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STOP PRESS!
A Neighbourhood Plan for Sonning

Mike Hart, Chairman

At their meeting on 10th September, 
Sonning Parish Council (SPC) 
resolved to prepare a Neighbourhood 
Plan for Sonning with assistance 
from the Sonning & Sonning Eye 
Society. A joint working party 
has already carried out some 
exploratory work and they can 
now go ahead following the SPC 
commitment.

Briefly stated, a neighbourhood 
plan gives communities direct 
power to develop a shared vision 
for their neighbourhood and shape 
the development and growth of 
their local area. The community 
can choose where it wants new 
homes, shops and offices to be built 
and have its say on what those new 
buildings should look like and what 
infrastructure should be provided. 

Wokingham Borough Council is 
currently updating their Local Plan 
that will define where development 
is to take place up to the year 2036. 
Some significant new developments 
within the Sonning parish area have 
been identified, SPC and the Society 
have made representations about 
them but a neighbourhood plan 
is needed to determine our own 
future. The neighbourhood plan will 
be a statutory document that will 
define where and what can be built. 

Many local towns and villages 
have already created their own 
neighbourhood plans, the ones 
we have consulted unequivocally 
recommend that we go ahead but 
they stress the need for the whole 

community to get behind it and 
the commitment in time that will 
be needed. Our neighbours, Eye & 
Dunsden are also about to embark 
on their own neighbourhood plan 
(see page 6) so this presents a great 
opportunity to take a coordinated 
approach.

The next step will be to arrange 
a public meeting to launch the 
Sonning Neighbourhood Plan at 
which the joint working party will 
explain what is involved and the 
need for volunteers to represent 
the different interests and locations 
within Sonning. A date and venue 
for this meeting will be announced 
shortly.

More information can be found 
on the government portal at:

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/
neighbourhood-planning--2

And there is also a helpful 
site managed by Locality with 
advice on Neighbourhood 
Planning Support :

 
neighbourhoodplanning.org
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Mike Hart, Chairman

Many of you will recall the 
collaborative effort between 
the Society and Sonning Parish 
Council (SPC) which resulted 
in the adoption of the Sonning 
Conservation Area Appraisal in 
2017. The village was divided 
into nine “character areas” 
and teams of volunteers were 
allocated to each area to fill 
in forms that described the 
definitive features of each 
area in terms of buildings, 
streets, greenery and many 
other factors. The information 
so gathered was collated 
to synthesise the essence 
of the character areas. The 
document has since been used 
as an “evidence based” guide 
to assist Wokingham Borough 
Council in evaluating planning 
applications.

As you will have read on the 
front page, SPC has made the 
commitment to prepare the 
Sonning Neighbourhood Plan 
which will give us, the resi-
dents, the opportunity to decide 
how we want our village to 
develop in the future. It will be 
a collaborative effort between 
the Society and SPC as was the 
case with the conservation area 
appraisal and it will only work 
if the village is fully committed 
and supportive of the initiative. 
For this to happen we need your 
help.

The joint working party 
referred to in the front page ar-
ticle met recently with two Ox-
fordshire parishes, Watlington 
and Woodcote, to hear about 
their experiences in preparing 
a neighbourhood plan. We were 
told that the amount of work 
involved is formidable and a 
committee of around 15 volun-
teers was created in each vil-
lage to carry it out, not just to 
share the load but also to ensure 
that it was fully representative 
of the views of the residents. 
The overriding message from 

the Watlington and Woodcote 
representatives was that the 
plan focussed the minds of the 
residents on what was needed to 
create a sustainable future en-
vironment for our children and 
grandchildren. This meant de-
veloping a long term view first, 
then taking bite sized steps to 
plan how to get there. 

Watch this space for news of 
the public meeting to launch the  
Sonning Neighbourhood Plan 
and please be ready to help out.

>>Eye on Sonning 
a view from the Bridge

Meetings & Planning Applications
Three meetings of the Panel have been 
held on 11th June, 2nd July and 8th 
August 2019. Eight applications were 
discussed at these meetings.
A letter was sent to Wokingham Borough 
Council (WBC) in connection with the 
following planning application:

• comments relating to the application 
to varying a planning consent for The 
Atrium, Thames Street.

Local Plan Update
There have been further developments 
following the submission of written 
comments earlier this year in that two 
additional areas have been added to 
the Local Plan. These are Thatched 
Cottage off Sonning Lane and for a 
further area of the Sonning Golf Club 
land, approximately twice the size of the 
piece of land already given permission 
for development. The Society is making 

appropriate comments relating to these 
two additional areas.

Traffic
The yellow lines have been provided but 
unfortunately these are not the narrower 
primrose colour lines normally provided 
in conservation areas. In addition, 
double yellow lines have been provided in 
an area in High Street not shown on the 
notices by WBC prior to their provision. 
The Society has written to WBC, but no 
response was received. It is understood 
from Sonning Parish Council (SPC) 
that WBC has indicated it would be too 
expensive to alter the lines now they have 
been provided.
Following a request from a resident the 
Society has written to WBC relating to 
suggested improvements to the High 
Street/Pearson Road junction with some 
suggestions. Unfortunately these were 
not acceptable to WBC.

Some vehicles are now regularly parking 
on the new double yellow lines at the 
bottom end of Sonning Lane. SPC has 
been advised and WBC has confirmed it 
will ‘keep an eye’ on the situation.
The Society has requested SPC to 
provide a speed indicator device in 
Sonning Lane.

Neighbourhood Plans
As you will have seen on the front page 
of Bridge there has been a positive move 
in the direction of creating the Sonning 
Neighbourhood Plan. Watch this space 
for more details.

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

Executive Committee & Panels
Patrick Hamblin, Planning & Traffic Panel
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The Mystery of  

The Gravestone 
in the Garden

 Trefor Fisher
Knowing that I am a keen amateur genealogist, 
Jeremy Gilmore recently approached me with a 
very interesting challenge. This is part of his email:

Here’s an interesting one: we’re re-laying the old stone 
that lies around the house and in taking it up we discovered 
that one piece is a section of an old gravestone - see photo. 
It was laid upside down, and at the moment it’s the only 
gravestone. 

He subsequently found another section which 
aligned very well with the first (see photo).

As you can see, there is not too much to go on. 
It gave me (inferred letters in brackets):

... (who) died Ma(r) ...
 ... aged 73 ...

... William Holm ....
...(Mar)ch 1st 1860 ag(ed) ...

... of Beanla(???) ...
... in this Par(ish) ...

... (M)ary Ann daugh(ter) ...
 (???)m and Martha H(???)

Being especially interested in the history and 
families of Sonning, I was determined to solve the 
mystery. 

The surname Holm; could it possibly be 
Holmes? Or perhaps Holman? William Holman 
Hunt, the artist, was one time resident in Sonning 
and lived close to where the stone was found. He 
lived 1827 - 1910. Could it be a relative of his that 
died in 1860?

But why “of Beanla???”. Where is Beanland if 
that is the full place name? The closest that I could 
come up with was Beanlands, the name of a bus 
stop outside Swindon!

It was time to stop guessing and take a more 
logical approach. I took all the details above and 
completed a search using a well-known genealogy 
website. Using a wild-card search (Holm*) shows 
all surnames beginning “Holm”. William’s wife 
was probably named Martha and they had a 
daughter named Mary Ann.

The 1851 census would have been the last one 
that William appeared on. This census threw up 
three results - a William Holiness from Yorkshire, 
William Holmes from Derbyshire and William 
Holman from Sussex, all with wives named 
Martha. (That Holman surname appears again!). 

Further investigation showed the first William 
had been transcribed Holiness but was actually 
Holmes. Then came the Eureka moment........ they 
lived at Beanlands, a farm in Glusburn, Yorkshire! 
No sign of Mary Ann though but further investi-
gation showed that she was the second of seven 
daughters born to William and Martha before 
their one and only son was born. 

The headstone would have been erected by 
William in memory of his wife Martha who died 
in 1856 aged 73 years. William then died 1st March 
1860, aged 76 years and their daughter Mary Ann 
died in 1870 aged 62. The farmhouse at Beanlands 
is possibly now a nursing home in Glusburn ...... 
called Beanlands.

I contacted a fellow named Holmes who lives 
a few miles from Glusburn and is a descendant of 
William and Martha. He was very interested in 
the headstone and now has the photograph above 
displayed on his family tree. He surmises that 
William, Martha and Mary Ann would have been 
buried in the churchyard at Kildwick, close to 
Glusburn. But he has, like me, no idea of how the 
headstone ended up in Sonning. 

We’ll need Sherlock Holmes to solve that one!



Bridge newsletter • Issue 60 • Autumn 20194

Caversham Park, home of BBC Monitoring for 75 years, where the residents of 
Sonning Manor worked during the Second World War.  Photo Credit: J Gilmore

Memories of:  Sonning Manor in Wartime
Interview by Annabella Marks

When we were transcribing the 
recordings of peoples’ memo-
ries for Village Voices we had 
little information on Sonning 
Manor (Manor House) during 
the Second World War. We 
included a picture of the house 
with a caption stating that it 
was used as a hostel for chil-
dren whose mothers worked 
for the BBC, but that was all 
the information available. 

Earlier this year Judy Knapp Earlier this year Judy Knapp 
(née Gits) visited Sonning (née Gits) visited Sonning 
whilst on a narrow boat trip whilst on a narrow boat trip 
and sought out Sonning Manor and sought out Sonning Manor 
where she had stayed as a child where she had stayed as a child 
during the war. Judy made during the war. Judy made 
contact with Pauline Simmonds contact with Pauline Simmonds 
and bought a copy of Village and bought a copy of Village 
Voices. Voices. 

Judy’s memories came Judy’s memories came 
flooding back and she wrote a flooding back and she wrote a 
long email......long email......

I thought you might like 
to know a little more about 
the Manor House or rather 
my recollections of that time.  
Village Voices gives a very nice 
photo on page 97 but says 
nothing other than the caption.   

During the Second World 
War my father was posted to 
Italy. He was a Colonel in the 
Royal Artillery during the war 
but in peacetime worked at the 
Bank of England. At the end of 
the war he was kept on to help 
set up a new currency and thus 
did not come home in 1945 but 
had to stay on until, we think, 

mid or late 1946.  When he 
was in Italy our mother lived 
in Putney with me and my 
younger sister at first. But the 
blitz of London resulted in our 
flat not actually being bombed 
by a doodlebug, but one landed 
nearby, and we were told our 
house was no longer safe so we 
had to leave immediately. I had 
started school at the Convent of 
the Sacred Heart, Wandsworth.   
The nuns advised my mother 
that one of the Order’s boarding 
schools had been evacuated 
to Shropshire, on the Welsh 
border, and suggested that I 
should be sent there, aged just 
under 7. 

 My mother then applied 
to the BBC for a job and was 
appointed deputy head of the 

hostel at Sonning Manor, the 
head being a Miss or Mrs. 
Berryman who either retired 
or died shortly after. She was 
replaced by a Miss or Mrs. Moss 
who died very soon after and 
my mother, Moira Gits, became 
head of hostel.

The hostel was used by 
the BBC to house the people 
who were working for them 
at Caversham, listening to 
and translating into English 
the broadcasts from mainly 
Eastern Europe. They were 
mainly women and mainly 
Jewish with young children, 
most of whose husbands were 
in concentration camps. They 
were all highly educated, usually 

Sonning Manor, Charvil Lane
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artistic and creative.   I think for 
my mother it was some of the 
happiest and most stimulating 
years of her life, such was the 
atmosphere engendered by 
all these interesting people.  I 
remember there was someone 
from Sweden, Mrs. Asling with 
a son of about 2, Jackie Asling;  
a French woman, Madame 
Kiki Rieul(?) with a daughter, a 
charming couple of Yugoslavs, 
Mr. and Mrs. Helen Nowak and 
their daughter Karnie, who was 
my age and my great friend; a 
Russian lady, Mrs. Birch and 
her daughter Tamara, who I 
later came across at the French 
Lycée in London;  an Irish lady 
with a son and daughter Juliet; a 
beautiful Italian redhead, Sarah 
Benheim (?) who was married to 
one of two identical twins and 
a son called Robbie who was a 
friend of my sister;  and many 
others whose names escape me.  
One of the Benheim brothers 
started all the kids on stamp 
collecting. The other taught 
me how to ride a bicycle and I 
remember bicycling to church 
in a nearby village on Sundays.  
My parents kept up with several 
of them, visiting Stockholm, 
Paris and the Nowaks who 
bought a house somewhere near 
Reading after the war.

I don’t know how many there 
were at the manor but there 
was a large staff including two 
cooks, a Mrs. FitzGibbon being 
the principle, a butler, a number 
of “nurses” who looked after 
all the children, gardeners etc.  
Those of school age attended 
the local primary school in 
Sonning. I remember being 
taken in a group to the lock and 
in rowing boats or punts on the 
river. The muffin man came to 
Sonning once a week so we all 
rushed out when we heard his 
tune or call and bought what I 
know as “crumpets”. Plays and 
pantomimes were put on at 
Christmas. Everyone exchanged 
Christmas gifts and, it being 
wartime when everything 
was very short, people were 
extremely creative. I still have a 
largish cigarette box which was 

painted green with some small 
floral decoration, all in enamel 
paint which has never come 
off and in which I used to keep 
sewing threads.

Since I was at boarding 
school, I was only at the Manor 
House during the holidays but 
I have very happy memories of 
times spent there. The bedrooms 
were divided into: babies’ room 
for under twos, middle girls of 
which I was one, middle boys, 
big girls and big boys, probably 
about six or eight per room. My 
sister, Jackie, was in the babies’ 
room.

At the end of the war there 
was great excitement when 
the British husbands arrived to 
take their wives and children 
home. My sister had only seen 
my father as a tiny baby when 
he was Adjutant of Salisbury 
Plain. She went rushing up 
to every soldier who arrived, 
with outstretched arms calling 
“Daddy, Daddy” but, when 
Daddy did actually arrive, she 
was overcome with shyness and 
hid in Mummy’s skirts.

So that has become an 
extremely long reminiscence 
but I thought some of the 
people of Sonning might be 
interested in hearing about the 

wartime occupants of Sonning 
Manor.

I also asked Judy to contact 
her sister, Jackie Wright, 
who found a photo of herself 
and Jackie Asling outside the 
Manor (see below).

I’m afraid this is the only 
photo I have, happily painting 
outside. Rather charming don’t 
you think! Shows a bit of the 
building. My memories are 
sketchy, being aged 3 to 4, and 
all self- centred. Going down 
to the enormous kitchen and 
being given sugar lumps soaked 
in cochineal by the fat cook. 
I’m told she liked my blonde 
ringlets, and because I was the 
youngest. Seeing a huge rat 
there. Afternoon rests on a bunk 
bed in the children’s dormitory - 
but too lively to stay in bed - so 
I persuaded a boy, also called 
Jackie, ( I think the same boy in 
the photo), to join with me in 
turning on the bath taps (having 
put the plug in!) and we caused 
a flood. My bottom was, quite 
rightly, slapped for this silly 
misdemeanour, but felt rather 
proud nonetheless.

We are very grateful to 
Judy and Jackie for sharing 
these memories with us.  It is 
good to know that Sonning 
was a safe haven for so many 
mothers and children during 
the terrible wartime years.

When we were recording for 
Village Voices we knew that we 
would not manage to  capture 
everyone’s memories but if 
people have further historical 
reminiscences about Sonning 
and Sonning Eye we would 
love to hear them. So please 
contact us by sending an email 
to bridge@sonning.org.uk.

Jackie Wright and Jackie Asling in 
the garden of  Sonning Manor

Our thanks to Jackie Wright for the photo
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The Berkshire Local History Association
Pauline Simmonds, Coordinator of the Education Panel

One of the aims of our Society is to investigate 
the history of our village and its inhabitants 
through the ages and, when appropriate, report 
on any findings. In order to do this we link to 
various outside organisations, one of which is ‘The 
Berkshire Local History Association’ (BLHA).

About 40 village or town societies across 
Berkshire are also members, together with 
various record offices, museums and educational 
establishments. The BLHA, as a result, has an 
excellent knowledge of any information available 
throughout its parishes, including those that left 
after the boundary changes in 1974. Many of the 
societies, like us for example, have published 
their own village books, or printed leaflets about 
historic buildings, all of which helps to provide a 
common pool of local material.

The Association also encourages new projects 
and issues a Newsletter about three times a 
year, containing book reviews and an update on 
activities. More lengthy 
topics are printed in their 
journal called “Berkshire 
Old and New” and recent 
editions contained, for 
example, articles on the 
‘Abingdon Workhouse’, on 
‘Medieval Property Deeds’ 
and ‘Musical Festivals’ in 
the 19th century. Names 
of available speakers are 
listed on their website, as 

well as dates of lectures or events in the area and 
their AGM, held in different parts of the county, 
provides a very helpful contact and discussion 
session for anyone interested in Berkshire’s 
history.

This year, the AGM, was held in Reading, 
and was particularly relevant to members of 
our Society. After lunch an educational visit to 
the national Mills Archive, kept in Watlington 
House, had been arranged. This was followed by a 
visit to two Victorian churches, the large Wesley 
Church in Queens Road, and the converted Polish 
Catholic Church nearby. The day ended with an 
architectural walk around the Conservation Area 
near The Royal Berks Hospital. 

As a member of the Association our Society 
receives copies of “Berkshire Old and New” so 
if you would like to borrow any of them please 
contact us. All other details are available on the 
BLHA website (blha.org.uk).

Events in Eye & Dunsden
The members of the Society who 
live in Sonning Eye will, no doubt, 
already be aware of the activities 
that are coming up in and around 
Eye & Dunsden. Those of us on 
the Berkshire bank may not be so 
well informed. For example, did 

you know that their village hall, 
originally inaugurated in December 
1869, was recently revamped and is 
now very much open for business?

They hold many and varied 
gatherings in the hall and you can 
find information available online at 
www.eyedunsden.org and 
www.dunsdenvillagehall.co.uk. 

In particular their next event 
stood out, it being a meeting all 
about their neighbourhood plan. 
Great minds think alike!

Some of the forthcoming attrac-
tions organised by Eye & Dunsden 
are:
1st October - a public meeting to 
discuss their Neighbourhood Plan.

5th October - stand-up comedy 
featuring Chris McCausland.
1st November - firework display 
provided by Sonning Fireworks.
30th November - a Christmas Fair 
to celebrate the 150th anniversary of 
the village hall.
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Our Next Events 
   Ali Driver in Nepal and the return of the Film Club

FILM CLUB: Colette
29th October, doors open at 7.00pm, film starts at 7.30pm
A biographical drama directed by Wash Wesmoreland staring Keira Knightley, based 
upon the life of the French novelist. Colette is forced to write novels under her husband’s 
name but when they are successful she fights to make her talents known, challenging 
gender norms. Described by The Guardian’s Jordan Hoffman as “exhilarating, funny, 
inspiring and (remember: corsets!) gorgeous too”. Also starring Dominic West, Eleanor 
Tomlinson, Denise Gough and Fiona Shaw.

Cost of attendance is £5 for members (£6 for guests) and includes a glass of wine. 
Tickets are on sale at the door.

TALK: To Kathmandu and Beyond
Friday 11th October, 7.30 for 7.45pm
Professor Alistair Driver, who visited the Bardia National Park in Nepal earlier this year, 
will be giving a talk on this expedition.

Amazing photos of tigers, a Jeep safari through the jungle, and a truly stunning variety 
of wildlife will all be covered in his illustrated lecture.

To book a place please contact Penny Feathers by telephoning 0118 934 3193 or email 
to penny.feathers@btinternet.com. Tickets £4 for members and £5 for guests.

PLEASE BIN IT, DON’T BLOCK IT!

Please avoid blocking up 
Sonning’s ancient sewer system 
with material that should not be 
disposed of through our toilets.

This is a delicate subject to 
broach, but urgent needs must. 
Thames Water’s dedicated main-
tenance engineers are far too 
regular visitors, along with their 
trucks and massive tankers with 
clearing equipment (unavoidably 

causing traffic disruption) as they 
work in an unpleasant and difficult 
environment to clear our ancient 
blocked sewers of household waste 
that should not be there. Material 
such as congealed cooking fats and 
oils, hardened dishwasher/washing 
machine calcium powders, nappies, 
feminine pads, even luxury dou-
ble-layer padded toilet paper, Qtips 
and the dreaded wet wipes – to 
name just a few of what should not 
be there in the system.

That wet wipes do not break 
down is a massive and growing 
problem to every water company. 
Various materials are used to ensure 
their ‘durability’, say the manufac-
turers, their Mexican man on the 
telly even demonstrates that he 
can’t rip them apart. Cotton, polyes-
ter-wool, rayon, terylene etc. ensure 
his failure as the durable wet-wipes 
with other fabric products jam up 
sewers and pumps in addition to 
fats and oils as they congeal into 
massive ‘bergs’.

Please remember, none of these 
vital services from Thames Water 
are free, they appear on our bills 

eventually in spite of their guidance 
efforts with posters, leaflets plus 
signs on vans and tankers.

It’s just plain common sense, 
please remember to.... 
        Bin It, Don’t Block It

[Editor’s note: In January Water 
UK launched the “Fine to Flush” 
kitemark for the wet wipes market to 
remove any confusion about what is 
safe to flush. After the huge ‘fatberg’ 
was found under Whitechapel in 
2017 they investigated further and 
discovered that non-flushable wet 
wipes made up around 93% of the 
material causing sewage blockages. 
So it is hoped that this addition to 
labels will help to educate consumers.]

>>Bridge Ends
An appeal to everyone from Pat Doyle
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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

13th,14th 15th September 
2pm

Heritage Open Day Walks with an experienced guide 
Walks start at The Bull but booking is essential

Contact Diana Coulter to book a place 
diana.coulter@mac.com or 0118 969 2132

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

1st October 
7.30pm

Eye & Dunsden: public meeting to discuss a neighbourhood plan 
for their area hosted by Ian Dick (plan@eyedunsden.org)

Dunsden Village Hall

3rd October 
8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, First Night: Run For Your Wife 
A delicious farce from the master of the genre, Ray Cooney

Performances until 23rd November 
Tickets available from millatsonning.com

5th October 
8pm

Eye & Dunsden: Comedy Evening 
Professional stand-up comedy featuring Chris McCausland

Dunsden Village Hall 
buytickets.at/dunsden

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

14th October 
8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, Magic Night 
A night of incredible tricks from Dan Hudson and friends

Tickets available from millatsonning.com

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

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

30th November 
8.15pm

The Mill at Sonning, First Night: Singin’ In The Rain 
The ultimate feelgood musical directed by Joseph Pitcher

Performances until 8th February 2020 
Tickets available from millatsonning.com

4th December at 7.45pm S&SES Executive Committee meeting in Pearson Hall Members of the Society are very welcome

Future EventsFuture 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

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.


