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Adventures in the Wild East: the Story of the Eton Manor Boys’ Club 

 

This is a transcript of a talk researched and written by Michelle Johansen and delivered at the News from 

Nowhere Club on Saturday 11 May 2013. If any part of the talk is reproduced, it should be correctly 

referenced and attributed to the author. Please note that the talk was accompanied by more than 80 images 

of club life from the Eton Manor archive as well as a selection of transcribed extracts from audio 

recordings of first-hand accounts of Club life from Eton Manor ‘Old Boys’. Without this supporting 

evidence the impact of the story is diminished.  

 

Bishopsgate Institute is a library, archive and cultural institution situated near Liverpool Street Station. 

Among other historic collections, the Institute houses the Eton Manor archive containing photographs, 

minute books, magazines, audio recordings and ephemera relating to the Eton Manor Boys’ Club. This 

paper tells the extraordinary and possibly unique story of Eton Manor, illustrated with photographs from 

the Club archive and short printed transcripts from audio recordings of interviews with club members, also 

held in the Eton Manor archive and publicly accessible (visit www.bishopsgate.org.uk for more 

information). The paper begins, however, with an overview of the boys’ club movement in Britain.  

* 

In the late 1860s there were fewer than 20 Young Men and Boys’ Clubs in London. By the late 1880s there 

were more than 350 – at which point a West End church minister launched an appeal for more men and 

women to get involved in the youth movement.
1
 He noted that great efforts were being made to assist poor 

children and poor adults but those in between were being overlooked. Vast sums of public money were at 

this time being spent on educating boys and girls only to have them abruptly abandoned by the State as 

young adolescents: 

 

‘the youth of both sexes…’ he pointed out ‘are yearly turned loose, without aid, without 

sympathy, without exercise, without amusement, into the burning fiery furnace of the 

streets of our growing and densely-crowded cities. When they fall into sin and ruin, as 

so many of them do – when they pass from betting and gambling…into dishonesty and 

crime, or when they pass from levity and godlessness into the abyss of yet more misery 

                                                 
1
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and destruction – many of them might pathetically plead, “I had none to look unto, and 

no man cared for my soul.” The State does absolutely nothing for them, the Church has 

done but little, and the chief endeavours to help the young have been due to private 

endeavour.’
2
 

 

Many years passed before the State did intervene, despite the fact that the so-called ‘boy problem’ was 

widely recognised, on both sides of the Atlantic. London and New York, in particular, were seen as hotbeds 

of gang activity among boys around the turn of the 20
th

 century, with writers and commentators 

metaphorically wringing their literary hands over how to best deal with this problem. ‘We seldom take up 

the daily paper without seeing some example of gang activity, ‘ sighed one writer in 1928, and whilst it was 

widely recognised that ‘gangy’ tendencies were natural as a boy passed from childhood to adolescence, the 

problem of how to manage this tendency remained. If there were, as one commentary expressed it in 1914, 

a ‘gang forming instinct in the soul of everyone’s boyhood’ what was the best way to manage or harness 

this instinct, not only for the boy’s benefit but also for the wider good of society as a whole?
 3

 The ideal 

was to change the anarchic, clandestine ‘gang’ into a well-organised and highly visible ‘club’. Sometimes 

steps were taken to do literally this: around 1890 a group of New York philanthropists set out to transform 

the city’s gangs into self-governing clubs, with little success.
4
 

 

In Britain, it was only in 1939 when the Youth Service came into existence that the State acknowledged 

they had an obligation to protect and care for a specific adolescent grouping. The 1944 Education Act led to 

Local Authorities becoming more involved in running clubs for young people in their areas. By the late-

1950s, youth work had expanded in scope and become more bureaucratic in organisation and 

professionalised in outlook but even in this ‘new era’ there was never enough public money made available 

to pay for youth groups and boys’ and girls’ clubs.
5
 In the 1950s, just as in the late nineteenth century then, 

most clubs were still only able to operate thanks to church efforts or individual endeavour. In 1953, the 

Archbishop of York spelt out the position: 

 

The voluntary nature of the [boys’ club] movement cannot be stressed too strongly. It 

was a long time before the State recognised that it had any responsibility towards boys 

                                                 
 
2
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3
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5
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and girls who left its schools. Most of the earlier clubs were started or directed by one 

of the Churches; others were supported by colleges or schools; some came into 

existence through the initiative and generosity of individuals; most of those who ran 

these clubs did so in their spare time and without payment.
6
  

 

* 

All of these apply in the case of the Eton Manor Clubs. I will speak about the individuals involved shortly 

but first I intend to look at the church and school impetus: namely, the Eton Mission out of which the Eton 

Manor Clubs emerged just before the First World War. 

 

In the late-Victorian period, many schools and university colleges were setting up mission outposts in poor 

and overcrowded inner city areas. It was believed that what was termed ‘the moral force of a gentleman’s 

company’ did as much, if not more, than practical and financial assistance to improve the prospects of the 

poor.
7
  

 

According to Eagar’s 1953 book Making Men, on the history of boys clubs in Great Britain, Eton College 

undertook to staff and pay for a Mission District in East London in 1880, which suggests the Eton Mission 

predated the famous Oxford and Cambridge College missions of the mid-1880s (Balliol College only 

established Toynbee Hall in 1884). Whether or not this is the case, it is certainly true that Eton was the first 

of the public schools to set up a mission in London. Before long, Christ Church school established a 

mission at Poplar in east London, Oxford House at Bethnal Green (also east London) and Harrow at 

Notting Hill in west London. The area chosen by Eton College was a region in between the Hackney 

Marches and the North London railway in inner east London. The region had a population of about 6,000 

men, women and children, described at the time as being ‘of the very poorest’ class.
8
 

 

Here, a Mission church, Boys’ club, choir, men’s club and Sunday school were immediately established. 

One Old Etonian who was drafted in to help out with the Eton Mission Boys’ Club in the 1880s wrote an 

account of this experience shortly afterwards. E.M.S.Pilkington confirmed how haphazardly the Hackney 

mission operated: existing helpers would write letters appealing for assistance from old school friends or 

                                                 
6
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7
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8
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family members and new helpers would turn up entirely ignorant as to what to expect, as Pilkington 

explained:  

 

‘Up to [the moment I received the letter inviting me to help out] I had never heard of the 

Eton Mission or of Hackney Wick, although the work there had been going on steadily 

for a year or two. I naturally wondered a good deal what it all meant. However, one has 

to help one’s friends somehow, so I determined on a personal visit to the scene of 

action. 

 

Having searched diligently through “Mogg’s Guide to London and the Suburbs” for the 

correct geographical position of Hackney Wick, and all the Metropolitan Time-tables 

for a suitable train to Victoria Park Station, I duly started off one evening in search of 

adventures in the Wild East, rather expecting that my adventures would be limited to a 

large consumption of tobacco, much waste of [my friend’s] time, and the possible loss 

of at least half a sovereign, to say nothing of a late train back again, and that there 

would be an end of the matter for ever. The fates decided otherwise...’ 
9
 

 

Pilkington ended up helping out regularly at the Eton Mission Boys’ Club, travelling back and forth 

between his office in the West End and his informal ‘social work’ in the East End throughout the late 1880s 

and early 1890s. He noted that the mission helpers hardly ever left the boys’ club until the last train at 

11.25; if they missed this, they either walked back to the West End through alleys and slums or they stayed 

at one of the settlement lodgings – a number of privileged young gentlemen had established themselves in 

small houses or rooms close to Hackney Marches, Plover Street being particularly popular. Local lads 

would wake the mission workers at 4am for swimming lessons by throwing stones at their windows. All 

would set off for the River Lea, opposite the dye works. This was agreed to be an excellent spot – as long 

as swimmers kept their mouths shut. Another Mission worker recollected: 

 

On early summer mornings the men from the dye-works used to stand out on the edge 

of their wall and look on. They were sometimes a rich blue all over, and they were 

                                                 
9
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sometimes red, according to the dye with which they were working at the time, and 

their appearance was always picturesque.
10

  

 

The Eton Mission continued to thrive through the 1890s and early 1900s. As new activities were started, 

fresh appeals would be sent to Eton: letters requesting helpers, equipment and clothes. It was a new idea, 

in east London, to change for athletic pursuits. Pilkington pointed out: ‘[the boys] were very shy of 

walking from their homes to the boat-house in flannels, even if in the shape of trousers; a pair of shorts 

was quite too much for them, and they would often wear their ordinary clothes above them.’
11

 I could 

quote from Pilkington’s entertaining account of mission life for hours but I will limit myself to three 

additional extracts:  

 

‘[One evening] there was a tea and entertainment for about six hundred children...[We] 

organised a ridiculous sort of waxwork show. They made me do the showman’s part, dressed in 

a very loud pair of check trousers a long old-fashioned coaching coat with huge buttons, and a 

wig of bright red hair with a pigtail which stood up on end when you pulled a string.’
12

 

 

‘Another amusement was a tournament on hobby-horses with lots of banging about with 

bladders tied to sticks. We kept this kind of thing up till we were all quite exhausted, and I 

believe I was hoarse for a fortnight after.’
13

   

 

‘[One time, we rehearsed and performed a play] entitled “Paris and Back for Five Pounds,” a 

well-known farce, which should have lasted an hour. The audience were nevertheless kept in 

shrieks of laughter for nearly three. There was no attention to the words as far as I could judge as 

prompter....I never enjoyed a play so much in my life.’ 
14

   

 

 

Often depicted as driven by guilt, social conscience, sanctimonious ‘do-gooding’ or religious principles, 

these extracts show that many of those who settled among London’s poor as mission workers did so  
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12
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because they enjoyed the company of their lively, uninhibited charges. As  Rev William ‘Billy’ Carter of 

the Eton Mission Church afterwards expressed it: ‘The London boy is a wonderful person, nearly always in 

the highest possible spirits, in spite of the difficult circumstances under which so many of them live, and 

extraordinarily kind to one another. Their powers of repartee and chaff [are] astonishing.’
 15

  

 

* 

 

In 1907 another new helper arrived at the Eton Mission in Hackney Wick. Gerald Wellesley was 22 years 

old, and from a wealthy, well-connected family. At the invitation of a friend, he had come to stay the night 

at the Eton Mission. He was so impressed by the good work being carried out that he moved into the Eton 

Mission Clergy house almost immediately, i.e. he confirmed his whole-hearted commitment to the work of 

the Eton Mission by settling in the region. The war years aside, Wellesley was to remain in Hackney Wick 

until 1922. It was Wellesley who noticed the gap in the Mission’s scope and endeavour. The needs of 

young boys and local men were now being met but what about those in between? The trouble was, as 

Wellesley afterwards reflected: 

 

The Eton Mission was not prepared to commit itself to the establishment of [an] Old 

Boys’ Club, and the alternative which presented itself to the boys on leaving the [Eton 

Mission Boys’] club, was whether to make the street-corner once again their meeting 

place of an evening, or whether to throw in their lot with the exciting Men’s Club 

belonging to the Mission. It is not the point to express any opinion one way or the other 

as to the merits or demerits of the latter institution. It will be seen at once that no 

organisation of the sort can ever fill the same place in a boy’s heart as one limited to 

old members of his former club. 

 

The need was a pressing one, and in despair at the thought of letting these boys drift 

back into the ways from which so many of them had been rescued, [I] sought the aid of 

a few friends, and with their assistance founded the Eton Old Boys’ Club. To form its 

original members a start was made by drafting in some twenty boys then turning 18 

from the younger club. 
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Here, whether knowingly or by chance, Wellesley was following to the letter the guidance offered in the 

literature of the period. The model set out by B. Neuman in 1900 in The Boys’ Club in Theory and Practice 

not only identified and deplored the gap in leisure provision noted by Wellesley but also advised those 

thinking of setting up a boys’ club to (a) keep their numbers small initially and (b) focus on boys already 

‘socialised’ by club membership.
16

 

  

In the Autumn of 1909, then, the ‘Old Boys’ Club’ opened above a coal shop in Daintry Street, Hackney. It 

only admitted boys who had previously been members of the Eton Mission Boys’ Club. It is important to 

note that this remained the rule after Eton Manor Boys’ Club had become established as a distinct, 

breakaway group by the First World War. No boy could be admitted as a new member of Eton Manor Old 

Boys’ Club after the age of sixteen. In other words, if he hadn’t joined Eton Manor between the ages of 

fourteen and sixteen, he could never join at all. The Greater London League Programme for 1966-67 

remarked favourably upon this rule in a short summary of Eton Manor football club: ‘though unusual, [this 

rule] has proved its value. The loyalty of the players to the club is unsurpassed anywhere in football.’
17

 So, 

by the 1960s this system was evidently a singular one - but around 1900, some manuals recommended 

adopting precisely this approach to boys’ club membership. The expectation was that it would foster a 

sense of unity and team spirit within a club.  

 

Following the opening of the Daintry Street premises, a four-year period of intense activity and energetic 

fund-raising took place. It is useful to clarify here that from the first the Eton Old Boys’ Club was run as 

completely distinct from the Eton Mission. Some have proposed a religious element to this split and here 

the testimony of the founder of the Soho Club for Girls in 1880 is valuable. In acknowledging how closely 

club managers became involved in the lives of their members during this phase of youth work, Miss 

Stanley afterwards described how: 

 

Club managers occasionally appeared for their members in the police court. They 

intervened with the police, e.g. on behalf of boys caught playing football in some 

deserted street, a Sunday offence so frequent that Gerald Wellesley of the Eton Manor 

                                                 
16
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Club, mobilised a number of Club men to agitate for the opening of the pitches in the 

parks and open spaces of London on Sundays.
18

 

 

Wellesley clearly thought physical activity, football and fresh air were more valuable to London boys than 

attendance at church, which might explain why he fell out with the members of the clergy working at the 

Eton Mission. Other sources have confirmed that Wellesley thought the Eton Mission suffered from what 

he termed ‘too much parson.’
19

  

 

There are also suggestions of a split over the Mission church tower. As the Eton Mission was applying to 

their Old Etonian friends for monies to support the erection of a magnificent tower for the mission church, 

Wellesley and his Eton Old Boys’ Club fellow-founders were petitioning the same sources for funds to 

build a clubhouse for their old boys’ club…so there was an element of competition souring relations 

between the two groups at this time. In the event both tower and clubhouse were built although the two 

organisations Eton Manor and Eton Mission remained separate entities during subsequent decades.  

 

In July 1913 the Eton Old Boys’ Club moved into a purpose-built clubhouse in Riseholme Street, Hackney 

Wick. The clubhouse was built on land next to Victoria Park Station, on the site of the near-derelict Old 

Manor House and Farm. The new club took its name from these buildings: hence, Eton (for the college Old 

Boys) Manor (for the premises) Boys’ Club.  

 

Apart from Gerald Wellesley, the key figures in the history of the Eton Manor Clubs were Alfred Wagg, 

Edward Cadogan and Arthur Villiers. In 1924 this group of Old Etonians set up the Manor Charitable Trust 

to place the financial and administrative affairs of the Eton Manor Clubs on a more formal footing. All four 

men had been involved in mission work at Hackney Wick before the First World War – and all went on to 

make important and distinct contributions to Eton Manor Club life for many years afterwards. Alfred 

Wagg, for instance, developed an area of land close to his family home in Sussex (the Isle of Thorns) as a 

first-rate camp site (pavilions, playing fields, open air swimming pool, novelty golf course, football and 

cricket pitches, wooden blocks of dormitories) then donated it to the Trust for the Boys’ Club to use for 

summer camps from the late 1940s. Arthur Villiers, meanwhile, was a City banker with a knack for 
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spotting clever investments. In his professional life, he amassed a vast personal fortune, which he shared 

with the Manor Trust.  

 

Edward Cadogan’s belief was ‘to whom much is given much is required.’ Villiers liked to quote his 

mother’s more cynical philosophy: ‘If you have to live in this wicked world you should endeavour to make 

some contribution to its welfare, however trivial.’ The fact was that all four of these men were acutely 

aware of their privileged status and wished to use their good fortune to help others. They drew on their own 

wealth and exploited their City and West End connections and school and university networks to good and 

enduring effect. The benefits of this to the Eton Manor members were both practical and social. They had, 

for instance, their extraordinarily well-equipped clubhouse. In June 1913 the club magazine, the Chin-wag, 

listed the main features of the new club building, starting with the hall: 

 

The Hall. The finest of its kind in the world; it has been admirably fitted up as a 

gymnasium with various appliances for making you grow taller, shorter, fatter or 

thinner at a moment’s notice, whichever you may happen to wish to be. There are all 

kinds of parallel bars, ladders, rings, poles, ropes and other devices for hurting 

yourselves all over, which should prove wonderfully beneficial to the healthiness of the 

club. 

 

Apart from noting that this extract provided an exemplary introduction to the dry in-house style of humour 

favoured by Chin-Wag’s contributors, the point to emphasize here is that the hall was described as ‘the 

finest of its kind in the world’. Other sources have confirmed the Eton Manor Clubs were exceptionally 

well-funded and provided for. In 1953, Eagar referred to the ‘almost palatial’ provision of buildings and 

equipment enjoyed by the Eton Manor boys.
20

 

 

Photographs taken inside Riseholme Street support this statement. Photographs taken inside the club also 

give a sense of the range of activities available to club members, the list completed by evidence from the 

Eton Manor management committee minute books. The Eton Manor Boys’ Club was modelled on the 

public school ‘house’ system, each boy assigned to either red, green, blue or white house and in the mid-

1920s, there were ‘House’ competitions in: shooting, billiards, ping pong, gymnastics, tug of war, running, 
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swimming, bagatelle, shove ha-penny, draughts, comic recitations, memory drawing, First Aid and essay 

writing. Running a wide range of clubhouse activities was a feature of Manor life: boys didn’t only have to 

come to play sport. This made the club especially attractive relative to its less-well-equipped neighbours 

and it explained the consistently high numbers of members on the Club books. Membership of the Boys’ 

Club remained at the maximum 500 mark from the 1920s to the 1950s. The Old Boys’ section also had 

around 500 active members throughout this period. Club records indicate that there was always a list of 

boys waiting to sign up for club membership.  

 

Eton Manor’s strictly enforced probation system encouraged an adventurous ‘can do’ attitude in would-be 

members from the first: the only way to get into the Club was to serve a one-month probationary period 

during which time boys were expected to join in as many of the activities on offer as possible. Nobody was 

exempt: members’ brothers, neighbours or friends, the sons of managers and outstanding athletes, 

footballers and so on were all expected to complete probation. It was believed that a young lad should try 

as many things as possible to unlock his special aptitude or discover his real interests. Several Eton Manor 

Old Boys confirmed the value of this approach. For instance, neither Nicky Gargano nor Eddie Osborne 

had tried boxing before coming to Eton Manor. They took it up only to ‘get their points’, i.e. to pass 

probation. Discovering a talent for boxing transformed their young lives. 

 

One problem faced by many London boys’ clubs in the late-nineteenth and early twentieth century was the 

absence of open space or parkland close by club premises for outdoor sports and games. Around 1900, 

members of the Brady Street Club in Whitechapel, east London, had to travel several miles north to 

Walthamstow to play cricket and football. The members of the Franklin Institute in central London had to 

travel several miles west to Shepherd’s Bush for cricket and football; the members of Hercules Boys’ Club 

in Lambeth, south London had to travel several miles west to Raynes Park for cricket and Earlsfield for 

football…and so on.   

 

The Old Etonian Trustees of Eton Manor overcame this obstacle for their members in grand style in 1923 

when they bought 30 acres of wasteland across the River Lea in Leyton for the club [slide]. Situated about 

¾ of a mile from the Riseholme Street clubhouse, this vast site was converted into a well-kept walled-off 

sports ground, known as the Wilderness. An aerial photograph from the 1930s conveys some sense of the 

size of the Wilderness. Here Eton Manor Boys and Old Boys had free daily access to 2 rugby pitches, a 

cricket pitch, 6 tennis courts, a squash court, running track, bowling green and a swimming ‘plunge’ pool. 
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The Wilderness also boasted nine football pitches and several padder courts (padder was a game between 

tennis and table tennis, popular in public schools and at Eton Manor).  

 

This picture of the floodlights going up alongside the running track at the Wilderness in 1951 is valuable 

partly because it illustrates the Club ‘team spirit’ as members and managers of all ages muck in together to 

get the floodlights up around the running track. It is also interesting on account of a story that appeared in 

Ronald Shaw Kennedy’s privately-published biography of Arthur Villiers printed shortly after Villiers 

death in 1969. According to Shaw Kennedy, Villiers had no artistic pleasures: 

 

He would take people to the theatre because he thought that they would enjoy it. He 

knew nothing about painting or other visual arts, and said that he only read books on 

his holidays. Often, at this period [after the Second World War], he would take his car 

and a chauffeur and drive round some part of the Continent, but no one knew why he 

enjoyed doing so. A friend of his met him by chance in Pisa, and was surprised to find 

him looking at the leaning tower and the Campo Santo at night. Arthur explained, as if 

it were the most natural thing in the world, that he had gone there because he had heard 

how good the flood-lighting was, and thought that it might give him some ideas for 

flood-lighting the playing fields of Eton Manor. 

 

Even on holiday in Italy, Villiers was preoccupied by his adopted east London ‘home’ and his Eton Manor 

‘family’. After Wellesley moved out of Hackney in 1922, it was Villiers who replaced him in the Manor 

House behind the clubhouse on Riseholme Street. Eventually Villiers moved to a modest house on the edge 

of the Wilderness, where he remained until his death in 1969. 

 

When Alfred Wagg wrote to Villiers to congratulate him on his 80
th

 birthday in 1963, Wagg said all he 

wanted engraved on his tombstone under his name when he died was: “Who first took Arthur Villiers to 

Eton Manor.” Villiers responded in kind, as follows: 

 

I owe my association with Eton Manor entirely to a chap called Alfred Wagg! You 

have done for me something which has made my life – so I am in your debt which I 

cannot possibly repay. Incidentally Eddie Cadogan felt the same as I do. It certainly has 

been a gratifying experience to you and to me. In two World Wars the Club meant 
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more to its members than ever it did in peacetime. So many people knew that when the 

wars were finished, they had nothing to which to go back. In the case of Eton Manorites 

it was a different story. Gerald [Wellesley] and I felt exactly as any other members of 

the Club. 

 

It appeared that, despite their seemingly privileged positions as managers and benefactors, the Trustees 

believed they had gained as much from the Manor Clubs over the years as the thousands of members. Here 

the testimony of the Edward Cadogan is valuable. Cadogan described his ‘double life’ during the early 

years of Eton Manor as follows: 

 

The social side of London had begun to lose its charm for me [by 1913] and I craved an 

objective for my spare time, apart from my work. The ever-increasing success of the Club 

supplied me with a solution to my problem. 

 

I now commenced to lead a double life. I continued to attend dinners, dances and other social 

functions…but as an alternative, I also began to attend the Club regularly, and this new 

interest became an integral and abiding influence in my life. Coming into contact with the 

factory community of the East End of London I found an invaluable experience. I always 

acted on the principle that as there was no great disparity of age I would be able to make real 

personal friends with these young workers…I led an energetic life in those days. I thought 

nothing of going east after my work at the House of Commons, having supper at the Club, 

changing and running a couple of miles or so with the ‘harriers’ as we called the running 

section, catching the train back to London, reaching home after eleven o’clock, changing 

again and going on to a ball which lasted until the small hours of the morning. I will not say 

this procedure was habitual but it was symptomatic of the sort of life I led for choice in those 

days. Few, if any, of my best friends then or ever afterwards knew I had ever been further east 

than Park Lane. It was certainly a life of contrasts: I remember attending a private dance at 

Buckingham Palace one night and on the next a dance in our Club Hall, enjoying them both 

equally.’
21
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For both its founding fathers and its boys and old boys, Eton Manor was not simply a sport or social club 

but an integral part of their daily lives.  

 

Joining Eton Manor meant much more than gaining access to a fine sports ground and a well-equipped 

clubhouse. Taking on responsibilities as a manager, committee member or sub-club secretary, for instance, 

conferred a sense of self-assurance and self-worth upon Club members. Many Eton Manor Boys and Old 

Boys also received practical assistance from the Club: Villiers (most especially) operated a type of public 

school ‘old boys’ support network for Manor Boys.  

 

At the Eton Manor General Meeting in 1922, the Boys’ Club members were first of all urged to ‘patronize 

the Barber more often in the future.’ Then they were reminded that if they were out of work they must 

report to the Club secretary once a week (1) so that their club subscriptions could be remitted and (2) so 

that work could be found for them: ‘we do our best to find jobs for our out of work members. Keen 

members who reported stood the best chance if a job came along. Since 1
st
 July the club has found work for 

10 of its members.’ This was not just a post-war burst of generosity for or pity towards the members. 

Throughout the life of Eton Manor, the founding Trustees helped individual members in countless practical 

ways, large and small, including providing healthcare, finding homes and financing small business 

ventures.  

 

The Trust did not confine itself to bankrolling Eton Manor; many other local schemes were financed by 

either the Manor Charitable Trust as a body or Arthur Villiers personally during the mid-20
th

 century. In 

Eton Renewed, his 1994 history of Eton College, Tim Card noted that not only had Villiers donated vast 

sums of money to help renovate and rebuild parts of the College but also that, by the 1950s, Villiers was 

supporting both Eton Manor and the Eton Mission (still going strong as a separate entity in the Hackney 

Wick area).
22

 Villiers established the Manor allotments in Hackney; helped to start and finance local church 

groups and established and paid for other youth schemes in East London. In recognition of his generosity 

and tireless work for good causes in the area, Major Villiers was created a Freeman of the Boroughs of first 

Leyton and later Hackney. The idea that Villiers epitomised the public school ideal of a philanthropic man 

of action, as set out by Card in Eton Renewed, is an astute reading of the type of hands-on social assistance 

practiced by Villiers and his Manor Trust colleagues. This privileged group of men did far more than 
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underwrite the costs of running the Club. They ensured its success by also donating their time, energies and 

goodwill to the venture. In giving so generously, they encouraged a spirit of reciprocity among the 

members. Being part of Eton Manor gave boys growing up in one of the poorest areas of East London 

purpose and structure in their daily lives as well as an invaluable and enduring notion of belonging. From 

the hundreds of conversations I’ve had with dozens of Eton Manor’s self-styled ‘Old Boys’ during the early 

twenty-first century, it is clear that a particular Eton Manor ‘spirit’ (a sense of kinship and camaraderie) has 

survived, for many, unbroken for a lifetime, notwithstanding the fact that the Eton Manor Boys’ Club 

ceased to exist as an organisation almost fifty years ago. 

 

Eton Manor footballer Roy ‘Chopper’ Reeve recognised that a shift in outlook and atmosphere had taken 

place at the club by the 1960s. He expressed the change thus: ‘It was tailing off – it was tailing off. I chose 

the word faded – I think that is the way it was. The Club was still there, but it was getting dimmer, 

unfortunately. One would notice that from the heyday which I knew, as a youngster.’ The fact was that 

Eton Manor had become an incredibly expensive anachronism. It was losing its appeal, on both sides. 

Young Old Etonians no longer wanted to settle in the supposedly ‘drab and dreary’ atmosphere of East 

London to run the clubs. The old guard recognized this early on: from the 1940s Villiers et al had been 

seeking out likely new recruits of young gentlemen to take the helm once they themselves became too old 

to play an active part in managing the Club. Francis Carnwath was one of these men. Carnwath was an Old 

Etonian who worked at Barings Bank under Villiers. In the early 1960s, he was invited to get involved in 

club life, initially by attending club camp. Carnwath’s description of this experience indicates how little 

Eton Manor had changed since the early twentieth century:  

 

It was very much the feeling you all had a swim before breakfast.  That was very much the form.  

And there was a game called ‘padder tennis’ – a rather sort of simple form of tennis, and then 

there was…a sort of nine-hole golf course...and there were various…collective activities which 

somehow we all got involved in, or helped to organise.  But it was all quite fun.  And then in the 

evening after supper, there was always a singsong and everyone joined in that.   

 

Carnwath might have been describing any club camp from any period in the history of Eton Manor; the fact 

was that the club had barely changed at all in organisation or intent since it had been established in the early 

years of the twentieth century. The world around it, meanwhile, had transformed entirely. In 1966, the 
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Riseholme Street Clubhouse was sold to the Greater London Council for demolition to make way for a road 

widening scheme. In 1969, the gates of the Wilderness were closed forever.  

 

Reflecting on their Club experience, Eton Manor Old Boys emphasise certain key themes, notable among 

them are the notion of enjoyment or happiness and the idea of belonging (camaraderie, loyalty, or team 

spirit). A third-person rehearsal of these first-hand accounts appears overly sentimental; it diminishes or 

trivialises both the social and personal impact (thus the significance) of the Club. Perhaps the most 

problematic subject is the recurring theme of happiness. One set of values underpinning the Eton Manor 

experience revolved around the subjective notions of good humour, positivity and pleasure. The Clubs’ 

managers had always sought to promote happiness, as this cartoon from the 1929 edition of Chin-Wag 

magazine illustrates.  

 

The motif of the smiling face was a recurring one: for Old Boy George Gatward the laughter and good 

humour he enjoyed in the clubhouse or over the Wilderness was a vital part of his Eton Manor experience. 

The tone adopted by contributors to Chin-Wag often conveyed the Manor sense of humour: a blend of East 

End leg-pulling and public school irony. The lyrics of ‘Down on the Wilderness’ (a popular Club song) 

explicitly fore-ground the importance of good humour, via the concept of the smiling face. Thus presented, 

the notion of the Eton Manor smile or smiling face might sound simplistic or trite. Expressed otherwise, 

however, it acquires a different meaning. Here is the opening of a letter written by a Mrs Ida Murray during 

the Second World War (in January 1942) and sent to Arthur Villiers: 

 

Dear Major Villiers, I thought I’d drop you a line to let you know how much my husband 

and I have enjoyed meeting Len Robinson – one of your Club members. One evening early 

in September a shipmate of his brought him to visit us. From then on, until a few days ago, 

he has been a constant visitor. We, like so many people Len came into contact with, set out 

to entertain him only to find he entertained us. He fitted so perfectly into our home life that 

we felt he actually belonged to us. Never have we had so muh fun and laughter in our home 

as he brought during the last four months.  

He has told us a great deal about the Eton Manor Clubs and the enjoyable times he has had 

there. He also spoke of you and the keen interest you take in the Clubs. It was this that 

prompted my writing to you.  
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The fact that he escaped death by inches hasn’t in any way impaired his sense of humour. He 

will laugh – and have everyone laughing with him – at some of the things said and done in 

the midst of danger. Surely Hitler can never expect to conquer a nation that produces lads 

such as he [my emphasis]. 

 

Following the death in battle of Len Robinson shortly afterwards, the letter was printed in the January 1943 

Chinwag ‘as a perfect tribute to the memory of an English sailor and an Eton Manor member.’  

 

Whilst I’m not suggesting that a smiling face and resolute good humour could really prevent a successful 

German invasion of Britain, this letter does convey a more profound understanding of the significance of 

the Club smile and the powerful importance of a shared and enduring Club ethos. This, perhaps, was the 

greatest achievement of the Club’s founders, creating a sense of loyalty and a set of common values that 

touched and united thousands of East London boys and men across more than half a century.   

 


