
 

 

 

 

 

A Thing of Beauty: 
Part 2: Images of the River Wandle  

from the Merton Heritage collection. 



The River Wandle at Mitcham, c.1900. 

At one time the Wandle was considered the best trout fishing river in the country and this unsigned watercolour is thought to show a fisherman near           

John Deed’s Eagle Leather Mill. During the 20th century industrialisation and the discharge of waste, including chemicals, caused major pollution, threatening 

the river’s very survival. In recent decades environmental and community groups have worked with the National Rivers Authority and the Environment Agency, 

to return the river to full health, restocking fish and attracting varied wildlife. 



Canoeing on the Wandle, Ravensbury Park, 1920s. 

This view shows the area near to Ravensbury Manor, a fine house on the north bank of the river, completed in 1912 for Harold Bidder. He was the second son 

of the eminent Victorian engineer, George Parker Bidder ( whose family home Ravensbury Park House, stood fairly nearby and it is possible that the couple  

pictured may be Bidder family members. )  

Built in Queen Anne style, Harold’s property included a terrace which stretched down to the water’s edge. The house remained in use until the early 1930s but 

the site was redeveloped in the post-war era to create housing opposite the junction of Morton Road and Wandle Road. 



Children paddling in the river at Wandle Park, Colliers Wood, c.1910. 

Between c.1806 and 1906 this area was part of the estate surrounding Bank, later Wandlebank House, a fine property built for journalist James Perry.        

During the 19th century the house was owned and occupied by members of the Ashby and Fenwick families. In 1907 the Wimbledon Corporation purchased 

the house and turned 9.5 acres of its former estate, bordering the river, into a public park. Known as “Wandle Park,” this was officially opened on 11 July 1907 

by Princess Louise, Duchess of Argyll ( daughter of Queen Victoria. ) 



 

Remaining section of the Merton Priory precinct wall, possibly near Brook Path, Colliers Wood, c.1912. 

Founded in 1117, Merton Priory was one of the largest and most powerful religious institutions in southern England. The Priory complex covered a large       

expanse of Merton and Colliers Wood and included a church, infirmary, cloisters, a refectory, dormitories for the community of Augustinian canons and          

accommodation for a fine chapterhouse. The foundations of the latter structure survive under Merantun Way but the rest of the site is now occupied by the 

Sainsburys/M&S retail complex, Merton Abbey Mills, car parking and modern food outlets. The portion of precinct wall, shown here, was made from chalk 

blocks, knapped flint and Reigate stone - an attractive and hard-wearing combination. Today a section of wall can still be seen in situ off Merantun way, near 

the car park for the Priory retail centre in Colliers Wood. 



A picturesque view of the carpet, tapestry and printing shed at Morris & Co, seen from across the Mill Pond, c.1913 

The buildings pictured were situated next to the River Wandle where it arced towards the southern side of Merton High Street .  The mill pond also seems to 

have been fed from the river. In 1881 the famous Victorian artist and designer, William Morris , leased a site bordering the river. He retained and adapted a set 

of timber buildings for use as craft works, establishing Morris & Co. with his business partner, the Pre-Raphaelite artist Edward Burne-Jones. Inspired by      

Medieval history, Classical literature, mythology and the flora and fauna of their Merton surroundings, the design partnership produced tapestries, hand-knotted 

carpets, stained glass and block printed fabric at this site. These goods were sold through the Morris & Co. shop in London’s Oxford Street.  The Morris & Co. 

production works remained operational until 1940, when he works were damaged by enemy bombing. The site was later purchased by the adjacent            

New Merton Board Mills and the buildings were demolished. Today the former Morris site is occupied by  the Sainsbury’s complex and flats belonging to 

Shaftesbury Housing. 



View of the River Wandle looking towards the Watermeads, c.1926. 

Historically, the "water meadows" were of great significance to the local population. During the Middle Ages, the powerful De La Mare family owned and     

managed them to ensure the provision of winter fodder and summer pasture for cattle. In winter the land was allowed to flood and river silts increased the 

fertility of the soil. In spring, the resulting grass crop was cut for hay. Cattle were then free to graze, or the sluices were opened and the land was flooded 

again to encourage a second batch of fodder.  

During the 1920s, Octavia Hill, one of the founder members of the National Trust, campaigned successfully to preserve the Watermeads. Local dignitaries 

funded the addition of new trees and plants, however these were not always native species. In recent years, the Trust has worked hard to remove non-native 

and invasive plants. After 100 years of limited access, the Watermeads was opened up to the public as a nature reserve in May 2015. 


