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Watch out! Tanks about!
In 1939, following the declaration of the Second World War, thought was given to the real possibility of a German invasion of our
shores. When The Channel Islands were invaded on 30th June 1940, thoughts were swiftly turned into actions. Mt Hitler wasn’t
kidding!

The German Luftwaffe had begun its bombardment of our cities, softening us up for a land invasion. This caused our boffins at the
MOD to come up with some radical defensive ideas. Altering the landscape was one such thought; so that aerial navigators were
unable to find points of reference. So, things like the partially filling in, or splitting into two, lakes were intended to sow
confusion. Also, particularly on our East Coast, fake villages were hastily erected, a mile or two away from the originals. However,
a lot of thought was also given to inland defences, things that would disrupt and delay any concerted attempts of the enemy to
take over the country once a landing had been made. Suddenly, in 1940, all across the UK and still recognisable to this day in
many places, Pill Boxes were built of varying designs and sizes.

Another form of defence was also devised, one that was designed to slow down and hopefully stop a mechanised land force from
racing across the landscape. These came in the form of ‘Tank Traps’, slabs of cast concrete of
varying sizes, from quite small to rather large and weighing several tons, being randomly placed in what were deemed strategic
locations and routes.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/watch-out-tanks-about
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Tank Traps in Epsom

Epsom, it seems, had these ‘Tank Traps’ in several locations and, in a
fairly close proximity to each other. It would appear that two ‘large’ ‘Tank Traps’ were built between two houses on West Hill,
also, nearby at the start of Hookfield, over twenty were strewn across a front lawn it would seem. Just over West Hill itself, at
Stamford Green, there were deep and wide ‘Tank Traps’ dug between Stamford Green pond and the Scout Hut in the grounds of
the church. These landmarks have long been removed or covered over, leaving no signs of what was ‘the last resort for our
defence’.

However, the tale isn’t quite done just yet as, for when I was out exploring on my bicycle, I came across, what I found out to be,
the old cricket pitch on the grounds of what was The Manor Hospital, part of the Epsom Cluster. The perimeter of what was the
oval is still very obvious and, there is something of a path following it around and it has a couple of benches in one corner. In this
corner, I alighted on what I believe to be, the only remaining ‘Tank Traps’ in the Borough. Though when I first came across them
they were covered by brambles which, have now been removed, showing them off in their aged glory but, still intact. With four
large ones, six feet tall in a line and, set out behind them, around fifteen to twenty much smaller ones they look like a gaggle of
goslings following four parents, quite comical, though humour was never the intention. I was astonished when I first found them
as, at that time I hadn’t heard of ‘Tank Traps’ being set up in the Borough at all and, people that I spoke to of
them, lifelong E&E residents, had about as much idea as I did, to their existence. They are there if you wish to view them and may
they stay among us, but hopefully never need to be used for their original intention.

Horton Light Railway – A Potted History
Having been closed down and dismantled just four years before my birth, the Horton Light Railway always held a certain
fascination, for me when growing up in the area, and I often wondered what it would have been like to see the old steam engines
going back and forth.

Hollymoor

Up to its demise, there had been five engines running on the line, Hollymoor (1905-1908), Engine No 947 (1905-1909), Crossness
(1913-1935), Hendon (1935-1947) and Sherwood (1947-1950). Parts of the latter, Sherwood, were still scattered around the area
known as ‘Central Station’ (now David Lloyd Sports Centre), and the ‘Powerhouse’ where the Epsom Cluster hospitals generated
their own electricity (before the National Grid) and steam for heating and hot water for the hospitals. Hollymoor, of course, lives
on, in name at least, in the road Hollymoor Lane.

The railway was originally built to supply the materials needed for the building of what became the ‘Epsom Cluster’ of five mental
health institutions in the early 1900s. It made sense for the railway to remain in use post-construction to deliver supplies to the
Cluster.

I grew up close to the shunting yard by Ewell West Station where the area was once shared with an orchard. This became the
County Highways Depot, and later Highway House, which eventually gave way to a housing development.

Following the line

The original track bed, shunting branch, ran alongside the existing railway line away from the station, nearly reaching the stile at
the end of West Street, replaced by the footbridge which remains today in the early 1960s. From there it swept round to follow a
parallel course with Chessington Road, almost immediately finding its first obstacle, a feeder stream for the River Hogsmill,
where a concrete bridge was built  to accommodate. The bridge was removed in more recent years, though I could never
understand why.

Once over the stream, the route followed between what is now, Hollymoor Lane, named after one of the locomotives used on the
line, and a few houses built on Chessington Road and then reaching Baker’s Field running along its outer, sewage farm, edge and
through a short avenue of mature elm trees, sadly long gone.

From there it crossed into what is now Hook Road Arena, passing the ends of Oakdale Road and then Richards Field, where a
footbridge on the original route of the ‘Bridle Path’ crossed over the line, and then carried on behind the shops and what is now
West Ewell Social Club, still running parallel with Chessington Road until it met its next obstacle, Hook Road (known as Kingston
Lane at that time), where a tunnel was formed as, the road by then was becoming a busy thoroughfare.

Crossing bridges
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The original bridge is still there and intact, left in position after Hook Road was re-routed. Though filled in, done when the track
was removed, it can be viewed in the Horton Golf Club car park.

From Hook Road, the line carried on, into what is now Horton Country Park, unhindered and into Butcher’s Wood, where a
branch line took it right into Long Grove Hospital. Then onto Four Acre Wood where, another branch took the line off to feed what
was called ‘Central Station’, before it finally went on to West Park Hospital.

As the railway passed through Horton Country Park there were three footbridges, originally level crossings but, due to an
accident in its infancy, a local woman Mary Tobin was killed owing to, what was deemed, neglect. The first between Butcher’s
Wood and Four Acre Wood, one on the branch to Central Station and the last just before the line entered West Park. They had
been erected on Rights of Way footpaths cutting through farmland that was attached to the hospitals. Here they were able to
access fresh dairy, vegetables, and fruit from the orchards when in season.

There can be few people remaining in the borough that can remember seeing the railway and its engines in all their working
glory, but if any readers have any memories or indeed pictures, we would love to hear from you.

Tony Collis, March 2022


