WOKING'S WATERS IN 1910-11

lain Wakeford 2016

ompared to other parts of the country this area has been fortunate to have not been flooded this year, but as the
photograph of Old Woking in 1910 reminds us, it is probably only a matter of time before disaster strikes parts of our area

again.

he floods of 1910 were not the first (not

even the first to be caught on camera),

and they were certainly not the last, but
over a quarter of a century would pass before
any serious attempt to alleviate flooding in the
Wey Valley would be made.

Records from the 17t century, when the Wey
Navigation was built, show local farmers
making claims against the Navigation Company
for flooding of their fields. But one cannot help
wonder how many of those floods were the
fault of the construction of the man-made
sections of ‘canal’, and how much was just the
fact that much of this area was (and always will
be) part of the natural floodplain.

The farmers of the area knew and accepted
that, as did most locals when it came to
building new homes, but by the early part of the
20th century with outside developers moving in
to the area, much of the local knowledge was
forgotten - or (as now) simply ignored!

When not in flood the River Wey was very much
a friend rather than a foe to the local
population with places such as Walsham at
Pyrford and Triggs Lock at Sutton Green being
favourite places for locals to go swimming.

Members of the local swimming club congregate at
the junction of Chertsey Road & Commercial Road.

Apparently the local Swimming Club used to
meet in Woking Town Centre before cycling off
to one or other of these favourite bathing sites.
| was told many years ago by a former member
that if the men were swimming at Triggs Lock
then the ladies would head to Walsham (and

The High Street at its junction with the lane to Woking
Mill was under water, but the houses of Moorhatch &
were just about dry.

vice-versa) — the etiquette of Edwardian bathing
obviously being that at least a few miles had to
separate the sexes if so much flesh was going
to be on show!

It is clear, however, that not everyone was




The new swimming pool in Woking Park cost
& £588.0.1d and was more or less on the site presently
occupied by the Leisure Lagoon.
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quite so worried about such matters if a letter
to one of the local papers in 1909 is anything to
go by. Apparently some boys as old as thirteen
or fourteen were bathing in the Basingstoke
Canal ‘without proper costumes’ with some
girls of the same age had ‘no costumes or
clothing whatever’!

‘I am sure you will agree with me’ wrote E
Thomas of North Road ‘that this sort of thing is
not only undesirable and also unpleasant to
passers-by, but it is not conductive to pure

thoughts and healthy minds in those who
indulge, or the young lives who day by day
witness these things’.

The construction of a swimming pool in Woking
Park in 1910 changed all that, although from a
sanitary point of view it may well be that it was
more hygienic to continue to bath in the river or
even the canal. In fact the water for the pool
was simply pumped at the start of each season
direct from the nearby Hoe Stream into the
‘hole’ that was the pool, giving the bathers a

distinctive ‘tan’ from the iron-stained water that
flows from local heathland into the stream
above Mayford.

The new pool, 40ft wide by 100ft long, was
simply lined with old railway sleepers (which
probably also gave their own ‘hue’ to the water),
with a simple wooded hut acting as a changing
room and a wooden fence around the perimeter
— to prevent members of the public from seeing
the swimmers.

A letter to a local newspaper the following year
no doubt caused outrage amongst some by
suggesting that some of the male members of
the Swimming Club could give instruction to the
ladies ‘providing no objection was offered by
the fair sex’! They pointed out that the practice
‘has been followed at Walton with most
excellent results. There at any rate mixed
bathing has no terrors. Through the whole of
last summer large numbers of ladies and
gentlemen were to be found in the Thames
bathing together, and the ladies were so keen
that many of them, | believe, actually kept it up
during the winter’.

In the end Woking Council decided that two
mornings a week were sufficient time to set
aside for ‘ladies bathing’ in the new pool,
without (I assume) the benefit of any male
instruction. Mixed bathing may be alright in
Walton, but this is Woking for goodness sake!
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