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The Purley Great War Memorials
by John Chapman

Purley has two memorials commemorating the men from the village who gave
their lives in the Great War. Now that the centenary of the start of the war is
coming up we thought you might like to know a bit about the nine men who are
listed plus one who was omitted.  

The main memorial is located at the back of St Mary's Church and in
recent years a second memorial plaque was placed in the doorway
of the Memorial Hall, which had been built originally to commemor-
ate the Second World War casualties and now commemorates men
from both wars. Alan Powley was omitted and has a separate
memorial in the chancel.

Dudley Cecil Aldin

Dudley was the son of artist and master of Foxhounds Cecil Aldin
who lived at Kennelgates, the farmhouse which was the headquart-
ers of the South Berks Hunt. This is now called Bowling Green
Farmhouse.

He was a Second Lieutenant in the Royal Engineers and was
serving with 105th Field Company of the Royal Engineers. Their
task was to construct tunnels linking shell craters to extend the
British trench system at Vimy ridge to get closer to German lines.
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He was killed by a sniper on May
15th 1916 and is buried in Ecouvres
Military Cemetery at Mont St Eloi.
His death, aged only 19, devastated
his father who commissioned a brass
memorial which is located on the
south wall of the church. When he
visited the grave later he obtained a
chancel lamp from the ruined abbey
of Mont St Eloi which hung in our
chancel for many years

Albert Edward Clark

Albert was one of the Kitchener Volu-
nteers who signed up to join the Royal
Berkshire Regiment on the 1st Septe-
mber 1914. It would seem likely that he had had some previous
military experience as he became a sergeant with the 2nd Royal
Berks which was a pretty tough regular battalion that had been
serving in India until the outbreak of war. There is some doubt
about the exact date of his death, the regimental records give
22/3/1918 but the Commonwealth War Graves Commission gives
2/4/1918.  The 2nd Royal Berks were near a village called Berry au
Bac in the Champagne region of France, thinking they were in for a
period of relative quiet  when they arrived on the 22nd March.
However the Germans had other ideas as they launched what is
known as the Kaiserschlacht which was their final bid to end the
war. The Germans had been able to move troops from the eastern
front after the Russian Revolution and they fell upon the British
forces with great ferocity. The 2nd Battalion was almost wiped out
and spent the next nine days retreating and fighting a rear-guard
action. They lost well over half the Battalion killed or taken prisoner.
Albert's body was never found and he is commemorated on the
Pozieres Memorial.

Dudley Cecil Aldin
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Henry Robert Jarman

Henry was the son of the coachman for Westfield, the large house at
what is now the east end of Nursery Gardens. They lived in the

coachhouse which still stands at the corner of
Purley Lane and Purley Rise. He was born at
Holcombe in Devon and worked at the Pulso-
meter factory (where now the retail park at
Norcot stands) With his abilities with horses
he joined the Berkshire Yeomanry as 1726 infl-
uenced no doubt by his workmate, Fred Potts,
who went on to win the VC.

He was killed on the 29th August 1915, in
the same action that Fred won his VC, attack-
ing Turkish positions at Scimitar Hill in Galli-
poli. His body was never recovered and he is
commemorated on the Helles Memorial in
Gallipoli but also on the Pulsometer Memorial

which is currently on display in the Reading at War exhibition at
Reading Museum.

Henry Kirk

He was usually known as Harry and lived at The Forge which was
at the bottom of Long Lane on part of what is now Cecil Aldin Drive.
His father was the village blacksmith. He
joined the Royal Navy as a stoker, serving
on HMS Black Prince. His ship got lost in
the fog during the battle of Jutland and
suddenly engaged the German Battleship
Rheinland on the night of 31st May 1916.
They then found that Rheinland was part
of a battle squadron and tried to escape
but they were too late. Black Prince was hit
and  blew up. The 21 year old Henry was
one of the many casualties whose bodies
were never recovered. He is commemora-
ted on the Portsmouth Naval memorial.

Harry Jarman

Harry Kirk
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Frederick Charles Mott

Frederick Mott had joined the Royal Berkshire Regiment as a regular
soldier on the 14th October 1910. He was 17 and living at Challow.
He had been born at Drayton and his parents, Joseph and Charlotte
moved to Purley later. He went off to India in 1912 to join the 2nd
Battalion at Jhansi and returned with them when they were recalled
on the outbreak of war. He was wounded on the 23rd October 1916
and died a few days later on the 28th aged 23. He is buried in
Bancourt British Cemetery. At the time the 2nd Battalion were
attacking Zenith Trench in the latter stages of the Battles of the
Somme but met with fierce machine gun fire.

Robert James Nash

Robert Nash was one of five brothers who lived with their parents
Arthur William and Agnes Jane at one of the cottages of Lower Farm
on Westbury Lane. He joined the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire
Light Infantry as 9664 and served with the 2nd Battalion. The Battal-
ion was deployed in Iraq in the Great War and was part of the force
defending Kut on the Euphrates.
They were starved into submiss-
ion by the Turks and marched to
Baghdad suffering appalling brut-
ality on the way. They were made
to march 20-30 miles each day in
blazing heat and any who couldn't
keep up were kicked and left to
die by the roadside. 

Robert made it to Baghdad where
the men were treated as slave
labour and even the German liai-
son officers attached to the Turk-
ish Army were appalled and prot-
ested in vain. He died on the 25th
September 1916 and was buried at
Baghdad North Gate Cemetery,
but we believe his grave has been
desecrated in recent years.

Robert Nash
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William Henry Nash

William was Robert's brother, born
c1895. He joined the Royal Berkshire
Regiment as 10001 at Reading
2/9/13 and like Fred Mott went to
join the 2nd Battalion in India. He
was 21 on the first day of the Somme
and was killed in the 2nd Battalion's
attack on Ovilliers la Boiselle. His
body was never recovered and he is
commemorated on the Thiepval
Memorial. Two other brothers
served in the army in France and the
fifth brother served in the Royal
Navy. As the farm was part of the
Hardwick estate the two brothers are
also commemorated on the Mapled-
urham War Memorial.

Alan D Powley

Alan was the son of Purley's rector, the Revd Matthew Powley and
was a 2nd Lieutenant in the Kings African Rifles. He was killed
10/6/16 and is buried in Iringa Military Cemetery in what is now
Tanzania.

The East African campaign is one of the
least known of the Great War. Tanganyika
was a German Colony and in April 1915 it
was invaded by Commonwealth forces as, by
then, almost all the other former German col-
onies had been taken over. For the next three
and a half years the German forces and Com-
monwealth forces chased each other around
the vast wildernesses and when the Germans
finally surrendered on 23 November 1918,
twelve days after the European armistice,
their numbers had been reduced to 155 Euro-
pean and 1,168 African troops.

William Nash

Alan Powley
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Charles Edward Sheppard

Charles Sheppard was the grandson of one of our lock-keepers and
son of Edward and Sarah. He was baptised at Purley 11th July 1882
and joined the Devonshire Regiment as 31082. He served with their
9th Battalion and was killed aged 37 on the 7th October 1917 in the
battle of Third Ypres. He is commemorated on the Tyne Cot Memor-
ial.

Edgar G Sheppard

Edgar was Charles' younger brother, baptised at Purley in February
1887. He enlisted in the Finsbury Rifles (part of the London Regim-
ent). He had been living with his married sister in Twickenham. He
too was killed at Third Ypres on the 5th November 1917 and is also
commemorated on the Tyne Cot Memorial.

The plaque inside the porch of
the Memorial Hall

The memorial to Alan Powley
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Viscountess Vane - A Lady of Quality
John Chapman

Frances Anne Vane was the daughter of Susanna and Francis Hawes
and probably born in Winchester Street, London. She was baptised
on 14 January 1715 at St Peter le Poer. Her father was a stockbroker
and clerk to the treasurer of the navy and was appointed director of
the South Sea Company in February 1715. The Company was extre-
mely successful and the list of subscribers included the King hims-
elf. 

In those days there were very few company controls or safegua-
rds and corruption was rife. Francis Hawes made a small fortune for
himself and was able to purchase Purley Hall. At this time his
daughter Frances Anne was 5 years old and we can imagine her
walking in the gardens of the estate. However, as we know, the
South Sea Bubble burst, and Francis Hawes was declared bankrupt.
Eventually Francis’ brother Thomas, purchased Purley Hall for
£1080 although Thomas always regarded the property as really
belonging to his brother. Thereafter both brothers lived at the Hall. 

Frances Anne described herself at the age of thirteen as "remark-
ably tall for my years”. In that year she went to Bath where she was
introduced to the world as a woman. Described as the best minuet
dancer in England, she was good-looking and vivacious enough to
attract the attention of many men and many proposals of marriage
were made to her parents, but they came from people that Frances
Anne did not like and she rejected them all being determined to
refuse every man who did not make his addresses to herself in
person because she had no notion of marrying for anything but love.
However, as she had grown up in a family plagued by financial
problems she could expect little or no dowry. When she did fall in
love it was with the 4th Duke of Hamilton's second son, Lord
William Hamilton.  Her father tried to prevent their relationship, but
the couple eloped in May 1733.  The Gentleman’s Magazine publis-
hed an announcement of the marriage in May 1733 and Frances
Hawes became known as Lady William Hamilton. The couple hurr-
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ied to consummate the marriage to make it legally binding, fearing
that her father might try to have it annulled. Lord William served as
Vice-Chamberlain to Caroline of Ansbach but, as the second son,
was himself poor enough for the queen to refer to the couple as
"handsome beggars". The marriage was short-lived; Lady William was
widowed on 11 July next year.   She was left an unprovided widow
with no home.

It is from this point that the life of Frances Anne started on the
downward spiral. She was pressured by her family, in-laws and
friends to accept the marriage proposal from William Vane, 2nd
Viscount Vane and the couple married on 19 May 1735 in Maryleb-
one, and Lady William thus became Viscountess Vane. The union
became notoriously unhappy. Lady Vane openly despised the man
who adored her, frequently ran away and tried to procure a legal
separation. During the couple's visit to Paris in 1736, she fled with
the 1st Earl Ferrers's sixth son, Sewallis Shirley. Shirley and Lady
Vane lived together in Brussels from 1736 until 1738. Her husband
desperately tried to persuade her to return, paying people to search
for her and promising a reward in the newspapers for any informat-
ion about her location in January 1737. Lady Vane was not amused
by his efforts. 

When Shirley left her, she embarked on a liaison with Augustus
Berkeley, 4th Earl of Berkeley. The relationship with Lord Berkeley
ended in 1741, when she accepted her husband's offer of an income
and a separate household. Lord Vane and the society believed that
her other lovers included Walpole's rival Sir Thomas Aston, 4th
Baronet, and Hugh Fortescue, 1st Earl Fortescue, but Lady Vane
denied the allegations and insisted they were her friends.

In 1751, Tobias Smollett included The Memoirs of a Lady of
Quality in his novel The Adventures of Peregrine Pickle. Though the
memoirs, written in amatory fiction, were published anonymously
and revised for publication by John Shebbeare, it was clear from the
beginning that the "lady of quality" was Lady Vane. Horace Walpole
wrote in a letter the same year:
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My Lady Vane has literally published the memoirs of her own life,
only suppressing part of her lovers, no part of the success of the
others with her: a degree of profligacy not to be accounted for; she
does not want money, none of her stallions will raise her credit; and
the number, all she had to brag of, concealed!

In her memoirs, the Viscountess Vane mocks contemporary social
and moral conventions, and describes her emotional devastation
following the death of her first husband. 

Walpole gossiped in the same letter:

Lady Townshend told me that when her first husband Lord William
Hamilton died, Frances said that she had no comfort but in the
Blessed Sacrament—though at the same time she lay with an
hundred other men. I said, that was not extraordinary; it was what
she meant by the Sacrament—the receiving the body and blood.

Lady Vane shocked society not only by refusing to portray herself as
chaste, but also by unrelentingly advertising her adulterous relatio-
nships. In 1751, Samuel Richardson referred to her and other scand-
alous memoirists as "a Set of Wretches, wishing to perpetuate their
Infamy". Lady Mary Wortley Montagu's reaction to the memoirs was
more careful and restrained. In a 1752 letter to her daughter, the
Countess of Bute, she wrote: "[Lady Vane's] History, rightly conside-
red, would be more instructive to young Women than any Sermon I know.
They may see there the mortifications and variety of misery are the unavoi-
dable consequences of Galantrys."

After the publication of her memoirs, Lady Vane spent most of
her time in Bath. Her erratic lifestyle soon ruined her husband's
finances. Struck by an illness, she was bedridden for the last 20 years
of her life. During that time, she contemplated converting to Roman
Catholicism. She died childless on 31 March 1788 at her home in Hill
Street, Mayfair, London, and was buried in the Vane family vault in
Shipborne, Kent. Lord Vane, who had remained faithful to her
despite the social humiliation caused by her sexual adventures, died
the next year. 
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Meetings Meetings Meetings Meetings ReportsReportsReportsReports

St Mary’s Burial Ground 
Our usual January ‘Member’s Evening’ took place on Friday 17th
with a talk by John Chapman and Catherine Sampson on St. Mary’s
burial ground and its surveys.   Despite the inclement weather a
large number of members attended the meeting and several guests,
three of whom joined on the night.   

John began his talk by showing an aerial photograph and plan
of the church and burial ground which dated to the mid 1980s and
showed the burial ground before it was full.   He explained that the

first known survey of the memorials was carried out by Elias Ashm-
ole in 1664 and this was followed by a revision to this plan in 1800, a
survey by Mrs Becker in 1870 and then finally surveys by Project
Purley, first in 1984 and then again in 2013.   Project Purley compiled
a guide to the memorials in the 1980s, based on all of the surveys to
date, and this is now in the process of being revised.  John then
showed images of a number of different types of the memorials and

Recording new inscriptions
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spoke of others that are known to no longer survive.  

Next came an overview of the archaeological dig which took
place over two seasons in 1981 and 1982, before the new extension to
St Mary’s Church was constructed.  A number of fascinating photo-
graphs followed detailing the many finds made and including some
of the late Saxon pillow burials which the amateur archaeologists
had unexpectedly uncovered.  The discovery of these had resulted
in the police being informed and John recounted the incident when a
somewhat bemused policeman arrived on site to inspect the find
and pronounced that finding an old skeleton in a churchyard was
hardly unusual and in this instance not really a police matter.  An
unusual circular brick feature apparently had everyone guessing as

Checking old inscriptions
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to what ‘treasure’ it might contain.  One could imagine the disappoi-
ntment when it turned out to be empty and in fact a Victorian
drainage sump.  

Catherine spoke next about three particular monuments and the
stories of the people they commemorate.   A finely carved memorial
to Anthony Gilbert Storer was the first under the spotlight.  This was
the Storer who built Purley Park although he lived between Purley
and his sugar plantation on Jamaica.  He inherited his Jamaican
estate and money at a time when it was still run by slave-labour but
by his later years everything had changed. Edith Sophia Sherwood,
in contrast, was born into a family of yeoman farmers who had been
settled in Purley for over a hundred years.  She went to China with
the China Inland Mission in the late nineteenth century and was
tragically killed in July 1900 during the boxer’s rebellion against
foreigners.  Catherine finished with the Canning tomb, a chest tomb

The Canning tomb in its original position
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now in poor condition, which commemorates Thomas and Mary
Eugenie Canning and their son, also Thomas.  The use of chest
tombs dates back to at least the thirteenth century and their style
and decoration has varied over time.  By the late Georgian period
classical chest tombs, often featuring Greek urns on top, such as the
Canning tomb, were popular.  Recent research has revealed that
Mary Eugenie was the daughter of Michael Blount of Mapledurham
House and her first marriage was to Charles Stonor of Stonor Park.
Mary Eugenia remarried Thomas Canning, apparently an impoveri-
shed Catholic lawyer, a year after being widowed and their son
Thomas was born around three years later.  Quite how long or
where the Cannings were living in Purley is as yet unknown and
further research is needed. 

A Walk along the Thames Path.
Our February meeting began with a further report by Catherine
Sampson regarding the local Canning Tomb in St Mary’s graveyard,
after which she welcomed back our speaker Bill King who had
returned to describe the first stage of his Thames walk.

Bill commenced his illustrated walk from the Thames Head near
the village of Kemble where a stone plaque under an ash tree marks
the traditionally identified source of the river. The area is usually
dry in the summer months but a nearby basin of stones marks the
Spring. 

Moving on past old gravel
pits and pretty Ashton Keynes he
came to North Meadow, an old
flower rich hay meadow outside
the ninth century Saxon town of
Cricklade. To the East is Ermine
Way built by the Romans to form
a causeway across the flood
plains.

Walking on towards Lechl-
ade, Inglesham Lock, which

The start of the Thames near Kemble

Angela Edwards
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marks the head of the navigation system, comes into view where the
Severn and Thames Canal flows into the River Thames. It was used
to facilitate trade between Bristol and London until the construction
of the Cheltenham and Great Western Railway in 1836. A number of
buildings associated with the canal known as Roundhouses have
survived, one still adjacent to the lock. They were built in the 1790s
for use by the lock keepers and lengthmen. The River Leach from
which the town gets its name and the River Coln join the Thames at
Lechlade. 

To the East is St John’s Bridge reputed to be the first stone bridge
over the Thames outside London. Nearby is St John’s Lock, overloo-
ked by a statue purporting
to be Father Thames and
brought here from its origi-
nal site near the source of
the river. Where the road
from Swindon enters the
town it crosses the River
Thames via the old toll
bridge, the 18th century
Halfpenny Bridge.  

Not far from Lechlade
the Thames flows past
Buscot where you will find
the smallest lock. There had
once been a brewery and a thriving cheese industry exporting three
thousand tons a year to London, but the lovely Adam style mansion
house managed by the National Trust is there for all to visit. Nearby
is the Tudor gem of Kelmscott Manor, the former summer retreat of
William Morris, founder of the Arts and Crafts movement.

Again the Thames passes through gentle countryside to 12th
century Radcot Bridge, the oldest bridge on the Thames and the site
of a Civil War battle in the 17th century.  The nearby Swan Inn was
recommended. From here the river is isolated, no roads or habitat-
ion but otters and kingfishers can be seen. On reaching another old
bridge at Newbridge there is another recommended pub, The Rose
Revived. Beyond here the Thames widens until it approaches the
outskirts of the City of Oxford.   

The statue of Old Father Thames near St John's
Lock

Angela Edwards
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The 32nd Annual General Meeting
The March meeting commenced with the 32nd AGM moving quic-
kly through the election of officers, the Treasurer’s report and mem-
bers’ approval of the proposed increase in fees for 2015.

The Chairman then gave her report of the varied programme of
talks, interesting visits, Barbecue and Christmas party and the Rain
or Shine performances enabling several charities to benefit from a
share of the profits.

She reminded us of our core commitments to research, record
and preserve the history of Purley, two important changes being the
demolition of the Storer Family’s Victorian Boathouse and the Infant
School becoming a Primary school.

The aims for the present year include more work on St Mary’s
burial ground and the Canning Family. 

Catherine ended by thanking the Treasurer, Secretary and the
rest of the Committee for their hard work.

After a glass of wine, members returned to enjoy a talk by
Catherine,

Berkshire and South Oxfordshire Churches
Catherine began with Minister Lovell Church in the Windrush
Valley, built by the Lovell Family whose impressive manor house

now stands in ruins just
behind the church. Next
came the ‘hidden gems,’
many of which stand in
open fields away from
the nearest settlement.
Photographs of Widf-
ord revealed the appar-
ent bumps and hollows
of the now deserted vill-
age which the church
once served, whilst
those of the delightful
St. Thomas at East Sheff-Widford church the remnant of a deserted village
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ord revealed the beauty of its largely
untouched medieval interior. The
original medieval church at Nune-
ham Courtenay was pulled down
together with its surrounding cotta-
ges and houses during the construct-
ion of Nuneham House with its lan-
dscaped parkland. The new Georg-
ian Church was built close to the
house and is now in the care of the
Church Conservation Trust.

Catherine then recounted some of the richer historical stories
associated with our churches. Frilsham Church, with its unusual
circular burial ground, stands on the site of an apparent pagan
temple and is dedicated to St. Frideswide. The lives and fortunes of
the young Ann Seymour, widow of John Dudley and Amy Robsart,
wife of his brother Robert Dudley, connected the churches of St.
George in Hatford and St Michael in Cumnor and involved royal
plotting and intrigue, the tragic Lady Jane Grey, the favours of
Queen Elizabeth I and suspected murder. Next we moved to Burf-
ord church and the story of the Levellers imprisoned in it and
Wargrave Church destroyed by a mysterious fire, blamed on the
Suffragettes, in June 1914.

Catherine finished with a collection of churches and features not
to be missed which included the Kedermister Library at Langley
Marish Church, monuments at Aldworth, Fyfield, Ewelme and Swi-
nbrook,  wall paintings at Ashampstead and the wonderful elepha-

nts at St. Swithun’s in Wick-
ham. In conclusion came the
Mitford family memorials at St
Mary's in Swinbrook which
commemorate four of the
famous Mitford sisters, their
only brother and their parents
amongst other family memb-
ers.  

Angela Edwards
'cadaver' tomb of Sir John Golafre (d.

1442), Fyfield

All Saints Nuneham Courtenay
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Pop Pirates of the 1960’s
At our April meeting, in recognition of the 50th Anniversary of
Radio Caroline our very enthusiastic speaker, Tony Hadland,  began
to relate the history behind this event.

At the beginning of the 1960’s something happened  that chan-
ged the sound of British radio for ever – the growth of pirate radio
stations. What started out as a protest for the freedom to play music,
ended up challenging the Government and the BBC’s rather conser-
vative radio broadcast output.

There were only three national radio stations in Britain all run
by the BBC and in the spirit of public service broadcasting the
Government insisted all programmes were respectable, educational
and impartial and was not allowed to broadcast commercials for
fear that advertisers could try to influence the quality or content of
the programmes.   

Very little contemporary or popular music was played, partly
because those in charge of output were quite disparaging about pop
music and partly due to existing agreements with the Musicians
Union, limiting the amount of time recorded music could be played.
In the evenings pop music lovers would retune to Radio Luxembo-
urg  with the voice of Horace Batchelor predicting football results
and spelling out K E Y N S H A M Bristol and we were reintroduced
to the Ovaltinies singing 

“No merrier children could be seen

  Because we all drink Ovaltine”

At that time a young Irishman Ronan O’Rahilly was managing the
pop singer Georgie Fame who had been able to get a few songs into
the ‘hit parade’ with only limited air play on the larger channels.
Rowan decided to start his own station and realised the best way to
get round the restrictive broadcast policies of the UK would be to
transmit his programmes offshore.

Inspired by Holland’s Radio Veronica, Rowan bought an old
ferry boat, named Frederica which he renamed MV Caroline after
President Kennedy’s daughter. After conversion it was anchored off
the Felixstowe coastline.
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On Easter Sunday 1964 at 12 noon Simon Dee’s opening annou-
ncement could be heard “This is Radio Caroline on 199 your all day
music station”.

Through the ensuing years the BBC was increasingly hostile to
Radio Caroline believing it was part of an attempt to break up its
monopoly. Its ‘Dirty Tricks’ campaign was prompted by the relucta-
nce of the politicians to take action against the station for fear of
alienating young voters.       

However in 1966 the Postmaster General, Anthony Wedgewood
Benn introduced a law proclaiming the so called “pirate” stations
illegal and then making it a criminal offence to assist such stations. 

One of the first problems brought on by these new laws was the
daily boat that came out of Harwich with food, mail and other
supplies couldn’t legally set sail; but the real cause of their demise
was the main source of the station’s income – advertisers, all now
illegal.

Public reaction and loyalty to the pirate stations had not been
lost on the BBC and on the 30th September 1967 Radio One, its first
pop music station was launched and Radio Caroline went off the air
the following year with Johnnie Walker on board.

Many of the DJs who had made their names on the pirate
stations were hired, including Tony Blackburn, John Peel and John-
nie Walker

Angela Edwards

ObituaryObituaryObituaryObituary

Terry and Florrie Hughes
by Janet Southall

After serving in the RAF during the war, Terry got a job at Woodley
aerodrome and he and Florrie lived in Woodley, moving there from
London. They later moved to Purley and pursued their hobbies of
walking and dancing. Florrie was a good cook and joined the WI
and was a regular churchgoer at St Mary's.

The couple had two children, a daughter, Pat, in Kenliworth and
a son, Nigel, in Southampton. They enjoyed holidays, particularly in
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Lisbon in recent years and were very proud of their grandchildren.

When Florrie was diagnosed with Alzheimers, Terry devoted
himself to her care at home in the village until he could no longer
manage her care alone and she went into Riverview until she died in
March this year. Terry had died last year.

In 2006 they joined the Singing for the Brain group in St Mary's
and even when Florrie was in Riverview, Terry continued to go to
the group, writing lovely and moving poems often about how impo-
rtant the group became in their life.

Nature Notes
Rita Denman

At the beginning of December, forecasters were warning of high
tides, high winds and a possible surge through the North Sea.
Amber warnings were in place for eastern coastal areas of the UK.
Overnight on December 5th the forecasters were proved correct
when the highest surge tide for 60 years was experienced along the
east coast of the UK. As a precaution the Thames Barrier was raised
and thousands of people spent the night in safe centres. Two more
surge tides were expected. We later learned of the extent of the
flooding that occurred and the homes lost to the sea. This event set
the scene for the country for all of the winter months as the Jet
Stream, south of its normal position, moved across the UK.

December 13th 2013.  Fog was around for much of the time but
there was some sun. The roe deer spent hours in the shelter of the
hedge.

December 20th       Apart from the odd day or two of frost and
low temperatures, generally the weather was mild. So mild that the
birds were singing as though it were spring and the cock pheasants
were chasing the hens. In many parts of the country high winds and
rain swept in from the west,  large areas being without power due to
trees falling on the power lines. At that time in Purley, we had not
been affected too badly. There were warnings of further bands of
heavy weather coming in from the Atlantic. The ground in the
meadow was already sodden.

Welcome to 2014.     Threatening clouds had been gathering in
the darkening sky for most of the day and lights had twinkled in
cottage windows at mid-day. The wild creatures, sensing the
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coming storm were absent and birds were silent. With fading day
the clouds released the expected deluge. A driving blanket of water
blotted out the usually welcoming porch lights and at the lower end
of Purley the misery of flooded homes was played out, yet again.
Nationally farm animals drowned, crops were ruined, communities
were cut off by flooding and dependent on emergency food suppl-
ies.

January 3rd 2014.     The weather was again the major event and
continuing bands of heavy rain and wind crossed the UK every
couple of days. A bright morning with dazzling blue sky could
change in an hour or two, to driving rain and gusty wind.   

January 10th    During an interesting conversation with Tim
Metcalfe, I asked him about the Canada Geese that regularly desc-
end and graze on the barley field. He told me that for the time being
it wasn't too much of a concern as it imitates the traditional method
of putting the sheep to graze in the wheat fields for a short time. This
strengthened the plants for the intense growing period. The river is
very high and visible through the line of bare trees. Shining water at
the present is a sign of the river having burst its banks. For the first
time in the 20 years of ownership of the meadow it has been partly
flooded. 

January 17th    The weather has been so awful that nature
observations have been taken from indoors. A few hours of sunsh-
ine have been short lived with a return to rain and cloud but
thankfully the wind has dropped. A red sky in the morning has
begun the day. Roe deer have been around the fields. A flock of long
tailed tits has been on the Rheingold conifer and blackbirds and a
thrush have been taking the pyracantha berries.

January 24th    Forecasts are still for rain and wind. Red warni-
ngs are in force for the Purley stretch of the river. The water is
beginning to subside and underfoot the ground in the meadow is
reasonably firm. The catkins are filling out on the hazel tree and
there are lichens and mosses everywhere. A patch of snowdrops has
appeared and the birds are singing. The signs of spring are encoura-
ging.  

February 7th    The weather dominates life. The Thames has
been out of its banks and a red warning in force. Pools of water in
the meadow are reappearing and swans are swimming in flooded
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gardens. Between strong winds and torrential rain there are periods
of bright sunshine and primroses and hellebores are flowering brav-
ely in the garden. A series of weather 'lows' are forming in the
Atlantic which will come across the UK. There seems to be no end to
the dismal weather.

February 14th    I wanted to understand the effect of the
underlying geology of Purley combined with the weather conditions
and e-mailed the Environment Agency. I received the following and
also links to further information.  "The Parish of Purley is situated on
a bedrock of undifferentiated formations of the Seaford Chalk and
the Newhaven Chalk Formations. Large drift deposits of the Taplow
and Kempton Park Gravel Formations follow the course of the River
Thames which in turn are overlain by alluvial deposits. To the south
of the Parish where ground levels increase away from the Thames,
are drift deposits of the Black Park Gravel Member and Head Depo-
sits. You can see the extent of this geology on the British Geological
Surveys Geology of Britain map. Purley on Thames lies within our
Chiltern West. This area has received exceptionally high rainfall for
this time of year. As a result it is likely that both groundwater levels
within the bedrock chalk aquifer and the drift gravel aquifers are
either above normal or notably high for this time of year".  An
aquifer is a body of saturated rock through which water can easily
move".  The early plotholders in Purley were surprised and pleased
to be able to install a pump and draw their own water. They were
tapping into the water collected in the aquifer. What was a blessing
to them has become a natural problem for modern Purley.

March 7th  The beginning of the week was still subject to rain
from the west but a blackbird was determined to herald spring and
while the sun shone he sang his lovely song which was something to
savour before leaden skies dominated again and the next band of
rain moved across the area. However, the river is back within its
banks and flood warnings have been lifted. In the early morning
sun, rain drops shimmer on the conifers and a small flock of blue tits
fly here and there with great urgency adding welcome colour to
what has been a drab scene. There have been goldfinches in the
garden and the sun has encouraged ladybirds and peacock butterfl-
ies from their hibernation. We are beginning to dry out!

March 14th    Although winter seemed never ending, Mother

Nature Notes    23 

  



Nature had been working quietly through the days of darkness and
flood. When the Jet Stream eventually returned to its normal posit-
ion and settled weather returned, spring arrived overnight. Daffod-
ils opened, flowering trees blossomed, butterflies came out, bees
buzzed and people smiled. Red kites  over the meadow caught the
sun on the undersides of their wings, accentuating the red of their
name. It was a delight to watch them after weeks of empty skies. The
garden pond is on the boil with frogs and frogspawn.

March 24th    Mornings have begun with grey cloud and mist
which merge obscuring the familiar landscape, creating an alien
world. Temperatures have reached 20 degrees in the south of the
UK. Warm sunlit days have been followed by bright moonlit nights.

March 28th    If variety is the spice of life, the UK has been well
spiced in its variety of weather. Wintry showers, or rain in a deluge,
hailstones, fog, mist, thunder and lightening, sun and blue skies
have all combined with vernal voluptuousness. At the closing of a
beautiful day, when the afternoon dwindles into evening, the sky
was a deep blue overcast by dark red cloud which bathed everyth-
ing with a smouldering glow. This spectacular effect remained for
only a few moments and it was gone as though it had never been.

The floods in January
brought national
attention to Purley.
Here Ed Milliband,
the leader of the
Opposition is
interviewed by the
national press with
our own MP, Alok
Sharma, looking on.
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