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WHY LAUNDRY LANE ?

By Margaret Lakin

The answer is quite simple. There was a laundry there! It was begun in 1909 by Mr & Mrs Charles Wheeler. In case someone doesn't know Laundry Lane, it is the first turning left along Beaconsfield Road, beginning at the Chelwood Gate Post Office end. It is an official stopping place for the ‘buses and is called Laundry Lane on the ‘bus schedule*
Mr Wheeler was gardener to some people called Longley in Crawley; and he and his wife were living there at a little house near the station, when their first child, a girl, was born in 1903. This child, now Mrs Katie Wood, and a great grandmother is still with us, and this little article is woven out of and around her reminiscences.
In 1904 Charles Wheeler became quite seriously ill with heart trouble and was kept in hospital for some considerable time. Mrs Wheeler went to be cook at Danehill Rectory for Mr Summers who was then the vicar. However, the family was once more united in 1905 when Charles Wheeler came out of hospital and they went to live at Willowlands, the house in the valley down the lane which passes The Aggons. As her husband was not able to do any very strenuous work Mrs Wheeler started a small laundry business at Willowlands. In 1909 a second child, this time a son, Charles was born and soon afterwards the family moved from Willowlands to The Lawns. This house is situated on the right hand corner at the entrance to Laundry Lane and is still called The Lawns.
Mrs Katie Wood was 6 years old when the move took place and she remembers it all quite well. Her father moved everything - all the household goods and chattels - by horse and cart. Katie remembers taking her rag doll with her. She also remembers being given - some years later - a very handsome doll's house by the people living at The Aggons for whom Mrs Wheeler continued to launder. These people were about to leave and were unfortunately later on lost in the Titanic disaster.

The Lawns had been a butcher's shop with stables and a slaughter house etc. behind it. When the Wheelers moved in there, there was much work to be done converting the premises, particularly the stables, into a workmanlike laundry. In the house itself there were meat hooks all over the kitchen and scullery ceilings and Katie remembers them being removed. Now Mrs Wheeler really began her laundry business in earnest. A huge copper was installed and a water tank built behind the house. To begin with she employed eight laundresses, this number rising to sixteen by the end of the first five years. It must have been a very successful business and it fulfilled a real need in the village and its surroundings.
Among the larger houses that sent laundry to be laundered at The Lawns were Danehurst, Colin Godmans, Ashdown House and what is now called Danehill Lodge, The Ridge, The Beacon, The Vachery, Chelwood Corner, Chelworth and Birchgrove. Woodgate had a laundry of its own but some​times sent some to Mrs Wheeler. Katie remembers at this time being given a very beautiful doll with a china face and a sumptuous green cape. Mrs Simpson at The Ridge was the lady who gave this lovely present to the little girl at the laundry. No doubt it was in appreciation of the high class work done for her by the little girl's mother!
A small private school was kept by a Mrs Selmes and her daughter at the house along Beaconsfield Road, beyond the turning down to Tanyard Lane, which used to be Bexley's Shop and is now Wayside Cottage, and here Katie was sent to school until she was 12. After this she went on to Twyford School, since vanished, until she was 14. This brings us to 1917 and Katie now left school to help her mother in the laundry for many, many years to come.
In the early years of the 20th century children were expected to take a reasonable, and increasing with age, share of the household chores. Whilst at school - certainly all the time she was at Twyford and probably for some years before that - it was Katie’s job to wash up the dinner things for 16 or more people, as her mother provided a mid-day meal for all her employees at the laundry. This job had to be done as soon as she had walked all the way home from school in the afternoon.

On one occasion she joined in a game of Fox & Hounds with her class mates in the dinner hour. When it was her turn to be Fox she hid very carefully under a bridge and the Hounds, dashing past (without picking up the scent!) never returned. After some time, Katie began to wonder what had happened; all was so quiet and still and she came out of hiding and realised that the afternoon was advancing and that she was probably going to be late for the afternoon school session. She hurried back, to find her worst fears confirmed. Unable to give any really satisfactory explanation for her lateness, except that she had been the successfully hidden fox in a game of Fox & Hounds she was scolded and obliged after school hours to write 'Fox' two hundred times! This of course meant that her return home to The Lawns was considerably delayed and here too trouble was in store, as the washing up had not been done! Poor Katie, it was quite a memorable day!
There was no water laid on in Beaconsfield Road, and Mr Wheeler, who through the years recovered sufficiently to be able to carry out quite a normal amount of work, used to spend one day a week fetching water in a cart with a puncheon, from the stream at the bottom of his property. This was enough to keep the large tank behind the house adequately filled. He was also able to farm, the 5 acres which went with The Lawns. Cows and horses were kept and in addition there was the fetching and carrying of the large wickerwork laundry baskets to be done. So all the Wheelers worked very hard and in 1921 the last mortgage payments on the property were made and they could call the place their own.
The 1920s and 30s saw the days of large tennis parties going on in the larger houses of the district and Mrs Katie Wood remembers laundering at least 6 full size baskets from The Beacon of used linen tablecloths and napkins (some​times as many as 200 napkins) in one day and it all being returned starched, ironed and goffered etc. the next day.
In 1947 Mrs Wheeler died and Mrs Katie Wood and her by now grown-up daughter, born in 1926, carried on the business. But increasingly after the 2nd  World War the large steam laundries were getting into their stride and The Lawns found it difficult to keep pace. Katie remembers

Lady Dorothy Maemillan sitting on the kitchen table at The Lawns one morning almost begging her not to close the business and saying that if it was a question of money, help would be forthcoming from Birchgrove. Alas, it was not just a question of money. There were many other factors to be taken into consideration, and the laundry had to be closed.
It was interesting to hear Mrs Katie Wood speak almost lovingly of the beautiful linen from Birchgrove which received such regular and expert care under her direction at The Lawns. She told me she had heard from those employed at Birchgrove, after her laundry had closed, what dreadful havoc was made of the linen by the mechanised laundries - how they had torn and stretched it all out of shape.
There is no doubt as to the high class quality of the Laundry, lane work right to the end, and many people were very sorry indeed when Laundry Lane became in 1963 just a name and a memory, and no longer a reality.
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