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It has been an exciting year for MESS. We have finally become a reference in decision making concerning our community. This positioning has been achieved over the last 40 years by all who have worked for it and latterly by the doggedness and vigilance of the present actors. Chief among them is Nicky Gill who not only scans the planning applications on the council website but actually understands them. It is no small achievement, I assure you. Thanks to her vigilance we are alerted in good time of proposed developments and have the time to examine them and frame any objection we might have. I’ll have you know that we do not shrink from a spot of direct action once in a while. Last winter when the builders working on a house in Fife Road let slip that they were coming back to demolish the roof, thus exceeding the permitted demolition brief, we feared that it might be the first salvo in a war to demolish the listed frontage of a once charming old world house. A Stop Order from the council was requested but we feared that before it could be served, an “inadvertent” accident might cause one of the monster trucks involved in the work to knock down the structure. And so it came to pass that a number of residents and Mess members found themselves in the chill of a morning standing close to the house in question. Tahrir Square it was not, but it felt pleasantly brave to be standing up close to the juggernauts that were negotiating a perilous entry into the narrow opening. And our resolve did not need to be tested long. The enforcement officer from the Council arrived dead on 8 am. Work stopped. The trucks went on their way and so did we. 
We have, clearly, among our members a numbers of fighters and tacticians that are a sad loss the armed forces. A proposal by Rail track intended to link Heathrow to London by direct rail was still on the cards in the teeth of considerable opposition. It would mean four extra trains per hour and an unacceptable increase of barrier downtime at our level crossing.  Our epistolary battle commenced and we employed powerful arguments. The planned enquiry was postponed but not cancelled. This is when Jack Parker turned into General Parker. When Network Rail agreed to attend a meeting in Richmond convened by Zac Goldsmith, MP, Mess decided to attend in force.  Jack deployed his well qualified troops around the hall with carefully planted questions destined to expose the folly of the scheme. In the event, Zac took the wind out of our sails by announcing that the scheme no longer had any hope of success. The cancellations of plans for a 3rd runway at Heathrow as well as the public spending cuts had rendered it redundant. Our relief, tinged as it was by a smidgeon of disappointment at not being able to do battle when we were ready for it,  was nothing to the relief of the Network Rail employees who had sensed hostility in the room and were bracing themselves up for a battle royal. We learned, incidentally, that they were nothing to do with the outfit bidding for Railtrack. Undefeated and un-bloodied, the Parker army claimed an easy victory, comforted in the knowledge that we are able to mobilize should the need arise. 
Further skirmishes, purely by correspondence this time, involved objecting to the proposed Tesco store in Sheen Lane. We learned a vital lesson. It is essential to ask searching questions early in any proposed planning schemes. When permission was granted to change the planning category from B1 (light industrial) to A1 (retail), the name of the ultimate holder of the planning licence had not been revealed. Once the new class had been granted we could only object on grounds of parking nuisance, danger of, and obstruction to traffic so close to the level crossing, and of the nuisance caused by the additional air conditioning units at the rear of the store. Our objections were not upheld. 
We fought the hideous signage above Carpet right and won but they have not taken it down yet. Their counter application represents a very small improvement but is still very out of place in Sheen. 
We do not like to see ourselves as only the scourge of commerce and planners. On the contrary we are pleased to report that we actively contribute to improving the shining hour.  The credit for persuading Waitrose to sponsor the flower baskets outside the store goes to Adrienne Jack. She has also organised a small plaque to be affixed to the lamppost to acknowledge Waitrose sponsorship of the flowers. She hopes to persuade other traders to follow suit. Thank you to Waitrose and to Adrienne.
And, talking of plaques, we have finally managed to affix  a plaque recalling a few salient facts about Model Cottages at the entrance to the lane. Once again, thank you to Waitrose who provided some champagne to mark the unveiling, to Murray Hedgecock, a local historian who evoked interesting facts about the former residents of the lane, and to Captain Peter Hames, R.N., who supplied a white ensign to perform the unveiling in style. 
A second plaque was unveiled by Lord True at the Sheen Lane centre. Mary Grimwade who spoke beautifully on that occasion described some of the former uses of the area once called Hampton Square. This unveiling became the centre piece of a successful event, masterminded, once again, by Adrienne Jack in early December. A choir from All Saints sang Carols around the Christmas tree that had been organised by Michael Powell and Valerie Chevalier and decorated by members of the committee.  A magician entertained the children, a string quintet regaled the audience with its Christmas music, cards were sold, mulled wine consumed and Jeremy Preston contrived an excellent literary event in the Library. Altogether some £500 were raised for the work of Fish, a local god neighbours scheme.
We have long felt that the Sheen Lane Centre needs to play a more prominent place in our civic life but we could understand how discouraging the state of the hall was. In response to letters from the Society about the cost for the hire, the parlous state of the building and the proposed removal of the caretaking team and sundry moans the stained carpet in the entrance hall was replaced. The roof lights were mended and have stopped leaking quite so much and best of all,  money was found to replace the ceiling and improve the lighting of the hall. We were consulted in the choice of colour for the walls and we think that it is a great improvement and an unexpected bonus at a time of spending restrictions.  Our thanks go to Paul Cook of the Council and to Robin Beynon, a member of Mess, who advised on the colours in his capacity as architect. 
If you go down, not in the woods by to the aforementioned centre today you will see all manner of bulbs coming up . Ask not who put them there. It was a small band of MESS people with trowels and kneepads.

Earlier in the year we had been deeply “chuffed “ to get hold of 25 tickets to visit the gardens at Highgrove House, Prince Charles‘s house in Glos. . Such was the demand that members of the committee gallantly gave way to other members in the demand for places. Never was abnegation more rewarded.  The day was one of unremitting downpour. I saw the intrepid travellers off on their minibuses and in that time got so wet that I had to change my clothes when I got home. The “Lucky” tickets holders had to sit in their wet things on the bus and endure a damp visit. Some brave souls had the elegance to thank us for a lovely time. Clearly the blitz spirit is not yet dead. We had hoped to secure tickets for this year but they had all gone by the second day of booking.

We had two further outings. One to view the Museum at the Ballet school,  and one very exciting one to Broadcasting House. 

In a bid to inform and entertain our members we arrange talks. It was a shame that too few people came to hear the talk given by Darren Thomson about his work for the Mortlake community association. He outlined the inspiring range of seized opportunities, positive initiatives and intelligent co-ordination of existing provision in which the MCA is involved. If the concept of Big Society means anything at all, then it is exemplified by work of that calibre. We hope that the spending cuts will not cut too deeply into their programme. 
The talk by Sam Walters about his work at the Orange Tree filled the Hall to the rafters. He was very well received and clearly could have talked for much longer to a rapt audience. It was a much appreciated event.

A memorable talk accompanied last year AGM and drew the crowds. Mike Smith, the historian, gave an illustrated presentation of Sheen and Mortlake Now and Then. On twin screens he showed us some of the buildings that have disappeared and side by side, the ones that have replaced them. That presentation received a tremendous welcome. The dominant image for me was that of a rather charming turreted cinema where the hideous block of offices at Sheen Cross now blights our landscape. It can be hard to believe in the march of progress!  We were of course particularly delighted when Mike Smith agreed to give us another illustrated talk. We know that it will prove as compelling as the previous one. 
Talking of progress, the site of the Stag brewery is set to undergo a major change. It is not yet sold but we have, of course, taken part in several consultations intended to monitor and if possible influence its development.  Ultimately, the public does not own the site and the new owners will have plans of their own.  Recently Nicky Gill and I met with council members, council officials and interested parties to firm up our wish list. Ideas to improve the High Street by creating shops in the bleak stretch of blank wall beyond what was the bottling plant received our warmest support.  We would like to see the closure of one lane of the road in the Barnes direction and the creation for parking bays to give the shops a fighting chance of success and infuse some life back into that blighted stretch of road. 
Only last month we enjoyed our winter social. Once again we filled All Saints Hall to capacity for our supper and dance. Robyn Beynon whom I mentioned earlier is not only a generous architect, he is also a mean jazz player and he and his group provided an excellent night’s entertainment. The food prepared for us by Phil and Shirley Crowther was delicious and they relieved us of a major job of catering in the cramped conditions of the tiny kitchen. I hope to have a pile of cards for both Robin and Phil services. Both are of course available for christenings, weddings and bar mitzvahs.  Given that so many of us no longer very young people danced energetically I should have procured some advertisement material for a physiotherapist or two,
I have to say a huge thank you to all the members of the committee who meet regularly to plan all this activity. Reviewing the year,  I was struck by how much was achieved by so few people.  I have mentioned several individuals by name but all do their share of the work and we could do with spreading the load more widely so please volunteer to join us. Ann Mathews keeps our finances in order and makes sure that everyone gets informed about our events. Joan Hart produces impeccable Minutes of our meeting within a few hours, it seems and she makes our debates sound more coherent than they might be. Quite a talent! Andrew Hill can be relied upon to add gravitas to the proceedings and wine to the parties.  Useful double skills!  We are grateful to Anna Hockley and Linda Fishman for their thoughtful contributions and fact finding roles.  Prudie Mennell excels in keeping track of the demand for tickets for our events. Her skills honed during a diplomatic career are put to good use and as for Valerie Chevalier, aside from her energy and her dancing skills, it may well be  her cat walk modelling of the new “I love Sheen”  carrier bags ( sponsored by  Mess) that will remain seared in many of our brains…
