
 

 A Source of Inspiration. 
 With sources at Waddon and Carshalton Ponds, the River Wandle is the largest  

 river in south-west London. Stretching over 9 miles ( 14 kilometres, ) it passes  

 through the boroughs of Croydon, Sutton, Merton and Wandsworth   

 before joining the River Thames. 
  

 Of vital importance to early settlers, the Wandle has been a popular trout fishing 

 river, a wildlife haven and ( for its size ) was once one of the most heavily worked  

 waterways in the world.  
 

 Over the centuries the Wandle has influenced the work of generations of artists,  

     writers, photographers and designers.  
  

 To celebrate the 2020 Wandle Fortnight, this display highlights just some of  

 those who have been found solace, beauty and creative inspiration from this  

 much-loved river. 



Author, Izaak Walton ( c.1593 - 1683 ) 

Born in Stafford, Izaak’s early life was linked to  

the pub trade. When he was three years old, his 

father, an innkeeper, died and his mother later 

married the landlord of the local Swan inn.  
 

Izaak moved to London during his teens and 

trained as a linen draper. He worked in a small 

shop in Cornhill, before opening larger  

premises in Fleet Street, close to Chancery Lane. 
 

By 1615 Izaak was verger and warden of  

St. Dunstan’s church. He became a firm friend of 

the vicar ( poet ) John Donne ( a one-time       

resident of Mitcham. ) 

 

Married twice, Izaak developed close links to the 

Anglican church through relatives of his  

respective wives. During the English Civil War, he 

was a Royalist supporter. Following the  

execution of Charles I, he even risked his life to   

smuggle Crown Jewels to the Prince of Wales 

who was exiled in France. 



 

 

An image from Walton’s classic “The Compleat Angler.” 

Published in 1593, this was one of the first textbooks written 

about the art of fishing, a pastime for which Walton had a  

lifelong passion. He revised the book over the next 23 years 

and five editions were printed during his lifetime. 

 

By 1655 Izaak was living at Shallowford, Staffordshire.  

His property gave access to a lengthy stretch of the  

River Meece, which boasted excellent fishing. Izaak did most 

of his angling on the River Lea near Hoddesdon but he is 

said to have been especially fond of the River Wandle. 

This waterway must have been a source of inspiration, as it 

features in his famous book, which is still in print to this day. 

 

Izaak wrote acclaimed biographies of the poets John Donne, 

George Herbert and the politician Sir Henry Wotton but it is 

“The Compleat Angler” for which he is best known. 

He died in 1683 and is buried in Winchester Cathedral. 

 



 

 

 

 

Piscator: Nay brother, you shall not stay so long; 

for, look you, here is a Trout * will fill six reasonable  

bellies…. 

Piscator: ...this Trout looks lovely; it was twenty-

two inches when it was taken; and the belly of it 

looked some part of it as yellow as marigold, and part 

of if was as white as a lily… 

* This is the Wandle variety of Trout with marbled 

spots like a Tortoise. 

 

Description of a Wandle Trout from Izaak Walton’s 

The Compleat Angler. 

 

( Piscator = Fisherman )  



Author, Herbert George Wells ( 1866 - 1946 ) 

Born in Bromley, the son of a former gardener, Wells spent 

his early life at the family china shop. Income was low, so  

his father earned extra money as a Kent county cricketer. 

When young “Bertie” was housebound with a broken leg,  

his father brought him books from the local library. This gave 

Wells a lifelong love of literature and a desire to write. 
 

After an unhappy apprenticeship as a draper, he became a 

pupil-teacher at Midhurst Grammar School ( a senior  

student who taught the younger children .) He later won a 

scholarship and trained as a biology teacher, before  

becoming a professional writer and journalist. 
 

During his lengthy career, H G Wells wrote over 100 books, 

including novels, essays, histories and short stories. Many of 

his works were inspired by his own family hardships and he 

became a committed Socialist, pacifist and advocate for 

women’s rights. 
 

His works include “The History of Mr. Polly” and “The Shape 

of Things to Come” but he is probably most famous for his 

science fiction novel “The War of the Worlds.” 

 



“All down the line from there the aspect of the country was gaunt and unfamiliar; Wimbledon particularly had 

suffered…The Wandle, the Mole, every little stream was a heaped mass of red weed, in appearance between 

butcher’s meat and pickled cabbage….” 

Extract from “War of the Worlds” by H G Wells. 

In the novel Wells describes the weed which gives Mars its dull red colour. Accidentally brought to Earth by  

invading Martians, it grows and reproduces explosively when in contact with water, flooding the surrounding  

countryside as it clogs rivers and streams. 



 

 

Poet Michael Drayton ( 1563 - 1631 ) 

Born in Hartshill near Nuneaton Warwickshire, Drayton was 

from a humble background and is thought to have been a 

servant in a noble household during his youth. 
 

Drayton became a professional writer and poet after  

moving to London. He enjoyed great success and his circle 

of friends included the playwrights Ben Jonson and  

Shakespeare. 
 

Perhaps his greatest work was the “Poly-Olbion.”  

Written between 1612 and 1622, this 15000 line poem 

charted a journey through the landscape, history and  

traditions of England and Wales.  
 

By 1630 Drayton’s style of poetry had fallen out of fashion. 

Although he died penniless in Fleet Street, he was still 

highly regarded by his fellow writers. He was buried with 

some ceremony in Westminster Abbey thanks to the  

generosity of a literary patron. 



 

 

William Morris ( 1834 - 1896 ) 

Often described as a “Renaissance man,” Morris was a  

renowned Victorian author, poet, lecturer and Socialist 

thinker.  
 

He was perhaps most famous as a pioneer of the  

Arts & Crafts movement, designing carpets and tapestries, 

furniture, tiles, stained glass, books and wallpaper. 
 

In 1861 Morris founded the decorative arts partnership 

Morris, Marshall, Faulkner and Co, with fellow artists 

Edward Burne-Jones, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Philip Webb, 

Ford Maddox-Brown, Charles Faulkner and Peter Marshall. 

The group aimed to create beautiful, affordable decorative 

artwork, using traditional techniques and their work proved 

highly popular. 
 

By 1875, personal and artistic differences led Morris to  

dissolve “the firm” and create a new artistic partnership, 

with Burne-Jones and Webb, trading as Morris & Co. 

 

 

 



1894 map showing the layout of the Morris & Co works off Merton High Street. 

( Museum of London Archaeology Service ) 



Part of the Morris & Co. works at Merton Abbey, including the tapestry and printing shed, c.1913. 

By 1881 Morris was looking for new premises, including somewhere to dye and print fabrics. He toured many 

sites before settling on this Merton Abbey property ( now the site of Mill Road and part of the Sainsbury’s  

complex in Colliers Wood. ) During William’s tenure, the 7 acre site included a dwelling house for staff and  

apprentices, a coach house, workshops, a millhouse and pond, plus an orchard and vegetable garden.  



Washing lengths of chintz in the  

River Wandle, Morris & Co. 

Morris chose the Merton site for the purity of 

the Wandle water, which was important for the 

dyeing of fabrics. The process was described 

as follows: 
 

“The cotton cloth is first dyed a uniform dark 

shade of blue in one of the large indigo vats, 

and is printed with a bleaching reagent which 

either reduces or removes the blue colour as 

required...Mordants are then printed on the 

white parts, where red has to come and the 

whole cloth is dyed a second time with madder.  

The process is repeated a third time for yellow, 

the three colours being superimposed on each 

other to give green, purple or orange. All loose 

colouring matter is then cleared away and the 

colours are set by passing the fabric through 

soap at almost boiling heat. The final treatment 

is to spread the cloth  on the grass with its 

printed face to the light, so that the whites may 

be purified and all fugitive colour removed in 

nature’s own way.” 
 

 

A  brief sketch of the Morris Movement ( 1911 ) 



The picturesque location of the printing sheds at Morris & Co. Merton Abbey. 

This riverside location with its wildflowers, trees, grasses and wildlife was a great source of inspiration for 

William Morris and his fellow-designers. Many of the local plant and birds were to feature in their designs. 



Jacquard looms in the weaving sheds at Morris & Co. 

If you look at the upper part of the picture you can see special cards which were punched with holes in a 

particular sequence. At key points in a fabric design, these automatically lifted the warp threads which ran 

lengthways on the loom, allowing the weft or horizontal threads to be passed across to form the pattern.  



Dyeing fabric in the giant colour vats at Morris & Co. 

Pure Wandle water was important both for mixing dyes and washing unwanted residue from fabric. 

Morris used a variety of natural dyes, including madder ( red, ) weld ( yellow,) birch leaves ( green ) and 

walnut shells ( brown. ) He also became an expert in Indigo dyeing, creating rich blue colours. 



The stained-glass workshop at Morris & Co. 

The design room was above the dye-house to maximise natural light. Both Morris and his business partner, 

the pre-Raphaelite artist, Edward Burne-Jones designed stained glass windows for private homes, public 

buildings and churches, including St. Mary’s, Merton. The flora and fauna of the river Wandle and its  

surroundings featured in their designs, particularly in background and border motifs. 



Hand-printing fabric at the Morris & Co. Works. 

Locally inspired designs such as Evenlode, the Strawberry Thief, Corncockle and Brother Rabbit were  

hand-printed using specially carved wooden blocks. Fabric was printed with one colour at a time, drawn 

from trollies pulled down rails which ran along the print room. Printers were highly skilled craftsmen and 

took great care to match and build up Morris’s intricate designs. 



 

 
  

 

 My dear George, 

 I am in a fix  - for look here; I took this place muchly for the sake of its water-power and for 

 the water  of the Wandle and now the Wandle is going to be dried up—no less—there is a 

 bill before a committee on Monday as I hear suddenly to enable the London and S Western 

 Water Company to tap the head springs of the river at Carshalton; the river is almost wholly 

 fed from these springs and tapping them thus would reduce it to a muddy ditch...on public 

 Grounds I could burst when I think of it; the Wandle from here upwards is the most beautiful 

 stream as perhaps you know. I shall try to see you on Saturday morning; but in the  

 meantime can you do anything in the House to help to stop such a damned iniquity? 

 

 

                                                         Letter from William Morris to George Howard M P,  16 March, 1882 

 

 The Parliamentary Bill mentioned in this letter came before the House Select Committee later that  

 month. Morris also joined forces with 39 other mill owners who depended on the Wandle for water  

       power, in order to lobby against the measure. In fact their support was not needed as the Bill was  

 rejected after just four days - much to William’s delight. 

 

 



 

  

Midways of a walled garden, 

In the happy poplar land, 

Did an ancient castle stand, 

With an old knight for a warden. 

 

Many scarlet bricks there were 

In its walls, and old grey stone; 

Over which red apples shone 

At the right time of year… 

 

From “Golden Wings” by William Morris - thought to have been inspired by the  

picturesque suroundings at the Morris & Co. craft works at Merton . 

 



George Eliot ( 1819 - 1880 ) 

Born in Nuneaton, Warwickshire, Mary Anne Evans was 

the daughter of a builder.  
 

A reserved and sensitive child, she was highly  

intelligent and began writing seriously in her  

twenties. Her first published work was a religious  

poem printed in 1840 and signed M.A.E. 
 

Anne started writing novels during the 1850s.  

She used the male pen name “George Eliot” to  

ensure that her work was taken seriously - particularly as 

many female authors were viewed solely as writers of 

“light-hearted romantic fiction.” 
 

George’s seven novels are still regarded as literary  

classics and include “Adam Bede,” “Middlemarch,” 

”Silas Marner” and “Daniel Deronda.” She also worked as 

a critic and translator. 
 

One of Eliot’s most successful novels was “The Mill on  

the Floss,” published in 1860, whilst she was living in 

Southfields with her lover, the philosopher, George Lewes. 

The mill at the centre of the book is often said to have 

been based on one of the Wandle watermills. 



Grove Snuff Mill, near Mitcham Bridge, c.1869. 

During the 19th century the Wandle became the most industrialised river in the world ( for its size, ) powering 

production of everything from flour and paper, to leather, copper plate and printed textiles. Some have  

suggested that author George Eliot based her book “Mill on the Floss” on one of the Wandle watermills. 



 

  

 

  

 

 “ A wide plain, where the broadening Floss hurries on between its green banks to the sea, 

 and the loving tide rushing to meet it, checks it passage with an impetuous embrace…. 

  

 ...And this is Dorlecote Mill. I must stand a minute or two here on the bridge and look at it, 

 though the clouds are threatening...Perhaps the chill damp season adds a charm to the  

 trimly-kept, comfortable house, as old as the elms and chestnuts that shelter it from the 

 northern blast. The stream is brimful now, and lies high in this little withy plantation, and  

 half drowns the grassy fringe of the croft in front of the house. 

  

 The rush of the water, and the booming of the mill, bring a dreamy deafness, which seems 

 to heighten the peacefulness of the scene.” 

 

Extract from  The Mill on the Floss  by George Eliot. 



 

 

Mervyn Peake ( 1911 - 1968 ) 

Mervyn was a successful writer, artist, poet and illustrator, best 

known for his “Gormenghast” trilogy. These fantasy books were often 

compared to the work of J. R. R. Tolkein but Peake was more heavily  

influenced by the Victorian writers Charles Dickens and  

Robert Louis Stevenson. 
 

Peake also wrote poetry, short stories for both adults and children, in 

addition to radio and stage plays. 
 

He became an acclaimed artist and illustrator during the 1930s and 

‘40s, whilst living in London, specialising in portraits. However he    

also drew war scenes to illustrate newspapers during World War II. 
 

Some of Mervyn’s written and illustrative work is said to have been 

inspired by the River Wandle and its surroundings. For a number of 

years he lived near a section of the river which flows through  

Wallington. 



Sir John Betjeman ( 1906 – 1984 ) 

A popular English poet, writer, and broadcaster, Betjeman began 

his career as a journalist and was later a much-loved figure on 

British television. He wrote many anthologies of poems and held 

the post of Poet Laureate from 1972 until his death. 

A founding member of the Victorian Society, John was a fierce 

defender of Victorian architecture and also wrote a number of  

architectural guides and histories.  

 

His poem “South London Sketch.” written in 1944, includes the 

lines: 

From Bermondsey to Wandsworth 

So many churches are. 

… 

Oh, in among the houses, 

The viaduct below, 

Stood the Coffee Essence Factpry 

Of Robinson and Co. 

Burnt and brown and tumbled down 

And done with years ago 

Where the waters of the Wandle do 

Lugubriously flow…” 



  

 

( Top ) Louis de Bernieres ( Bottom ) a scene from his play 

for voices “Sunday Morning at the Centre of the World.” 

 

Born in Woolwich in 1954, Louis grew up in Surrey. During the 

18th century this county became home to many Huguenot  

families, who had fled religious persecution in Europe.  

This included the de Bernieres family. 

 

Louis is a successful novelist, perhaps best known for his 1994 

novel “Captain Corelli’s Mandolin.” He has also written several 

short stories, poems and radio plays. 

 

“Sunday Morning…” was originally written for Radio 3 in 2001 

but has since been adapted for the stage. Part of the script  

includes a reference to the ”Wandle River” and Louis took     

inspiration for many of the characters from the inhabitants of 

Earlsfield, where he lived during the 1990s.  

 


