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Westbury Farm
John Chapman

Westbury was once the centre of the Manor of Purley Parva which
goes back at least to Domesday and probably some considerable
time before that. After the Conquest it was included in the lands of
Theodoric the Goldsmith but it soon became part of the lands of the
de Siffrewast family who held lands all across Berkshire. Towards
the end of the 12th century Isabella de Siffrewast donated a half
virgate of land to Reading Abbey which was roughly the present
area between Purley Lane and Glebe Road and between the main
road and Purley Lodge. This land remained outside the Purley
manorial system until it was severed in 1840 by the railway and the
southern part, Westfield, became the home for the Sykes family with
connections to Basildon Park. 

In the 14th century it was in the hands of the Malynes family.
Henry Buskres de Malines was a Belgian merchant who came to
England around 1300. After a gambling debt in 1462 it fell into the
hands of the Norris family.

Westbury Farmhouse. The 17th century part is to the left.
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Around 1630 after the death of Lord Norris it became part of the
Hardwick estate across the river owned by the Lybbe family. It was
about this time that the oldest part of Westbury farmhouse was
built. By this time the rest of Westbury village had disappeared and
it is now classed as a Deserted Mediaeval Village. The farm remai-
ned part of the Hardwick estate until fairly recently when, after
Bernard Theobald died, it was
sold to the owner of Springs
Farm. For a while in the 1920s,
there was an airfield on the wes-
tern part of the farm used by the
Rose family of Hardwick.

On the east wall of the farm-
house are two firemarks.These
signified that the building had
been insured so that, should it
catch fire, the local fire brigade
could extinguish the fire know-
ing the insurance money would
pay, but no sign – no fire brig-
ade!!

Bernard Theobald was brought up in
Tokers Green and joined the Royal Navy.
During the war he met and married Gwen and
after the war he took a lease on Westbury Farm
and moved in to be a small mixed farmer. He
had 40 cows, pigs, turkeys, ducks, chickens
and even guinea fowl. On the arable side he
grew wheat, barley, oats, maize, kale, mango-
lds, potatoes, linseed and lots more beside.
One of his early specialities was tobacco which
he dried on wires hung across the stalls where
the cows were housed. He smoked it in his
pipe, saving himself a lot of money.

In 1970 he had a herd of 120 cows milked
by himself and one dairygirl but it had all got a

The two firemarks on the wall of the farmhouse

Bernard Theobald and Gwen
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bit too much like hard work so he embarked on a completely new
line and planted some vines in his garden. Within a short time he
had 15 acres of vines grown on the double Geneva system whereby
the vines are trained to grow sideways along two parallel wires
running horizontally instead of the more usual vertical arrangem-
ent. Bernard always claimed that this gave the grapes more sunlight.
He was one of the first English growers to grow grapes for red wine.

One of his barns was used to hold the equipment necessary for
crushing and storing the wine. One time when the crusher broke
down he and his assistant disinfected their Wellington boots and
trod the grapes. He remarked it didn’t take any longer than the

crusher but it was damned hard
work.

He converted the Tudor barn to
be a lecture room and used to entert-
ain parties of visitors and show off
his wines. He was quite popular
with Women’s Institutes as he
always had a twinkle in his eye for
the ladies.

Another venture was his trout
lakes. He dug several of these to the

A Project Purley visit to the vinyard

One of his wine labels
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north of the farmhouse and had to remove vast quantities of gravel
in the process so for several years the residents of Westbury Lane
were subjected to a procession of heavy lorries up and down the
lane. One suspects he actually made more money from the gravel
than from selling fishing rights. The lakes were fed from the West
Brook which runs to the lock but one year after flooding some pike
got in above the wire fence across the stream and had a feast day.

Bernard was one of Purley’s Councillors on Bradfield Rural
District Council and served the first term of Newbury District Coun-
cil from 1972 to 1976 being Chairman one year. He held his reception
at Greenham House, the American Club at Greenham Common
(now demolished) and showed off his wines. He was Chairman of
Purley Parish Council for many years.

He had many other enterprises at Westbury Farm including
pottery repair, renting out space in his collection of old barns to local
craftsmen. He was also a ham-radio enthusiast.

He died in 1992 and the farm was sold to Mr Shaker of Springs
Farm who cleared out almost all the old barns and modernised the
Tudor Barn and Farmhouse. He also removed all the vines and the
remainder of Bernard’s stock of bottles of wine was sold off to cover
the excise duty. Those that were not sold were smashed and the
contents thrown away.

The Corner Barn used for pottery repairs
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ReminiscenceReminiscenceReminiscenceReminiscence

The Purley Park Gatehouse
by Peter Fullerton

We were pleased to receive this note from Peter after he read Ben Viljoen's piece
in the January Journal

The article by Ben Viljoen on the Purley Park Gatehouse in the
January journal was very interesting.  

I first visited Purley in the 1940’s with my father who had grown
up in Purley Park.  His mother, born Leila Storer, had inherited
Purley Park from her father, Major Storer and the family moved into
the house in 1908.   I remember seeing the Gatehouse as we drove
into the house, and my father remarking how curious that it was on
the wrong side of the road.  He said he never understood how this
came about. When he lived in Purley, there was a driveway from the
road direct to the house, and that was the drive we used on our visit.
He said carriages and cars never drove through the gatehouse entra-
nce to get to the house.   He did not even mention the existence of
the tunnel as described by Ben Viljoen, although he must have
known of its existence and possible use in his time at Purley.  

I have a copy of a large scale survey drawing of the Purley area
dated 1840, predating the first Ordnance Survey of 1882.  It is
approximately 15 inches to the mile.  The driveway into the house is
clearly shown on the south side of the road, opposite the Gatehouse.
My impression is that that was the original driveway, sweeping to
the left and then round to the right, arriving at the front entrance of
Purley Park.  That would be typical landscaping for the drive of a
country house.  I think that driveway continued to be used in the
20th century, and it was the entrance through which I drove with
my father in the 1940’s.

There is no indication on this detailed survey of 1840 of the
existence of a tunnel under the road, or of a circuitous drive from the
tunnel to the Gatehouse, as shown in the first edition of the Ordna-
nce Survey in 1882.  So the tunnel would appear to have been built
between 1840 and 1882.  It seems possible that the tunnel and drive
through Purley copse was a later piece of landscaping commissio-
ned by Major Storer who lived in Purley from 1854 until his death in

Reminiscence    7 

  



1902.   The tunnel would have enabled him to drive in his carriage
from the house into Purley Copse, that part of the property on the
south of the turnpike road, without having to cross over the road
itself.   This would have given the impression that the property was
extensive and uninterrupted by the road.   The circular route thro-
ugh Purley Copse would have been a pleasant half hour drive or
ride, returning through the gatehouse as if it was the formal entra-
nce to Purley Park. 

It seems to me most unlikely that this drive through Purley
copse was ever intended to be the main entrance  way into Purley
Park.  Anyone (including the family) driving in a carriage to Purley
would not have wished to have their journey prolonged by an extra
half mile or more just to go through the Gatehouse to get to the
house.   This does not explain why the Gatehouse was built on the
wrong side of the road, but it does provide a possible reason for the
later construction of the tunnel. 

      The key to the building of the tunnel may perhaps lie in
Major Storer’s fury at the construction of the railway in 1838  thro-
ugh the grounds of Purley Park.  This cut the house off from the
Parish church and the village.   As part of the agreement with Brunel
for the GWR way-leave, a private tunnel was constructed under the
railway line to provide access from the house to the church  (see
photo in Ben Viljoen’s article).  Having seen how a tunnel could
unite that part of his estate, Major Storer may have hit on the idea of
a tunnel under the turnpike road to unite the southern part of the
property.   The drive through the tunnel and around the copse
would have ended by passing through the gatehouse as if it had
been intended to be the formal entrance to the house. 

      This theory may possibly account for the later construction of
the tunnel but it does not explain why the gatehouse was built on
the wrong side of the road.  John Chapman tells me that the turnpike
road made in 1763 originally ran pretty well in a straight line from
the top of Purley Lane to the Roebuck, and that there was an Inn
known as the Red Lyon somewhere along it. He thinks that the Red
Lyon may have become the site for the new house, Purley Park, in
1800  and that the turnpike was at that time diverted about a quarter
of a mile southwards to its present alignment (the A329). 
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      It is not known who was retained by the Storers as their
landscape designer when Purley Park was built but it seems inconc-
eivable that a professional would have proposed building the gateh-
ouse on the opposite side of the road to the entrance to the house,
with a passage through the gatehouse going nowhere.   I know of no
English country house where this was done.   One has to conclude
that the building of the Purley gatehouse on the wrong side of the
road was a mistake.   The question then is:  how could such a
mistake have been made? One has to stretch one’s imagination to
account for this, but here is one idea.  The gatehouse was sited and
built before the realignment of the turnpike was opened. 

      I do not know who would have been responsible for the
realignment and construction of the new section of the turnpike.  I
assume it would have been the road authority of that time, and not a
surveyor and contractor employed by the Storers.   My suggestion is
that there was a misunderstanding between the authority and the
Storers on the exact route of the realignment.  The Storers went
ahead with the building of the gatehouse on the site where they
understood the turnpike realignment would pass, and they misjud-
ged it by a few yards.  The authority then refused to deviate from the
exact line which their surveyor had determined, maybe for some
technical reason, such as the gradient or the additional footage
required on the bend of the new alignment.  If this was the case there
would have been a serious row between the Storers and the author-
ity, because the anomaly of  a gatehouse built on the wrong side of
the road for the new mansion must have made a bit of a laughing
stock of the new owners of Purley Magna. 

     This idea is only a piece of creative thinking.   Perhaps the
Society could have a competition to produce a better answer to the
question: “Why was the gatehouse built on the wrong side of the
road?”
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Meeting Meeting Meeting Meeting ReportsReportsReportsReports

The First World War
Project Purley’s January meeting is traditionally a ‘Members’ Even-
ing’ with short talks around a theme. This year’s theme was the First
World War, in keeping with its hundred year anniversary, and the
evening included three talks and displays on Purley’s war dead and
memorabilia and research by members. Anzac biscuits, home-made
by Angela Edwards and Marjorie Butler, accompanied the usual tea
and coffee.  Unusually the weather was good, it is not uncommon
for us to be battling snow at our January meeting. 

     David Downs opened with stories of some of the professional
footballers from Reading who served in WWI.  In 1915 the 'Khaki
Cup Final' was watched by George V who then told the players
"today you have fought for your team, tomorrow I want you to go
and fight for your country".  Many joined the 17th Middlesex Battal-
ion which was known as the 'Footballers' Battalion'.  Among those
who served was Joe Bailey of Reading who won the DSO plus the

Military Cross three times
(i.e. he had two bars added
on the ribbon) for gallan-
try.  He survived the war
and in August 1920 scored
a goal in the Football
League.

     Frederick Bartholo-
mew (Old Bart) a grounds
man for Reading Football
Club became a Company
Quarter Master Sergeant in
the 17th.  He died in 1979
aged 94 but it isn't known
where he is buried.

Nine men from the
The Reading FC War Memorial at the Madjeski Stadium
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Reading Club died, including Alan Foster who played for Reading
before the war.  He died of wounds on the Somme.  2nd Lieutenant
Donald Bell, of the Green Howards, won the VC posthumously in
1916.   David concluded by recounting the story of the football game
between British and German soldiers on Christmas Day 1914 which
was stopped by their officers.

     Our second speaker was Bridget Pollard who has researched
air raids over Germany by the RNAS (Royal Naval Air Service) in
September and October 1914.  In early 1914 the Royal Flying Corps
(Military Division) was only equipped for reconnaissance and not
for bombing and it was the responsibility of the RNAS to protect the
air space. The early months of the war were fraught with issues as
the Germans advanced into new territory and poor weather destro-
yed some of the few planes available.  There were also problems
with the range to the targets in Germany. Neutral Holland was
officially a no-fly zone yet they had insufficient fuel range to fly
around it and Bridget suggested that the evidence indicates that the
pilots did just take the direct route over Holland. The first mission
was largely unsuccessful as three of those who flew to Cologne
couldn't find the target, whilst one made Dusseldorf but dropped
his bombs too low so that they didn't explode; although he did make
it back to base at Antwerp.  

     By then
wintery weat-
her had set in
and the RNAS
pulled out of
Antwerp leav-
ing only two
planes with
their pilots to
attempt one
last mission.
On a misty day
one plane
flown by Spen-
cer Grey found
Cologne; butA Sopwith 1 1/2 Strutter biplane used by the RNAS for bombing on the

western Front
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not the airship sheds, so bombed the station.  The second plane went
to Dusseldorf, dive bombed the shed and destroyed a Zeppelin.
Both pilots were awarded the DSO.

     Jack Livesey wound up the talks with his story of the RNAS
Armoured Car Section known as the 'Motor Bandits' in France and
Belgium between 1-10 October 1914.  This is another less-heard of
group who went to ingenious lengths to adapt vehicles for armou-

red use and Jack
showed images of vari-
ous adapted cars inclu-
ding a Mercedes to
which metal plates had
been added.  In early
October the Motor
Bandits arrived in the
town of Douai, despite
the heavy German pre-
sence who by then held
three of the four brid-
ges which controlled
access to and from the

town.   The Bandits organised a large military convoy of buses, cars,
etc. many with non-military drivers, to evacuate the Belgian army
and civilian population over the one remaining bridge whilst using
their armoured cars to guard the river.  As the Belgian army fell
back, the Germans crossed the river and bombed the town.  Meanw-
hile Commander Samson of the Motor Bandits had created an armo-
ured personnel carrier plus a self-propelled gun mounted on the
back of a truck which the Bandits then utilised to great effect in their
decisive action in helping drive the Germans out of Ypres during the
First Battle of Ypres.  

     All three talks were extremely interesting particularly as they
focused on lesser known actions and stories on the war. After
refreshments, members browsed the items brought in by members
and looked at the many other displays.  It was a very enjoyable
evening.

Jean Debney

One of the RNAS Armoured cars
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Great Expectations – Rain or Shine Theatre
Company

The prospect of seeing Miss Havisham’s wedding dress go up in
flames (with Miss Havisham still inside it) enticed a near capacity
audience to visit The Barn on Friday evening, January 16, to watch
Rain or Shine’s latest production, an adaptation by James Reynard
of Charles Dickens’s classic novel, Great Expectations. 

The versatility of this touring theatre company never ceases to
amaze me. The five actors, who now include one married couple –
James and Claire – and one engaged pair – Rob and Pippa – plus
Jayne, Pippa’s mother, arrived at 4pm in their old battered minibus.
Besides the cast, the bus also contained all their scenery, staging,
costume rail, props, lighting, music and sound equipment.  By 5pm
everything was set ready for the evening performance and the actors
were able to have a short break before their vocal warm-up.

While this was happening, members of Project Purley were
getting The Barn ready. David, Martin and Richard set out the
chairs, Ann, Catherine and Martin prepared refreshments in the
small hall, while Marjorie made tea for the actors. Then at 7pm the
doors opened and people settled in their seats waiting eagerly for
the action to begin. The play is centred around the transition of the
main character, Pip, from a young scallywag who is terrified by
meeting Magwitch, the escaped convict, in a misty churchyard, to
becoming a sophisticated young gentleman living in some style in
London and pursuing a love affair with Estella.

Rain or Shine manage to compress the 500 pages of Dicken’s
novel and the sixteen-year timespan of Pip’s life into a play lasting
two hours. The actors work at frenetic speed, playing twenty parts
during the course of the evening, changing costumes backstage,
operating lights and music and rearranging scenery so that tombsto-
nes become chairs, a river appears at the front of the stage and the
immolation of Miss Havisham happens in colourful and frightening
detail. The fight on the river bed, the chase across the marsh by the
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soldiers and the punch-up between Pip and Herbert are other highli-
ghts of an enjoyable evening’s entertainment.

As James explains in his director’s note, decency and good
triumph over deceit and villainy in the conclusion to the tale, and
the cast received rapturous applause as they took their curtain call.
The leaving collection reached a record high of £300, and this will be
passed on to Macmillan Cancer Care, our chosen charity for the
event. Putting on these evenings is always enjoyable for Project
Purley because so many people benefit. The actors have employm-
ent, the audience are entertained, a chosen charity gains financially
and The Barn is put to good use. We were especially pleased to see
new faces watching the play on this occasion, and trust they will
return on Friday 5 June, when Rain or Shine Theatre Company will
perform Shakespeare’s The Tempest in The Barn. 

I record my thanks to all those members of Project Purley who
assisted in any way with the evening’s organisation, and those who
supported us by just coming to watch. 

David Downs

Farming in Purley
On  Friday 20th February 2015 a record number of members and

guests crowded into the Barn to hear Purley farmer and member of
the Parish and District Councils, Tim Metcalfe, talk about "Farming
in Purley". He began by handing round a number of farming artefa-
cts which the audience were invited to guess what they might be
used for. These were much puzzled over as they were passed round
during the talk before the ‘big reveal’ at the end. 

     Born in Tring, the son of a builder who later became a farmer,
Tim grew up on the family farm. As he grew older he was given his
own 'pig unit' to care for and was delighted to win prizes with them.
He went to school in Berkhamstead and later went on to Shuttlewo-
rth Farming College where he met Vicki his wife on a farming
placement.

     In 1983 they were living in Haddenham with their first baby
on the way when they spotted an advertisement in the 'Farmers'
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Weekly' of a farm for auction in Purley.  This was of course Home
farm. Tim decided to take a day off to visit Purley for a look around
and, liking what he saw, brought Vicki down the next day to see if
she agreed.  She did and they visited the Auctioneer and made an
offer in advance of the scheduled auction which was accepted.  At
first Tim commuted daily from Haddenham to maintain the dairy
herd until completion occurred and they could all move in, includ-
ing by this time their very newly-born son.

     As time progressed they were able to extend the farm yard,
and update and build much needed new farm buildings.  For many
years they kept dairy cows with their associated long hours and

early starts but have now
converted to beef farming.
Vicki does all the inseminat-
ion. At first they employed a
herdsman to look after the
cows but then took on a
youth trainee who soon
became a permanent
member of the ‘team’ and
has remained with them
ever since.  In the fields they

Some of Tim's
'tools of the
trade'

Part of Tim's herd grazing
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grow 3 acres of wheat, 2 acres of Barley and 2 years grass on a 7-year
rotation.  In college Tim was taught to have a four-year rotation: 3
years wheat followed by one-year cruise!   Although they don't
consider themselves as organic farmers they avoid using pesticides.  

     Some years ago, Tim was persuaded to stand for Purley
Parish Council - and he is now a very popular councillor who also
represents Purley on the West Berkshire District Council.  Tim
finished by explaining what all the farming gadgets were or had
been used for.  Only a few of the audience had guessed correctly!
Tim had given us a very entertaining and informative talk which we
all enjoyed.

Jean Debney

The Annual General Meeting
Project Purley’s March meeting began, as customary, at the earlier
time of 7.30pm with the society’s AGM – our 33rd.  Chairman
Catherine Sampson opened proceedings with her annual report
which was followed by that of the Treasurer before members were
invited to vote on the nominations received for the officers and
committee.  Catherine Sampson and Ann Betts were duly re-elected
Chairman and Secretary respectively, and Marjorie Butler Treasurer,
together with six committee members.  

Following the AGM Catherine paid tribute to Jean Debney and
the contribution she has made to the society from its inception as
one of the founding members and subsequently as variously chair-
man and committee
member.  This was to be
Jean’s last meeting as she
shortly moves to Shrops-
hire. Jean was presented
with flowers, a card and
cake and a framed coll-
age of historic images of
Purley which, it was
hoped, would bring back
fond memories for her.
After a short refreshment
break during which Jean Debney with her leaving present
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members and guests enjoyed wine and juice provided by Jean as a
leaving gift and a slice of cake.

Catherine Sampson

Purley Magna
After the AGM John Chapman and Ben Viljoen, were welcomed to

begin their talk on Purley Magna.  

John Chapman began by describing Purley’s manors at the time
of the Domesday survey: Purley Magna lay largely in the east,
Purley Parva around the Westbury Farm area and La Hyde near
Sulham Lane.  However, there may have been another manor altho-
ugh this cannot be verified.  John named the Lords of the Manor
from 1086 until 1793 (many names sounded familiar as they have
been used in the naming of local roads) and described the manorial
obligations and how the land would have been utilised and worked.
There was a need for irrigation and mills.  In order to run the mills at
Mapledurham and La Hyde it was necessary to keep the water level
high and this led to conflict between the millers and the river traffic.

In 1514 Elizabeth Blount married Nicholas St. John and a new
manor house was built in the Tudor style (beams from this were
probably later used in the construction of the first version of The
Barn in 1740).  In 1632 Ann Hyde died in childbirth probably at the
Manor House and not Purley Hall as sometimes thought.  In 1740
the Tudor manor house was demolished and a new brick house was
built together with barns alongside the Church.  This was subseque-
ntly gambled away at Whites Club in London by
Frederick St. John, after which it passed through
various hands until it was sold to Anthony
Morris Storer in 1793. 

Ben Viljoen then took over the story focusing
on just one month - November 1793.  Anthony
Morris Storer was educated at Eton and Cambri-
dge before becoming an MP and eventually
deputy Ambassador in Paris.  However his
career ended with the fall of the Government.

  His great passion was however collecting Anthony Morris Storer by
John Nixon
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engravings which he put mounted in scrapbooks called grangers.  In
1792 Storer invited the landscape designer Humphry Repton to
come to Purley where they spent three days together.  Repton tells of
being shown the scrapbooks and also of Storer confiding “I don't
have a friend in the world.”  Repton produced a Red Book for Purley
which includes a plan to build a new manor house next to the old
house.  Whilst Storer wanted the new house to be built well away
from the river on high ground, Repton tried to persuade him that if
the house was built near the river, the main view would be south lit
whereas if it was built on higher ground, it would be lit from
behind.  Storer however remained unconvinced and eventually only
a small part of Repton’s plan was implemented. 

John then continued by talking about the new house which
Storer commissioned the Georgian architect James Wyatt to build on
higher ground, probably on the site then occupied by the Red Lyon
Inn.  The old road was closed off, all buildings within the new
parkland were demolished with the exception of the church, the
turnpike road was diverted
further south and New Hill
was built to the village.
When the railway came to
Purley, Major Anthony
Morris Storer the younger,
who by then had inherited
the estate, had to sell land
to Brunel and in compensa-
tion he received £10,000

Humphrey Repton

The house on the hill as Storer wanted

An illustration from the Red Book
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and a lifetime gold medal for first class travel which he never used.
A tunnel was built under the railway as an exclusive route from the
new house to the church with steps for use by the gentlemen and a
gentler slope for the ladies.

Major Storer died in 1902 and thereafter, at his bequest, the
estate passed to female heirs.  When his granddaughter Myra inheri-
ted in 1919 she sold off all the moveable assets and put the property
up for sale.  After the Second World War, the house was sold to
Hugh Duncan who set up Purley Park Trust, initially to provide a
home for life for young men with Downs Syndrome.  In 1970 some
land was sold off to developers of the Purley Beeches estate and
eventually the main house and its associated buildings was also sold
and converted into individual houses and apartments

Ann Betts

Anzac Biscuits
We all loved the Anzac biscuits that Angela and Marjorie produced
for the January meeting so here is the recipe:-

85g porridge oats
85g dessicated coconut
100g plain flour
100g caster sugar
100g butter
1 tbsp golden syrup
1 tsp bicarbonate of soda

1) Heat oven to 180oc/160oc fan/gas mark 4. Put oats, coconut, flour 
and sugar in bowl. Melt butter and stir in golden syrup. Add bicarb
to two tbsp boiling water, then stir into golden syrup and butter
mixture.

2) Make well in middle of dry ingredients and pour in butter and 
golden syrup. Stir gently to incorporate dry ingredients.

3) Put dessert spoonfuls of mixture on to buttered baking sheets
about 1" apart to allow for spreading. Bake in batches for 8-10
minutes until golden.
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The BLHA AGM
This year the Berkshire Local History Association held its AGM at St
Laurence's Church in Reading. As usual Project Purley had a stand
and sold several books and the society was well represented. The
Chairman, David Cliffe despatched the formal agenda very swiftly
and John Chapman was re-elected to the Committee.

During the lunch break we were entertained to a talk on Morris
dancing and then a display by the Shinfield Morris, much to the
amusement of passers by although it was a bit too cold to hang
around for long.

The afternoon session was devoted to a symposium in honour of
Joan Dils who has been our speaker on several occasions in the past.
We had four excellent talks on a wide variety of local topics and
afterwards Joan was presented with a framed reminder of the day.

Nature Notes
by Rita Denman

6th December 2014 It was officially stated that 2014 had been the
warmest year since records began in 1772. In the few weeks at the
end of the year Pond Field had a good tidy up and benefited from
the clearance of brambles which were beginning to impede the path.
The willows where the pond once was have also been trimmed. In
the early part of the last century wood from willows growing here
was used by an Oxford company to make cricket bats.

12th December After a very cold night with temperatures below
zero there was thick frost in the meadow, but where it had begun to
thaw in the pale sun, droplets of water glistened in the frosty grass
which crunched underfoot. The rime which outlined the small low
growing plants which often go unnoticed, highlighted the variety of
leaf form and detail. 

19th December The area off the bridle path, where the old black
barns used to be, has been cleared of scrub and revealed many
patches of snowdrops .  Dead wood has been taken out and broken
down fencing replaced and the whole area is looking good and will
give more space and light to encourage healthy growth, and who
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knows maybe bluebells! The clearance has the effect of bringing  the
farm and the old village much closer together.

9th January 2015  As the light was fading I walked down to the
meadow and as I did so two very large skeins of geese flew over. I
estimated about 200 birds. They were flying quite high so probably
not local geese.  Crows are being very noisy and the flowering bulbs
are beginning to break through in the garden.

16th January  The snowdrops are almost in full blossom and the
hazel bushes are dripping with yellow catkins. Fox and roe deer are
about, but they wait until Tim and Ian have gone home with the
tractor. The weather is still variable and can change from benign to
aggressive within minutes.

23rd January  The TV weather presenter said the conditions are
oscillating and this was a good way of describing the daily turnab-
out of cold bright sun and dark mild damp days. When the sun is
shining the pigeons perch in the hazel trees puffing themselves up
and soaking up the warmth.

31st January Weather conditions throughout the UK have been
very complicated with snow, rain, hail, sleet, wind and sun possible
almost anywhere. Wind chill is expected to make a difference in the
next few days when the wind will come from the arctic, the  jet
stream being well to the south across mainland Europe. Gale force
winds have funnelled through the Thames Valley creating a sound
which rivalled the roar of our old friend Concorde. A red kite
seemed to be enjoying the turbulence which dropped as suddenly as
it arose. 

6th February  January passed into February with not much
change in weather patterns. Days begin with temperatures below
freezing rising gradually to an average of 6 degrees. Dramatic skies
change from threatening blankets of black rolling cloud to bright
sun with deep blue heavens. The authorities are taking no chances
and the gritters are coming through the village regularly. The outl-
ook being 'bitterly cold'.

February 14th  The high winds of recent weeks have calmed and
more birds are evident - practicing for the dawn chorus!  Rooks in
numbers are in the farm pasture field and pigeons pecking in the
meadow. Geese and swans have returned to one of the barley fields
and roe deer to Oak Tree field. There has been a dusting of snow,
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just enough to gather in the hollows on the hill and mark the animal
tracks in the meadow.

February 23rd  Wednesday of this week was a typically bright
day when a soft pink sun rose on frosty fields with roe deer calmly
grazing along the hedge and a solitary red kite serenely gliding
overhead. On a stroll around the meadow I noticed daffodils break-
ing through and signs of plenty of hedge parsley for my favourite
time of the year.

February 28th The Meteorological Office expect this to have
been the sunniest winter in the UK since 1929. Rooks are visiting the
ash tree to gather nesting material. They arrive in pairs and sidle
along the branches until they find a choice twig and then they yank
on it for all they are worth. Sometimes their twig gets tangled in
other branches and they perform all kinds of antics until they get it
free and it is surprising that they can fly with such large pieces. 

6th March  Winter is almost over in the south and spring like
days outnumber the wintry ones. The birds are singing and spring
flowers beginning to colour the gardens. The heady perfume from
the mahonia by the greenhouse door attracted a large bumble bee
and a beautiful red admiral butterfly.

13th March  As the sun gets stronger bumble bees, brimstone
yellow and red admiral butterflies are more frequent. This morning
I opened the curtains to a picture postcard green but cold valley.
Everything was still with not a breath of air or movement anywhere
until  the sun broke through the blanket of grey cloud and shafts of
sunlight slowly crept across the green pasture, slanting through the
gateways and gaps in the hedge. As the sun blessed the valley a
haze formed along the river and on the wooded hills beyond. The
rooks left their roost and began their constant toil of gathering nest
material and keeping up their noisy chattering. Suddenly the cold
valley became alive. 

21st March  For a couple of weeks Purley has been teetering on
the edge of Spring and now that we have passed the spring equinox
we expect to wake any morning to find that it has fully sprung.
However the weather remains grey and chill with occasional bursts
of sunshine but the yellow forsythia buds are at bursting point and
the mirabelle plum in the meadow is in full flower. A pair of
thrushes have made quite a splash in the garden pond and the frogs
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are making a splash of their own, the frog spawn proof that all is
well in the froggy world. The big natural event of the week was the
rare cosmic coincidence when the earth moon and sun were all in
line. I was out early in the meadow to experience the atmosphere of
the moon blotting out the sun. The prospect of the eclipse being
visible was slim as there was cloud cover and fog and in any event I
did not have protective viewing spectacles. The temperature was
about 4° and I put on a warm coat in anticipation of the temperature
dropping further. As I walked down to the meadow the air was cold
and clammy and there was fog on the hillside. Many birds were
singing and I heard, robin, blue tits, woodpecker, rooks pigeons and
the faint cry of a red kite. There was little noticeable change except
maybe a little darker. I stayed in the meadow for half and hour and
heard a number of outward bound planes flying above the cloud. 

28th March It is springtime in Purley and the flowering trees
and spring gardens are a delight but we are all longing for spring
warmth too. The weather fronts crossing the UK alternate between
cold weather from the Atlantic and cold weather from the east. Even
the cattle in pasture field were so fed up that they laid down in a
huddle. I watched a pair of swans fly along the river line, circle the
ash copse and alight in the barley field moving  from area to area
spreading their huge wings and elegantly skimming across the river
of green barley.

Coming Soon
Over the summer Project Purley has planned trips to Portsmouth
Historic Naval Yard and the village of Sutton Courtenay in May and
July and a barbecue in June. These are open to members and their
guests. Regular meetings in The Barn resume in September. 

Catherine Sampson

History of St Mary's Church
The latest book from Goosecroft Publications (Project Purley's own
publishing company) is a detailed history of the church of St Mary
the Virgin in Purley by John Chapman. Copies can be obtained at
Project Purley meetings.

The book contains much that the reader might not expect.  The
basic arrangement is chronological, by incumbent, and there is lots
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of detail about the incumbents – the absentees, the pluralists, and
those who, before the 1549 Act of Parliament, kept concubines.

Some interesting sidelights are shed on agriculture in Purley –
such as the keeping of bulls, and the arguments over the tithes
payable in clover crops in 1711.  Apparently, clover was then a fairly
new fodder crop, and a farmer could harvest it twice in a year, and
might be called upon to pay double the tithe on it.

There is the case of the Elizabethan embroidery, used as an altar-
cloth.  It had scenes from Ovid’s “Metamorphoses,” which were
deemed unsuitable for a church by a Victorian vicar, who removed
it to the vestry.  A later vicar sold it to the Victoria and Albert
Museum.  There are notes on various bell-founders, including the
one at Reading, there is an account of the “notorious Purley Incid-
ent” of 1912, and a humorous account of the singing dog which
joined in with the hymns in 1946.  The style of the book is distinctly
lively!

David Cliffe

John Chapman selling his History of St Mary's at the BLHA AGM
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