
























He [is] Lord of the Manors of Wimbledon, of 
Wandsworth, and of Clapham, three common parks 
stretching for many miles to the south-west 
of London, and these the three or four millions of 
inhabitants the great metropolia are indebted for 
fresh air.

In the times of Lord Spencer's ancestors In the times of Lord Spencer's ancestors 
immemorially these Commons have been used for 
grazing, for pastime, for exercise, for purpose of 
health and enjoyment. 

Where he found paradise he has made morasses - 
where health, fever; where life was sustained, 
invigorated, and prolonged, he has striven to 
produce pestilence and death.produce pestilence and death.



Lord Spencer is Lord of the Manor of Wandsworth.
Here numerous enclosures have been made.

Some of the inhabitants resisted the enclosures.

Hundreds of the lowest tramps and gypsies were 
permitted to squat in front of their properties, 
to burn their fences, outrage all decency, 
till the aggregation of filth and excrement till the aggregation of filth and excrement 
made small-pox and typhus imminent.

In times before he was Lord, Wandsworth Common 
was matchless for its beauty and its usefulness.



One half of the Commons has been excavated, 
so that through the winter it is under the water.

Notices are set up that the land may be had "for any 
purpose;" that "rubbish may be shot" there, 
of which the inhabitants for miles round avail 
themselves, to deposit rotting vegetable refuse, 
excrementitious deposits, liquid filth, oyster shells, excrementitious deposits, liquid filth, oyster shells, 
house sweepings, and an indescribable 
collection of nuisances which no decent language 
could designate.



Another part of the Common is used for the deposit 
of millions of loads of house refuse and dust bins.

These are sorted and sifted; and a fire was kept 
burning for months, generating and distributing 
for miles the most unutterable stench.



Other wrongs might be enumerated; but ... the 
inhabitants are embarked in a Chancery suit 
with Lord Spencer, involving untold 
expenditure; so we can say no more, except to 
quote a saying in a recent vestry meeting, that 

"Wandsworth Common is one of those God-
forsaken spots that even the policemen never forsaken spots that even the policemen never 
interfered with."



Other wrongs might be enumerated; but ... the 
inhabitants are embarked in a Chancery suit 
with Lord Spencer, involving untold 
expenditure; so we can say no more, except to 
quote a saying in a recent vestry meeting, that 

"Wandsworth Common is one of those God-
forsaken spots that even the policemen never forsaken spots that even the policemen never 
interfered with."

Will o' the wisp

Ballyshannon Herald, 26 June 1869



"The real question is in Ireland is the land...

[So you can see] from Earl Spencer's dealings with 
land questions in England how admirably he has 
been chosen to settle the land question in Ireland...



















John Buckmaster...















"Before we got married we had to find a 
house. Our income was small, and we had 
to be modest in our rent. After going about 
within a mile radius of my work, we settled 
on a compo. thing called a villa. 

I hated it, but my future wife thought it 
would do very nicely, as all future wives do.would do very nicely, as all future wives do.

I was only reconciled to it because it was in 
a muddy lane, surrounded by cabbage 
gardens and orchards, and on a spring 
evening I could sit in a little garden, not 
much larger than the house, and scent the 
hawthorn and lilac and hear the cuckoo.

The house was a wretched, jerry-built The house was a wretched, jerry-built 
affair, and gave us no end of trouble and 
expense...











"The story of two poor gravel diggers...



"I WAS SITTING quietly one evening with my 
family after a hard day's teaching, which is 
the hardest of all work, when two gravel 
diggers from the common wished to see 
me.

They came to tell me that they were born in 
the parish and had been gravel diggers for the parish and had been gravel diggers for 
years, and their fathers before them.

They had no gardens or allotments; but 
had planted a few rows of potatoes on an 
exhausted part of the pit, and just as they 
appeared above ground a gentleman who 
called himself the lessee, and who had 
recently added six acres of the common to recently added six acres of the common to 
his own private grounds, came with two 
men and levelled their crop of potatoes, 
and told them if they did it again he should 
have them up.



"They had come to ask my advice.

My first impulse was to go with these men 
and break down his fence; I felt so angry 
that, had I been single, I was prepared to risk 
the consequences, but it was of no use sacrificing 
a wife and family in what I then believed to be 
the assertion of a right.the assertion of a right.

If I had succeeded I should have been crowned 
with laurels; if I had failed, as I probably should, 
the public would have called me a fool, and would have 
allowed me to go to prison and my wife and family 
to the union.



"A London suburban common in danger...





"I saw, what everybody saw, that the 
common was fast melting away.

Private owners adjoining the common were 
constantly making improvements by 
adding portions of the common to their 
own property.

The railways had enclosed acres not The railways had enclosed acres not 
required or provided for in these acts, and 
in time this surplus was divided among 
their head officials.

Six acres were enclosed for a telescope 
which was never put up, speculating 
builders turned a greedy eye on what 
remained, and here and there, like the remained, and here and there, like the 
scouts of an army, things called villas 
sprang up like mushrooms.
.





"The tallest and ugliest production of 
compo. and rotten bricks at the corner of 
each street were intended for public-houses.

The common was threatened on every side, 
and the increasing army of land-grabbers 
and jerry-builders would soon have joined 
hands on the last square foot of turf, and hands on the last square foot of turf, and 
one of the most lovely commons within a 
few miles of Charing Cross would have 
become a wilderness of bricks and chimney-pots.

We were told there was no remedy.



"The gravel-pits were filled up with garbage 
and rubbish for the foundations of eligible 
villas and ground-rents.

All these enclosures were no doubt made 
with the formal sanction of the lord of the 
manor on the representation of his agents, 
and as the common was for the most part and as the common was for the most part 
surrounded by poor inhabitants there was 
no money for litigation, the only cheap 
comfort was to grumble.

The adjacent common was, on the other 
hand, surrounded by rich merchants and 
bankers with large houses and grounds, 
and any attempt on the common even for and any attempt on the common even for 
railways was threatened with a powerful 
resistance.





"Begin agitation...



"I was unable to help these poor potato 
men, but it occurred to me that a letter to 
the newspapers might attract attention.

I wrote three letters to the daily papers.

Only one, the Standard, inserted the letter, but 
this was sufficient; other letters 
followed, and there was evidently a strong followed, and there was evidently a strong 
growing public sentiment against the 
further enclosure of commons near 
London.



12 July 1862

John Buckmaster's first letter

South London Press
 





"WANDSWORTH COMMON ENCROACHMENTS

Sir, - Will you kindly permit me, through the 
medium of your valuable journal, to call the 
attention of the public to the shameful 
encroachments on their rights to 
Wandsworth Common, which have been 
going on for a long time past? going on for a long time past? 

The evil is rapidly increasing, and unless a 
vigorous stand is at once made by the 
owners of property in the neighbourhood, 
all that remains of this once beautiful 
common will shortly be confiscated to 
private and monied interests.



"Quite recently, indeed, from four to five 
acres have been enclosed in a strong fence 
by the Brighton Railway Company, and this 
convenient little piece of business has been 
quietly arranged between the company 
and the lord of the manor, who seems entirely 
to ignore the existence of freeholders, to ignore the existence of freeholders, 
copyholders, and the parish authorities.

I myself am a freeholder of property 
adjoining the common, and as I see the open 
space, which is so great a boon to residents, 
being gradually fenced in, I cannot refrain from 
asking by what right or title does the 
lord of the manor dispose of our rights lord of the manor dispose of our rights 
to the railway company and others? 



"I believe I am correct in asserting that the 
proceeding is utterly illegal; and if anyone 
had the funds or the courage to try the 
question I believe this wholesale disposal 
of land might be stopped.

But surely, sir, this is a matter to be taken 
up by the vestry whom the ratepayers in up by the vestry whom the ratepayers in 
their blissful ignorance imagine to be the 
protectors of the parish rights.

Yet the vestry say nothing, and watch the 
proceedings in apathetic silence. Either 
their supineness is caused by a want of 
business or a disgraceful neglect of duty.



To conclude, I do sincerely trust that there may be a 
determined stand made by the freeholders
and copy-holders, and that by a united action 
we may preserve the common from further 
spoliation on the part of monied or other influence.

I am, Sir, yours, &c,

M.R.C.S.M.R.C.S.
St. John's-hill, Wandsworth
July, 1862



"See lord of the manor...



The Times
10 October 1863



"ENCLOSURES ON WANDSWORTH-COMMON.

On Friday, a deputation, consisting of the Rev. J. S. Jenkinson, 
vicar of Battersea; the Rev. W. Hodgson, member of the 
Wandsworth Board of Works; Mr. James Walton, 
Churchwarden Battersea; Mr. W. Todd, Mr. M. Sawson, 
Mr. Buckmaster, and Mr Corsellis, vestry clerk of Battersea, 
had an audience with Lord Spencer, lord of the manor, had an audience with Lord Spencer, lord of the manor, 
relative to the enclosures on Wandsworth-common...





"After a memorial to his Lordship on the subject had been 
read, Mr. Buckmaster made a statement to his Lordship 
upon the desirability of open spaces being preserved 
for the recreation and enjoyment of the public...



"Earl Spencer replied that he was most anxious to continue the 
friendly relationship which had always subsisted 
between himself and the parish, and that at present 
he had no intention or idea of any scheme 
for enclosing any portion of the common; 
that he concurred in the views expressed by Mr. Buckmaster 
concerning the desirability of providing open spacesconcerning the desirability of providing open spaces
for public recreation in populous localities, 
and that at any future period such plan should be 
brought under his consideration he would bear this in mind...



"He believed that outdoor games and exercises greatly 
contributed to the happiness and morality 
of the humbler classes, and any future scheme for enclosures 
would be considered with reference to that object...

His Lordship did not see how the recent enclosures of the 
railway, which were, he believed, the only considerable 
ones that had been made since his succession to the ones that had been made since his succession to the 
property, could now be interfered with, but there was not 
the slightest objection to further inquiry being made 
in the matter; the parochial authorities ought to have 
urged their objections the proper times...



"After some further explanations from Mr. Walton and 
Mr. Todd, the deputation thanked his Lordship for the very 
favourable consideration he had given the matter, 
and then withdrew."



"After some difficulty we obtained an interview with the 
lord of the manor, and after discussing the matter 
in the presence of his agents and lawyers he asked, "Do you 
question my right to dispose of the common?" 

All the other members of the deputation were dumb.

I waited to hear what they would say, but as no one spoke 
I replied, "I am sorry to say, my lord, that we do question I replied, "I am sorry to say, my lord, that we do question 
your right.

He turned on his heel, his lawyers followed, and we were 
shown the door by his footman.



"No sooner were we outside than the other members 
of the deputation turned on me and said I had greatly 
offended his lordship and destroyed all hopes 
of a settlement, and yet the question of right 
was the great question  at all our meetings.



"I wrote a respectful letter to the lord of the manor, 
pointing out the importance of what was left of the 
common for health and recreation, and reminded him 
that these privileges had been enjoyed undisputed, in 
the language of lawyers, from the time "whereof the memory 
of man faileth not.

This brought back a rough letter about This brought back a rough letter about 
agitation and rights of property.

I sent my letter with his lordship's reply to the Times, 
which brought a very angry letter back saying the letter 
was not intended for publication; to which I replied that 
it was not marked private, and I felt the subject was of too 
much public importance to be dealt with privately.



"I had reason to believe that his lordship had been 
kept in ignorance of the facts by his agents and lawyers, 
who had represented me as a demagogue and 
attributing to me language which I should never dream 
of using; but give a lie a few hours' start and it is 
impossible to overtake it.



Local people involved in agitation



"A public meeting was held in each of the 
parishes adjoining the common. 

During the summer we held large open-air 
meetings and collected money for the
coming fight.

We went to neighbouring parishes in a 
waggon drawn by a pair of horses and held open-air meetings.waggon drawn by a pair of horses and held open-air meetings.

Resolutions were passed, but still the
enclosures went on. 



"Mass-meeting... 

23 August 1867



"After the interview with the lord of the manor it was 
decided to hold a mass-meeting on the common.

It had been hinted in some of the papers that the only 
way of bringing the matter to an issue was to destroy 
the fences and knock down the houses.

The impression had got abroad that something 
of this kind was intended at the  meeting, which was of this kind was intended at the  meeting, which was 
to be held in the last enclosure.



Plough pub

Battersea Rise

Plough Rd

St John's Hill







"Police on scene...



"The Commissioner of Police sent about a hundred 
policemen, who were hidden behind trees and furze bushes.

The waggon was placed in position near the last enclosure.

We had an informal meeting of a few of the committee, 
and when we saw the men assembling in large numbers 
armed with pickaxes, sledge-hammers, crowbars, and 
saws, some of the committee thought it would be better saws, some of the committee thought it would be better 
not to hold any meeting, and they left.



"I was in the waggon with only two others out of twenty.

The inspector of police was riding backwards and 
forwards like a general on a field-day.

He rode up to the waggon and said he had been instructed 
by the Commissioner of Police to deliver to someone a letter.

I read the letter, which was to  the effect that I should be 
held responsible for any unnecessary destruction of property, held responsible for any unnecessary destruction of property, 
but the removal of one or two rails, to raise the question 
of right, would not be resisted.



"Fear riot, but I persuade crowd to disperse...



"I knew the removal of one or two rails in the presence 
of some hundreds of armed and excited men, who 
were calling out "Give us the order to begin! " 
could only end in disaster and riot.

I saw the peril of the situation, and made a speech 
in which I pointed out that this wholesale and retail 
robbery of the common had been made by rich men robbery of the common had been made by rich men 
who had acres of their own.

I mentioned the potato incident, and that the right of 
landowners to land which had not yet been disputed 
would be disputed if they laid claim to the commons.



"I have always fought what I believed to be the battle 
of the poor and the oppressed, and I begged and entreated 
of them to go home quietly and avoid the public-house. 

Any conflict with the police would ruin our cause and destroy 
all hope of success. 

They all retired peaceably, and when everything was quiet 
the police went home without any engagement.the police went home without any engagement.

I had acquired considerable influence over the men by 
my deep sympathy with their loss of the common. 





"Public interest and enthusiasm were created 
which extended to other parts of the metropolis.

The agitation, which began with the labouring and some 
of the middle classes, gradually extended to others of greater 
wealth and influence, until at last we had a powerful and 
wealthy committee.

A gentleman in the neighbourhood whom I had opposed A gentleman in the neighbourhood whom I had opposed 
at elections became a close friend on this question, 
and he offered to put five hundred or a thousand pounds 
in the bank, if we could raise a corresponding sum, 
and become plaintiff.



March 1870...





















"We raised a large fund, and then discovered he had 
no standing as plaintiff.

As soon as we had money the lawyers 
came to us with advice.

We petitioned the House of Commons, we sent deputations 
to the District Board, we memorialised  the Metropolitan Board 
until at last they insulted us and refused to see us.until at last they insulted us and refused to see us.



Poetry to the rescue ...











PUNCH, March 4 1865

Midnight lay still on fair West Hill,
Wandsworth snored silent nigh;
But for yell and scream of the whistling steam,
As the darkling trains roared by.

That sound alway, both night and day,
Must Clapham Junction hear,Must Clapham Junction hear,
Now Battersea Plains are a place of trains
That ̒sparagus erst did rear.

T̒wixt whistle̓s yell, that rose and fell,
I heard a voice of woe,
Through the Black-sea birches it scarcely stirred,
So faint it was and low:

An eldritch sound that thrilled the ground,An eldritch sound that thrilled the ground,
And through the air did run;
T̒was 

THE WARNING OF WANDSWORTH  COMMON... 







"We published a large map of the common...



"We published a large map of the common as it was in 1820 
and as it was in 1865, showing the enclosures, with the 
names of the men who made them and, as far as we knew, 
what they paid for them.

Land not worth half a crown an acre for agricultural 
purposes was now worth a thousand pounds an acre 
for building, and this increased value was entirely due for building, and this increased value was entirely due 
not to the lord of the manor, but to the growth of population.
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"One evening's scene...



"A footpath which ran diagonally across a piece of the 
common was stopped at both ends, and the land added 
to the gardens of adjoining owners.

This enclosure deprived the public of a convenient footpath, 
and stopping it created much ill-feeling and indignation.

The enclosure was protected at both ends with a high closed 
fence of a most formidable character, lined inside and out fence of a most formidable character, lined inside and out 
with sheet-iron.

The one boundary was the railway, and the other the 
gardens of the common-stealers.

Men would assemble in small detachments in the evening 
and look at the fence.



"The police were on the lookout. They expected a 
siege some evening, and they were not disappointed.
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"WANDSWORTH.

Samuel Sullings, a sawyer, aged 21 years, was charged 
with being concerned, with other persons not in custody,
in wilfully damaging a wooden fence enclosing a 
kitchen garden belonging to Mr. John Costeker, 
of St. John's-hill, Wandsworth.



"Mr. Charles Costeker, solicitor, conducted the case. 
He said the complainant was lessee of a piece of ground 
running by the side of the railway, and facing the 
Wandsworth-road. It was enclosed by him 
in December, 1868, and since then put into cultivation. 
Persons had the liberty to wander over it for a number 
of years, and erroneously supposed that they had a right of years, and erroneously supposed that they had a right 
of way across it.



"In September last Mr. Clark was found injuring the 
fence by hacking the gates at night, muffled up, which 
would be in the recollection of the magistrate, who fined 
him forty shillings in addition to the damage of ten 
shillings. Since then he had trespassed upon the land, 
and the complainant commenced an action in the 
Court of Queen's Bench, in which the question of the Court of Queen's Bench, in which the question of the 
right of way was raised...



"On Wednesday last about 300 men of the roughest kind 
came to the place and knocked down the gates fronting the 
Wandsworth-road, and a considerable portion of the fence. 
Fruit trees were damaged, and an immense amount of
injury was done to the property...

Police-constable West said that on Wednesday afternoon 
he was on duty at New Wandsworth, where he saw the he was on duty at New Wandsworth, where he saw the 
prisoner, who called upon the mob to assist him to 
break down the gates. He threw a heavy stone at the gates, 
and after he got them down he jumped upon them 
and broke the panels. 

He picked up a large stick and walked across the ground. He 
said, "This is our place, boys, and we'll stick to it." 

Witness went after him and took him into custody.Witness went after him and took him into custody.



"In reply to the magistrate the complainant said Earl 
Spencer was Lord of the Manor. The land was formerly 
part of Wandsworth-common, but the Lord of the 
Manor sold his right over it in 1836.

Dr. Dayman said ...it was very desirable, no doubt, 
that open spaces in crowded localities should not be enclosed, 
but he doubted whether the public could claim to keep but he doubted whether the public could claim to keep 
open Wandsworth-common without an Act of Parliament. 



"He fined the prisoner 40s., in addition to £15, the amount 
of damage, and in default ordered him to be 
imprisoned for six months."

London Daily News 

Friday 15 April 1870



"Young man arrested and imprisoned...



"One stupid young fellow, who had recently come up from 
the country to work in the gardens, took up a large stone and 
deliberately knocked down some palings.

His companions saw the police and called him away, 
but he was deaf, and the police took him into custody, and 
he was locked up.

I happened, fortunately for myself, to be away, but, I happened, fortunately for myself, to be away, but, 
unfortunately for the young man, the whole affair was so 
sudden and unexpected that no arrangements were 
made to defend him.

The next morning he was brought before the magistrate,
confessed his guilt, and expressed his sorrow.

He was sentenced to a fortnight's imprisonment.



"The common-stealers pleaded damage and pressed 
for a heavy punishment as an example.

If instead of pleading guilty he had pleaded a right, 
the magistrate must have dismissed the case.

On my return I called on his employer, who 
expressed his willingness to give the man work when 
he came out of prison.he came out of prison.

I at once prepared a memorial to the Home 
Secretary for his liberation.



"I first went to the parson of our district and asked him to sign it.

Now this man, who had often expressed to me his full 
sympathy with our efforts, began to make all sorts of excuses.

The common-stealers formed part of his congregation.

They were wealthy and subscribed liberally to his church, 
and unless they first signed it he could not without giving 
offence.offence.

This was the representative of the Church of the poor man, 
which ought to have protected him against the greed and 
avarice of the rich.

I should never have gone to him but for his frequent 
private expressions of approval and encouragement.



"Petition for release...



"I placed a table in front of a shop where hundreds of 
persons passed daily to the railway, and in the course 
of two days obtained nearly a thousand signatures.

I took the memorial at once to the House of Commons. Sir 
Charles Dilke suggested I should leave it at the Home Office.



"I knew what would become of it if it found its way to 
the Home Office. It would probably be referred to every 
person, from the messenger to the Assistant Secretary, 
who would refer it from one to the other, whose 
business would be to initial and write on it, 

'Seen - refer to Brown - look up precedents,' 

'Refer to Asst. Sec. for instructions,''Refer to Asst. Sec. for instructions,'

'Refer to committing magistrate.'



"And before all was finished the young man would have 
done his time.



"I pressed Sir Charles Dilke to take it direct to the Home 
Secretary, who was in the House, and explain 
the circumstances of the case and its urgency.

I called next day at the Office and found that the matter 
had been referred to the committing magistrate, 
who offered no objection to the prisoner's release, 
and I expected in a day or two the governor of the prison and I expected in a day or two the governor of the prison 
would receive an order accordingly.

But no order came.



"I called again at the Home Office, and was informed 
that the papers had been forwarded to Balmoral.

I waited two or three days, when I was informed 
there had been some mistake, and the papers would 
be returned to Balmoral at once.



"Get him released...



"After the young man had served his term of imprisonment 
all but two days, the governor received an order 
for his release.

A few days after his imprisonment his poor mother 
came up from Suffolk in great sorrow and went direct 
to the police-station, where she was informed by 
somebody, which every body denied, that I was somebody, which every body denied, that I was 
the cause of her son's imprisonment.

I was deeply grieved when she came to my house, 
and her sorrow was the sorrow of a mother.

I gave her some tea, made her comfortable, and lodged 
her for the night.



"I sent for the treasurer of the Common Fund, and we sent 
her home with the assurance that her son would not suffer 
or lose his character.

She was much hurt when she applied at the prison to see 
her son.

The door was slammed in her face, and she was 
rudely told to be off about her business.rudely told to be off about her business.

A person in distress is more sensible of kindness 
than those who have never tasted the waters of deep 
sorrow through the errors of their children.



"A procession to meet him at prison...



"When his companions heard of his release they procured 
a van and decorated it with ribbons, laurels, evergreens, 
and flowers.

An armchair was placed in the centre for the prisoner.

A band of music arrived at the prison gates, and the prisoner 
was received with hearty expressions of sympathy 
and goodwill.and goodwill.

The band, with van and procession, moved slowly 
to the scene of the late battle, for which the young man 
had suffered ten days' imprisonment.



"The procession stopped as long as the police permitted 
it in front of the houses of the common-stealers 
and played, almost to the bursting of their instruments, 
'See the conquering hero comes,' with occasional yells of 
'Who stole the common?'

The procession moved through the parish to the 
schoolroom, where I presented the prisoner with a new suit schoolroom, where I presented the prisoner with a new suit 
of clothes and five pounds, provided by the committee.













"I persuaded the audience to go quietly home. 

I sent two men with the prisoner to his lodgings.

Some of the men had been drinking and were getting noisy 
and troublesome, and when they are in that state 
you may as well try to persuade a milestone to go home.

"I did all I could, and as the young man was safe I left the 
others, and the next morning two or three of them were others, and the next morning two or three of them were 
fined five shillings each.



"Some of the men had been drinking and were getting noisy 
and troublesome, and when they are in that state 
you may as well try to persuade a milestone to go home.

"I did all I could, and as the young man was safe I left the 
others, and the next morning two or three of them were 
fined five shillings each.





"Three cheers for Mr Buckmaster,
three groans for those who had enclosed the common,
and a vote of thanks to the vicar for allowing
the use of the schoolroom...
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Stanley Owen
Buckmaster
(1861-1934)
1st Viscount
Buckmaster 



"Our first battle began and ended in a police 
court. But there was a still more formidable 
battle preparing...
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