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Club Members - Finals Day 1990

THE PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

I am very proud of the honour that the members have bestowed
upon me in electing me President for our Centenary Year.

Our predecessors created a spirit of loyalty, sportsmanship and good
fellowship. This coming year must surely serve to remind us of the
great debt we owe to our founders and those who have gone before
us. The future must surely be to foster, preserve and enhance our
treasured inheritance.

As we take part in our Centenary Celebrations may we respectfully
pay tribute to all those who have assisted in making the North Lon-
don Bowling Club the delightful Club that it is today. Long may it
continue.

Finally I should like to pay tribute to Leslie Jones, the author of this
history, who has laboured long and hard in it’s production. May
reading it give you and the future members a great deal of pleasure.

January 1991 V.M. Larkin
President
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FOREWORD

This booklet endeavours to portray the history of the first 100 years
of the progress and development of the North London Bowling Club.

It is presented with reproduced photographs and other graphics in
addition to the written word and a picture unfolds of some of the
Club’s activities since its foundation in 1891.

To assist those readers who are not too familiar with "the game of
bowls" a brief history is provided.

The Centenary Committee decided that the Club history should be
divided into two parts in order to incorporate the excellent record of
the period 1891 - 1941 written by Mr. W.A. Walton in 1940. This
venerable gentleman joined as a member only 15 years after the Club
was formed and was to win the Club Championship ten times over
a span of 26 years and be President and a Life Member in 1924 and
1943 respectively.

Much of the second part of the history has been drawn from the
minutes of the Board of Management and the memories of current
members.
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BOWLS THROUGH THE AGES OR
A JACK AMONGST THE KINGS AND QUEENS.

The popularity of bowls goes back many centuries. There is evidence
that a form of bowls was played in Ancient Egypt and in Polynesia.
Scenes of lawn bowls have been depicted on pottery and tapestries
dating to ancient times. The Romans developed the game into
"boccie” in the 10th century and the British are thought to have
refined the Italianversion of "tossing" the ball at the object into the
one of rolling it on the lawn or grass in the game originally called
"bowles". Evidence in 13th and 14th centuries’ manuscripts depicts
the game being played on lines similar to those played today. One
manuscript of that period, preserved in the Royal Library at
Windsor, shows two players delivering bowls towards a small conical
marker. A link of those times is provided by the Southampton Town
Bowling Club founded in 1299, bombed in 1940 but still in existence.

From the first days of the game’s popularity, kings frowned upon it as
likely to seduce men from archery, a pastime deemed in those days
to be the chief guarantee of England’s integrity and safety.

In 1388 Richard II prohibited the game and further Acts inthe reigns
of Henry IV and Edward IV renewed the ban on the game for
commoners. The sport was also criticized for its gambling aspects
and in 1511 Henry VIII issued an edict declaring "the game of
bowles is an evil because the alleyes are in operation in conjunction
with saloons or dissolute places and bowling has ceased to be a sport
and rather a form of vicious gambling". Under his authority fines
were stiff, the keeper of a place of bowling was fined forty shillings for
each day the law was broken. Heavy fines were imposed for using or
frequenting a "bowlinge place", playing "out of Christmas" and
playing the game "in open spaces" ie away from a man’s garden or
orchard. Local mayors were required to search for illicit bowling
greens or alleys at least once a month. Henry, however, did not
practice what he preached. He had greens laid down in Whitehall
Gardens near the Embankment and it is recorded that in one game

e

Anne Boleyn lost twelve pounds ten shillings and sixpence to the
Sergeant of the Cellar.

Later, James Ilicensed certain bowling alleys and recommended the
game to his son. Thirty greens were laid out in London - all were
prohibited to "the meaner sort of people". In Spring Gardens, near
the present Admiralty Arch, Charles I and the Duke of Buckingham
played. Their stakes were high and they set a fashion for wagering
which led to drinking and brawling until the place finally fell into evil
repute. Charles was an enthusiastic bowls player and in one game
with a merchant, at his green at Barking, lost £1,000. He even played
bowls, so it is said, when he was Cromwell’s prisoner in Northamp-
ton. Cromwell, of course, suppressed the game but, come the
Restoration, "woods" were again trundling along the greens of
England.

Charles II together with his son, James, Duke of York, afterwards
James II and George, Duke of Buckingham drew up in 1670 "The
Rules for the Game of Bowles" and a copy can be seen at the
Southampton Club.

Ladies were not particularly active participants in the game over
these years but the 17th century diarist, Samuel Pepys, made mmﬁﬂa
references of women playing bowls both in London and Petersfield.

In Shakespeare’s "Richard II" alady at Court suggests that the Queen
should play a game of bowls and Queen Isabella replies "Twill make
me think the world is full of rubs and that my fortune runs against the
bias". Clearly by this time, the late 16th century, the ladies were
playing bowls as well as the men and that bias (the shaping or
weighting of the bowls so that they swerve when rolled) had been
introduced.

The Church was not over impressed with the game, the Bishop of
Worcester made the following observation: "A Bowles Alley is a
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place where three things are thrown away besides bowles, to wit,
time, money and curses - and the last ten for one. Best in it is the
gamester and he that bets not, but looks on, enjoys it the most. It is
in the Schoole of wrangling, and worse that schooles, for men will
cavil here for an Haire’s breadth and make a stir when

a straw would end the controversy". (Measuring, at the time, was
carried out with straws.)

Clearly, the development of the game was still meeting setbacks and
by the late 17th century it had become associated with pothouses and
taverns and the excesses of drinking and gambling by shady charac-
ters who met there, caused bowles to fall into disrepute. Fortunately,
the game was preserved in Scotland and was for some time the
national sport.

The Scots introduced two factors which led to the revitalising and
spreading of the game. They formulated rules and by 1849 were
playing to a set of rules which were so excellently constructed that
there has been little cause to change it ever since. Secondly, the
Scots produced truly level greens, often using sea-washed turf for the
purpose. Good conditions of play made the game one of physical and
strategic skill while surpassing virtually all other

pastimes in the promotion of social fellowship.

Scots emigrants were responsible for the spread of the game to the
British Commonwealth countries. It was in New South Wales and
Victoria that the first bowling associations were formed in 1890. The
Scottish Bowling Association was formed in 1892 and the English
Bowling Association came into being in 1903,

Since that time, colonists have taken the game to Canada and the
U.S.A. where many municipalities maintain public bowling greens.
The game is also played in South Africa, Israel, South America, New
Zealand, Hong Kong and on the continent of Europe.

The first World Bowls Championships were held in Sydney in 1966
with sixteen national teams taking part. The next World Champion-
ships will be held in Worthing, Sussex in 1992.
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This being the Jubilee Year of the Club, it has been suggested
to me that, as the "oldest inhabitant," I should write something of its
origin and history for the benefit of later-day members, and in
attempting such an undertaking I lay claim to no literary ability, but
am merely placing on record such incidents of interest as unfold
themselves to me in retrospect.

There is a good deal which could be said about the personnel
of the Club at the time of my early association with it, and many
amusing episodes related, but it would require the pen of a Charles
Dickens to portray the chief characters in their first sense, and as
these men for the most part have now passed over, I will not venture
upon a classic description. Let it be said, however, that in those days
the Club was rich in its men of humour and idiosyncracy, and I
confess it is impossible for me to peep into the past without a big
reward of pleasure and amusement.

The inauguration of the North London Club came about as an
off-shoot of the now defunct Camden Club, which I have always
understood had its Green not far from the Cobden Statue, Camden
Town. A splitoccurred, and of the two dividing forces, one acquired
land at the base of Parliament Hill, bordering on to Highgate Road,
and became the Mansfield Club. The other, searching a little further
north, was able to rent a piece of meadow-land from Farmer Tom
Ward, Fitzroy Park. It was levelled and made into a bowling green,
butwithout ditches or banks, and thus came into existence the North
London Bowling Club in 1891.

The indoor accommodation was provided by acquisition and
conversion of one of Ward’s cowsheds into a pavilion. The whole
structure was about one-quarter the area of the existing house, and
it had a sliding partition across the centre to give privacy for
Committee meetings.



Clubhouse - circa 1910

It is no concern now as to what initial outlay was involved, but
there were enthusiasts enough to dip deeply into their pockets to find
the money, and these gentlemen for years afterwards enjoyed all the
dignity and distinction - not to say aloofness - of being founders.

The scene which meets the eye on entering the private road
from Fitzroy Park to the Club property has assumed an entirely
different character from what it was in "those other days." The old
cowsheds which immediately confronted one on arrival are now
gone, but they are still vividly familiar in my memory. To the
immediate right where we now have the path leading to the Green,
and also onpart of the space taken up by the Hard Tennis Courts, was
a stacking ground for Farmer Tom Ward’s hayricks, and the Green
was approached by a trodden path across this stacking ground to a
small garden gate where now stands the "Tom Pitts" room of the
Pavilion. Old Tom Ward would come straight from his task of tossing
hay on the land where allotments have recently appeared, to the
Greenfor a game, and not infrequently was to be seen wearing carpet
house shoes.

The accommodation afforded by the converted cowshed we oc-
cupied was naturally limited, and the Club could do nothing in the
way of catering. This was undertaken by the farm people, and for
years Tom Ward and his good wife ministered to our wants. On
Saturdays, or "big occasions" W.P. tea was served at a long table
which stood on what is now the path from the Entrance Door to the
Green, but it was sometimes disturbing when rain and high wind
threatened the security of the awning over our heads.

The Club took a prominent partin the formation of the London
and Southern Counties Bowling Association in 1895, and provided
its President four years later in the person of the late E. Meyrick, who
incidentally was our Club President in the year of my introduction,
1905. By thatyear improvements had been made to the Green by the
construction of banks and ditches, and its measurements were 38
yards North to South, and 40 yards South to West. At the North end,
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where we now behold a large and beautiful flower bed, there existed
a single "nursery" rink with high banks, and new comers were
expected by practice on this rink to attain confidence and surety in
the delivery of a wood, and so qualify to play on the “sacred” Green
itself.

The Club has always been fortunate in possessing some high-
class bowlers, and the two who stood out in my young days of
membership were Walter Hood and Tom Drummond. The former,
as our "Honours Board" tells, won our Championship Competition
three times in four years, and then in 1905 won the coveted "Gold
Badge" of the L. & S.C.B.A. Tom Drummond was Champion on six
occasions, and only missed the honour of a Gold Badge by the
narrowest of margins. He met George Must, of South London, in the
final of that Competition in 1907, and the score stood at 20 all. When
Drummond had played his fourth wood of his last lead, he was lying
‘game"with two shots, but Must of course had that one precious wood
to bowl, and although the tension was great, he made no mistake.

It was in 1907 that I was invited to play in my first match, which
took place at Valentines Park; in that same year I entered the Club
Handicap Competition, and was drawn to play George Rutherford,
who, be it recalled, had been President of the L. & S.C.B.A. in 1905,
and also Honorary Secretary in 1900-1903. George has now reached
amature age, but is still to be seen on a fine day taking a stroll in the
neighbourhood of his house at Muswell Hill. Iinvited him two years
ago to visit the Club again, and a day was fixed, but rain brought its
disappointment.

The season of 1908 was notable, as the Victoria Club of
Weston-super-Mare, had fixed a week’s tour in London, and had
soughtan engagement at Fitzroy Park. The occasion of their visit was
a memorable one, and such a bond of friendship arose between the
Clubs that the match became an annual event, and North London
paid a return visit each year. Such was the popularity of this away
fixture that we had no difficulty in getting players, and often it had to
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be extended to five rinks. We travelled on the 6 p.m. train from
Paddington on Friday and returned on the following Sunday evening,
A good deal could be written about these week-ends, but for the most
part it must remain unrecorded. I remember the first time we made
the journey the weather was excessively hot, and the lawns at the
__QBHE Atlantic" presented no vestige of green. On the Saturday
morning the party, wishing to see the well-known Clarence Park
Greens, lazily wended their way there, but many were so tired after
the previous night’s "elbow exercises," that, divested of coats, they
stretched themselves on the small embankment to be entertained by
an 11-points game between the late W.L. Yewlett and another. Inthe
afternoon the great match was to be played at Albert Quadrant, and
1t may unashamedly be recalled that at the tea interval of the game
North London were some 50 points to the good, but alas that at the
conclusion they were that same number to the bad! Every rink went
topieces, and the cause was jokingly attributed to the raspberries and
cream served at tea time. Albeit the fiasco was a joke for years
afterwards.

There was sincere regret when the annual meeting of the Clubs
had to be abandoned by the exigencies of the 1914-1918 War.

It was about the year 1910 that the Green needed to be relaid
and other improvements effected, but there was unwillingness on the
part of the general members to subscribe to these ambitions until the
tenure of the land could be assured to them for a number of years, as
at that time speculation was rife about the future of the surrounding
estates. Further, there was a growing grievance against the founders,
who had always been somewhat haughty and selfish in their conduct
of affairs, and this naturally engendered a desire to over-throw them.
Proceedings went apace, and we were generously treated by the late
Earl of Mansfield, who granted a lease of the ground at the low rental
of £50 per annum inclusive. In the meantime the founders had
agreed to surrender their "rights," and the Club came to be governed
by the constitutional methods of a Committee elected entirely by the
members at their Annual General Meeting. These Annual Meetings
were held ina large room at the "Bull and Gate," Highgate Road, and
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L. & S.C. Challenge Shield Final at N.L.B.C. 1912
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it may be mentioned that during the Winter months a small room was
reserved on Thursdays and Saturdays at the "Assembly House,"
Kentish Town, for card players.

The Green was relaid with Cumberland turf, and at the same
time enlarged to 40 yards square. This was achieved by doing away
with the one "nursery" rink at the North end, and throwing the path
back a couple of yards. Greenkeeper Henderson carried out the
whole work to the satisfaction of all, but the turf afterwards turned
out to be of inferior quality, and therein were brought home the
unbusinesslike methods which had preceded its selection and pur-
chase. There had been some of the Committee who favoured the
idea of sending Henderson North on a mission of search and enquiry,
and they had faith in leaving the choice of turf with him. There were
others who considered it "infra-dig" to invest the greenkeeper with
such power, and they urged that samples should be obtained and the
Committee decide. Thelate James Carter, of autocratic bearing, was
the principal advocate of this, and curiously enough he gained the
day. In due course three samples arrived, and were examined by the
Sub-committee who had been appointed, with an air of knowledge
and wide experience, and they made their choice. They did deign to
submit them to Henderson for his views, and were a little surprised,
but not abashed, by his blunt reply that he thought very little of any
of them! However, he pointed to one of the three as being the least
poor. Strangely, this was the very one which the Sub-committee had
thrown out first! The amusing, but at the same time serious, thing
about the whole business was that the Sub-committee discarded
Henderson’s advice and chose what they thought to be best. It
proved to be the poorest, and it is to the credit of Henderson that he
afterwards tended it as well as he did.

Hon. Secretary Carter was not allowed to forget the part he had
played, and must have experienced many embarrassing if not painful
moments. About the time there was a popular song current called "I
don’t suppose he will do it again for Months and Months and
Months." Versatile Sam Hebditch quickly wrote a parody on this and
dedicated itto Carter. The song immediately became a "hit," and was
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N.L.B.C. Winners of L.& S.C. Challenge Shield 1926

sung by Sam at all Club functions for a long time afterwards. I do not
remember the words of the song, but the title will at once appeal to
the imagination.

The improvements included also the building of the present
spacious pavilion, which equalled if not surpassed, the accommoda-
tion provided by any other London Club at the time. The possession
of it at once removed the necessity to hire rooms outside for any
purpose- formerly it was the custom on the closing day of a season to
adjourn after play to the "Assembly House" for a Leg-of-Mutton
Supper - and in addition it afforded greater scope for the musical
talent in the Club (North London was famous for its concerts in
honour of visiting clubs), as well as the holding of whist drives, etc.
Another important feature was that we could now undertake our
own catering, and so bring extra profits to our coffers.

For years the Club proceeded on contented and normal lines,
but again apprehensions arose about the future of the Kenwood
Estates, which it was thought might fall into the builders’ hands. The
munificence of the late Lord Iveagh in purchasing them and present-
ing them to the Nation is now common knowledge, but North
London members had been perturbed. They were now keen to
assure to themselves and to posterity, the continuity of their holding,
by acquiring the freehold. Negotiations had been opened, and thus
in 1924 the North London Bowling Club, Ltd., was incorporated, its
principal object of course being to acquire the land, hereditaments
and premises thus occupied by the Club, to enable members of the
latter to become members of the Limited Company, and by the issue
of debentures to provide funds for the completion of the purchase.

In the meantime the land extending from the Bowling Club
property to the cottage at the lower entrance to Fitzroy Park,
together with the farm buildings had been purchased by one of our
members, the late W.N. Jones. Mr. Jones at one time had resided
with some of the Ward family at the farm, but they all had to leave
when the lease of the place was obtained by a Mr. Bailey. It was said
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at the time that the main object of Mr. Jones’ purchase was to reap
the satisfaction of turning out Bailey and restoring the Wards to their
former habitation. Whether this be correct or not scarcely matters
now, but it is true that the Wards returned. It was a year or two later
that Mr. Jones made a generous offer to sell to the Club a further strip
of land, which is now taken up by the hard tennis courts and by Fitzroy
Farm-house. The sale had to be completed quickly, and the North
London Bowling Club, Ltd., with an eye to probable future develop-
ments, accepted the offer, this acceptance being freed from difficulty
by the magnanimous action of four members, who between them
guaranteed the purchase price.

The transaction was concluded in 1927, but unhappily had a
tragic ending, for after meeting our representatives at the Solicitor’s
office to sign and seal documents, Mr. Jones immediately returned
home and shot himself.

Later the Limited Company disposed of the piece on which
Fitzroy Farm-house stands to a Mr. Pitman, who undertook to erect
a building which as far as possible would preserve the amenities of
the immediate surroundings. This explains the irregular outline of
the roof to be seen from the Green, which was intended to be in
keeping with the 100 years old barn which it displaced, whose roof
had become dilapidated with age - it was no rare thing in those
former days for artists to come along and make sketches of the barn
and other of the farm property.

The land now occupied by the tennis courts was leased to our
present Ranger in 1932 for a term of 5 years, and it was he who
established the Courts, with dressing accommodation, etc. The lease
was not extended after 5 years, and under its terms ownership of the
Courts came to the Limited Company.

It became plainly evident in 1935 that the Green must again be
relaid. The work was carried out by J.R. Stutt, of Paisley, and at the
same time the Green was extended to 42 yards square, the enlarge-
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ment being made possible by curtailing the paths on the North and
West sides.

It was in 1939 that the "Tom Pitts" room was added to the
Pavilion, as the outcome of a gesture made by Mrs. Pitts in memory
of her husband, who had been a popular member. But I have now
reached the platform of modern events, and so finish my record with
the hope that it may be of interest to some later-day members.

W.A. Walton
August, 1941. Hon. Secretary.

HENRY BOUSTRED AND SONS

incorporating the firm of D.J. DAVIES
Established 1901

SOLICITORS

63 and 18 HIGHGATE HIGH STREET, N.6.
Telephone: 081 340 9246
081 340 5223
Fax : 081 348 4922

We wish the North London Bowling Club every success
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