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Theydon’s  Spanish Connection  

 An overcast 23rd May, 1937, Southampton witnessed a particularly unusual cargo 
disembarking from a converted aging liner The SS Habana. There were no fanfares or ships 
sirens - just a quiet unannounced entry into port. Down the gangway 3,826 Spanish children, 95 
teachers, 120 volunteer helpers and 15 priests disembarked, hoping for a life now free from the 
trauma of war they had left behind - the Spanish Civil War. During this war, nearly one million 
Spanish were exiled, but this cargo was of a sector of Spanish society that had no choice in their 
future - children that had become the pawns of war. 
 

Next day in the pouring rain, the first group of children were moved into a reception camp, at 
Stoneham, Eastleigh - their new temporary home. The primary purpose of the camp was to 
allow enough time for the English formed Basque Children's 
Committee to make arrangements for their transportation to the 94 
designated "colonies" around the country including Theydon Bois. 
 

Recently our Village Website Editor had an e-mail from 
Covadonga Cienfuegos-Jovellanos (pictured right) a Spanish lady 
who works as a lawyer in San Sebastian, a lovely city by the sea, 
in northern Spain. Between May 1937 and February 1938 her 
father, Vicente Romero had spent 10 months in Theydon Bois 
together with his brother Jose Lois, sister Maria and 18 other 
Spanish Basque children. Covadonga was hoping that we could 
help her with more information as she was planning a birthday 
surprise for her father who was going to be 85 on the 4th December 
2008 and still has fond memories of his time in Theydon Bois. 

Vicente, a retired engineer 
who now lives in Gijon, 
Spain was 13 at the time, 
his brother Jose 9 and 
Maria about 5. Jose, a 
retired teacher, is now 81 
and  lives in San Sebastian, 
but unfortunately Maria, a 
nurse, died about 25 years 
ago. 
 

We found an early 
photograph of the children 
and also found they were 
brought to Theydon Bois by 
Leah Manning, who had 
visited Guenica, Spain at 
the time of the bombing. 
She was a social reformer 
who had been President of 
the National Union of 

The Basque Children at Woodberry, Piercing Hill in 1937. 
Leah Manning (right of centre with child on knee) Vicente 
Romero (top far right), Jose bottom right, arms crossed) 

and Maria (on the knee of the woman on the right).” 



Teachers and the MP for Islington East. A supporter of the Republican side in the Spanish Civil 
War, she was very active in arranging the evacuation of children from the war zone and 
persuading a reluctant British Government to take some of the refugee children. She later 
became the Labour MP for Epping from 1945 – 50. The house the children stayed at in 
Theydon Bois was the former Wansfell College building, then called ‘Woodberry’ and also 
known at the time as the ‘Leah Manning Home’. 
 

Covadonga’s father Vicente recalls “I remember the crossing in the 
ship La Habana and how we all slept on the deck. Everybody else 
was sick; but my brother, sister and I were not. We were also very 
lucky because they took everybody’s luggage away and mixed them 
up, but nobody took ours. In the camp of Eastleigh it was a mess. 
Nobody could find their luggage but we were really happy as we had 
ours. I looked after all our things and happily arrived at Theydon 
Bois with everything. We stayed in a lovely residence in a long 
avenue with smart houses (Piercing Hill). Next door to them lived a 
family with young daughters and the Basque children used to play 
with them. The wife’s family were part of the Cadbury’s chocolate 
family (the Cadbury’s, Rowntree’s and others also helped the 
refugees) and next to them lived a family with a son who was an 
‘Aviator’. One day the aviator threw a message from the plane and it 
fell down in our children’s garden. The teachers gave it to the neighbours. It said he wasn’t 
going to be on time for the tennis match. 

 

During our stay an English teacher lived with us and also taught us 
English. Children from the village used to visit and play with us. All 
the children used to walk in the golf courses in the afternoon and play 
football or visited Epping Forest. Some evenings the Basque children 
had activities in a catholic convent of nuns (the Loreto Convent which 
used to be located on the site of Theydon Towers, by Forest Side) 
because all the children were catholic. Occasionally on weekends 
volunteers of the Labour party came from London and took us for an 
outing to the capital by train. We were often visited in Theydon Bois 
by Miss Manning, who had promoted the idea of giving shelter to the 
Basque children. I remember her as a nice lady who loved all the 
children very much. She got angry on her last visit to Theydon Bois, 
when she found out that Vicente his brother and sister had been sent 
back to Spain without her knowledge”. 
 

Covadonga says “Naturally, after so long my father has forgotten most of the English that he 
spoke perfectly when he came back, but what he has never forgotten was a country and 
specially a village, Theydon Bois which offered to love them and shelter them far away from 
the misfortunes of a war”. 
 

Are you old enough to have played with the Basque children in 1937 or do you know more 
about the children’s times in Theydon Bois? If so Covadonga, Vicente and Village News would 
love to hear about it. E-Mail: webeditor@theydon.org.uk or contact us via the Parish Office. 
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Theydon’s  Spanish Connection (continued) 

Vicente Romero 85  
(Covadonga’s father). 

Jose Romero 81  
(his brother). 

mailto:webeditor@theydon.org.uk�

	Theydon Bois Rural Preservation Society
	Edward George Norris, known to most as  “Ted”, was cremated at Parndon Wood Crematorium, Harlow, on 3rd September. He died unexpectedly and peacefully at his home at 21 Orchard Drive, Theydon Bois, on 19 August 2008. Ted was a stalwart supporter of many Village organisations and activities including the Baptist Mens’ Forum, the Royal British Legion, the Village Association and, particularly, the Bowls Clubs of both Theydon Bois and Epping. His popularity was reflected in the large congregation who attended his cremation. 
	On a damp November day Michael Lowe, a resident of Morgan Crescent and another popular member of Village community, was cremated at the Forest Park Crematorium in Hainault, Redbridge. Both Michael and his wife Ann had done much for  Theydon Bois, and especially Michael through his work with the Scout movement and other organisations. 
	The extensive debate in the local media, regarding commuter parking in the Village, continued. John and Susan Warren of Woodland Way reacted to the suggestion from George Dilloway that the majority of Village residents were in favour of a possible new car park to the east of the Theydon Bois station. Both had attended the proposal’s presentation in the Theydon Bois Village Hall (TBVH) and thought that most present were not commuters but residents who did not support the proposal. 
	They contended that most commuters were not prepared to pay for parking, as indicated by the vacant spaces in the Debden Station car park just down the line, but would rather enjoy “free parking” outside Villagers’ homes.  London Underground (LU) and Transport for London (TFL) had advised that they were working on a long-term strategy for car parks; a related survey should be completed in the autumn of 2008. LU and the EFDC have had preliminary discussions concerning car parking at Theydon Bois.
	The Theydon Bois Action Group (TBAG) organisation was criticised regarding its involvement in the objections to the Blunts Farm golf course project. Jacqui Dodman, a member of TBAG and also the Vice Chairman of the Theydon Bois Parish Council replied by stating that TBAG had not prevented completion of the golf course as claimed. 
	EFDC had issued enforcement notices for the site and the Environment Agency withdrew the waste exemption certificate because the developers had broken the conditions of their planning permission. The EFDC had informed the developers that a new application for planning permission was necessary and, when submitted, it revealed that the importation of a further 72,000 metres of “material” was required.
	The Theydon Bois Parish Council Youth Initiatives Working Group (TBPCYIWG) held a meeting in the Theydon Bois Village Hall (TBVH) to attract volunteers who would help with the running of a village youth club, and other youth activities, for the 11 to 15 years age group. Two locations for the Club were available for immediate use on Tuesday and Friday evenings; some weekend activities were also envisaged. Helpers would be committed to at least one evening a week, and possible weekend activities. (see notice on page  37)
	Theydon Bois Village School celebrated the Fifth of November with a super fireworks display in the school grounds. The weather was mild and dry (for once) which encouraged some 600 adults and children to come and see lots of fizzers and rockets with a minimum of bangs. The Friends of the School organised refreshments with a hot drinks stall and a local butcher did well with a high demand for his hot dogs etc. Instead of sparklers, many children had electric wands, which glowed brightly in the dark to give an early Christmas effect.
	Another sign of approaching winter was the Autumn Soup Lunch held in St Mary’s Church Hall in aid of the church mission and other charities. A number of interesting soups were served eg. Butternut Squash, and the most popular were soon “off the menu”. The usual home cooked and very tasty sweet dishes were also available together with coffee/tea to round off the repast. The event was well supported and more than £300 was raised from the raffle alone. 
	Regretfully it was reported that the services of Chris Richards, the Village dedicated street cleaner, would no longer be required by his employer the SITA waste contractor, due to a general cost-cutting/reorganisation exercise. It was subsequently disclosed that the TBPC was considering employing and funding a dedicated cleaner for the Village.
	Theydon Bois Women's Institute President Kay Rush welcomed 61 members and 2 new members to the October meeting. Vera Weston was made especially welcome after the sad loss of her husband Ralph. Kay also congratulated Gwen Rae who had, at last, received her medal for service with the Women’s Land Army during WWII. The members were warned that, unless a President, Secretary and Treasurer were elected at the Annual General Meeting in November 2009, the Institute would have to close. The President also made an urgent request for new committee members to serve during this coming Institute year.
	Playing in the BAA Stansted & Herts Gold Division U10s Football League, the Theydon Colts were beaten 4 goals to 3 by the Markhall Youth B Team. The Colts were 2 goals down at half time but Oliver Silver managed to pull them back. Colts keeper Webb achieved some stunning saves but the opposition then scored again. Scott Robson scored to get another through for the Colts but a final goal from Markhall ended the contest.

