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Early Days 
 
I was born in 1874, but where I was born I am not so sure. My 
elder sister tells me it was in a terrace house in Seven Sisters Road, 
then a lane leading to Tottenham and Edmonton, down which john 
Gilpin made his exciting ride to Ware. That ballad with Galdecott’s 
drawings is one of my earliest recollections which may be taken 
perhaps as corroborative evidence. I admit since nursery days I 
have generally found there is truth in what my sister says. I have 
now been to look at the terrace, Manor Villas. It is a tall mid-
Victorian row of stock brick houses with only the faintest suspicion 
of Regency elegance still clinging to it. She tells me she and I with 
the help of a tall boy cousin used to walk round the garden walls 
and look down into our neighbours’ plots. Luckily we left before 
she was six and I five, for something more charming.  
 

 
I believe that this now demolished terrace of houses that used to stand just to the 
north of the Finsbury Park Tavern was Manor Villas  

The house which was to affect me most and in which I lived 
continuously for the next five years and to which I returned at 
intervals for the next twenty was called Woodberry Down Cottage.  
 
Woodberry Down was a lane lined with old trees which joins Seven 
Sisters Road at a point called Manor House.  
 

 
Woodberry Down, Looking south east from Manor House Junction 
 
The Manor House is now a big public-house with the tube station 
near by named after it and with buses and tram-cars passing it 
continuously on two sides. Fifty-five years ago it was almost a 
country hostelry. I remember it had written up that Queen Victoria 
had stopped there. I remember too my father telling me that the 
Queen had been hooted. When he told me this she was at the 
height of her esteem, an institution as solid and far more serious 
than Parliament itself, and likely it seemed to last as long. That she 
should have been mocked and on the spot where I was standing, 
and that fire had not descended from the sky to consume the 
scoffers, made a great impression on me and was not, I think, 
without its influence later on.  



 
Manor House Tavern, circa 1860. The Queen Victoria story can be seen on 
the side of the building 

 
Woodberry Down started then at this Manor House Corner. On the 
left was a thatched cottage with a verandah with rustic posts under 
the thatch, generally I remember with washing hanging from them.  
 
This cottage stood in a field where later was built a rather clumsy 
red brick church and Vicarage by Ewan Christian, the architect of 
the National Portrait Gallery. The vicarage, if not the church, was 
to play a considerable part later on in my adolescent life. On the 
other side of the lane, well set back, was a series of fine houses, 
mostly late Georgian or early Victorian, with gardens of a couple of 
acres or so behind them, some running down to the banks of the 
New River.  
 
These houses and Woodberry Down itself must have given me my 
earliest architectural impressions as well perhaps as a nasty sense 

 
Thatched Cottage at the end of Woodberry Down, 1868 

 
of combined respectability and snobbery. With its trees and its 
houses and gardens the road was so much pleasanter than any 
other in the neighbourhood. This rightly led to its being a haunt of 
lovers but also of others after dark for less innocent purposes. I 
certainly saw things coming home from school which would have 
shocked my parents out of their wits had they known of them. 
 
The oldest house in the lane, called Woodberry Down Cottage, 
dating from the first quarter of last century, was the demure little 
one in which we lived. With its straight path up from an arched 
gateway to a front door with fanlight over and a pair of white 
painted twisted columns, its single long window to a balcony on 
either side and its three squarish ones above, it might have been a 
stage set for Barrie’s ‘ Quality Street.’ Flanking the straight gravel 
path were a pair of little lawns and beyond them a pair of 
shrubberies which were still in the picture. Hidden, however, 
behind the shrubberies on either side was a fiat- roofed wing which 



stretched the house out to the full width of the plot. This meant 
that there had to be an exciting sloping way under the house and 
up the other side to get to the garden at the back. 
 
These wings tacked on without any corridors to a complete little 
house of perfect symmetry, meant many strange things inside. 
They meant, for instance, that the four original bedrooms were 
passage-rooms through one or other of which one must pass to get 
to the larger end ones. To one of these latter was a further 
approach by means of an additional staircase at the very end of the 
house which arrived in the bedroom in a sort of cupboard. Two of 
my brothers and myself when quite small slept in this end room, 
and I well remember the frights the sudden appearance of one of 
the elders from this cupboard gave me and I have no doubt my 
brothers remember the frights I practised on them. It meant, too, 
that we were cut off from our parents and from the only lavatory by 
a couple of servants’ rooms through which we had to pass if we 
were ill in the night, unless we went down the cupboard staircase 
to the basement and up the main one. Worse still, it meant in our 
early days we were at the mercy of the servants, who petted and 
cuddled us too much if we were attractive or suppressed us too 
much if the reverse. I was a very fair-haired, blue-eyed, rather 
weak-looking child who suffered from over-cuddling and petting. 
One of the housemaids later on was kind enough to come and lie 
on my bed. I remember telling my friend, the vicar, about it rather 
exultantly only to find she made a sudden departure next day. 
 
There is no doubt of the effect of the plan of a house on children’s 
minds. My wife suggests my interest in having one or two finely 
proportioned sitting-rooms, and not caring very much about the 
convenience of the remainder of the house or fiat is probably due 
to the inconvenience, to put it at its lowest, of the plan of 
Woodberry Down Cottage. She, on the other hand, was brought up 
in a well-planned house, I believe designed by my father, and has, 
as a result, much more orderly and practical ideas. 
 
 

School Days 
 
My general impressions of that Victorian home life, in spite of its 
family prayers and regular churchgoing on Sundays, is rather like 
that of life in the hotel at Brighton in which I am now spending my 
days. We knew one another, but not intimately. We quarrelled with 
one another, but not seriously. As in the hotel the management 
and servants were more important to us than the fellow-guests. 
The management at home was represented by the cook and the 
gardener. They were great friends of mine though I had a certain 
affection for some of the gardener’s boys and the housemaids. The 
nurses I definitely disliked. The gardener had for me the romance 
of a rebel because he said he would travel fourth class if there was 
one. The old cook was beloved for her genuine kindness, which 
would make her give me an occasional ten shillings out of her little 
savings to help me in some difficulty, and no doubt too for the 
good things she would always find for me in the larder. 
 
I have no doubt that it was my parents’ anxiety over money matters 
and because my father, like most architects, did a good deal of his 
work at home and must not be disturbed, that mainly separated 
them from us. My mother devoted herself to his comfort. He was 
very much the head of the family. Even when we were all more or 
less grown up, if he were late in returning at night from his office, 
as he often was, dinner would be kept waiting for him till ten or 
eleven o’clock. No one, however famished, was allowed to have 
anything. As youngsters we were hardly allowed to speak to him at 
meals unless first spoken to. There was, however, one delightful 
reverse to all this. 
 
On Saturday evenings after dinner or nursery supper, as the case  
might be, we all assembled round the fire to hear him read Dickens, 
generally, so it seems to me, scenes from Pickwick Papers. He read 
very well and we loved listening. We had our favourite scenes and 
would beg for them time after time. I feel now his own kindly 
nature, hidden in those days under a false idea of what a father 



should be like, came out through the humanity of Dickens. In his 
old age he read and re-read each novel.  
 
My days at home  before I went (to school in Brighton) are 
coloured with odd happy things like my friendships with the 
servants, catching crayfish in the New River with pieces of raw 
meat given to me by the cook, teasing the swans and running away 
from them up the lawn when they struggled out, climbing trees and 
trying to see our neighbours and things like that.  
 
Of my five years or so at Merchant Taylors’ School, then in the 
heart of the City, I have not very happy memories. Looking back, 
one of my chief interests seems to have been the journeys to and 
from our northern suburb. If we went by train we caught the 8.37 
a.m., I remember, from Finsbury Park Station after a walk of a mile 
or so from Woodberry Down.   
 

 
Seven Sisters Road near to the entrance to Finsbury Park, circa 1900 
 
This necessitated in those days either a change at King’s Cross on 
to the Underground, then a continuous sulphurous tunnel with its 
steam trains, or the catching of one of the rare Great Northern 

trains which reached the same lines by a pair of small tunnels at 
York Road. 
 
The other ways to Charterhouse Square from Stoke Newington 
were by the Midland Railway from Harringay Park Station and on 
again by the Metropolitan, or by horse tram-car from Manor 
House to Finsbury Pavement and then by a long walk down 
Barbican to Aldersgate Street. 
 
The Harringay Park way was similar to the Finsbury Park except 
that in reaching the station from Woodberry Down, and especially 
in coming back at night, one had to pass in those days a longish 
stretch of disused unbuilt-over land partially concealed by 
advertisement hoardings, with the park but no houses on the 
opposite side of the road.  
 

 
Harringay Park Station in the distance for the corner of Endymion Road 
 
I remember very well my dislike of that part of the journey and my 
fear in my early days of the strange people who seemed to rise up 
from depressions in the ground or come out rather suddenly from 
behind the hoardings. Waste uneven land in a town sparsely 



covered by lank grass is to anyone in the twilight of an autumn or 
winter evening a desolate sight. To me, even at thirteen or fourteen, 
returning on a dark, foggy night, tired after the two train journeys 
and a long day in between, this stretch of waste land, which the 
deep shadows of the hoardings made more fantastic, was horrible. 
I hated it. I welcomed the friendly little New River which bounded 
it on the far side and reached our own garden later on and had 
therefore a familiar look, and I positively loved as a happy 
landmark the early Victorian private lunatic asylum on its farther 
bank with its shaven lawns and kindly rounded bays beginning to 
light up. 
 

 
Northumberland House, circa 1900 . The Rowley Road Estate now stands in its 
place 
 
Wynn Healey arrived at Woodberry Down from being a popular 
curate at Leeds Parish Church several years I think before Ewan 
Christian built St. Olave’s on the field at the end of the lane. I fancy, 
however, the thatched cottage was pulled down to make way for his 
temporary corrugated iron building to serve first as a church for 
his musical services and his elegant little sermons, and afterwards 
as a church hall for his even more excellent comic songs, which 

were delivered with a point and gusto worthy of his friend, the 
elder Grossmith. In those days he was a handsome young Celt, 
partly Irish, partly Welsh, with grey eyes and glossy curly black 
hair who soon had every one, young and old, in Woodberry Down 
and the neighbouring roads at his feet. My father became his first 
Churchwarden and remained so for the next twenty years.  
 

 
 
My sisters adored him and cultivated his sister, and I soon fell 
under his spell. At his ugly but comfortable vicarage, built before 
his church and furnished by him and his sister with some good 
family portraits, Sheraton furniture and a large collection of blue 
Nanking china, he not only displayed a standard of taste superior 
in its eclecticism to that shown in any of the old Woodberry Down 
houses, but he entertained there folk from the great world, hardly 
known by name to Stoke Newington, such as his old Leeds friend 
Dr. Lang then fast climbing the episcopal ladder, and the two Miss 
Gilberts, sisters of the Gilbert of the operas, Marion Mackenzie, the 
singer, and her elderly husband, Smith‘ Williams, the son of the 
discoverer of the Brontés. Young and uncouth as I was I was 
permitted occasionally to have Sunday supper with the great. The 



work of the week was over and my friend, as I soon began to feel he 
was, would let himself go with a flood of quick, witty conversation 
and even be persuaded afterwards to sing some of his songs. 
 
University Days 
 
All  this while I was still living, or rather sleeping, in Woodberry  
Down Cottage. With the dispersal of the family I was given the old 
breakfast-room at the end of one of the wings as a bedroom. It was 
on the ground floor, though only directly approached by the 
verandah at the hack, but it meant I could get to it at night in our 
queerly planned house without going through anyone else’s 
bedroom. There was space too in it to leave drawing-boards about. 
I fancy I must have had it in my vacations from Cambridge, for it 
was then that I did far more work than in the terms and needed a 
quiet room. 
 
It was in the vacations nevertheless that I got to know some of the 
neighbours, besides my friend the vicar, and especially their 
daughters. First there were two very pretty ones belonging to the 
old house and garden on the right of us. The newer houses on the 
left, built in the fields of our own house when it was a farm, we 
naturally looked down on though later my younger sister, who was 
my special friend about the Cambridge time and it will be 
remembered made me my wonderful mantel-cover, married into 
one of them. The two pretty girls though were tabu. Our parents 
told us, or rather my father did, that as they were connected with 
retail trade we must not know them. The real reason I fancy was 
that at that time he owed their uncle, the chief butcher of the 
neighbourhood, two hundred pounds, which shows the difficulties 
we were in and, when one comes to think of it, the kindness of the 
butcher. However, a few tennis balls knocked over the wall and 
better still the tempting of their dog into our front garden, and 
then under the house into the back, soon overcame such irrational 
objections. Later I joined near-by tennis club and got to know all 
the local beauties. 
 

In spite of living in a London suburb we had one delightful walk 
close by where on most days we would meet no one. Our garden, 
though over an acre in extent, had long straight paths and no 
privacy. However, on the other side of the river at the foot of it was 
a large reservoir surrounded by trees and with a delightful private 
walk of more than half a mile, part of which was on a raised bank 
separating the reservoir from the river. Across Lordship Road was 
another reservoir similarly situated alongside the river and even 
larger. Keys giving access to both these walks were held by the 
owners of those houses in Woodberry Down which had gardens 
running down to the river. Here then were a couple of delightfully 
quiet walks each half a mile or so, with trees and high hedges 
cutting off the town on the one side and with the grass banked 
reservoirs on the other, pleasantly curved like the lakes of 
Capability Brown and reflecting the sky in their clear waters. What 
better place could there be for taking girls for walks? I made use of 
it, but I cannot remember ever meeting my brothers doing the 
same. I am afraid they were better behaved. I have noticed that all 
through life. 
 

 



 
Early Married Life in Liverpool 
 
My parents had moved before I went to Liverpool and in my last 
year and a half in London I used to sleep in a little garden pavilion 
with single room away from the main house so that I could come 
and go at all hours. 
 
When the children were still very young but old enough to manage 
the long train journey to London with the help of milk heated over 
night-lights—no thermos flasks in those days - we would take them 
first two and then three at a time for quite long visits to the houses 
of our respective parents. I would return to Liverpool and come 
back for occasional week-ends. Both sets of parents had moved 
away from Woodberry Down, my wife’s to a lovely white neo-Grec 
house set in rolling lawns at West Hill, Highgate, with the garden 
joining Hampstead Heath, and mine to an old Tudor house of oak 
and lathe and plaster construction with brick chimneys, but with a 
Georgian front, in the heart of the village, as it was then, of 
Upminster, Essex. 
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