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Were you lucky enough to pick up a copy of Verena Hanbury's book, In Grandmother's 

Footsteps, at the last Reunion? The moment I picked it up and browsed its neatly 

presented pages I felt how naturally it complemented the recently published 

biography by Ros Black of that remarkable woman and humanitarian Grace Kimmins, 

later Dame. Written by a family member we get an insight into the joyous nature of 

Grace when greeting her grandchildren and other family members to her home at 

Chailey, also too of her business persona and how it functioned viewed from within 

her family circle. 

 

Dame Grace was a great social reformer and philanthropist, beginning in the late 

Victorian age when in 1894 she founded the ‘Guild of the Brave Poor Things’ to 

improve the lives of disabled and dispossessed poor children in the slums of London. 

Her work reached its aweinspiring climax with the establishment of the Heritage Craft 

Schools and Hospitals for disabled boys and girls in the Sussex countryside. These are 

the memories of Verena Hanbury (neé Kimmins) when visiting her grandmother and 

later, in keeping with what was becoming a family tradition, by joining the Board of 

Governors of the Heritage and progressing to Chairman. It was in this capacity that 

she served for eighteen years, thereby following in her grandmother’s footsteps after 

her death in 1954.  

 

Verena was born in 1933. Her father, Anthony Kimmins, was the younger of two sons 

born to Grace. Anthony attended Osborne and Dartmouth colleges and entered the 

Royal Navy before settling on a career of film director and theatre impresario, and 

later becoming a member of the Board at Chailey. These associations were to lead 

Verena into the world of theatre for her own livelihood until her marriage, but her 

connections with the Heritage lasted a lifetime and exceeded that of her grandmother. 

Beginning aged three she was chosen to present flowers to the visiting patron, HRH 

Queen Elizabeth, later the Queen Mother. This event was repeated as a twelve year 

old when Her Majesty again visited Chailey in 1945 with the two Princesses, 

Margaret and Elizabeth.  

 

Grace Kimmins by this time had made her home in the restored old Workhouse, 

which had been acquired in 1903, as the starter home for her dispossessed, disabled 

children but had been condemned by the authorities. Family visits for young Verena 

and her brother Simon were always exciting times and her memories of these 

occasions show that Grace was indeed a person shaped by the customs and traditions 

of her times. Upon arrival the children received an open-arms welcome to the ‘jungle 

room’; this family room boasted a huge log fire and wild animal heads mounted 

around the walls, whilst in her garden where the children played stood carved effigies 

of animals commemorating past family pets. 

 

The building of St Martin’s Chapel in the grounds of the Heritage Hospital will 

always stand as a tribute to Grace’s achievements and it was here at the Sunday 

services that the Kimmins grandchildren found themselves sitting in the founder’s box 

along with Grace listening to the sermons where, to the children’s fascination, if the 



sermons became long winded, Granny could draw the proceedings to a close by 

pressing a button linked to a light in the pulpit.  

 

As a young girl it was Verena’s memories towards the end of the Second World War 

that become more focused. The country was under daily bombing raids from the 

German Luftwaffe and in 1942 with royal patronage the Queen Elizabeth Building for 

Blitzed Babies was opened and became etched in Verena’s memory. Also at this time 

Grace Kimmins had set up a relationship with the American British War Relief 

Society, the outcome of which produced the recreation ‘Liberty’ hall for St Georges 

and, despite this being a time of rationing, supplies of sweets and clothing arrived, 

which much to Verena’s delight and embarrassment saw her acquire a pair of wide 

striped pyjamas which she claimed gave her the appearance of a convict.    

 

During the post war years sweeping changes affected the status quo at the Heritage 

and impinged on family life for Verena. The National Health Service took over the 

Heritage Craft Schools and Hospital and saw Grace Kimmins step aside while new 

management crafted innovative policies and medical changes.  In her declining years 

she continued living at the Heritage until eventually moving to Haywards Heath 

Hospital where Verena became a regular visitor during the latter period of her 

grandmother’s life. A short period followed where Verena attended a finishing school 

in Switzerland, entered a ballet school, followed by a career of stage management in a 

West End theatre and appeared in two films. It was during this time that she met her 

husband Ben Hanbury and settled down to married life under the influence of their 

five boisterous children.    

 

Having settled into marriage Verena’s contact with Chailey sprang to life again as a 

voluntary helper at the Girls Heritage. Greater things followed when she was invited 

to join the Local Board of School Governors and the NHS Hospital Committee. This 

proved to be a mixed committee between health and education. Further 

responsibilities landed on her shoulders when being delegated to the Mid-Sussex 

Hospital Management Committee and the Area Health Authority. Family concerns 

began to surface over the failing health of her father, Anthony Kimmins, who was 

subsequently obliged to relinquish all committee work and resign. At about this time 

the Heritage began to receive its first thalidomide-damaged children. It was a 

challenging period in so much that new technology as much as anything proved to be 

key to keeping up with children’s needs, and Verena speaks emotionally of the 

problems facing parents at the time.  Success was achieved when Chailey scholars 

won medals at the Para Olympics of 1984, 1988 and 1992. Two other scholars 

achieved fame, with Alison Lapper becoming a prominent artist and sculptress while 

Ian Drury a pop star with his group ‘The Blockheads’.  

 

The death of her father came at a difficult time and was keenly felt by Verena with the 

Board facing increasing pressure undertaking changes between the NHS and the 

Heritage School. Chailey’s unique model of providing both educational and medical 

facilities for disabled children was about to go through a sea change with the 

separation of both disciplines, leaving each with their own sets of management but 

with an overarching reach for medical care as needed. This extended period of 

uncertainty was met head-on by the Board of Governors. By now St Georges had 

become a residency for children with mobility problems many of them in wheelchairs 

and with little control over their own lives. Buses transported them daily to the Old 



Heritage for treatment, riding and swimming. The time had arrived for a one-site 

Heritage. The closure of St Georges and the Girls Heritage was overseen by the 

governors and the provision of new facilities on a single site at St Martins bringing 

back together again both educational and clinical services; this gave a residential and 

a day school direct access to clinical facilities. After much fund raising the first stage 

of development came with the opening of six bungalows specially designed for young 

people with multiple disabilities, giving them the means for independent living. 

 

In the second phase Verena witnessed the demolition of St Martins hospital which  

was the first new build project carried out by her grandmother. One cannot but 

wonder what passed through Verena’s mind to see this legacy being dismantled. 

However any doubts must have given way to pride to learn it was to be replaced with 

a new building, one that would provide up-to-the-minute clinical facilities that would 

allow unheard of advances being brought to the aid of children with multiple 

disabilities, especially since Verena had been heavily involved in fund raising for the 

many millions needed. Under the new arrangements the Board of Governors took 

back the residential facilities from the NHS thus regaining their original functionality.  

 

The ever-changing needs for consolidation made sure that fundraising continued as a 

priority. An appeal was launched for the development of the Hanbury Building for 

young people over sixteen with complex disabilities where they would be able to 

achieve their goals through a programme built around their needs, and there would be 

a link to the Hanbury Nursing and Therapy Centre, where pupils get to do things they 

wouldn’t normally be able to do. The naming of this £1.5 million development truly 

reflects the family’s long history of humanitarian service to a section of society not 

able to help themselves. Indeed when viewed in its entirety, beginning with Dame 

Grace Kimmins in 1894, this unique family has rendered 123 years of unbroken 

service down through five generations and, with Verena’s granddaughter Lucinda 

now a trustee, the family connections look set to continue.    

 

Undoubtedly the Chailey Heritage Foundation as it is now called benefitted greatly 

from royal patronage right from the very start and continues today. A decision was 

taken to transform the old Workhouse, first acquired in 1903 which later became the 

home of Dame Grace. As a listed building it was shielded from demolition and it has 

now emerged from development as ‘The Life Skills Centre’ and has appropriately 

been renamed ‘Grace Kimmins House’. This £3.1 million project was completed in 

2013 coinciding with the centenary re-consecration of St Martins Chapel. Both events 

attracted royal visitors with HRH The Duchess of Cornwall opening ‘Grace Kimmins 

House’ while HRH The Duchess of Gloucester unveiled a plaque marking the 

centenary of St Martins Chapel. Plans also included the ‘Futures’ project, a 52-week 

residential provision centred on the use of the ‘Life Skills Centre’, which consisted of 

a specialist Gym, high tech Kitchen, IT Department, Spa, Hairdressing and Crafts 

facilities. In addition a café was incorporated, named ‘GK’s’ by the students, where 

they provide freshly made cakes, food and drinks and is open to all. Verena witnessed 

and guided many of these tumultuous changes through to fruition during her 

association with Chailey Heritage. It was during this time after a period of illness, that 

Verena was to lose the support of her beloved husband Ben, however after many 

years of altruistic giving Verena Hanbury received due recognition for her lifetime’s 

services to the community and was awarded an MBE. She now enjoys a truly well-

earned retirement living close to her family. 



 

At just 68 pages this book is a gem. Well written with no wasted words it is produced 

on high quality paper and is well illustrated. Its hard faux-cloth covers are well bound 

and the title is embossed in block gold capitals. I like the sequence of coloured hand-

drawn site plans of the four centres at the back of the book, particularly of St Georges; 

this rekindled memories of my own childhood at Chailey. As I scanned the 

playground with its shed, the Liberty Hall, the Scouts Hut, etc., I picked out the large 

beech tree that stood at the entrance to Pets Corner. Beneath its thick branches is 

where we had our marbles pitch marked out on the bare earth - these are such things 

from which childhood memories are made. I cannot recommend this book highly 

enough for anyone interested in the monumental efforts of a single family and its 

succeeding generations for their unselfish generosity and their achievements in the 

furtherance of the wellbeing for disabled and disadvantaged children. As being one 

such child of the pre-NHS era I wish to extend my grateful thanks. 

 

Jack S Hayward (Chailey Scholar 1939-1950) 


