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ABSTRACT 
John Williams, Mayor of Kingston in 1858, 1859 and 1864, was an energetic, 

public-spirited, self-educated man who had poor and humble beginnings.  He 

came to Kingston in 1851 to take over the ailing Griffin Hotel which he 

developed into a flourishing enterprise that was highly regarded. He was 

instrumental in securing the Fairfield as a recreation ground for the townsfolk 

and played a part in improving the Promenade on the River Thames. While he 

acquired enemies, notably Alderman Frederick Gould, his civic funeral in 1872 

and obituary tributes indicated that overall he was a greatly respected and 

valued man. Local historian June Sampson’s view that John Williams 

deserved greater recognition in Kingston was justified and a memorial in the 

Fairfield would seem appropriate for this.    

INTRODUCTION 
In 2006, June Sampson, distinguished local historian who was formerly the 

Surrey Comet’s Features Editor, wrote that Kingston upon Thames owed The 

Fairfield recreation ground to John Williams, who was Mayor of the town in 

1858, 1859 and 1864.1 Earlier, she gave a fuller account of Williams’ struggle 

to have the Fairfield enclosed for the people, which came to fruition in 1865.   

However, it was not until 1889, after John Williams died in 1872, that the 

Fairfield was completely laid out and formally opened with a celebratory 

cricket match. June acknowledged the support that Williams received from 

Russell Knapp, the owner and editor of the Surrey Comet newspaper, which 

appeared to be her main source. In addition, she mentioned the part that John 

Williams played in securing the Promenade, later The Queen’s Promenade, 

for the town.2   However, this is beyond the scope of the paper. 

 Recently, June Sampson expressed concern that Williams’ efforts to 

secure the Fairfield were not generally recognised. This paper seeks to 

address this situation and is a tribute to her.  It builds on June’s research and 

traces the life of Williams from his birth in 1807 to his death in 1872.  Sources 
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include the Surrey Comet, Census enumerator’s books, electoral rolls, 

Council minutes and other material.   

JOHN WILLIAMS – EARLY LIFE 
His early life was somewhat of a mystery. An obituary tribute in the Surrey 

Comet of 6 July 1872, cited by June Sampson, said that he was born in Great 

Bookham, Surrey, in 1806.  However, Census enumerators’ books for 1851, 

1861 and 1871 all recorded that he was born in Gillingham, Kent.  It was 

assumed that this information was provided by Williams, and if he was 

incorrect, at least he was consistent.   In 1851, his age was entered in the 

Census as 42, in 1861 it was 50 and in 1871 his age was entered as 64.  

Again, it was assumed that Williams provided this information and possibly he 

was unsure of his exact age at the time of the Census.  Williams’ death 

certificate stated that was aged 65 when he died, which indicated that he was 

born in 1807. However, his gravestone stated that he was aged 66 when he 

died. See Figure 1. 

 The 1841 Census recorded in the household of David Barclay of Eastwicke 

Mansion, Great Bookham, Surrey, John Williams, aged 34, not born in the 

County of Surrey, the first mentioned of eighteen household servants. 3  

Perhaps Williams once told a Surrey Comet reporter that he had lived in Great 

Bookham and this was the origin of the report that he was born there.    

 But, what happened to Williams between his birth in Gillingham in 1807 

and the 1841 Census when he was in Great Bookham?   A candidate for our 

John Williams was John Thompson Williams, baptised on 18 March 1807 and 

born in Chatham which is adjacent to Gillingham, Kent. His father was John 

Williams and his mother was Jane Williams.4 Our John Williams had living 

relatives in 1872.  The report of his funeral said that among the relatives and 

friends present were “Mr Williams and Mr Jesse Williams”.  It was also 

reported that Mr J. B. Smith, “a very old friend of the deceased” was unable to 

be present.5 Research on all these persons possibly could provide more 

information on the early life of John Williams.  However, John Williams is a 

very common name and such research could prove difficult and time-

consuming.6  There was no evidence that he ever was married or had children. 

 Reports in the Surrey Comet, attributed to Williams, provided some more 

answers.  He was “a self-raised man; not an educated man; he never went to 
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school in his life, but he had good parents who gave him good moral 

principles”.7    Furthermore, his early life was a time of “hardship, privation and 

hard toil”.8  The detail of this was not discovered but he once said that “when 

he was a boy he had turned a wheel for 2s 6d a week.”  This was interpreted 

to mean that he once had to work hard for, and possibly had to exist on, a 

very low income.9  

 The electoral roll for the Great Bookham,  Surrey, in 1842 recorded that 

John Williams of Eastwick Park, Great Bookham, was the owner of Vicarage 

Cottage, a freehold house with land in Great Bookham Street.10  Moreover, 

the 1851 Census, carried out on 30 March 1851, recorded John Williams, 

aged 42, an inn keeper, born in Gillingham, Kent, at the Red Lion, East Street, 

Epsom, Surrey.  Thus, Census records showed that in ten years John 

Williams, that had moved from being a household servant in Great Bookham 

in Surrey to being a property owner there, before he was an inn keeper in 

Epsom in Surrey.   Later, Williams was reported as saying that he benefited 

“by the kind interference of a family whose name is honoured wherever known, 

i.e., he had a benefactor to help him up the status ladder.11   But, who 

provided “the kind interference” and under what circumstances?  This 

question will be addressed later.   

JOHN WILLIAMS AND THE GRIFFIN HOTEL 
June Sampson wrote that John Williams came to Kingston in 1851 to take 

over the Griffin Hotel which was at so low an ebb that it was on the point of 

closure.12  The 1841 Census identified Robert Moon as the owner of what 

was then called the “Griffin Inn” in the Market Place.   He died in February 

1849 and it appeared that the establishment was taken over by his wife, 

Harriet Moon.13  The Census of 1851, taken on the night of 30 March 1851, 

when the Assizes were being held in Kingston, recorded her as “late inn 

keeper”.  Also present were two servants and two lodgers, one a judge’s 

porter, the other a circuit butler.  The impression given was that the 

establishment was in the process of being taken over by John Williams and 

was just ticking over by taking advantage of the need for accommodation at 

Assize time.  In 1852, the Surrey Electoral Register listed John Williams at the 

Griffin Hotel, Market Place, Kingston.14   
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 During William’s ownership, he carried out extensive improvements to the 

hotel including the addition of a fine assembly room which became known as 

“The Royal Assembly Room”.15  Possibly this referred to the attendance of 

HRH Duke and Duchess of Cambridge and other dignitaries at a Grand 

Morning Concert in aid of funds for The Cambridge Asylum For Soldiers’ 

Wives held at the hotel in 1856.16  Various advertisements and reports in the 

Surrey Comet indicated that the Griffin Hotel became an important venue in 

Kingston for dinners, concerts, balls, wedding breakfasts, auctions and other 

events.  Furthermore, John Williams acquired an excellent reputation as a 

caterer. Additionally, the Griffin operated as a commercial inn and posting 

house and Williams was appointed Postmaster to HM Queen Victoria.17  June 

Sampson noted that Williams was once presented at Court and probably this 

derived from a statement by him that he was once in the saloon of St James 

Palace.18 Shaan Butters reported that Williams, in partnership with Joseph 

Linton, at the Griffin Hotel ran a horse-drawn omnibus service, aligned with 

the railway timetable, which took passengers between Surbiton Station and 

Kingston.19   

 The 1861 Census, carried out on the night of 7 April, recorded John 

Williams, aged 50, a victualler, at what was called the “Griffin Tavern”, Market 

Place, Kingston.  Also resident on this night was John Birkenhead, a visitor, 

unmarried, aged 51, a gentleman born in Hornsey, Middlesex.   He could be 

distinguished from the hotel servants and the two lodgers who present, i.e., he 

was visiting the landlord at the time of the Census. The name “Birkenhead” 

was to come up again later.   

 On 29 August 1865, William Cornwell White became the owner of The 

Griffin and John Williams retired from the business.20   A farewell dinner was 

held for Williams at the hotel.  It was attended by about 70 local worthies and 

the Chairman, Mr Page, said that despite the initial view that he would not last 

three month as the landlord, the present flourishing state of the hotel was due 

to the energy, high principles and perseverance of Williams.21   Mary Baker, 

late of the Star and Garter Hotel, Putney, took over the Griffin in October 1867.  

An advertisement in the Surrey Comet that announced this described the 

premises as “Royal Hotel Assembly Rooms & First Class Wine & Spirit 
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Establishment”. 22 Figure 2 is a photograph of the Griffin Hotel taken during 

alterations c. 1897. 

 At the abovementioned farewell dinner the Chairman acknowledged John 

Williams’ public service and achievements while in office.  This is considered 

next.  

JOHN WILLIAMS, PUBLIC SERVICE & THE FAIRFIELD 
John Williams became a Councillor early in 1855, four years after he came to 

Kingston.  The Council’s Minute Book first recorded him at a meeting on 3 

May of that year. In 1858, 1859 and 1864 he was elected Mayor of Kingston, 

and ex officio became its chief magistrate. The Surrey Comet recorded that 

he was an Alderman, member of the Board of Guardians, a Charity Trustee 

and Paymaster Lieutenant of the 12th Surrey Rifle Volunteers.23    
 The project to enclose the Fairfield as a public recreation ground was 

initiated in John Williams’ second term of office as Mayor. Council Minutes of 

22 September 1859 recorded the establishment of a Fairfield Committee. The 

Town Clerk then placed a notice in The Surrey Comet announcing that a 

meeting of the Council was to be held on 30 October next for the purpose of 

confirming the following resolution “That it is desirable to enclose the Fairfield 

as a recreation ground for the people and that a committee be named to 

procure plans and report as the amount of rent or purchase money required to 

obtain possession of the same.” It was not until 1865, towards the end of 

Williams’ final term of mayoral office, that the enclosure of the Fairfield was 

completed.24 However, only about 12 acres of land were fenced instead of the 

15 acres as originally intended.  June Sampson attributed the initial delay to 

“the hostile obstinacy of Alderman Frederick Gould and his supporters, 

together with the inertia of the townspeople” and the fact that later appeals for 

subscriptions met with such scant response that John Williams had to meet 

some of the expenses from his own pocket.25   Her analysis was supported by 

entries in the Council Minute Books including a letter from the outgoing Mayor, 

John Williams, dated 26 October 1865, stating that he had paid 100 guineas 

towards the cost of fencing for the Fairfield because insufficient public 

donations had been made.26  A subscription list published in the Surrey 

Comet on 3 March 1872 showed that of the many donations towards the costs 

of the fencing, Williams was by far the biggest contributor. 
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 June Sampson described Frederick Gould as an “arch-egotist” who led a 

group that so vilified Williams that he was obliged to avoid the Council 

chamber altogether.   Moreover, when his term of office ended Williams did 

not get the customary vote of thanks after the unanimous election of the new 

Mayor, Joseph East, because Gould let it be known that if it was proposed he 

would ensure an amendment.  Although this was not recorded in the Council 

Minute Book or in the Surrey Comet’s report of the election, it was reported in 

the Surrey Comet’s obituary tribute of 1872, although there was no direct 

reference to Gould’s intervention.27 Minutes of 9 November 1865 showed that 

John Williams chaired the election of the new Mayor. Possibly he stayed on at 

the meeting afterwards and would have heard Gould’s statement that blocked 

the vote of thanks.  

 Williams did not attend another Council meeting until 6 October 1866 and 

possibly this was because of the insult he had received.28   Thereafter, he 

generally attended Council meetings.   On  27 June 1867, he took the chair in 

the absence of the Mayor. And, on 9 November 1968, he was elected 

Alderman for West by Thames Ward and elected to the Finance Committee.  

The 1871 Census provided evidence of Williams’ continuing public service: he 

was recorded as a Justice of the Peace, an Alderman and a Guardian.29  

Then, he lived in St. James Road, Kingston, with two servants. 

 John Williams died at his home on 26 June 1872.  An inquest was held at 

The Three Horseshoes, Eden Street.  The jury, consisting of the Mayor, four 

Alderman and seven Councillors, found that his death was due to natural 

causes. His death certificate recorded that he was a retired innkeeper, aged 

65, who had died suddenly of natural valvular disease of the heart.   It 

appeared that he had suffered several serious attacks previously and had 

been warned by his doctor to be careful.30 

 The Minutes of the Council meeting  on 5 July 1872 recorded that  “It was 

unanimously resolved that this Council cannot allow this their first meeting 

since the death of Mr Alderman Williams to pass without an expression of 

regret upon loosing the services of one who has been for the past 17 years 

connected with the governing body of the Borough, during which time he has 

thrice filled the office of Chief Magistrate and this Council desires to record its 

sense of the regular and praiseworthy way in which the late Mr Alderman 
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Williams acted with his colleagues in the discharge of the public duty 

entrusted to him by those whom he represented.  It would further record 

acknowledgement of the services of Mr Alderman Williams in securing for the 

residents of the Town the public promenade and the public recreation ground 

in the providing of which he not only spent much of his time but also 

contributed liberally from his private means.”  See Figure 1. 

 At the meeting of the Kingston Board of Guardians on 2 July 1872, a 

resolution was passed expressing deep regret at the death of Williams. 

Moreover, among other compliments it was stated that he had shown uniform 

kindness to the poor, had demonstrated straightforwardness of purpose and 

good sense, the experience of a man of the world, honesty, integrity, 

punctuality and diligence.31  

 John Williams was given a civic funeral attended by The Mayor, Aldermen, 

Councillors and the Mace Bearer.  June Sampson noted that Frederick Gould, 

Williams’ adversary, was not at the funeral.  However, also she pointed out 

that Gould had resigned from the Corporation in July of the previous year and 

then publically announced that he would not enter it again until its character 

had changed and that he would not associate himself with some of its 

members.  Perhaps Gould knew that he would not have been welcomed at 

the funeral.32  
 The band of the 3rd Surrey Militia accompanied the procession and non-

commissioned officers from the 12th Surrey Rifle Volunteers were the 

pallbearers.  Tradesmen from Kingston, Twickenham, Hampton Wick and 

Teddington were present and the sad procession moved from Williams’ house 

in St. James Road to the Parish Church for the funeral service.  Thereafter, it 

moved through the Town to the cemetery. The entire route was lined with 

people, shops were shuttered and thousands of people gathered in the 

cemetery.33    After his burial a gravestone was installed that stated “In 

memory of John William, JP and Alderman, who died June 26 1872, aged 66. 

He was three times Mayor of Kingston and by his efforts and liberality 

succeeded in securing for the enjoyment of the public the recreation ground in 

the Fairfield and improving the Promenade on the banks of the Thames in 

conjunction with other Burgesses”. See Figure 1. 
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WHO WAS JOHN WILLIAMS’ BENEFACTOR? 
Probate records revealed that John Williams, a bachelor of Kingston upon 

Thames, who died on 26 June 1872 - i.e., our John Williams -  left effects of 

about  £450 to Caroline Mary Birkenhead, spinster of 22 Manchester Street, 

Manchester Square, Middlesex. This Caroline Birkenhead also was the 

beneficiary of a legacy of about £4,000 from John Fell Birkenhead, a 

gentleman and a bachelor, who died on 31 May 1866, aged 58. She was the 

sister and the only next of kin of the deceased.  Furthermore, when she died 

on 20 August 1884, she left effects of about  £4,834. 34   Clearly the 

Birkenheads were wealthy.   

 It was recalled [above] that the Census of 1861 recorded an unmarried 

visitor, aged 51, at the Griffin Hotel named John Birkenhead.  The fact that 

John Williams left his money to Caroline Birkenhead suggested that there was 

a strong connection between the wealthy Birkenheads and John Williams.   

Against this background, it was assumed that the Birkenheads were his 

benefactors and possibly Williams’ legacy to Caroline Birkenhead was by way 

of thanks to the family for their past support, even perhaps in recognition of a 

loan made to start him on the ladder of improvement.   The London Gazette 

on 12 July 1859, reported that John Fell Birkenhead was once in business 

with George Fell as corn chandlers and dealers in hay, straw, coals, coke and 

charcoal at 37 High Street, Kensington, Middlesex. But could it be said that 

the Birkenheads were “a family whose name is honoured wherever known”?  

Nothing was found to evidence such fame and perhaps the newspaper 

statement was an example of journalistic licence.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
John Williams was an energetic, public-spirited, self-educated man who had 

poor and humble beginnings. After he received help from a benefactor, 

assumed to be the Birkenheads, he was able to develop the Griffin Hotel in 

Kingston into a flourishing enterprise that was highly regarded. He was Mayor 

three times and held other public offices.  It was generally acknowledged that 

he was instrumental in securing the Fairfield as a recreation ground for the 

Town and played a part in improving the Promenade.  Clearly, he acquired 

enemies, notably Alderman Frederick Gould, but his civic funeral and obituary 

tributes indicated that overall he was a highly respected and valued citizen 
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who was greatly missed. It was concluded that June Sampson’s view that 

John Williams deserved greater recognition in Kingston was justified and a 

memorial in the Fairfield would be appropriate for this.   
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Figure 1.  John Williams’ grave in Kingston Cemetery, 22 November 
2019. Photographed by David A. Kennedy. 
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Figure 2. Photograph of The Griffin Hotel during alterations c. 1897.  
Reproduced by kind permission of Kingston Museum & Heritage Service. 
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