
 

 

 

 

Wimbledon During World War 1: 

The Army Camp 



 

 “all that northern area of the Common was out of bounds to the public so one never  

 really knew how big the Camp was. Thousands must have been training there over  

 the years, draft after draft, though we only really saw them in any numbers when  

 they came out on route marches. I remember hearing the band…and rushing out to  

 the corner to watch the long khaki clad column go off down Copse Hill.”  

 

                                                              Patrick Fawcett, Memories of a Wimbledon Childhood 1906 - 1918 



 

 The Army Camp, Wimbledon Common c.1915. 

 During the First World War 200 acres of the Common was requisitioned and sealed off from the public, to  

 create a training ground plus temporary billets for recruits to General Kitchener’s army. The entrance was  

 by Springwell Cottage in Camp Road. The first huts were built in 1915 but not opened until the following  

 year. The War Office specification referred to 192 barrack blocks, plus cookhouse, 43 blocks for ablutions  

 and latrines, 64 horse stalls and 8 dung pits. 



 

 Accommodation huts and practice trenches, Wimbledon Army Camp, c.1916. 

 Hundreds of troops passed through the camp and the varied terrain was used to perfect their fighting skills. 

 The site included practice trenches, bayoneting grounds where soldiers could practice hand to hand  

 combat and rifle shooting ranges. Wimbledon council built the roads leading to and from the camp and the   

 War Office funded the facilities. Canvas aircraft hangers were also erected on Parkside but hardly used. 



 

 The YMCA Hut at Wimbledon Army Camp. 

 This wooden building was one of several huts set up on the Common to provide leisure activities and  

 home comforts for the troops stationed at Wimbledon Camp. Funded through public subscription, the  

 Y M C A hut was built in March 1916 and opened by Princess Louise, Duchess of Argyll ( daughter of  

 Queen Victoria.) It provided entertainment for men based in Wimbledon and wounded soldiers from  

 nearby hospitals, as well as religious services for all denominations. 



 

 The canteen at the YMCA Hut, Wimbledon Army Camp, Wimbledon Common, c.1916. 

 In its first 6 months of service, the hut was used by 1000 men each day and 500 each night. 240,000 men  

 passed through its doors during the course of the war ( equivalent to the population of modern Merton. )   

 There was a writing room, meeting room, a games room for darts, card-games and billiards, a post office  

 and savings bank. Local ladies volunteered to work at the canteen and special tea parties were held for  

 the mothers of local soldiers. 



 

 The Writing room, YMCA Hut, Wimbledon Army Camp c.1916. 

 This room was very important to the men based at the camp. It was here that they wrote postcards and  

 letters to their family, friends and sweethearts. Many enclosed portrait photos or postcards produced at the  

 camp by a local photographer. There was also a fortnightly magazine -“The Windmill,” filled with cartoons  

 and stories about life at the camp. The men were encouraged to buy this and send it home to their families. 

 There were up to five mail deliveries each day during this period, so letters could reach someone very  

 quickly. Such correspondence was treasured, especially given the uncertain future of many servicemen.   



 

 The Recreation room, YMCA Hut, Wimbledon Camp, c.1917. 

 Many sports events were organised and a special programme of Christmas entertainment was staged  

 for soldiers who were spending the festive season away from family and friends. In early 1917 the YMCA  

 Soldiers Council decided to invite all lonely soldiers to come and spend Sunday afternoons and evenings  

 with them. Local ladies came to the YMCA hut, bringing with them home comforts such as cakes, tea,  

 bread, butter and jam. They played music and sang songs and hymns to the soldiers. On the first Sunday,  

 65 men came to the hut and stayed from 3pm to 9pm, even though free to leave whenever they wished. 



 

 Soldiers pictured at Wimbledon Army Camp, together with greengrocer Ernest Saunders and his   

 son William, who helped to provision the camp. 

 These troops are thought to be from the Kings Royal Rifle Corps who were briefly stationed at the camp  

 before leaving for the Somme in May 1916.  

 After the war the site became a dispersal camp and also housed soldiers whilst their London barracks  

 were repaired. Even in December 1919 there were still 90 officers and 1647 other ranks stationed at the  

 camp. The site was finally cleared completely in 1923.  



 
 
A sweetheart postcard from Wimbledon Camp. 
Local women played an important part in maintaining 
the morale of servicemen during the war.  
Troops from other parts of the country were billeted 
with local families, both to tackle accommodation 
shortages and to keep their spirits up. 
 
Local resident Patrick Fawcett recalled: 
 “ at one time the Camp could not provide living  
quarters for all the men in training so billeting took 
place all over Wimbledon and for some months we 
had two men billeted with is. We didn’t see much of 
them as they went off to Camp after an early  
breakfast each morning, returning for a meal about 
six o clock in the evening.  
 I remember them as very pleasant quiet men who 
found army life very different from what they’d been 
used to…and I’m sure they appreciated their stay at 
our home, very much better than life in a wooden hut 
on the Common in winter, especially the one who got 
flu and had it in comparative comfort.”  
 

Memories of a Wimbledon Childhood 1906 - 1918 

 

 

 

 


