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The Fall and Rise of Samuel Blackall
Purley to Australia the hard way

by Catherine Sampson
On a number of occasions in the run-up to founder member Jean
Debney’s move to Shropshire she telephoned me to request that I
collect papers and other material which she had either researched,
collected or been given on behalf of Project Purley. Invariably each
time my car was filled to groaning point with boxes of loose papers
and files which, in due course, and, after much sorting, revealed
some interesting treasures. Our archive cupboard stands testament
to Jean (and John’s) collecting prowess for which we are extremely
grateful. One particular gem was a letter from Australia sent to Jean
in 1998, after she had published a short article on Samuel Blackall
and others tried in the Abingdon Assizes in Berkshire Family Hist-
ory Society’s Historian journal.  This article builds upon Jean’s
original research and includes that by Ken and Ailsa Brown of
Cheltenham in Victoria. 

Samuel Blackall was born in Basildon about 1791, the son of
Benjamin and Mary Blackall. He married a Purley girl, Charlotte
Jerome, at St Mary’s Church in Purley on 9 February 1813. His
young bride had probably endured a tough childhood, being the
first of what would become two illegitimate children born to Tracy
Jerome, the father, normally the significant wage contributor to the
family economy, seemingly playing little or no role in her life. Sadly
that life would become even tougher in the short-term. Samuel and
Charlotte evidently settled in Purley to begin with, their first child
being baptised here. However at some point the family returned to
Basildon, where further children were born, and they were still
resident there in July 1820 when he was hauled in front of the
Berkshire Assizes at Abingdon. There he stood trial, along with
Robert Leach, another labourer from Basildon, for stealing and kill-
ing a sheep belonging to Richard Powlett Wright Benyon, presuma-
bly from the Englefield House estate which Benyon had inherited
from his half-uncle Powlett Wright just six years earlier in 1814.  

We can but speculate what led to the alleged theft. Samuel’s
prison report describes him as a “most notorious character” but this
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character description is not borne out by his prison hulk report or
his subsequent behaviour. Economically, however, this time is rega-
rded as one of the most difficult of the nineteenth century.  Britain
was still emerging from the costly wars with France and Russia, and
the consequential combined effects of inflation, depleted world
trade, high taxation, and unemployed ex-soldiers sent the economy
into a period of massive depression and high unemployment. By
1820, conditions within the agricultural economy were stretched to
breaking point, exasperated by poor harvests, and petitions calling
for relief from agricultural distress were presented to the Commons
from several places in Berkshire. It is very possible that Samuel was
motivated, at least in part, by economic necessity in clearly difficult
times.

The assizes were the highest level of county court at the time
and the sitting Justices of the Peace could sanction penalties up to
the death level, which they frequently did. In July 1820, the cases
appear to have been particularly serious, or, more likely, Mr Justice

The prison hulk 'York' where Samuel was incarcerated before his transportation to
Australia [M070124]
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Best and the Hon. Justice Richardson felt the need to make examples
of those tried to deter others. They may, of course, just have been
feeling particularly belligerent. Of the 24 cases heard during the
session, 50 percent of them resulted in the death penalty being
applied. In contrast, just one plaintiff was found not guilty. Samuel
was amongst those technically facing death, although, as was often
the practice, instead he found his charge commuted to transportat-
ion to the Antipodes for life. 

Held initially probably in Abingdon Jail, in September 1820
Samuel was sent to the prison hulk York moored at Gosport. Prison
hulks were generally decommissioned Navy ships stripped of their
masts, rigging and rudders and filled with prison cells; they were
necessary as the shore-based prisons were full, particularly after
1815 when crime rose sharply as the economy crumbled. HMS York
was a 74-gun third rate, launched in 1807, which had been converted
to a prison hulk in 1819. It usually held around 500 prisoners at any
one time.

Conditions on board the York would have been grim and rioting
broke out on many of the hulks from time to time. Outbreaks of
diseases such as cholera were common, often caused by contamina-
ted drinking water.  During the daytime prisoners worked ashore,
usually at hard labour, and often in the dockyards and other govern-
ment establishments. At night they found themselves chained to
their bunks in an attempt to prevent escape. 

Less than two months later, Samuel was aboard the Medway on
his way to Van Diemen’s Land (modern-day Tasmania), along with
at least six other ‘lifers’ from the July assizes at Abingdon. The
voyage took about four months and the Hobart Town Gazette publi-
shed on Saturday 17 March 1821 confirms that the Medway arrived
there on the 13th with its cargo of 156 prisoners complete, no deaths
having occurred during the crossing. 

This was as far as Jean was able to take the story in 1998,
although she was aware that by the late winter of 1824 Charlotte and
her five young children had travelled out to Australia to join
Samuel, a descendant, of their daughter Mary having made contact
from Tasmania, where some descendants still lived. Fortuitously the
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research by Ken and Ailsa Brown carried out from Australia sheds
light on what happened to the Blackall family next.  

In 1826, the first of what would be a further three children was
born to Charlotte and Samuel, by now described as a grazier, in Van
Diemen’s Land. Their son, George, lived for just seven days and
died on 20th July. Two days later, Charlotte, once again showing
incredible grit, made an application for an allotment which was
supported by the New Norfolk Chaplain and the Chief District
Constable. 

“I have resided on this Settlement with my husband and family
near two years and by our industry have accumulated sufficient
to build us a good house. I beg leave therefore to request you
will have the goodness to allow me to take an allotment for that
purpose, my husband being at this time a Crown Prisoner hold-
ing an indulgence from His Excellency The Lieut. Governor.”

The application was approved and Samuel and Charlotte were
granted a small allotment in New Norfolk where they established a

Hobart Harbour in the early 1800s [M070123]
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home and small farm. As Ken Brown points out these would have
been difficult times with the “constant fear of bushrangers and
aborigines”, in addition to the challenges of establishing themselves
in a country “where social survival was difficult, especially for those
with clouded origins”. In 1830, they sold the New Norfolk farm and
moved to the comparative safety of Hobart town. By now Samuel
and Charlotte’s eldest daughter, Louisa, born and baptised in
Purley, had married one William Pender. They went on to have five
children before Louisa died in 1841, aged just 27. 

Things were beginning to look up for Samuel and Charlotte,
especially when in 1833 he was granted a conditional pardon. This
gave him more freedom to establish his own choices and he secured
a publican’s licence for the Crown and Anchor Hotel in New Town
Road. More of their children went on to marry and establish their
own homes and finally, in 1841, Samuel was granted a full pardon.
Three years later Charlotte died leading Samuel to marry for a
second time, in 1850, a widow Caroline Ann Lamb. Samuel contin-
ued to work as a publican and is variously named as holding the
licence of the Tasmanian Inn and then the Crown and Anchor once
again. Later on, he is described as a wheelwright, suggesting he was
prepared to diversify his skills as needed to bring in an income. He
died on 29 December 1874, and his second wife Caroline Ann on 25
July 1877.

Samuel and Charlotte’s story is one of success, albeit low key,
and is not untypical of that of many who managed to survive the
harsh conditions. For Charlotte to travel out to Tasmania showed
real courage and a determination that their family would stay toget-
her, despite the odds being stacked against them. It enabled them to
change what could have been a precarious existence into a stepping
stone to build a new future for their family. Descendants from at
least two of Samuel and Charlotte’s children continue to live in
Tasmania and Australia to this day.

Principal Sources: 

Assizes Records, The National Archives, Class: HO 27, Piece: 19,
Page: 13.
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King Charles III and Purley
by Ben Viljoen

Those of you who saw King Charles III by Mike Bartlett on BBC2
recently would, I am sure, have enjoyed the magnificent performa-
nce of Tim Pigott-Smith in the lead role; sadly his very last perform-
ance. 

This controversial but thought provoking play premiered at the
Almeida Theatre in north London in 2014, transferred to the West
End and Broadway for long runs and has twice featured on Radio 3,
which is where I first heard it. I very much enjoyed the play and was
surprised and delighted when Purley was mentioned.

I emailed Nick Hern Books Ltd, the publishers, and asked if I
could use an extract from the play as part of our collection of literary
references to Purley.  Nick Hern's generous reply was “yours is one
of the more intriguing requests for permission that we've received in
connection with any of our titles! You may indeed have permission
to quote the passage you refer to. An acknowledgement would be
nice, thank you.”
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I had mentioned to Ann Betts the possibility of getting an article
about the reference into the last issue of the journal but she already
had enough material. I am rather glad that this happened as you
may well have been prompted to see the TV production and would
have been hard pressed to find the reference.

There has been so much about the play in the papers but in case
you do not know the plot, it is set in the future, is in blank verse and
we are in the period between the Queen's funeral and the Coronat-
ion of Charles who in the play will be taking the regal name of King
Charles III. 

Early in the play Prince Harry meets a girl called Jessica and
persuades her to come to the palace where they unexpectedly meet
the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge:-

JESS: Yeah okay hi. Of course I know who you are. Wow.
'William and Kate.' Jesus.
WILLIAM: This is unusual.
HARRY: I'm just showing her the Palace  – 
KATE: Are you from Reading?
JESS:  Er... yeah. Why?
KATE: Heard the accent. Me too! Well not – like it was a village
nearby.
JESS: I'm from Purley.
KATE Purley! We used to go there sometimes and hang out on
the weir.
JESS: We did that too. Smoked a bit of weed. Didn't know you
were from there.

It is a pity that this passage was excluded from the TV version but
understandable as the stage play which was over two hours long,
had to be reduced to just an hour and a half. The mention of the weir
rather than the lock is curious, one would have to smoke an awful
lot of weed to attempt to venture out onto the weir!

Thanks to Nick Hern, Nick Hern Books Ltd and Mike Bartlett
for letting me use the quotation.
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Reminiscence

Memories of the Old Days in Purley
In July 1984 the late Mrs Elizabeth Pryor and her daughter Sybil were interviewed
and the conversation recorded on tape and subsequently transcribed. It is a fascina-
ting account of Purley and its people from around 1926.   

Mrs Pryor's connection with Purley began in 1926 when her wido-
wed mother, Mrs Lister, brought her family of seven children to live
at the old Rectory. Much later, Mrs Pryor , who had moved away
after her marriage in 1933 but then lost her own husband in World
War 2 bought the house from the rest of the family and lived there
from about 1948 with her children, including Sybil until it was sold
in 1964, and demolished in 1966. 

It was the late autumn of 1926 when we moved into the old
Rectory. The first thing that comes to mind is walking to church on a
summer Sunday morning,
starting early so as to pick
the mushrooms in the
meadow on the left along
towards the church, and
hiding them behind one of
the big trees until one
came out of church and
picked them up hoping no
one would see you. Anot-
her is going with my
mother Mrs Lister up to
the little cottage on the
Oxford Road, just about
where the bus shelter now
is opposite Trenthams
(which was then the
Aldins), to visit Mrs Kirton
still in bed with her baby
Charlie, the first newly
born baby I've seen. 

Another was sitting in Elizabeth Pryor in 1981 [M040212]
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the shade, and not many I think can remember this, on a hot day
under the row of huge chestnuts in the field just above the lock on
this side of the river. I think I have pulled the ferry across on its
chain above the church where the towpath had to cross back to our
side of the Thames, after the coming of the railway had caused it to
be moved along the bit from the little ferry house above the Roeb-
uck. 

I remember we were still allowed to dive off the lock piers
below the lock, and good deal of showing off was done, and I think
we were allowed to swim in the weir pool. Certainly we were
allowed to swim in Whitchurch weir pool by the Swan in the late
1920s until someone got drowned, when both pools were banned for
bathing. Funnily enough, returning to Purley as I often do, I am
much more conscious of how it still gives me the same feel, than of
the changes. 

Of the old Rectory itself my early recollection is of seeing the
backs of my mother and my Auntie Evelyn Palgrave who built Lane
Cottage to be near her, bending over the great and beautiful rockery
which sloped steeply up from a little stretch of lawn and crazy
paving outside the drawing-room window. How grateful we were
to the Rector, now unknown, who took the drive round to the north
side of the house and left that lovely secluded south side in peace.
We had good old Mr Heath to do the garden. He and his wife lived
in the near side of the Rawlins' house, which was then two cottages,
the further one being the school teacher's cottage. 

When we came at the end of 1926 there was no electricity in the
Street, and there was one engine in the annexe in the backyard of the
rectory to make enough light for the house, but otherwise it was all
gas. Old rectories were always perfect for bringing up large families.
We were seven of us children when we first went there. My father
was a doctor in Aberdeen and died in Alexandria in the first World
War, and my mother had the job of bringing us south and finding a
roof  for us. We had an old vicarage in Dorset for seven years where
we had a happy childhood, the vicar then being a bachelor. Then
came a vicar with a family so we had to turn out. After endless
hunting the old rectory at Purley was found, which made another
roomy home for us. That was at the end of 1926. 
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The point about old rectories, and very much so in this case, is
that there are always two staircases for playing hide and seek, lots of
little boiler rooms and boot rooms and lamp rooms, all with unspoil-
able brick or flag floors, for storing wellingtons, mending punctures,
and nursing sick cats, or for use as dark-rooms.  Huge old cellars,
too, with vaulted wine stores where the big old coke boiler lurked,
and its coke. We couldn't afford to have it on very much so the
house was often cold, though never damp, because we were told
that the gravel was just below the surface ... except when the roof
leaked in the lead gullies; there was hardly a time when it didn't leak
somewhere. 

After losing my husband in the last war I was able to bring my
six children to this old rectory when we had to leave our rectory in
the midlands so it made a good continuity from 1926 to 1964. The
garden was also a perfect family garden with room for biking,
sledging, gardening, and playing not-at-all Wimbledon tennis on
the rather bumpy tennis court. A little point of interest perhaps was
that, when I read the deeds of sale when I bought the old Rectory off
the rest of my brothers and sisters after my mother died at the end of
the war, 1 found that it was an agreement between the Archbishop
of Canterbury and my mother, Mrs Sybil Lister, because it was
passing for the first time out of ecclesiastical hands. 

I also remember the smell of soot on all the curtains on the south
side of the halls because of the puffer trains, which it took years of
washing to get rid of, and the great yew hedges for hiding Easter
eggs in, and the huge old elms. The tallest of all was blown down on
the night of the 17th March 1947, right across the road bringing
down Mr Bucknell's electric wires and shutting off one end of the
farm from the business end... the farmhouse - for a fortnight, beca-
use of the terrific floods that were right up to the front gate of the old
Rectory. 

The children were all very small and they relished walking
across the floods on the great elm. My mother always maintained it
was the tallest in Berkshire. There's a lovely picture of it by Elliot
Hodgkin, before it came down. Willy's got it I think. 
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At this point Mrs Pryor was asked how much the smell and the
smoke from the railway affected them. Certainly the picture cords in
Lane Cottage wore out much quicker than they did with us because
of vibration from the trains, and they all had to be inspected often.  

Mrs Pryor went on to explain that the drive was originally on
the south side of the house but was moved to the north side. It
probably had been ever since the drawing room was built, you see.
It would have been too narrow for turning a carriage and pair. The
old folks' houses in Lister Close is where the old drive was, and the
bank behind them is where the rockery was. It's the same bank still.
I don't know who's got that ancient photograph. I dare say I have it
in what I call the archives. 

There was much discussion at this point about the house. Mrs
Pryor thought that the new part of the Rectory was built in about
1806 which they considered to be late Georgian. But the kitchen and
offices were two storey and old and there were cellars underneath
the hall and study. The oldest part of the building was erected circa
1743 by the Rector in Purley at that time. 

The Old  Rectory [M050016]
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Meeting Reports

Living through the Civil War in Reading
Catherine Sampson was the speaker at Project Purley’s April meet-
ing on the subject of ‘Living through the Civil War in Reading and
its surrounding villages’. One of the key messages in Catherine’s
fascinating and massively researched talk was actually quite depres-
sing.  Almost 400 years on from the Civil War, Reading still perhaps
hasn’t quite recovered. 

In 1641, before the war started, Reading was described as a
pleasant and very prosperous place.  It had a busy weekly market,
serving a wide hinterland, and a popular annual fair held in the
Forbury. Most of the 5-6,000 population still worked in the cloth

John Speed's map of Reading around the time of the Civil War [M080122]
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trade, and many of Reading’s buildings were related to that trade.
Although the trade was declining at the time of the Civil War, it was
still a huge contributor to the local economy, with trade along the
Thames to London, and on to Europe. 

The start of the Civil War brought a death blow to the cloth
trade and literal death to many in and around Reading, killed
mainly by the diseases which the soldiers brought with them, partic-
ularly typhus. The cloth trade was effectively killed by an order of
1000 suits of clothes for the army, which were never paid for,
followed by a ban on trade with London, and disruption to both
river and road travel, and eventually high taxes to fund the war.
The high mortality in the local population was generally the result of
sickness (mainly typhus but including the plague) brought in by the
many soldiers billeted in and around the town, rather than a result
of deaths in battle.

Reading’s position close to London and on major road and river
highways meant it was a strategic target for both sides, Royalists
and Parliamentarians, and its prosperity (at least at the beginning of
the war) made it especially attractive.  The town was overrun throu-
ghout the war by between 2,000 to 4,000 soldiers from one side or
the other, with the town changing hands several times.  Fortificati-
ons were built early on which included a bank around Reading,
constructed by the men and women of the town and countryside at a
rate of 7p per day. The only obvious bit remaining is the mound in
Forbury Gardens, which probably many like me assumed was just a
bit of Victorian folly.

The influx of soldiers who needed to be fed came with disrupt-
ion of road and river traffic, which made the supply of food much
more difficult.  The river was almost exclusively used by the milit-
ary, and any trade transport – especially food – was vulnerable to
plundering.  The roads were ditched in places, and Sonning and
Caversham bridges destroyed at times, so the roads were difficult to
use, and again any trade transport was vulnerable to plunder from
the soldiers. 

From being one of the richest towns in England at the start of the
war, at the end Reading and its population were almost broken.  The
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economy was in pieces, and their trade and some buildings had
been destroyed.  It would take 200 years to recover, but Reading
survived, and now has great transport communications and emplo-
yment opportunities again.  But would anyone describe it now as
‘pleasant and very prosperous’?

Catherine’s enthusiasm for the subject, and the detail of her
research, was very clear, and the talk, with its illustrations and maps
of the town before and during the Civil War, was greatly apprecia-
ted by the members.

Gillian Wallace

Visit to Hatfield House
Project Purley's first trip of the summer was by coach to Hatfield
House in Hertfordshire.  Thirty-eight members made the trip on the
31st May, many saying that they had wanted to go there for years
but never quite got round to it.

After a smooth journey along the M4 and M25 we were soon at
Hatfield, catching our group organiser by surprise by arriving half
an hour early.  First came the very welcome news that the old Tudor
Palace would be open that day, and many of us quickly formed a
queue at the ticket office to secure a coveted place.  Then it was time
for morning refreshments before setting off for our chosen first point
of call.

The old Hatfield Palace was built in 1497 by the then Bishop of
Ely, although only part of the original structure still survives.  This
was where the future King Edward VI and Queen Elizabeth I spent
their youth, and the future Queen Mary I spent some of her teenage
years.  Only three rooms in the palace are occasionally opened to the
public but one of these is the great hall which runs almost all the
length of the current building.  Nowadays this is a popular wedding
venue and preparations were being made for a reception whilst we
were there.  Our guide, the highly personable Dermot, kept us
captivated with a humorous potted history of the palace and its
residents and visitors and regaled us with stories of the various
goings on.   Afterwards a crowd of us piled into the viewing area of
the Real Tennis Court and watched an energetic game in progress,
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occasionally playing ball boy when the tennis balls landed in the
netting in front of us.

After lunch in the busy cafe, where we had a balcony section set
aside for us, it was time to explore the gardens and main house.
Hatfield House was built in 1611 by Robert Cecil, the First Earl of
Salisbury, and remains in the ownership of his descendants to the
present day.  Amongst its many treasures the house contains two
famous portraits of Queen Elizabeth I, and an impressive library of
over 10,000 books, the earliest dating back to the early sixteenth
century.  The room stewards were very helpful and went out of their
way to answer any questions we had, but there was a surprising lack
of the laminate information guides often available in such propert-
ies, which was a shame.  Outside the gardens were particularly
stunning and a modern fountain in the front courtyard (Renaissance
Sculpture by Angela Conner), which featured moving parts and a
rising golden globe, was surprisingly mesmerising.  But there was
no time to linger too long, there was St Etheldreda's Church to
explore, and the all important afternoon tea, before rendezvousing
on the coach for the journey back to Purley.  All in all this was an

Hatfield House with the fountain in the foreground  [M070120]
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excellent day out and whilst the entrance fees aren't cheap, there is
much to see and do.  Thanks go to Jean Chudleigh for organising
this trip, which surpassed even our high expectations.

Catherine Sampson

Rain or Shine - Twelfth Night
With their play being performed the day after the General Election,
“Loves Labours Lost” might have been a more topical choice for
Rain or Shine’s production on June 9th. But the audience at The Barn
could not fail to be entertained by “Twelfth Night”, surely the finest
of all William Shakespeare’s romantic comedies. 

The performance reached pantomime-type knockabout heights,
the larger than usual cast of eight cavorting, dancing and tumbling
through the hall and about the stage for two and a half hours. The
actors’ energy was remarkable, as they had already appeared at
Kendrick School during the afternoon, but their sheer enthusiasm
and expertise kept the 100 plus Purley audience entertained throug-
hout the evening. 

The exchange of gender roles, a favourite Shakespeare techni-
que, gives Viola ample opportunity to confuse the court of Duke
Orsino (especially with the aid of a spare sock!) but the highlight of
this interpretation was the way in which the drunken, membustu-
ous antics of Sir Toby Belch dominated the stage. Wrestling, stumbl-
ing, spitting at Malvolio and full of physical slapstick despite being
heavily padded, Sir Toby enchanted the crowd with each of his
entrances. 

Naturally all of the classic Bard’s references are there, from “If
music be the food of love play on, give me excess of it” to “Some
have greatness thrust upon them”, to the tantalising emergence of
the yellow stockings and cross garters worn by Malvolio. But impro-
visation is a hallmark of Rain or Shine’s adaptations, so we were also
able to enjoy a Hamlet-type skull, a game of rock-paper-scissors,
broom handles used as horses and a sword fight played out in slow
motion. 
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A basic but effective backdrop of a shipwreck, combined with
colourful costumes contributed to a most enjoyable evening’s fun.
Most important of all, everyone had a good time and the sum of
over £400 was raised for the Five A Day Market Garden, a not-for-
profit community supported project based at Englefield (www.five-
aday.org). My sincere thanks to anyone who assisted in any way
towards the success of the event.

David Downs

Summer Barbecue 16th June
Dorothy and Ben Viljoen’s front garden continues its Tardis impres-
sion, hosting nearly fifty Project Purley members for their annual
barbecue.  This year the weather was perfect, and the food and the
company equally good.  The members continue to bring a great
selection of savouries, salads and desserts to add to the starters and
barbecue fare provided, and we all ate extremely well.

A garden is always a work in progress, and the Viljoen garden is
no exception.  Many of us were lucky enough to get a tour of the
latest improvements, including Ben’s amazing new Spanish-inspi-
red vegetable plot.  There is something about wandering in a beauti-
ful garden in the evening with a glass of wine …

The barbecue organisation gives a great impression of being
effortless, with a team of people setting up the gazebos and tables,
preparing the starters, manning the barbecue and clearing up.  It
may look effortless, but like the swan on the river, there is a lot of
paddling going on underneath, and a huge thank you is due to all
those who put up tables and gazebos, shopped, prepared, cooked
and cleaned up.  And a massive thank you to Dorothy and Ben for
letting us use their lovely garden.

Gillian Wallace

Visit to Ewelme 17th July 
37 members of Project Purley assembled in the Church of St Mary
the Virgin, the beautiful mid-15th century church built on the site of
the previous Ewelme church, All Saints, of which nothing remains
except the base of the tower.  
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After a very welcome drink, and a thank you to almshouse-
resident Sally Fehr, who co-ordinated our visit to the church, our
guide ‘Chips’ Gell gave us a very secular introduction to the build-
ing with a description of the French tavern film set created inside the
church for ‘Les Miserables’!  

The church, almshouses and school were all endowed by Alice
de la Pole, Duchess of Suffolk and granddaughter of Geoffrey Chau-
cer.  The church was built on a scale quite out of proportion to the
size of Ewelme village (population about 300 at the time), but Alice
and her family had great political connections and ambitions, and
spent more time in Ewelme than in Suffolk.  Henry VII, Henry VIII
and Queen Elizabeth I all stayed in Ewelme, and the village pond
was called King's Pool after Henry VIII bathed there.

One of the highlights of the church is Alice’s alabaster tomb,
which is wonderfully decorative, built on the order of her son John
after she died in 1475.   She was very concerned about her fate in the
afterlife, and in return for their accommodation and two pence a

The crowd gather outside the Schoolhouse [M040211]
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week, the 13 poor men in the almshouses were required to pray for
her soul several times a day in the church – and a covered way was
provided to ensure that bad weather didn’t reduce the number
attending the services.

The church itself, like many others, has had some Victorian
renovations and additions, but still has beautiful wall decorations, a
huge carved wooden font cover, and the side chapel has an original
medieval glass window and medieval floor tiles.  The wall decorati-
ons are not figurative paintings, but decorative repetitions of ’Ihs’,
Jesus in Greek, which perhaps saved them from destruction by
either Cromwell or the Victorians.

The almshouses are directly below the church on its sloping site,
built around a very pretty cloistered garden with a well in the
centre.  A trust set up by Alice de la Pole to maintain the almshouses
is still well funded, and the almshouses and garden are lovely,
though the original thatched roof has been replaced with tiles.

The school is downhill again from the almshouses, along a
lavender bordered path, past the old schoolmaster’s house (now
part of the school) and the old stable (now a cottage), which used to
house the pony shared by the two curates funded by Alice - one for
the school, and one for the church.  The school is in the same warm
red brick as the almshouses, with carved stone windows and a bell
which is still rung every school day morning to hurry the children
along.  There are now about 80 children at the school, and it is the
longest continuously used primary school in the country. 

The visit ended in front of the school, overlooked by the coat of
arms of the de la Pole family on the side of the school, as the family
overlooked much of the village.  Ewelme Palace, which entertained
royalty, is unfortunately no longer standing, so after many thanks to
our guide and hosts for a most interesting and entertaining morn-
ing, the group departed for a very enjoyable lunch at The Shepher-
d’s Hut.

Gillian Wallace
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Nature Notes
by Rita Denman

April  7th. The month began with a few days of wonderful English spring
weather. The robin who lives in the front garden developed the skill of
hanging on to the wire holder containing the fat balls. The garden pond was
full of life with hundreds of tadpoles, many pond skaters and some newts.

April 15th. There was an ethereal stillness to the early morning with
the sun rising in a summer blue sky. The trees dressed in new green
leaf stood out against a hazy background with a half formed impres-
sion of trees and smudgy greensward on the hill. There was the
sound of distant running water at the lock and the birds  singing but
no other sound broke the spell of a moment when imagination
conjured Titania and her fairies revelling in Oak Tree Field or
perhaps Bluff King Hal and his entourage  galloping through the
valley. At night there was a full moon very low in the sky and in the
morning a mist over the river and a fiery sunrise. White blossomed
wild fruit trees dotted the landscape and was an arresting sight at
twilight. Towards the end of the month the weather was balmy with
higher than average temperatures bringing all the flowering trees
into blossom. Tulips replaced primulas. Rain fall was light. The
ground was dry in most places although in the flood plain it retai-
ned some moisture.
May 2nd. The sun is shining on a beautiful calm, green, spring
morning. There is little movement in the trees and foliage, just an
occasional slight sway in a light breeze. High cloud is generating
shadows that move across the verdant pasture and barley field.
Birds are busily flying about their business. Pigeons have noisy
wings and the blue tits are performing their acrobatics on the ends
of swaying branches. 
May 12th. It has been dry in this area for the best part of three weeks
and becoming a problem and there has been concern that as the
winter was generally very dry the aquifers are low and if the trend
continues we may have a water problem as the underground water
contributes to our supply. The blackbirds enjoyed a light shower of
rain and sang continually as I worked at the computer. The mead-
ows and hedges are turning white with hawthorn and hedge parsley
and the perfume is sweet. Although rain is needed by the growers
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and farmers the fine weather over the Bank Holiday was enjoyed by
everyone. 
May 19th.   Double glazing is a wonderful thing and keeps out cold
and unwelcome noise but it also prevents us from hearing the
natural sounds of nature that are calming and beneficial. I determi-
ned to make a special effort to hear the dawn chorus so I was up and
about very early. At 4.30 am the chorus began with the twittering of
small birds. Soon the blackbirds joined in and their song echoed
through the valley. How can such small creatures fill the air as they
do? Before long the rooks were adding their less musical voices and
the pigeons completed the chorus with the bass notes. At 5 o clock
the cattle joined in as the sun rose and suffused the sky with an
orange glow but the sun was short lived and within 15 minutes grey
cloud descended blotting it out and within half an hour it was
raining and at last the dry spell was broken with steady and prolon-
ged rain. The garden gave a sigh of relief and the valley became
even more green and lush with a sudden spurt of growth. 
May 26th.   A period of summer weather with temperatures betw-
een 25°c and 30°c was perfect for the delayed silage harvest and the
sound of the machinery on the farm was a good omen.  The harvest
continued at a pace and soon the field was dotted with pink bales as
though Home Farm had sprouted a harvest of giant marshmallows.
We later learned that the pink plastic was being used as the farming
communities' contribution to Breast Cancer Awareness.  Harvesting
stirs up dust and the disturbance of small mammals, flies and
insects. The red kites lose no opportunity for easy pickings and the
bats come out at dusk for their share of the spoils. The flies also
come into the house and the normal calm tenor of life at The
Mimosas is suddenly shattered by Betty and Flo chasing flies which
are irresistible. 
June 2nd.  Some sharp storms have been generated by the weather
conditions and a humid heat has persisted for much of the week.
June 9th.  The weather has returned to winter with hail, storm, wind
and cold. Unfortunately the bad weather has come at a time when
many small creatures are emerging.  An excited group of jackdaws
were flying from tree to tree and a pair of lesser spotted woodpeck-
ers have been hammering away at the pergola. 
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June 16th. The countryside is looking a bit windswept. There has
been a drying wind and intermittent sun and tree leaves are drying
and falling. The damsel fly Agrion Splendens is flying and is very
noticeable as it looks almost black in flight and at rest its wings
which bear a large blue oval are held up like a butterfly. 
June 23rd. At 33.9°c the hottest day since 1976 has been recorded.
While I was tidying the front garden I noticed a chafer beetle on the
path. I wasn't the only one who noticed it. A dunnock flew out of the
cherry tree and had a stab at it without success but it didn't give up
easily. It flew from a different angle and managed to grab it and flew
off with it to its nest. 
June 30th. Some rain and less exhausting heat has been very
welcome. I was pleased to see a thrush in the garden. Another
welcome sight was a female stag beetle which are becoming rare.
They are interesting creatures as they spend years in the larvae
stage. When I have any old wood I leave it a heap in the meadow for
them. Wild flowers are adding their colour to Purley and in Pond
Field I noticed mignonette, ladies bedstraw with the more usual
poppies, mallow and sorrell. 
July 7th. There has been no escape from the humid heat and it has
been hard work keeping the pots and tubs watered. Numerous
dragonflies and damsel flies have been flying and beetles of many
kinds are doing well.
July 14th.  In this part of the country we enjoyed or endured
depending on your preference weeks of weather that has not been
typically English. Day after day we were greeted with deep blue
fathomless skies with almost tropical heat from early in the day
reaching the high 30's °c temperatures. The most comfortable time of
day was very early morning and we became quite continental gett-
ing up early to get going and those of us who are retired were able to
take a siesta in the afternoon.  The roads became dry and dusty and
the soil like grey concrete. As the day wore on there was little
change in the temperature. The night air was heavy with the scent of
ripening grain and grasses and the cry of a fox was a frequent sound
as it wandered through Purley. 
July 28th  At last relief from the high temperatures, with changeable
weather of heavy rain sun and mist likely at any moment.

Nature Notes    24 
  

  


