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John Evelyn’s terraced garden at Albury, inspired by the Grotto of Posilippo in Naples and such Italian gardens as those of the Villa Lante.
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Foreword from the Second Edition


The second edition of A History of Surrey, first published in 1977, was largely re-written to incorporate historical research carried out in the past 20 years. Of major importance are two volumes with which the Surrey Archaeological Society are associated, the re-appraisal of the archaeology of the county from the Palaeolithic to 1540 in The Archaeology of Surrey to 1540, edited by Joanna and D.G. Bird (1987) and John Blair’s outstanding study Early Medieval Surrey: Landholding, church and settlement, originally a doctoral thesis submitted in 1982 and published in 1991. These two works have clarified to a remarkable degree the early story of Surrey. I have added material from other new sources, notably the two volumes in the Regional History of England published by Longman covering the south east, The South East to AD 1000 by Peter Drewett, David Rudling and Mark Gardiner (1988) and the companion volume, The South East from AD 1000 by the present author and Brian Short (1990). Additionally, I have tried to keep abreast of other research papers and monographs, such as Gradidge’s The Surrey House and those in the journals of Garden History and Southern History, the latter including some of my work on aspects of Surrey.


Peter Brandon, 1998




1


The Personality of Surrey


Four postes round my bed,


Oak beames overhead,


Old rugges on ye floor,


No Stockbroker could ask for more.


Osbert Lancaster, Homes Sweet Homes (1948)


The Search for an English Arcadia


In this book it is proposed to take the county boundary as it stood before 1888 when metropolitan Surrey was removed to form part of the new county of London. For several centuries this historic county of Surrey has borne the dual role of the Londoner’s pleasure resort and his much soughtafter place of residence. By 1939 the huge predominance of a modern city was found even in the county’s remotest corners, for professional and business men have by preference long moved westwards out of London in search of fresh air and a garden. The ever-expanding sprawl and influence of London has now made Surrey the residential appendage of an overgrown monster of a city, the largest the world had ever seen in 1900. The county is now dominated by London as no other county in England is dominated by a mighty city and so there is hardly anywhere in Surrey where one can feel free of London. The gigantic presence and international role of London has been the primary catalyst in Surrey’s modern change. Its unplanned sprawling mass wrought a fundamental change of human habitat in Surrey, creating much social and landscape disruption and permeating the whole county with London’s dynamism and lifestyle, so producing a new mode of human existence, the first and archetypal city of the modern age. So compelling has been the social cachet of a Surrey home that the county is much maligned and mocked for its pretensions and character. It is so de-countrified as to have, for a countryside, a too ample covering of asphalt for many people’s taste. It now has an urban image, a supposed suburban monotony of housing estates wallowing in lanterned drives, lily ponds, bird baths, clipped macrocarpa, laburnum and rhododendron, falsely bucolic in a manufactured countryside all pretence and artificial, a townee’s fantasy of countryside. Nancy Mitford in The Pursuit of Love (1945) observed:




The great difference between Surrey and proper, real country, is that in Surrey, when you see blossom you know there will be no fruit. Think of the Vale of Evesham and then look at all this pointless pink stuff—it gives you a quite different feeling ...





This manufactured countryside which is not a workplace but essentially a playground is the key to the essential character of the present face of Surrey and it is due to the reshaping by successive generations striving to achieve ideal forms of beauty in landscaped parks, gardens and arboreta. In the words of Christopher Hussey, the spread of this artistic endeavour turned much of the county into a ‘Vast created landscape, natural enough to our eyes, but in reality managed as much for picturesque appearance as for economic returns’. Thus aesthetic landscaping has been as important in the making of the Surrey scene as was the contemporary Enclosure Movement in the East Midlands. In recent years incomers have introduced new forms of landscape. Golf, with its computer-designed cosmetically green lawns and sand pits, has affected the appearance of Surrey to a degree unparalleled anywhere else in England.


The once-loved cosy familiarity of Surrey with memories of blue hills in the distance, glowing fires, cups of tea and buttered toast, now seems to many, over-cultivated, over-manicured, over-contrived and over-built. Parts of Surrey are covered in a hybrid half-country, half-city subtopia that seems almost worse than urban sprawl.


Yet for the one who has mocked there have been a hundred who have enjoyed the Surrey experience. John Betjeman’s vision of Surrey was one of unalloyed delight:




Fling wide the curtains! - that’s a Surrey sunset


Low down the line sings the Addiscombe train,


Leaded are the windows lozenging the crimson,


Drained dark the pines in resin-scented rain ...





He found enthralling in the 1950s the train journey from London Bridge or Charing Cross to Croydon, high above the rooftops of South London, and considered there was more to be said for sham half timber than the ‘flat mould stuff of the Atomic Age’. Although bits were strung with poles and wires, over-shadowed by factories, offices or ruined army huts, he ‘got round to thinking that Surrey was the loveliest county of all’. When he dreamed of the Prime Minister’s wife, his friend Mary Wilson, they were looking at Surrey churches together.
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1 Robert Skern and Joan, his wife, of Kingston-upon-Thames, d. 1437. Skern, habited in a long gown, was ‘valiant, faithful, cautious, skilled in law’.





The Perennial Dream of Surrey


Yet despite its urban image nowadays, much still remains of the legendary beauty of the green and lively shire that nourished the hearts of men and women for centuries as an enchanted garden on the accessible edge of the work-a-day world. On account of difficulties with the soils which are discussed more fully in Chapter IV, no wide stretches of waving corn have ever filled the Surrey landscape. Indeed, a considerable part of the county was very scantily peopled until a continuous stream of wealth was pumped in from prosperous metropolitan sources. Surrey’s real resources have ever been the freshness of its air, clear veins of pure, hurrying water, varied and ravishing landscape for hunting, riding or walking and the exquisite stillness and illusion of distance from London, always acting as a foil.


The origins of this role of Surrey as an alternative world to London go far back into its history. As early as the 15th century nobles, squires, gentry and wealthy merchants chose residences in the accessible Surrey countryside amidst parks, fields and woods rather than dwell permanently in London.


In the 16th and 17th centuries monarchs and nobles were driven by pestilence, foul air and congestion in London to build homes in country estates in the open spaces in the Thames valley upstream of Kew, and thereafter Surrey has been repeatedly re-shaped by successive generations striving to achieve ideal forms of landscape.


In the Georgian period the conviction spread in both patrician and bourgeois circles that an existence alternately at the worldly centre of London and in the seclusion of a practical rural retreat was the essence of civilised life. This dualistic lifestyle has remained ever since the norm amongst the London élite, though it was not made generally possible until the introduction of railways and the motor car.


It was the coming of the steam engine which led to George Cruikshank’s satirisation of the march of bricks and mortar across Surrey nearest to London ‘as clerks, tradesmen and even manual workers streamed out of the polluted capital like refugees from some terminal holocaust’. It was the steam engine, too, that created brand new towns in Surrey such as Redhill and ‘New’ Woking and established colonies of artists, writers, professional and business people within reasonable access of a railway station, so once more re-shaping the Surrey scene.


What the steam engine did not change, the electric train and the motorcar completed. The suburb, the antithesis of the countryside and its enemy, was then gobbling up Middlesex whole and tearing great chunks out of Essex, Kent and Surrey. A vastly expanded white-collar, lower-middle class wanted to exchange dingy, smoky, over-crowded Victorian city centres for semi-detached ‘Tudorbethan’ homes with gardens and modern conveniences in Surrey.


Entering unravelled Surrey, the visitor felt transported to an England of two or more centuries earlier with a traditional rural life of its own, and where as late as 1857 people still lived the self-supporting life that William Cobbett had wished to see restored to all. Surrey became recognised as one of the last entrenchments of the traditions and virtues which the successful cherished as most truly English. Surrey thus became an effective remedy for minds deeply injured by noise, congestion, squalor and smoke.
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2 Waddon railway station in the 1920s.





The set of human responses to ‘the country way of life’ in Surrey has had many guises. It has included the very different, if overlapping, practice of a conscious attempt at a simpler existence (The Simple Life), daily commuting between metropolitan villages and the city, weekending, retirement, pleasure-farming, solitary contemplation, country writing, the revival of arts and crafts, and myriad open-air leisure pursuits. These different activities have created their own special forms of habitat. The list is long but includes villadom, suburbia, shack plot-land communities, dormitory villages, model farms, estate villages, bungalow settlements, holiday camps, youth hostels, golf clubhouses, tea shops, petrol filling stations and roadhouses. Golf has also created the special kind of English suburb which imitates the village at St George’s Hill and Wentworth.
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3 Cornelius Varley, A House in West Humble Lane, Norbury, Mickleham (c. 1806). This house was near Fetcham where Dr. Thomas Monro, patron of many young artists, including Girtin, Turner, Linnell and Cotman, had a country cottage where painting sessions were held under the tuition of John Varley.





Yet Surrey is full of paradoxes. Although there has probably never been a time when Surrey was not geographically an extension of London, Surrey has experienced until comparatively recently a distinct rural landscape, a distinct rural society and ways of life. Although on London’s border, Surrey was not truly London’s countryside until its appalling roads were improved from the mid-18th century. Another reason for the lack of a close contact with London until early modern times is that Surrey agriculture never made a major contribution to the feeding of London.


Before the early 19th century Surrey possessed exceptional diversity within its overall geological framework of hills and vales. This was in consequence of the very gradual evolution of many different local landscapes and economies shaped by people of once rather different backgrounds and folklore and even dialect, and developed at different rates and in different ways. These co-existed as complementary neighbouring districts. It is the very variety of these formerly distinctive little lands and local cultures that constitutes the essence of Old Surrey and is reflected in the local history collections of its numerous museums. Current planning policies are aimed at preserving what is left of this old character. This network of human relationships in Surrey based on the natural diversity of the county was in turn increasingly overlain by the other relationships emanating from London, notably from the late 18th century.


Moreover, despite Surrey’s urban image, it is much more rural in reality. Within its comparatively tiny space (for Surrey is one of the smallest of English counties), it has contrived to house just over one million of population outside built-up South London, so making it one of the most densely populated counties of England, and yet it retains a greater variety of rural beauty than anywhere else in so small a space. In part this is because of Surrey’s astonishing power of absorption. It has such a happy knack of tucking away big houses from view in folds in its wooded hills that it has been said that only from a helicopter are they made visible.
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4 The Natural Regions of Surrey. These closely correspond to the geological build of the county.





The Diverse Man-made Landscape


Human influence on the landscape began about ten thousand years ago. Since then men have cleared woodlands, drained marshes and reclaimed heaths. They built houses, shaped fields, wore down trackways. They have sown and reaped a thousand or more crops in fields which we now hold in trust for those who will follow. In so doing they turned a once savage wilderness into a landscape so little like the wild that Surrey has long been regarded as part of the Garden of England.


These activities of man in Surrey have been played out in a landscape which is the joint product of man and nature. Its essence is a remarkable variety of surface. Thinking of Surrey, one recalls to mind not one landscape but a mosaic of four—the still densely wooded Weald; the wild, rough sweeps of heathland around Hindhead and Leith Hill; the Chalk upland of the North Downs; and the quiet, reposeful vales which interweave the other landscapes together. Surrey is rich in strong and unexpected contrasts because its geology is unusually varied over short distances. The key factor in these differences from a farming point of view was the workability of the soils. This ranged from ease of working on sandy loams on which it is not difficult to keep a plough straight, to considerable difficulty on the dry, thin, flinty chalk soils, which caused the plough to jump and every nerve to be strained in keeping a furrow; and the impossibility of ploughing the cold, wet, unkind Wealden clays except in favourable weather. There were also, as will be more fully explained later, important differences in inherent soil fertility. Thus each of the comparatively small contrasting soil regions in Surrey set different conditions for human use. One of the main themes of this history is the play of the economic, social and cultural forces on each of these regions, so producing their differing, and at times, divergent development. In tracing their history we feel the strength of natural forces that shaped people’s lives and the human energy with which they shaped their local landscape. At the present time these old differences are reflected in differing building materials such as brickwork around Dorking, stone ashlar at Lingfield and Smallfield Place (regarded as the best example of a stone-built manor house in Surrey) and the goldencoloured Bargate stone of south-west Surrey, together with the half-timbered wattle and daub houses in the Weald.
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5 Helen Allingham’s residence at Sandhills, Witley, yielded numerous paintings of cottages and gardens.





William Cobbett (1762-1835), whose ability to infer the influence exerted by the sub-soil on surface cultivation has probably never been equalled, has expressed this scenic variety in agricultural terms: ‘The county of Surrey presents to the eye of the traveller a greater contrast than any other county in England. It has some of the very best and some of the worst lands, not only in England, but in the world’. In a rare record of his aesthetic contentment he also penned a word picture of the diverse country of the Wey valley between Godalming and Guildford: ‘Here are hill and dell in endless variety. Here are Chalk and sand, vying with each other in making beautiful scenes. Here are woods and downs. Here is something of everything but fat marshes and those skeleton-making agues’. It is this upper valley of the Wey, which Cobbett considered the most agreeable and ‘happy-looking’ he had ever seen, that brings all Surrey together, both the rich alluvial and valley land and the intermingled poorer land on the Chalk and Lower Greensand formations. In many ways this little district between Milford and Guildford is the core and centre of the richly complex world of old Surrey, the county’s cradle, so to speak, and a microcosm of the whole. Here we find evidence of relatively dense prehistoric settlement, and of later pagan Saxons worshipping idols in the woodland groves, the first Surrey towns, and a flourishing medieval cloth industry. Near our own time, its scenery and buildings visibly inspired Gertrude Jekyll to create new styles of garden design and the same corner of Surrey had an important influence upon the career of Edwin Lutyens, the architect.
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6 Gertrude Jekyll: a portrait by Sir William Nicholson.





The Weald Clay supports a luxuriant growth of trees and shrubs, especially oak, but the wood-clearing Saxons who moved in to wrest fields from the forest found it a hard land to win and a hard land to hold. The soils are tenacious and thus difficult to plough in adverse seasons and they require large artificial increases in manure. It was the imperious necessity of new land for a growing population which brought into existence raw, unfinished communities in the woodland clearings attached to parent centres in the older settled Vale of Holmesdale and still further north. Unknown families, apparently between the eighth or ninth and 13th centuries, generation by generation, set their hands to the centuries-long task of taming the Surrey Weald and applied the strength and ardour towards a life of increasing comfort and wealth. This winning of new land from the forest was the achievement of small-holding forest dwellers—hard, bold, sturdy, unsophisticated, and as strong as the soil they worked upon. In plying their axes to clear patches of the forest and to fence off a few acres round their rough huts they had to learn new ways of living from those practised on the older settled parts of Surrey developed on more favourable soils, whence they had come. Amongst new skills they acquired were forestry and woodcrafts, for the forest dwellers soon learned that trees were the best crop on the heaviest clays, for bad times and wet seasons did not touch the Surrey woods.


The later history of man’s occupation of the Weald is marked by recurrent setbacks. Such periods of adversity are interspersed between more prosperous and stable ones. Examples of ‘lean’ years are several runs of bad seasons between 1300 and 1480; the recession following the decline of the charcoal iron industry at the end of the 17th century; the dismal 1830s, 1870s and 1930s. Conversely, the ‘fat’ years of the mid-13th century, the early 1600s and the Napoleonic Wars (1793-1815) are also readily identifiable.


In north-west Surrey the salient feature of the landscape before the early 19th century was the great sand-waste on the sterile soils of the Bagshot formation. This consisted almost entirely of sand covered with heather and fern, and studded with large peat-bottomed meres and marshes on impervious ironstone layers (‘hard-pan’). The boggy patches, haunted by myriads of wildfowl, were still called ‘moors’ by the local folk as late as the last century from a word derived from Old English mora, a bog. The reclamation of these heathlands played an important part in the development of a regional peasant society in Surrey. It was by far the worst land in Surrey from which medieval man produced his daily bread. With no deep rich soil at their disposal peasants burned and tore up the broom, gorse and heather to make fields, and dried out marshy hollows. The heath gradually shrank before the efforts of land-hungry peasants in the 13th and early 14th centuries by which time virtually all the better land, including that of the Weald, had previously been brought to agricultural use. Most of this former wild lay within the Royal Forest of Windsor or was held by the great Abbeys of Chertsey and Westminster, both of which had received large grants of the waste. The sterility of the sands made reclamation slow and difficult, and after the heavy mortality of the Black Death in 1348 many enclosures reverted to waste and were not again improved until the 17th century.


Even as late as 1830 large tracts of the sand-waste remaining survived unmastered, ‘unscarred by a single human dwelling, scarcely changing from century to century’, for the soil was too poor to have tempted reclamation on any large scale. In the 1850s travellers by the Southampton railway were astonished to find themselves ‘whirling through miles of desert’ within an hour’s travelling distance of London and in sight of only the little holdings of squatter families, locally known as ‘broom squires’, considered the most primitive form of rural society in Surrey. By the late 19th century the Surrey heaths were coming into the hands of builders. The cheapness and suitability of heathland for building imparted the conviction that ‘pine country’ within commuting distance of London gave ‘real and abiding advantages for modern country life’. The late Victorian middle class perceived ‘pine country’ as providing the best soil, the purest air and the healthiest surroundings and the ‘rush to the pine woods’ in the wild corners of Surrey became a minor urban exodus.
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7 The road between Shere and Ewhurst. Deeply sunken hollowways are distinctive features of the west Surrey sandstone outcrops.





On the north of the little vale of the river Wey, which is continued eastwards across Surrey as the Vale of Holmesdale, the North Downs rise suddenly and steeply like a spine. The boldest of these hills—often in the past called ‘Chalk-pit Hills’ because half the mortar of London and countless loads of lime for Surrey crops was scooped out of their gleaming white hillsides—is White Hill, near Caterham. On these summits was for centuries the sheep walk which brought prosperity in the form of the cloth industry to the towns and villages at their feet. The Vale was formerly the most heavily populated part of Surrey. Its tightly-clustered villages (though they had shrunk before recent modern growth) and fine examples of halftimbered houses are tokens of this former prosperity.


Another belt of land of below average agricultural value was that of the Clay Vale, largely on the London Clay. This heavy land gave rise to some of the poorest farming in the county. On the margin of London its cold, sour soil could be ameliorated with London dung and bonemeal but generally speaking it was kept traditionally as woodland or poor grass which was periodically ploughed to improve the sward or for corn. Such land was tilled with great difficulty until the use of field drains from the 1840s.




2


In the Beginning


Prehistoric Surrey has been sadly neglected in favour of more impressive remains elsewhere but the last twenty years or so have witnessed a revival of interest. The Runnymede site is recognised as one of the most significant Bronze-Age finds in Britain since the War. Yet man’s exploitation and impact on the environment of ‘Surrey’ is still imperfectly known. A fundamental problem in later prehistory is to reconstruct the nature of the changing terrain and to what extent previous human landscapes have been lost through changes in the physical environment resulting from the erosion and deposition of the River Thames and its tributaries and vegetation altered by man. This essential framework for the setting of man’s sequence of occupation has still not been worked out. Although our knowledge of the later periods of prehistory are now greatly enlarged, the information still leaves much to be desired.


Hunters


It is possible that man first entered ‘Surrey’ in a warm phase of climate between glaciations known as the Cromerian interglacial period about 500,000 years ago but no certain evidence of him has yet been found to match the antiquity of ‘Boxgrove’ Man near Chichester in Sussex. The classic flight of river terraces at Farnham has produced the best known sequence of intermittent hunting groups. The oldest humanly struck flint hand-axes (palaeoliths) are found in the highest terrace (A in fig. 10). They are of disputed age but possibly some 400,000 years old, representing human activity after the River Thames had been pushed by glaciation from a former course through the Vale of St Albans to one north of Heathrow Airport. As the river and its tributaries eroded the land it spread sediments on lower terraces. On terraces B and C in fig. 10 hand-axes are believed to have come from the long geological period called the Wolstonian existing from c. 350,000 to 120,000 years ago and implements on terrace D have been identified by J.J. Wymer with the period known as the Devensian some 70,000-13,000 years ago, when the Wey and Blackwater rivers were diverted into their present valleys.
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8 Palaeolithic flints from Surrey.





Another group of very early Stone-Age (Palaeolithic) sites of man occurs on the high plateaux of the North Downs, e.g. on Walton and Banstead heaths. These may have been of the same age as those on Terrace B at Farnham. There is also a small scatter of palaeoliths on the Thames gravels between Windsor and Battersea, indicating that the flood plain of the river was especially attractive to hunters.
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