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Food, Firepower and Fun. 



 

 Aerial view of Caesar's Camp, Wimbledon Common. 

 Little is known about Wimbledon’s origins but one of the earliest signs of human activity in the area is a  
 fortified settlement known as ‘Caesar’s Camp’ situated on high ground on the south western edge of the   
 Common. Probably built in about the third century BC, and with no known connection to Julius Caesar,  
 the earthworks of this ancient hill fort originally covered a circular area of about 12 acres surrounded by a     
 ditch about thirty feet wide and twelve feet deep.  The camp has never been fully excavated but pottery  
 found there suggests that it may even go back to the sixth century BC. It was unlikely to have been a  
 permanent settlement and may have been used as a refuge from attack.   



 

 Caesar’s Well, Wimbledon Common, c.1850 
 Wimbledon Common is an extensive plateau of floodplain gravel overlying a bed of London Clay.  
 It is about three miles long and around a hundred feet above sea level.  In the distant past its light gravel   
 soil was not much use for farming but was ideal as pasture for animals and as a source of wood. It has  
 a number of natural springs, the best known of which is Caesar’s Well, named because of its proximity  
 to the hill fort. The water rises from a depth of around five meters. The well was enclosed in 1872 with   
 twelve stone slabs. 



 

 Manor House, Wimbledon. c.1630 
 The first firm evidence of a permanent settlement in Wimbledon dates back to the thirteenth century when   
 the Archbishop of Canterbury was Lord of the Manor.  Landholding at this time was under the feudal  
 system, whereby the Lords of the Manor held the land of the king and raised armies for the crown in  
 return. The lords then leased out most of the land to tenants although they kept some for their own use.   
 The Common, which was probably much larger than it is today, covered the northern and western part of  
 the village. Known as the ‘common waste’, it was used for pasture by the tenant farmers. This use was   
 highly regulated by a Manorial Court which sat three times a year. 



 

 Transporting wood taken from Wimbledon Common. 
 Every tenant of the Manor had to attend the Court or pay a fine and its decisions were recorded in Latin on   
 eight foot long pieces of parchment.  These records were called the Rolls because they were rolled up and  
 stored in the parish church.  As the soil was poor the numbers of animals grazed on it was limited to  
 tenants leasing arable land in the common fields of the village.  Those leasing fifteen acres could pasture  
 twenty-five sheep and five “ploughbeasts” on the Common; smallholders were allowed a lot less and  
 freeholders none at all.  Tenants were also allowed to gather limited amounts of firewood.  
 Records from the 1460s show that these limits were frequently breached despite the Court rulings.  



 

 The Pound, Wimbledon Common. 
 The sixteenth century saw the first recorded use of the Common for military purposes when the English   
 were under threat of invasion by the Spanish. Every able bodied man was obliged by law to go to the butts  
 and practise archery in order to defend his country.  There were butts on Wimbledon Common but they  
 were constantly in need of repair and are not mentioned in the records after the end of the century when  
 the days of the longbow ended.  However, grazing continued to be the most important function.  
 Rule breakers were frequently fined, their cattle impounded and their offences recorded in the Rolls.  
 One repeat offender in the 1560s was William Brasbridge who failed to ring his pigs, guard his cattle or  
 graze the right number of cattle.  He was eventually banned from the Common for life.  



 

 Prince Albert reviews troops on Wimbledon Common during the 1860s. 
 Military activity on the Common came into its own in the mid eighteenth century when successive  
 monarchs from George lll onwards visited the area to inspect the troops. Sir William Congreve tested  
 military rockets over the Common during the early eighteen hundreds and Queen Victoria attended the first   
 meeting of the National Rifle Association in 1860. The NRA, founded to “raise funds for the promotion  
 of marksmanship in the interests of Defence of the Realm” moved to Bisley in 1890. In 1798 the  
 Prime Minister, William Pitt, fought a duel against the MP for Southwark on the Common. Although both  
 missed and honour was satisfied, the Prime Minister took to his bed afterwards and was not seen publicly  
 for weeks. 



 

 An early print of Wimbledon windmill by George Cooke. 
 The windmill on the Common was built in 1817 by a carpenter, Charles March, to serve the local  
 community.  It was only used by villagers for less than half a century before the working machinery was  
 removed and replaced by residential accommodation.  When the Common was taken over by the  
 Wimbledon and Putney Heath Conservators (see below) it underwent extensive repairs and the sails were     
 restored to full working order.  The residential accommodation was converted into a museum housing  
 interactive exhibits on rural life and local history. This opened to the public in 1976.   



 

 Lover’s Walk, Wimbledon Common, c.1890. 
 By the mid nineteenth century the Common had ceased to be used by local farmers and, left undrained, it  
 was used as a rubbish dump.  In 1864 the Lord of the Manor, the fifth Earl Spencer, tried to enclose it and   
 create a public park for the recreation of local inhabitants.  However, his plans were opposed by Parkside   
 residents who wanted ‘an untamed common’.  In the end he compromised and, on receipt of a payment  
 of £1200 a year, he gave his estate to a body of conservators on the condition it was kept ‘for ever open,   
 unenclosed and unbuilt on’. This annuity was finally paid off in 1968 and The Wimbledon and Putney  
 Common Conservators still manage the Common today.  It will celebrate its hundred and fiftieth  
 anniversary next year 



 

 Accommodation huts an trenches at the Army Camp on Wimbledon Common,1916. 
 During the First World War, 200 acres by Camp Road were requisitioned for use as a military camp which   
 was used as a training base for new recruits prior to their departure for the front. Huts were built to billet up   
 to five thousand men, initially all volunteer troops from ‘Kitchener’s Army’. Trenches were dug and  
 bayoneting grounds and firing ranges set up for the soldiers to practice their combat skills. The Common   
 was also used as an army training camp during the Second World War. The camp and large anti-aircraft  
 guns were situated near the windmill, which was camouflaged with a drab green cover to hide it from  
 enemy aircraft. An army assault course and a Bren gun firing range were set up nearby. Members of the  
 Home Guard also trained on the common in anticipation of an enemy assault.   



 

 Horse riding on Wimbledon Common. 
 A wide variety of events take place each year on the Green by Rushmere, one of the Commons’ nine  
 lakes, as well as at the Rangers’ offices near the Windmill.  A number of sporting events are also held on  
 the Commons’ playing fields which boast 10 football pitches, a large pavilion and extensive parking.   
 A number of dedicated cycle paths and 16 miles of horse rides criss-cross the area. The Conservators also  
 organise guided walks led by their staff and local experts.  As the Common is home to a wide variety of  
 bird, animal and plant life much of it has been designated a Site of Special Scientific Interest and a Special  
 Area of Conservation.  Still unfenced, it is open to the public 24 hours a day throughout the year.  
 On summer weekends it has an average of 10,000 visitors. 


