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By STEPHEN MARKS, F.S.A.
(Honorary Secretary)

AMONG the plethora of societies which are concerned

with the history of London, many, especially the local
societies, have been formed in recent years, but a few have
their origin in the last century. The earliest of these, the
London and Middlesex Archaeological Society, began in
1855 and when that society was no more than twenty-five
years old our own was founded.

The original suggestion was made in Notes and @ yeries in
1873 by Major-General J. Baillie writing from India. He
thought there should be a ‘ Topographical Society as well as
Geographical and Geological Societies, to perform the same
office for art as they do for nature. There is’, he continues,
‘an immense mass of unappropriated material which would
naturally fall to it, such as plans and views of towns, parishes
and estates, plans of railways, &c., and engineering pro-
jects, views of the same at different periods and last, not
least, photographs, Now that we have arrived at permanence
in printing, such an association, indeed, should retain a
permanent photographic establishment to reproduce rare
plans and views that may come into their possession, and
supply copies of anything that might be called for at a
minimum rate of reproduction’.

His note brought some response but no action. In 1879
he wrote again to the same journal and prompted a detailed
reply from Henry B. Wheatley. Wheatley, born in 1838
and energetic in the cause of London history right up to his -
death in 1917, was, among other things, Secretary of the
Royal Society, founder of the Index Society, and Secretary
of the Early English Text Society; he produced a standard
edition of Pepys and other books but his most important
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work 1s the three-volume London Past and Present (18971),
still the standard dictionary of London.

Wheatley proposed a society whose purview was re-
stricted to [.ondonj this was certainly not what General
Baillie had tn mind. It could be either an antiquarian
society — but this, Wheatley thought, would overlap with
the existing lLondon and Middlesex Archaeological
Society — or 1t could be an association on a much wider
basis, This he favoured: its ‘main object should be to
collect in one focus all materials for the history of ancient
and modern London, and to arrange these in such a way that
they could be easily consulted. . .Every Londoner with a
guinea in his pocket ought to become a member.’

The seed was thus sown and Wheatley took the initiative
in forming a society, Notes and Queries on 10 April 1880
briefly records that ‘in accordance with the suggestion
General Baillie made in these columns, a Topographical
Society of London 1s in course of formation. The following
gentlemen have formed themselves into a provisional
committee:- Major-General A. Stewart Allan, Major-
General J. Baillle, Hyde Clarke, F.S.S., G. Laurence
Gomme, F.5.A., Edward Solly, F.R.S., Cornelius Walford,
F.5.5., Henry B. Wheatley, F.S.A., H. Trueman Wood,
B.A.” The first meeting, at which four of these gentlemen,
including Wheatley and Baillie, were present, is recorded on
an undated slip at the front of the first minute book of the
Society.

The provisional committee gained the favour of the Lord
Mayor towards the proposed society and were able to hold
their inaugural meeting at the Mansion House on 28
October 1880, Extracts from a prospectus, read at the
meeting, show the considerable ambitions of the committee:
of the numerous topics for the Society the most prominent
were considered to be the collection of books, etc, on
London topography, the collection of documents and deeds,
the etymology of [.ondon place names, the preparation of
maps and plans showing buildings, ete. at difterent periods,
records of buildings before demolition, a bibliography of

London topography, an index of drawings, ctc. in collec--
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tions, and the publication of copies of old London engravings
and unpublished drawings and of documents relating to
London. There were to be an annual report and local
committees to watch over topographical changes and
demolitions in several districts. In short, there were two
broad divisions of the work, collection for consultation, and
publication. It was recognized, however, that there were
limits to what the Society could do to begin with and
priority was accorded to the latter, i.e. the various aspects of
publication, and to the district committees.

The inaugural meeting approved the formation of the
Society with the objects as set out and gave authority for an
organizing committee of twenty-nine persons,* including
T. Fairman Ordish as Honorary Secretary, to act till a
council was appointed at the first Annual Meeting, Wheatley,
the founder of the Society, became its Director and was to
superintend the arrangement of publications.

The Society was not formed without opposition, however.
Before the inaugural meeting the London and Middlesex
Archaeological Society approached Wheatley with the
suggestion that a topographical section of that Society
should be formed instead. The Topographical Society’s
provisional committee thought that there was no advantage
in this and that there would be a disadvantage in trying to
raise an extra guinea for a section from the existing members
of a society. The London and Middlesex then asked the
Lord Mayor to receive a deputation; he invited them to
attend the inaugural meeting to which the joint secretaries
replied in an open letter ‘.. . It is clearly out of the question
that we, who think the proposed Soc1ety is (to say the least)
unnecessary, should attend a meeting so called and so
constituted, We once more renew our offer made to Mr
Wheatley. . .and we leave with your Lordship and the
meeting the responsibility of rejecting it, and of adding
another to the list of Societies which, by their multiplication,
tend rather to hinder than promote the sciences they
profess. ..’

However, a member of the Archaeological Society’s
Council, Cornelius Walford, also a member of the new
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