
Girl Guides from Aldersbrook celebrating May Day on the Flats, c.1960.Girl Guides from Aldersbrook celebrating May Day on the Flats, c.1960.

A watercolour of military installations on the Flats, 1940, by Ron Allen.A watercolour of military installations on the Flats, 1940, by Ron Allen.

During the Second World War, the Wanstead Flats had been used to house anti-aircraft batteries 
and prisoners of war. A public campaign during 1946 and 1947 ensured that the Flats remained 
open to the public, rather than undergoing redevelopment. They have remained a popular outdoor 
space with Forest Gate residents ever since. In the post-war period, when fewer people had cars and 
there was less traffic, locals could also use the streets as an outdoor space to play and socialise.  

“The Wanstead Flats… There were German 
prisoners of war stationed there…

After the war whatever they were locked up in 
was taken away, but at one period there was 
lots and lots of corrugated iron sheets left…
A crowd of guys had got together and made 
the most amazing mazes… We kids used to 
gather and crawl through these tunnels…

I remember going over there with my friends 
and spending whole afternoons there, almost 

whole days really. It was terrific”
– Harold Gillow

An Eastside Community Heritage Exhibition. Visit: www.hidden-histories.org.uk

“We used to play in the streets…
My street, Wyatt Road, there was one car 
I remember. And we’d play five stones and 

hopscotch… We’d play simple games.
And ‘knock down Ginger’. It’s a real classic! 

But they’d be groups of you, so we’d play in a 
gang… It was a fairly settled community,

and people did know who you were.”
– Annette Fry

“We used to have to go and, once a year, run 
around the Flats. No one ever did it right the 
way around though, ‘cos there was no one to 

look after you. The teachers used to disappear, 
so everybody disappeared… And it wasn’t 

round the small park, it was around the big 
park… There’s two parts of it now... That was 
one continuous piece and it was bloody big! 

And it was what you used to have to do.”
– Michael Prendergast

“Pigeon racing… They put them on a train and 
send ‘em up to Scotland, and they paid the 
station manager to release all these birds’ 
cages. And they’d come round, the Pigeon 

Racing Association, and you had to pay these 
guys who were releasing the birds… We was 

living next door so we couldn’t move!... As kids 
we couldn’t move, ‘cos [the man next door] 

was waiting for his pigeon to come in…
And we couldn’t play in the street: ‘You’ve got 
to be quiet! You’re chasing the birds away!’ ”

– Michael Prendergast
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Locals enjoying the flats in the early ‘70s. Cows grazed the Flats, part of Epping Forest, since the 12th-century, but were removed in 1996 during the BSE crisis.Locals enjoying the flats in the early ‘70s. Cows grazed the Flats, part of Epping Forest, since the 12th-century, but were removed in 1996 during the BSE crisis.
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