
THREE OF 182 MEN FROM THE PARISH OF  
ST MARY’S, SUMMERSTOWN, LONDON SW17,  

WHO WERE KILLED IN THE FIRST WORLD WAR  
AND THE STORY OF THE MEMORIAL TABLET  

REMEMBERING THEM



In October 2013, Reverend Dr Roger Ryan, the 
vicar of the church at the end of my road, showed 
me a stone memorial plaque. He had unearthed 
it from the bottom of a compost heap in his back 
garden about twenty years ago and it is propped up 
at the foot of the main War Memorial in St Mary’s 
Church in Summerstown, south-west London. It 
commemorates three Sunday School teachers who 
were killed in the First World War whilst serving in 
1st/23rd Battalion, The London Regiment. 

Apparently it was originally in a nearby church hall 
building, demolished in the early seventies, which 
was where Sunday School classes were taught. 
Somehow in the move, it got neglected and literally 
buried. This area, nestling between the River 
Wandle and two large cemeteries is roughly half 
way between Tooting and Earlsfield, and the name 
Summerstown is not widely used, even by most 
local residents. In 1914 it was a staunchly working-
class area and remained so for the next 80 years. 
However over the last two decades it has, like  
so many parts of the capital, undergone  
so-called gentrification with most of the small 
terraced houses in which seven, eight or more 
people once lived, now no longer affordable for 
local people and families.
 

The Sunday School Three
All three Sunday School teachers were killed in 
different battles in France and have no known 
grave. Their names are however inscribed on three 
Memorials close to where they fell. These are in 
the north-western corner of France, close to the 
Belgian border and barely 25 miles apart.

William Alexander Mace was killed on 26th 
May 1915 and is remembered on the Le Touret 
Memorial near Bethune. James Jenner Crozier 
died on 1st October 1915 and is on the Loos 
Memorial. Albert Laurence Gibson was killed on 
9th December 1917 and has his name inscribed 
on the Arras Memorial. The St Mary’s memorial is 
a beautiful white alabaster tablet with marble inlay 
and unusually references the years of ‘The Great 
War’ as being 1914 to 1919 and also specifies 
that the men were ‘three from 952,898 from the 
British Empire who lie dead in other lands that we 
may live in peace’. 

The young men all lived in the web of terraced 
streets less than a few minutes walk from the 
church and were very much part of its close-knit 

The Summerstown Sunday School Three
This document is part of an application for funding to The War Memorials Trust. The organisation works for the 
protection and conservation of war memorials in the UK. It has been put together by Geoff Simmons, a resident of 
Keble Street, home to four of the Summerstown 182.

community just over a hundred years ago. All in 
their early twenties, none were married, but each 
left behind parents, brothers and sisters living 
in the neighbourhood. At least two of them were 
remembered with memorial services in the church 
and because of their work with local children over 
many years their memory must have lingered. It is 
no surprise that a special tablet was commissioned 
to acknowledge their great sacrifice. Over two 
hundred children were attending the Sunday School 
at this time and would have grown up thinking 
about their brave keen young teachers who had 
volunteered so readily to help their country and 
went off to the war but never came back.

Old issues of the St Mary’s parish magazine have 
been invaluable in revealing a little more about the 
men and the world they inhabited. The vicar at the 
time was Reverend John Robinson who had been in 
the parish since 1899 and would have witnessed 
them growing up. He had a lot of other people to 
think about at this troubled time, not least three 
hundred other volunteers who went to fight, but his 
brief notes on the young Sunday School teachers’ 
passing indicate an affection and tenderness and a 
deep sense of loss. He knew he had been deprived 
of three good young men who had they survived the 
war would have been of much value in the parish of 
Summerstown in the difficult post-war years. 

In the February 1915 issue it was noted that there 
had been requests for prayers for over 200 men 
connected with the parish. Reverend Robinson also 
announced his desire to publish a monthly roll of 
honour of men killed in the war and appealed for 
details to be supplied so no one got forgotten. This 
was faithfully done throughout the years of the war. 
January appeared to be the time of year for the 
Sunday School’s senior children’s prize-giving. On 
19th of that year the vicar spoke about the excellent 
work being done in one of the most thriving aspects 
of the church’s work. It was noted how the school 
had suffered through five teachers having gone 
into war service. ‘We were proud of them and glad 
to spare them’. Although apparently some women 
teachers had taken their place, at least two more 
were needed to maintain adequate staffing.

Private William Alexander Mace
One of these five was William Alexander Mace,  
born and raised in the network of streets on the 
east side of Garratt Lane, just across the road from 
the church. His father also William, was originally 
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RIGHT: After the initial recruitment rush 
to join ‘Kitchener’s New Armies’ in which 
the Sunday School teachers participated, 
huge losses throughout 1915 saw a strong 
appeal to locally-based volunteer batallions. 
In the London borough of Wandsworth this 
was made through the Mayor.
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from Woolwich, a toolmaker and turner working for 
an engineering company and married to Kate. Born 
on 18th December 1892 at 7 Franche Court Road, 
his son was baptised at St Mary’s in 1893, before 
the present church was built. By 1901 the family 
consisting of William and an older sister were living 
at 48 Huntspill Street, close to Garratt Green. By 
1911, they had moved to 39 Huntspill Street and 
were joined by a younger sister Florence and an Aunt 
Elizabeth. Young William was ‘assistant storekeeper’ 
at an industrial engineers. ‘Mr Mace’ is noted in a 
July 1913 issue of the parish magazine as one of 
ten teachers at the Smallwood Road Sunday School 
working under Superintendent March.

William Mace’s older sister, Marion taught at the 
infants school. In July 1917 she married Frederick 
Milton, another Sunday School teacher who had 
joined the war effort and been wounded serving 
with the King’s Royal Rifles. For the next 13 years 
until they left the parish in 1930, the Miltons, 
having moved to William’s old home, 39 Huntspill 
Street, continued to work for the Sunday School 
and were responsible for tending the flowers on the  
St Mary’s War Memorial. 

William had a brief and tragic experience of war.  
He joined the 23rd Battalion of the London 
Regiment in Clapham and like his friend James 
Crozier went to France on 14th March 1915. He 
was killed just over ten weeks later on 25th May 
1915 in what became known as the Battle of 
Festubert. In what was described in the parish 
magazine as ‘the same gallant charge’ his friend 
George Boast also perished. He was one of a 
family of seven living at 30 Aboyne Road, the 
neighbouring street. 

The death of William Alexander Mace at the age of 
22 was announced in the July issue of the parish 
magazine. It recalled that he was a member of the 
choir and a man who had ‘much influence for good 
among the young men of the parish’. ‘The respect 
in which he was held by members of the parish was 
evidenced by the number of people who came to 
his memorial service at St Mary’s on 15th June. He 
was last seen on the battlefield tending the wounds 
of one of his NCOs under machine gun fire’. In the 
same attack it was noted that a fellow Sunday 
School teacher, Bob Pinnell had been injured and 
was recovering in hospital.

The 23rd Battalion War Diary in the National 
Archives gives us an impression of the events 
of 1915. They left St Albans on 14th March and 
the next day sailed from Southampton on SS 
Copenhagen. From Le Havre they spent the first 
few weeks settling in, building up their fitness with 
marches which moved them towards the front. 
It is noted in the diary that ‘Divine Service’ was 
observed on Sundays. Days were spent marching, 

training and digging trenches. The weather must 
have been pleasant around Easter as there was 
bathing in one of the mine craters. On 11th April 
they entered the trenches. Over the next few days 
there were a small number of casualties and these 
were unusually mentioned by name in the Diary. 
An officer killed would always have his name noted 
but ordinary ranking privates were just numbers. 
Everything was soon to change. In mid-May they 
moved from Le Touret to Givenchy. On 25th it is 
recorded ‘Orders given to attack German trench. 
Casualties 499, including 3 officers killed and ten 
wounded’. This attack occured at 630pm and the 
fighting lasted all night as the Germans fought 
fiercely to recapture the lost trench. Particular 
mention is made of ‘the stretcher bearers who all 
through the night worked, often under heavy fire 
to evacuate the wounded’. On the 26th May the 
Battalion were relieved from the captured trench 
and on 27th it is noted that ‘names of 123 men 
received from Division as being buried’. William 
Mace was among them.

The Le Touret Memorial on which William Mace’s 
name was later inscribed, commemorates over 
13,400 British soldiers who were killed in this 
sector of the Western Front from the beginning 
of October 1914 to the eve of the Battle of Loos 
in late September 1915 and who have no known 
grave. The fighting on 25th-26th May in which he 
died was part of the Battle of Festubert, the British 
Army’s contribution to a major French offensive 
at Vimy Ridge. It lasted 12 days and cost 16,000 
British casualties for no real gain. In addition to the 
deaths caused by shelling and machine-gun fire, 
many soldiers died in hand-to-hand fighting or were 
drowned in the flooded trenches and ditches criss-
crossing the battlefield. Such was the confusion 
that many soldiers were killed by artillery fire from 
their own side. 

In the local South Western Star newspaper of 18th 
June 1915, there is a full list of 178 names of men 
from 23rd London Regiment killed in the fighting of  
25th-26th May. Among them is ‘Private WA Mace No 
2104’. The names fill a whole column and reading 
them must have been a great jolt to local people. 
At a subsequent memorial service in Battersea, the 
vicar compared the loss of the men and officers of 
the 23rd Regiment to the loss of The Titanic.

In the St Mary’s parish magazine, Reverend 
Robinson wrote on 23rd June that the annual 
Sunday School summer excursion would have to 
be cancelled. They usually went somewhere like 
Epsom Downs in Surrey but due to the war effort, 
no trains could be spared for such activities and 
most other churches were adopting a similar line. 
He also mentioned flowers from the Flower Festival 
service being sent to wounded soldiers at the Royal 
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ABOVE: Unveiled on 30th November 1919, The War Memorial in St Mary’s 
Church contains the names of 182 local men killed in the First World War.

LEFT: Reverend John Robinson, Vicar of St Mary’s from 1899 to 1923.

BELOW: The New Church Hall on Garratt Lane opened in 1926 and contained 
the memorial tablet commemorating the three Sunday School teachers. The 
site is currently home to the Hindu Society Centre.

4



ABOVE: The memorial tablet was moved to the new Sunday School Hall 
built on Alston Road in 1930 when the parish expanded its catchment 
area between Wimbledon Road and Fountain Road. The building was 
demolished in 1970.

RIGHT: The Alston road site was home to the Council’s ‘Dust Destructor’ 
rubbish incinerator. This was where Corporal Foster VC, worked. 

BELOW: Looking towards Smallwood Road, the site of the ‘Dust 
Destructor’ is on the left (now the Fountain Recreation Ground).  
The building on the right is where the Sunday School was located.

ABOVE: The death of James Jenner 
Crozier is reported in the South 
Western Star, 29th October 1915.

BELOW: Corporal Edward Foster VC,  
‘Tiny Ted the Tooting Dustman.
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Patriotic Hospital on Wandsworth Common. At this 
time of year occasional open air services were very 
popular and one was planned at the junction of 
Foss and Hazelhurst Road ‘near the South door’, 
It was the start of summer but the loss of one of 
the Sunday School teachers so soon after going 
to France and the wounding of another must have 
caused immense distress to the church community. 
There was unfortunately much worse to come.

Private James Jenner Crozier 
James Crozier senior, from Newington in the parish 
of Walworth, was a ‘warehouse cutter’ working 
in the printing trade. In 1896 his family moved to 
the Summerstown area and in the 1901 census 
he was listed as living with wife Isabelle and four 
young sons at 21 Squarey Street, next to Huntspill 
Street. By the time of the 1911 census they had 
moved across Garratt Lane to a larger house at  
37 Smallwood Road and now had five boys and  
one daughter. 

The eldest of these was James Jenner Crozier 
who from a very young age became involved in the 
nearby church. At the age of 19 he was employed, 
according to the 1911 census as an ‘assistant 
photographer’. That summer he put a notice in 
the parish magazine that he was starting up a 
St Mary’s football club, wearing green and white 
kit and playing matches on Magdalene Road. On 
September 11th there was a concert to raise funds 
and a request for ‘gentlemen of the parish’ to 
come forward to referee. There is a lovely account 
of a great Sunday School outing to Epsom Downs 
at this time. The train left from Haydon’s Road 
station and after enjoying the fairground, everyone 
sat down to buns and lemonade. In the afternoon 
there was races and then everyone ‘scattered 
over the Downs’. Tea included fresh pineapple and 
watercress (a Summerstown speciality). It is noted 
that before they all left James Crozier took souvenir 
photos of the vicar and his wife with the Sunday 
School teachers.

But the days of buns and lemonade were not to 
last and James Jenner Crozier was the next Sunday 
school teacher to be lost. In the November issue 
of the St Mary’s parish newsletter, Reverend 
Robinson gravely prepared his parishioners for bad 
news about the popular young man. 

‘News has been received from three distinct sources 
that another of our valuable Sunday School teachers, 
James Jenner Crozier, has given his life for his country, 
but no official intimation of his death has arrived. I 
withold further comment until the War Office notice 
has been received’. In the December 1915 issue a 
notice appeared to say he had been killed in action 
on 30th September. ‘He is now the second of our 
Sunday school teachers who has given his life for his 

country’. A memorial service was held in St Mary’s 
‘on the evening of All Saints Day’. 

At this, Reverend Robinson told the congregation 
that he had known James Crozier all his life, having 
baptised him in Walworth in 1891 when he was a 
month old. Six years later when the vicar moved 
to the parish of St Mary’s he found the family now 
living there and in 1907 prepared young James 
for confirmation. Three years later he took up 
work as a Sunday School teacher at Smallwood 
Road School. He noted that he always found him a 
humble-minded earnest Christian, conscientiously 
going about his work. ‘He had a great influence for 
good on all who knew him’. The vicar mentions how 
he was looking forward to him returning from the 
war with new experiences and a fresh outlook on 
life ‘as one who would be of the greatest help in the 
work of the parish’. Sadly it was not to be. Two of 
James’ four brothers, Arthur and Ernest are listed 
that summer as serving in the Royal Field Artillery. 
Arthur was 19, Ernest 17.

James Crozier went to France on 14th March 1915, 
on the same day as William Mace. He was killed just 
over six months later in one of the fiercest battles 
of the early war years. He was one of 59,000 British 
casualties at Loos where his name is inscribed on 
the memorial. This horrific pointless encounter which 
achieved nothing in terms of territorial gain for either 
side is where chlorine gas was used for the first time 
by the British Army, much of it blowing back onto 
them when the wind changed direction. 

In the March 1916 issue of the parish magazine 
there appeared another mention concerning the 
death of James Crozier. The vicar had apparently 
received a letter from a comrade at the front. This 
man was the first to find him on the battlefield. 
‘That his death was instantaneous I have not the 
slightest doubt, the shell landing on top of the 
building where he was temporarily attached to my 
section as a runner. The shell buried several fellows, 
three of the unfortunate 23rd being killed, two others 
we managed to get out alive. His chum Waugh was 
killed with him, and as he was away from his section 
at the time it is possible that direct news has not 
been received of his untimely end. It happened 
about midday, and as we were being relieved by the 
French that evening, and were still being shelled 
rather severely, I buried him where he fell, and I trust 
that I gave him a Christian burial, although it had 
to be very brief, and I marked on the wall that the 
spot was sacred to his memory. I had known him for 
a long time as a runner between his battalion and 
the brigade to which I am attached, and had always 
found him a good fellow, quick at his work and not 
failing, even under the most trying circumstances to 
get through with his despatches. I hope this letter 
may prove of some comfort, however small, to Private 
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The top picture shows present-day 
Summerstown from the direction of 
Wimbledon Stadium. St Mary’s Church  
is to the left of the tower blocks.

The map shows the area in 1916 and the 
densely packed streets surrounding the 
Church. Such roads as Maskell, Smallwood, 
Huntspill, Bertal and Hazelhurst contained the 
homes of many of the 182 soldiers from the 
parish who were killed in the First World War.
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Crozier’s relations and friends to whom I tender my 
sincerest sympathies’. Private George Edwin Waugh 
is indeed listed on the Loos memorial roll as having 
died on 30th September 1915.

The 23rd Battalion War Diary also sets the scene 
for this action. After William Mace’s death at 
Festubert, over the next few months regimental life 
resumed a relatively peaceful round of marching, 
digging and training. Actiivty was confined to 
reserve trenches. On the 25th September the 
order came to move to captured German trenches 
near Loos. The attack on 27th and subsequent 
skirmishes over the next 5 days resulted in minimal 
losses but ominously the diary noted that gas 
shelling was constant and on 27th six men were 
gassed. On 29th the Battalion advanced to ‘Hill 
70’. On 30th it was noted that 4 men were killed 
and 15 wounded. One of those deaths was very 
likely James Jenner Crozier. It was recorded that 
on 1st October French colonial troops relieved the 
Londoners and this tallies with the account sent to 
Reverend Robinson by James’ friend.

James Jenner Crozier’s name is one of 20,000 
British and Commonwealth soldiers on the Loos 
Memorial. All have no known grave but were killed 
in the area during and after the Battle of Loos. The 
Battle lasted from 25th September to 14th October 
with no discernable result but at a cost of 54,000 
casualties, about a fifth of the total casualties on 
the western front for the whole of 1915. Among 
those killed was the only son of Rudyard Kipling, 
author of The Jungle Book. The battle saw the 
destruction of the cream of the youthful volunteers 
of Kitchener’s New Army. Major changes were 
made in the British High Command and General 
Douglas Haig took charge, but incredibly mistakes 
made at Loos were to be repeated at the Somme  
a year later.

Lance Corporal Albert Laurence Gibson
Born on 4th November 1893 in Palmerston Road, 
Wimbledon, Albert Laurence Gibson was baptised 
there at Holy Trinity Church. By the time of the 1901 
census his family had moved across to the other 
side of the Wandle valley and lived up the hill at 
159 Trinity Road. A very mixed bag of professions 
resided in the neighbouring houses at that time; 
general domestics, a barman, a journalist, a 
teacher, a clergyman and a house decorator. 

Today anyone living in this road would typically be 
working in the legal profession, finance or as a 
senior media executive. William Gibson aged 44 
was a telegraphist and his 14 year old elder son 
Frederick is listed as a ‘sub-editor’s assistant and 
author’. There was also a daughter Louise.  
By 1911 the family had moved down to Earlsfield 
and lived at 31 Isis Street, not far from  

St Andrew’s Church. Their trades had changed 
slightly - William was now a journalist and Frederick 
was a ‘letter sorter’ working for the post office. 
Like his sister, Laurence now 17 had a job as a 
clerk and demonstrating his beliefs, is indicated as 
a ‘religious society worker’.  

Fortunately, unlike many destroyed in the Second 
World War blitzing of London, Lance Corporal 
Laurence Gibson’s military service records survive 
and are held by the National Archives in Kew. 
From these a number of interesting details can be 
gleaned. Britain declared war on Germany on 4th 
August 1914 and less than a month later Laurence 
Gibson joined up at St John’s Hill, Clapham on 3rd 
September. On the paperwork it is noted that he 
was working as a clerk for the White Cross League 
and that his family now lived at 69 Waldron Road. 
The White Cross Army which became known as 
the White Cross League was formed principally 
to counter the spread of prostitution in the latter 
part of the nineteenth century. It recruited only 
men and sought legal reform for the protection 
of women and children. It pledged ‘to extend the 
law of purity equally to men and women and to 
forego foul language and indecent behaviour’. It is 
hard to imagine how an individual from that world 
coped with the rough-and-ready one awaiting him in 
northern France. 

He was first with the 23rd Battalion London 
Regiment and it appears was initially stationed at 
St Albans from 26th September. In 1916 he was 
transferred to the 2nd London Divisional Cycling 
Company. His medical record pronounces him fit and 
healthy and at six feet tall he is a good seven inches 
taller than the average British soldier in the First 
World War. Other documentation in his file includes 
communication to his father after his death. This 
details the transfer of personal items and the delivery 
of his three medals, the 1914-15 Star and the British 
War and Victory medals. The correspondence shows 
that his older brother Frederick had served with 
the Royal Engineers Signals Company in Italy and 
survived the War. 

Laurence Gibson left for France via Southampton 
on 15th March 1915, just a day after the other two 
Sunday school teachers. In the parish magazine of 
July 1916, Reverend Robinson noted ‘we are glad 
to see Mr Laurence Gibson another of our Sunday 
School teachers, home on leave a few days ago, 
after 15 months continuous service at the front’. 
He also notes that Edwin John Brooker, another 
Sunday School teacher had joined the Royal Flying 
Corps. On 31st October 1916, Laurence Gibson, 
clearly standing out as an exemplary soldier was 
promoted to Lance Corporal.
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ABOVE: Laurence Gibson died in the German 
counter-attack at the Battle of Cambrai.

RIGHT: Remembrance Sunday 2013 at  
St Mary’s Church.

BELOW: Two of the tablets which were dedicated 
in the opening of the new Church Hall in 1926.
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In the July 1917 issue of the St Mary’s parish 
magazine, Reverend John Robinson was very sorry 
to announce that there was no possibility of funds 
for a Sunday School treat that summer, though they 
would try and secure the use of a field for games. 
War restrictions were tightening the consumption 
of food and it was considered inappropriate. Also 
mentioned was the fact that another teacher, 
Sergeant Bob Pinnell had been severely wounded 
and was in hospital in Dorset. In October, an 
announcement was made that Cyril Fruin of 23rd 
London Regiment, who also taught at the Sunday 
School was wounded and was in hospital in El Arish, 
Egypt. In December it was noted that ‘Rifleman 
F Milton, one of our Sunday School teachers was 
seriously wounded’. This was the Frederick Milton 
who would marry William Mace’s sister.

The strain on the Sunday School caused by the 
loss of personnel was clearly telling and in January 
1918 Reverend Robinson noted ‘We are much 
handicapped by having two classes of older boys 
and one class in the infants school without teachers. 
This disorganises the whole school. I earnestly ask 
some of you to offer yourselves for this work’. In the 
same address he rightly sounded a note of caution 
about the course of the war. A letter from the King 
calling for a national day of prayer was published. 
It was pointed out that great victories in the Boer 
War had followed a similar collective act in 1900. 
In the following months the Germans made a final 
great push to win the war, their ‘Spring Offensive’ or 
‘Kaiserschlacht’. It was repelled at great cost but at 
last it seemed like the end was in sight.

In the February 1918 issue of the parish magazine, 
came news of Laurence Gibson’s death. ‘He saw 
most of his friends killed or wounded, while for many 
months he came through unharmed. He was killed 
on Dec 10th by a German machine gun bullet’. One 
of his officers wrote that ‘He was on duty in the 
front line and an attack was being made on one of 
our other outposts, when he got his gun into action, 
during which time he was shot, dying immediately 
and suffering no pain. We have lost one of our best 
NCOs, and his platoon a real friend, for he was always 
cheerful and doing his best to help his comrades’. The 
vicar wrote ‘We in Summerstown shall feel his loss 
much, for before the war he was one of our Sunday 
School teachers at Smallwood Road school and we 
were looking forward to him resuming this work after 
the war. He is the third of our teachers from this 
school who has given his life for his country’.

It is likely that news of Laurence Gibson’s death 
had come through in time for the annual Sunday 
School prize-giving on 26th January. At this, the 278 
children was addressed by a Lieutenant Fyson of the 
East Surrey Regiment. He presented the prizes and 
gave a stirring address which hopefully would have 

given those listening youngsters some meaningful 
understanding of their teachers sacrifices. His 
service record indicates that just two weeks before 
his death, Lance Corporal Gibson was reprimanded 
in the field for ‘neglect of duty - failing to arrest a man 
who had committed a serious offence’. It is possible 
to imagine this kind-hearted individual choosing to 
overlook some of the more over-zealous regulations 
of army life. Such sanctions could see a soldier face 
a firing squad for falling asleep while on duty or tied 
to a field gun for failure to salute.

The 23rd Battalion London Regiment War Diary for 
early December 1917 clearly indicates German 
resistance after the early Allied gains at Cambrai. 
They were in the front line at Bourlon Wood to the 
west of the town on 3rd but soon forced into a 
rearguard action. Heavy shelling from 6th-8th saw 
the loss of six lives and twenty men wounded. On 
the 9th there was a sustained German attack and 
the diary vividly indicates a siege which lasted 
all day before posts were evacuated at 1030pm. 
14 men were killed, 26 wounded. Among these, 
almost certainly was Laurence Gibson.

His name appears on the Arras Memorial in 
northern France which commemorates almost 
35,000 servicemen from the United Kingdom, 
South Africa and New Zealand who died in the 
Arras sector between the spring of 1916 and 7th 
August 1918 and who have no known grave. A 
separate memorial remembers those killed in the 
Battle of Cambrai in 1917. This battle, heralded 
for the extensive use of tanks was once again 
ultimately pointless with approximately 45,000 
casualties on each side. Initial British success 
at breaking through the Hindenberg Line on 20th-
21st November was greeted with screaming banner 
headlines in England and the celebratory ringing 
of church bells for the first time over the course of 
the War. But the German response was swift and 
ferocious and by mid-December the lines were back 
to what they were before. It was a response that 
Laurence Gibson was swallowed up in. 

The War Memorial 
As the War drew to a close, the number of 
casualties from the parish escalated. Reverend 
John Robinson wrote on 22nd October 1918 about 
his sadness at the ‘terribly long parochial casualty 
list this month’ ‘May we never forget our heroes. 
When the long prayed-for peace arrives I hope we 
shall be able to place somewhere in the church a 
permanent memorial containing the names of all the 
men from our parish who have given their lives’. At 
this stage he had 121 names but the list was to 
grow considerably over the next few months.

Throughout 1919 there was much discussion and 
debate about the nature of a War Memorial in St 
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 AL Gibson

WA Mace

 JJ Crozier

JAMES JENNER CROZIER 
Killed on 1st October 1915, aged 23 

remembered on The Loos Memorial

ALBERT LAURENCE GIBSON 
Killed on 9th December 1917, aged 24 

remembered on The Arras Memorial

 
WILLIAM ALEXANDER MACE 

Killed on 26th May 1915, aged 22 

remembered on the Le Touret Memorial

The resting places of the three Sunday 
School teachers are in the north-western 
corner of France and barely 25 miles apart.
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Mary’s Church. Initial plans were to fill the three 
windows of the baptistry with stained glass and 
have a roll of honour inscribed on marble beneath 
them. Collecting cards were printed and collectors 
despatched to every house in the parish to raise the 
estimated cost of £200. It was a lot of money for an 
already over-stretched community in difficult times 
and insufficient funds were raised to follow through 
the early ambitious proposal. 

174 names now needed to be etched on the tablet. 
By the summer the vicar was clearly in some despair 
and there was talk of alternative ideas and different 
positioning in the church. ‘It will be a thousand pities 
if we cannot complete the memorial’ he bemoaned 
and pleaded for everyone to dig a little deeper. 

Eventually the architect, Godfrey Pinkerton came 
up with a simpler plan which brought the cost down 
to £160. In the late summer, a rush of donations 
included one of £10 from the staff and workers at 
The Anglo-American Laundry company on Burmester 
Road. These made a substantial difference and 
allowed the church to order the architect to complete 
the work in the baptistry end of the church. On 
30th November 1919, the church was packed to 
overflowing for a deeply moving unveiling ceremony. 
The bishop called upon the vicar to read out the 
names of 180 parishioners who had fallen in the 
war and then a large Union Jack flag was removed 
to reveal the Memorial. Three Grenadier buglers 
sounded the Last Post and the Funeral March was 
accompanied by organ and drum.

Memorial Church Hall, Garratt Lane
As early as 1912, Reverend Robinson’s plans 
were underway for a new church hall but the War 
was to change everything. Such large numbers of 
men from the parish had joined the War effort and 
affected every aspect of its work. Raising money 
for the War Memorial had been hard enough so 
plans for the hall were put on hold. Also slowing 
things up was the treacherous nature of the subsoil 
close to the Wandle floodplain which caused a 
delay to the construction. Progress was also 
hampered by the General Strike. 

Reverend Robinson retired in 1923 after 24 years 
service at St Mary’s Church and was succeeded 
by Reverend William Galpin. This resourceful vicar 
set about the task of fundraising with extraordinary 
vigour. Subscriptions obtained by him on overseas 
visits to France, Switzerland and other places made 
an immense difference, one particular donor in 
Biarritz in France gifting £2,000. The total cost of 
constructing the hall was almost £7,000.

With this new financial impetus, at last in 1926, 
a new Memorial Church Hall was built on Garratt 
Lane and the tablet commemorating the three 

Sunday School teachers was placed there. It was 
opened on 1st December 1926 by the Mayor 
of Wandsworth and his wife, Alderman and Mrs 
Cresswell, with a dedication from the Bishop of 
Southwark. It was noted that Queen Mary showed 
her support by donating gifts. 

A description of the new Memorial Church Hall 
in the parish magazine mentions ‘four beautiful 
Memorial Tablets, a large white marble cross over 
the platform and an iron cross from Switzerland 
over the entrance lobby. One in alabaster and 
marble, being to the three Sunday School teachers 
who gave their lives during the Great War’. One of 
the tablets made from a portion of fabric from 
the old church records that the four tablets and 
cross were ‘the gift of Messrs W J Penney & Sons 
of Summerstown’. They are described elsewhere 
as ‘two beautiful Derbyshire alabaster tablets, 
bordered and inlaid with marble from Italy and 
Greece, made and presented by Mr W V Penney 
and his son Mr W V Penney of our own church who 
we all thank most heartily. These are on view in the 
Church, until permanently able to be fixed in the new 
Sunday Schools. One records the names of Sunday 
School teachers who made the Great Sacrifice in 
the War, and the other ‘that the School is built on 
Consecrated Ground’.‘These are works of art, and of 
the best material and workmanship possible. Come 
and see them’.

This location was the site of the original St Mary’s 
Church demolished in 1893 when it was found 
that the foundations were insecure. For ten years 
Summerstown had no parish church. Under the 
stewardship of Reverend John Robinson the present 
one was opened in 1904, the foundation stone 
being placed by Queen Victoria’s daughter, Princess 
Christian. The 1926 Memorial Hall was used up until 
1969, finally being relinquished due to problems 
with heating and maintenance. The building was 
sold to a warehousing company and is currently the 
home of The Hindu Society on the plot between the 
Texaco garage and the Wimbledon Kitchen chinese 
take-away. The hall was replaced by a modern timber 
facility in the church grounds which still stands. 

New Sunday School, Alston Road
In 1930 a new Sunday School building was 
constructed on Alston Road. Raising the money 
to build it was also difficult in straightened times. 
Emotive pleas for funding were made in the parish 
magazine by Reverend Galpin, drawings of the 
proposed building accompanied by the headline ‘Shall 
500 children go school-less?’ ‘Think of it, we may have 
to deny little children entry into God’s house’. 

The parish of Summerstown had expanded to take 
in the vastly-populated area to the south of the 
church sandwiched between Wimbledon Road and 
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Fountain Road. An additional 5,000 people were 
added and building a hall there gave the church a 
much-needed presence in the area. There were now 
over 12,000 people in the parish of Summerstown 
and all around the neighbourhood was changing as 
a vast slum clearance scheme got underway. 

Corporal Edward Foster VC 
The site opposite the new Sunday School became 
Fountain Recreation Ground, laid out as an 
unemployment relief scheme in 1932. This was 
built on the site of the Council’s ‘Dust Destructor’, 
a means of incinerating rubbish via a 153 foot high 
chimney, whose demolition was pictured in the St 
Mary’s magazine. One of the people who worked 
there as Wandsworth Council’s Dust Inspector was 
Corporal Edward ‘Ted’ Foster of the East Surrey 
Regiment, famously awarded the VC in April 1917 
for his courage at Villers-Plouich. 

‘Tiny Ted the Tooting Dustman’ lived at 92 
Fountain Road and his VC is on display in the Lord 
Ashcroft Gallery at The Imperial War Museum. The 
parish magazine solemnly pronounced ‘The Dust 

Destructor Chimney has now been thrown to the 
ground, ready for the flats and houses to be erected 
by the Corporation. The new Sunday School building 
opposite should at once be commenced ready for the 
hundreds of children who will soon be living there’. 

Not long after this, Wimbledon Stadium was built 
and greyhound racing arrived in Summerstown. 
Very soon the tight terraces in this area and the 
agricultural communities on the east side of Garratt 
Lane would be replaced by the massive Hazelhurst, 
Burtop Road and Aboyne estates.

It is now 2014 and August will see the centenary of 
the start of the First World War. The memorial tablet 
to the Summerstown Sunday School Three may be 
viewed in St Mary’s Church, even though it is a little 
battered round the edges and ready for restoration. 
We will acknowledge the sacrifice of William Mace, 
James Crozier, Laurence Gibson and that of countless 
others by restoring this tablet and securing it 
permanently within the church War Memorial.  

Geoff Simmons, January 2014
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JAMES JENNER CROZIER 
Killed on 1st October 1915, aged 23

ALBERT LAURENCE GIBSON 
Killed on 9th December 1917, aged 24

 
WILLIAM ALEXANDER MACE 

Killed on 26th May 1915, aged 22




