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I

n 1929 Frank J Derry, employed a friend to
design a new home on eight acres of land
at Ashwood Road, Woking.

Frank Derry was born on the 7th April 1869. In
his early years he had been a journalist, writing
for a magazine called ‘Leisure Hours’ and was
apparently invited by Alfred Harmsworth to join
him on his new venture – the Daily Mail. But for
one reason or another Derry declined and by
1911, with several failed business ventures
under his belt (if you will pardon the pun), he hit
upon the idea of selling ‘the Magneto Belt’ a
magnetised belt to ‘improve health and vigour’.
His new company, Ambrose Wilson Ltd, sold the
belts for ‘a deposit of one shilling down with
four weekly one shilling payments thereafter’
advertising them in the ‘Umpire’ and other
popular publications of the time, eventually
In the 1901 census (below) Frank Derry was living at
The Retreat in Guildford Road (where he is listed as a
book publisher), but later electoral registers record him
in Maybury Road, Midhope Road and York Road before
his move to Chertsey Road.

going on to set up a factory producing the belts
(including the larger ‘Hercules’ belt), and then
his famous ‘Magneto Corset’ in September
1911.
According to the official history of Ambrose
Wilson Ltd (The Ambron Story – Biography of a
Business) early in 1911 Frank Derry was almost
broke. He couldn’t even afford a cup of tea at
Waterloo and had it not been for the fact he
had a season ticket on the train, he wouldn’t
have been able to get home to his wife and
family in Woking. ‘It was a bleak winter for the
Derry family, especially the Christmas of 1910
and early 1911.’
The story then goes that there was a ‘haunted
house’ owned by a doctor who could ‘neither let
nor sell it’, so Frank persuaded the good doctor
to let him and his family live there ‘rent free’
and break the spell – the doctor paying him
£50 for the trouble!
I don’t know about the haunted house, but the
electoral registers show that prior to 1911
Frank Derry was living in a house called ‘Clifton’

Frank Derry had been a publisher and advertising agent
before hitting upon the idea of selling magnetized belts
and corsets on a mail-order basis.

In 1915 the Derry family moved out of Chertsey Road
into a house called Carn Brae in Ashwood Road, later
purchasing a house a couple of doors up the road
(called Ashwood) and replacing it with Hugh Bailie
Scott’s masterpiece.

in York Road, but then up to 1914 he is listed at
‘102 Chertsey Road’. Indeed the census return
for 1911 (below) lists him at that property, also
known as Bridge House (the haunted house,
perhaps), where he gives his occupation as
‘advertising agent’.
Whatever the circumstances of his
accommodation it was with the doctor’s £50,

‘plus his valuable experiences’, that Frank used
to start what was soon to become one of the
world’s largest and best known mail-order
businesses, with one of his brothers-in-law
joining him and eventually his son, Cyril, who
after the Great War went to Chicago to study
the American Mail Order methods.
Frank Derry was a great benefactor to Woking

and was particularly involved with the
Methodist Church. It is said that he was one of
the driving forces behind the establishment of
the Trinity Methodist Church in Woking Town
Centre and also paid for the rebuilding of the
churches at Knaphill and Byfleet. He helped set
up the Epworth Choir and supported the local
Grammar Schools (being Chairman of the
Woking Education Committee), providing
playing fields and a pavilion in Old Woking
where also ‘Derry’s Field’ is still the name given
to the allotments that during the Second World
War were created on part of his land.
But back in 1929 his eight acres in Ashwood
Road was still a building site as the architect
and garden designer, Mackay Hugh Baillie Scott
was building the now Grade II listed Arts &
Crafts masterpiece ‘Ashwood’.
During the war it was used by St Thomas’
Hospital in London for its Maternity Department
and afterwards, in 1947, the National
Children’s Home established a home for 38
babies and toddlers in the house – but it has
since been divided into apartments (with new
homes built within the grounds) – just one of
the many legacies that Frank Derry gave to
Woking.

OPEN-AIR WARDS AT PYRFORD HOMES

P

revious articles in this series have
looked at the establishment of the
Church of England Waifs & Strays
Society’s homes at Byfleet Corner in the
1890’s and the transfer to Pyrford of the St
Nicholas Home in 1907-8, but now I want to
bring the story more up-to-date.
The original St Nicholas Home in Pyrford was
officially opened on the 25th July 1908 by the
Duchess of Albany, but as I noted last year it
was some time before the design, by Mr E J
May, was complete due to lack of funds.
The building could accommodate 120 children
up to the age of sixteen, but once the boys
reached the age of seven they were
transferred to the St Martin’s Home at
Surbiton, until 1915 when a new St Martin’s
Home was built in the grounds at Pyrford. It
was officially opened on the 26th October
1916.
The two homes were initially run separately,
but in 1923 they were amalgamated under
the rather long-winded title of the ‘St Nicholas’
and St Martin Orthopaedic Hospital Homes
and Special School of Recovery’ – more often
than not shorted to the ‘Homes for Crippled
Children’.
In July 1928 the Duchess of York (later Queen
Elizabeth the Queen Mother) visited the
homes, accepting purses on behalf of the
extension fund and inaugurating the new open
-air ward and operating theatre that
apparently had cost £10,000.
The idea of open-air wards was apparently that
the fresh air and sunshine would help with the
children’s treatment – especially those
suffering from TB and ‘Rickets’. How often the
weather allowed their use is not certain, but
judging from the photographs they seem to
have been quite popular, with another open-air
ward added a couple of years later – opened
by the Bishop of London.

A LITTLE PART OF BROOKWOOD
THAT WILL BE FOREVER AMERICAN

A

nother Grade II listed building that was
built in 1929 in Woking is the Memorial
Chapel designed by Egerton Swartwout
for the American Battle Monuments
Commission at Brookwood Cemetery, which
was completed along with the entrance walls
and flagpole (itself a listed ‘building’) in 1930.
Over 1,000 American servicemen were buried or
commemorated at Brookwood from the First
World War, with over 3,600 added during the
Second World War (some of whom have been re
-interred elsewhere).

