show with so much for all the family

In the grounds of Sonning Primary 
School, Liguge Way, Pound Lane

21st September 
6.30pm - midnight

The New Pavilion Gala Dinner 
in aid of the new sports pavilion for King George’s Field

Tickets and info are available at 
tinyurl.com/paviliongala

11th October 
7.30pm

S&SES An illustrated talk by Professor Alastair Driver on his trip to 
Nepal, to be held in the Pearson Hall - details in next issue

Members of the Society and guests are 
very welcome

16th October at 7.45pm S&SES Executive Committee meeting in Pearson Hall Members of the Society are very welcome

29th October 
7pm

Film Club: Colette, starring Keira Knightley and Dominic West, 
in the Pearson Hall

Tickets available on the door, 
programme starts at 7.30pm

16th November 
7.15pm sharp for AGM

S&SES AGM followed by a Supper, our guest speaker will be 
Sally Hughes, Managing & Artistic Director, The Mill at Sonning

Details will be published in our next issue

Future Events

Bridge is the quarterly newsletter published by the 
Sonning and Sonning Eye Society 

email: bridge@sonning.org.uk     web: www.sonning.org.uk

>> Membership information
A warm welcome is extended to new members: 
 Mrs M Saunders  Mrs J Waddell     Ms C Kuipers 
 Mr & Ms J & L Dick & Blum      Miss R Noel-Clarke
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.


