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These books were  published by the Berkshire Federation of Women's Institutes from notes
provided by their members.  Several different titles were used for the different editions.

First Edition 1939 - Published as 'The Berkshire Book'

PURLEY - Porlei (eleventh century), Purlai (twelfth century)

The Manor of La Hyde, later Hyde Hall, and now known as Purley Hall, was held by Miles Crispin
in 1086 In the sixteenth century it belonged to the Hydes who were Roman Catholics so the land was
seized by the Crown, but later restored to them.

There is a monument in Purley Church to Anne, wife of Edward Hyde, afterwards Lord Clarendon
the statesman and historian. She died, 1632, aged 20. In 1632 Hyde Hall was sold to Francis Hawes
cousin of the promoter of the South Sea Company; he became bankrupt at the bursting of the South
Sea Bubble and the property was sold to the Rev H Wilder. It was let for three years to Warren
Hastings; it is said he prepared his defence to his impeachment here.

Second edition  1951 The Berkshire Book 
Text identical to 1939 edition

Third Edition 1972  The Berkshire Villages Book' 
Purley

The Thames-side village of Purley - whose name is said to mean "Pear Tree Lands"  (note 1)- lies
astride the A329 Reading to Pangbourne road. There are still two sizeable farms in the parish and one
farmer has recently started a vineyard which he hopes to see commercially productive by the mid-
70s.

Although, with the exception of the tower, the Church of St. Mary the Virgin was entirely rebuilt
in 1870, there is still the original Norman chancel arch and font, unusually carved with the face of
Our Lord.

In 1291 the Advoweson of the church was valued at £4-6-8d, the Abbot of Reading receiving a
pension of 2s. A sum of 6s a year was at one time distributed among poor widows under the heading
of "cow money".

Purley Magna - on part of which Purley Park now stands - once belonged (note 2) to Edward the
Confessor and was held by the Huscarle family from about 1166-1379, and then for nearly 300 years
by the St Johns. The arms of Sir John St John - (note 4) a staunch Royalist who lost three sons in the
Civil War - are engraved on the church tower with the date 1621.(note 3) On the same wall  is an
elaborate mural tablet (note 5) to Anne, first wife of  Edward  Hyde, later Lord Clarendon, who died
2nd July, 1632, aged 20. She was travelling to Wiltshire with her husband when she became ill at
Reading and was taken to relatives at Purley Hall  (note 6)  (then known as Hyde Hall). There she
died of smallpox in premature confinement and was buried in Purley Church. On the mural she is



holding the baby in her arms.   (note 7)

The roll of Parsons and Rectors of St Mary's dates back to 1566. A case was brought against the
Rev. William Gostwick, Rector in 1711, by George Blagrave "... in a pique for not keeping an Bull
for ye use of ye Parish" By obtaining the opinion of the Lord Chancellor of Ireland, at considerable
expense, the rector won his case. Later, he quarrelled with a Mrs Blagrave, for taking clover from his
Glebe land.  (note 8) 

In the churchyard are the tombs of Thomas Canning, brother  (note 9)of Prime Minister George
Canning, and the distinguished artist Frank Spenlove-Spenlove.

Purley Hall, originally 'La Hyde', then 'Hyde Hall', was built in 1609 by Francis Hyde and later
owned  (note 10)  by Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon and Lord Chancellor. Eventually the Hydes
went into voluntary exile with Charles II in Belgium, and while there Hyde's daughter Anne married
Charles II's brother James (afterwards James II) and was mother of Queens Anne and Mary.

James II's coat of arms is emblazoned over the front door at Purley Hall. Portraits of Sarah,
Duchess of Marlborough, and James's second wife, Mary of Modena, have hung at the Hall since
those days, and also a monogrammed portrait, by Lely, of a young man, possibly James himself,
painted whilst the family was still in Belgium.

In 1720 the Hydes sold their heavily mortgaged estate to Francis Hawes, a customs official. In
1773 it was bought by the Revd. Dr. Henry Wilder, Rector of Sulham.

During Dr Wilder's ownership, Purley Hall was let to Warren Hastings, former Governor General
of India, who lived there from 1788-1794, while his long trial for alleged corruption was in progress.
It is said that he prepared his defence there before being acquitted with honour. He also farmed, bred
cattle and horses, and had a large menagerie brought from abroad - his celebrated Indian Zoo. There
is still an Elephant Yard at the Home Farm and a small painting in the house shows some of the
creatures about the pool below the house.

The ghosts of Warren Hastings and a grey lady or nun were said to haunt Purley Hall, In fact,
when Major and Mrs Bradley first lived there in 1961, the atmosphere was so oppressive that they
arranged a service of exorcism.

Historically, little seems to be actually known about Purley Lodge. Was the house once a minor
monastery or priest hole? About eight years ago the present owner, when repairing the kitchen floor,
discovered an underground passage running in the direction of the river(note 11). Could this be the
tunnel once believed to run to Mapledurham on the opposite bank? If so, was it a means of escape or
communication for its Catholic Blount family when religious persecution was rampant? A room
simply known as "The Chapel", and a holy water stoup, carved out of the solid wall in a cupboard,
add to the mystery.

An eccentric local character was Major Storer, who spied a group of ladies picknicking in the park
and, without listening to explanations, threw crockery, cutlery and tablecloth into the river. Whereu-
pon one of the ladies said: "Major Storer, will you please thank your wife for inviting us and for
lending the things you have just thrown into the river!"

In 1948 Purley Park was established as a Home for Handicapped Men, and has continued as such
to the present day.

Fourth Edition, published 1979 as The Old Berkshire Villages Book 
Text identical to the 1972 edition



Fifth Edition , published 1985 as The New Berkshire Village Book 
Purley

Purley is a split level village, cut in two by the Western Region line of British Rail and the
Reading/Oxford Road (A329) which runs parallel to it. The nearest railway station is Tilehurst, a
mile distant in the east, and to the west are Pangbourne and other Thames-side villages. Four narrow
red brick bridges cross the railway, taking you from the lower to the upper level. The River Thames
curves round the northern and eastern boundaries, through Mapledurham Lock with its colourful
flowerbeds in the warmer months. From here can be seen the wooded hills of the Chilterns on the
opposite bank and the boats travelling upstream the 33 miles to Oxford or possibly  all the 78 miles
downstream to London.

The name Purley has been variously spelt as Porlaa, Porlei etc and is said to mean 'a clearing in the
woods for snipe and bittern' rather than an earlier suggestion of 'land of the pear trees' (note 1)

Actually Purley Village - the original Purley Street - is a mere quarter of a mile of pretty old
cottages and the infants school, with Purley Lodge at the west end. In the 18th century John George
Liebenrood, a Dutch merchant and local benefactor, who married a Purley girl, lived in this house,
rumoured to have connections with Reading Abbey. 

In 1872 the Rector of Purley, Rev Richard Palmer, generously financed the brick and flint school
building for fifty five children (specified to be of 'the labouring, manufacturing and other poorer
classes of Purley') His sister gave approximately three quarters of an acre on which plot were 'two
messuages (house) together with gardens and orchards and the school house and buildings'

The path leading onwards to the church of St. Mary the Virgin is now a road of modern dwellings
with a boat marina. The church, for a long time isolated from the village, is again surrounded by
houses, and like so many others was extensively restored in the 1870s by G E Street, to conform with
the approved architecture of that time. In 1983 a hexagonal lantern-roofed north aisle, with knapped
flint (note 12)exterior walls, was added to accommodate the growing population, also to serve as a
church hall.

Purley Magna manor house was once close to the church but about 1800 the Storer family, Lords
of the Manor at that time, built Purley Park, a fine mansion in the classical style on higher dryer
ground, today a home for handicapped men.

On the western side, standing well back from the main road, is Purley Hall, previously known as
Hyde Hall and said to date from 1609. The boundaries of Sulham, Whitchurch(note 13)and Purley
meet in the dining room. The Hyde family was much persecuted for its Catholic beliefs. The
mortgaged estate was sold to Francis Hawes of the 'South Sea Bubble' scandal in 1720. The Wilder
family bought it in 1773 and held it for nearly 200 years. During that time Warren Hastings rented
the house while he prepared his defence against impeachment (note 14). 

His ghost, or that of his wife, is reputed to haunt the house. This side of Purley is shielded by a
large area of beech and conifer plantations, maintained by the Forestry Commission (note 15), which
provides secluded walks and the habitat of muntjac, fallow deer and other wild life.

The population of Purley remained less than 200 until 1900, when numbers increased dramatica-
lly, especially after the influx of refugees from the London blitz (note16) of the Second World War.
Many remained permanently in their holiday homes on the Purley Park River Estate. The population
has risen in the last decade to about 4,000.

We have three shops - two general stores (one housing a post office) and a newsagent/sweetshop.
The upper part of Purley, mostly residential, includes the recreation ground and sports pavilion,
providing facilities for football, netball, cricket and tennis, with a thriving social club. There are no
public houses in Purley. In addition to the infants school there is a primary school (Long Lane) and a



very nice hall, built by villagers as a memorial to those killed in the Second World War - this during
the day houses the play group.

Bordering the river are three fertile farms - Scraces Farm, Home Farm and Westbury Farm, which
includes a thriving vineyard, one of the largest in England and now open to the public. Like so many
Thames-side villages, urbanisation and heavy vehicular traffic has blurred the old village outlines
but every effort has been made to preserve trees, of which there are many noble beeches and the
venerable oak in Long Lane. It is questionable whether this was ever part of the western boundary of
Windsor Great  Forest, as village tradition claims. New planting continues. In an endeavour to
further the village atmosphere there are plans to hold a Purley Fayre each summer, hoping to bring
together all the various groups for a day of fun. 

Sixth Edition published 1990 as Hidden Berkshire 
Purley

There was a church at Purley when the Normans ruled England. Although, with the exception of
the tower, the church of St Mary the Virgin was entirely rebuilt in 1870, there is still the original
Norman chancel arch by the organ and the Norman font, unusually carved with the face of Our Lord.

Purley Magna, on part of which Purley Park now stands, once belonged (note 2) to Edward the
Confessor and was held by the Huscarle family from about 1166-1379 and then for nearly 300 years
by the St Johns. The arms of John St John (note 4), a staunch Royalist who lost three sons in the
Civil War,  are engraved on the church tower with the date 1621 (note 3) and on the north wall of the
tower there is a tablet to his wife Jane, On the same wall (note 5) is an elaborate mural tablet to Anne,
first wife of  Edward  Hyde, later Lord Clarendon, who died 2nd July, 1632, aged 20. She was
travelling to Wiltshire with her husband when she became ill at Reading and was taken to relatives at
Purley Hall (note 6) (then known as Hyde Hall). There she died of smallpox in premature
confinement and was buried in Purley Church. On the mural she is holding the baby in her arms.
(note 7)  Edward Hyde's daughter by his second marriage became the wife of James II and the
mother of Queen Mary and Queen Anne.

On the south wall of the chancel is a plate  in memory of the Rev John Henry Dudley Matthews,
rector of Purley from 1902-1914 who was drowned in December 1914 while crossing the Thames
above the weir at Mapledurham Lock late one Saturday evening. He was returning home after
preaching in Mapledurham church on the text 'The souls of the righteous are in the hands of God'

In the churchyard are the tombs of Thomas Canning (1755-1825), brother (note 9) of the Prime
Minister George Canning, and the distinguished artist Frank Spenlove-Spenlove, who first exhibited
at the Royal Academy in 1866 and founded the Spenlove School of Modern Art. Cecil Aldin the well
known painter of hunting scenes who lived in Purleyand died in 1935, is commemorated on a brass
plate on the south wall of the church.

Purley Hall, originally 'La Hyde', then 'Hyde Hall', was built in 1609 by Francis Hyde and later
owned  (note 10) by Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon and Lord Chancellor. In 1773 it was bought by
the Revd. Dr. Henry Wilder, Rector of Sulham. During Dr Wilder's ownership, Purley Hall was let to
Warren Hastings, former Governor General of India, who lived there from 1788-1794, while his long
trial for alleged corruption and ill dealings was in progress. It is said that he prepared his defence
there before being acquitted with honour. He also farmed, bred cattle and horses, and had a large
menagerie brought from abroad - his celebrated Indian Zoo. There is still an Elephant Yard at the
Home Farm and a small painting in the house shows some of the creatures about the pool below the
house.

The ghosts of Warren Hastings and that of a grey lady or nun were said to haunt Purley Hall, In
fact, when Major and Mrs Bradley first lived there in 1961, the atmosphere was so oppressive that



they arranged a service of exorcism. Today, Purley Hall is again a peaceful and charming mansion
set in beautiful grounds. The garden front is largely original and the house looks down on a quite
pool with a flint grotto at the rear.

In the County Record Office is an interesting memorandum by John Wilder dated 5th June 1803 -
'being desirous to know, as nearly as possible, the exact spot in the dining room at Purley Hall, in
which the three parishes of Purley, Sulham and Whitchurch are supposed to meet, I requested the
widow Mary Champ, who professed to be perfectly acquainted with it, to point it out to me - she
immediately did so in the presence of my father, mother and my sisters Mary Anne and Lucy - the
spot marked by piercing a hole in the floor near the southern-most window, looking towards the
canal with a dotted circle round it. Mary Champ represented herself to be 90 years of age on the 4th
of the preceding January - she said that she recollected that the original road leading from
Pangbourne to Sulham went straight across the ground which was dug out to make the canal, and that
when the canal was made the road was turned, and that the lane, called Nan's Lane, was substituted
in its stead as the public road to Sulham - as far as she could recollect Mary Champ thought that this
alteration took place when she was about ten years of age'

In the late 19th century Purley Magna estate was owned by Major Anthony Storer. Major Storer
was an antiquary (note 17)and collector and is said to have dominated the village, spending  most of
his time watching for people landing on the river bank. Although he was only five feet tall, he once
threatened to throw Canon Coleridge - a great man of six feet and weighing 18 stone - into the water
for daring to land.

On another occasion he spied a group of ladies picknicking in the park and, without listening to
explanations, threw their crockery, cutlery into the  tablecloth and threw it all into the water.
Whereupon one of the ladies said: "Major Storer, will you please thank your wife for inviting us and
for lending the things you have just thrown into the river!"

Historically, little seems to be actually known about Purley Lodge.  - in fact an article in  The
Reading Mercury  dated June 1962 states ' This is probably the first time that anything has been
written about Purley Lodge..' and suggests that the lack of written evidence could mean that its
existence was kept secret intentionally. Was the house, to all intents and purposes a perfectly normal
18th century residence, once a minor monastery? There is evidence to show that this could have been
so.

About eight years ago the present owner [note 18] of Purley Lodge, Mr Peter Mosley, was
repairing his kitchen floor when he discovered an underground passage running in the direction of
the river (note 11) . Could this be the tunnel once believed to run beneath the river to Mapledurham
on the opposite bank? If so, was it a means of escape or communication from Mapledurham House
built by the Catholic Blount family in 1588, when religious persecution was rampant? Unfortunately
the tunnel has now been blocked up but other discoveries in the Lodge support this theory.

A room known simply known as "the chapel" strengthens the tunnel's religious significance but
perhaps an even more conclusive piece of evidence  is a holy water stoup in another part of the
house. It is situated in a cupboard and carved out of the solid wall and it is still possible to see the
cupboard's original function - a form of porch or vestibule to the chapel with the traditional holy
water stoup at its entrance.

Although so much of Purley Lodge's true origin is speculation, it is a fact that during the days of
Reading Abbey's importance in the area, the Abbot created a number of minor monasteries called
cells. One of these was at Purley and was recorded in a survey called Pope Nicholas taxation in 1291
(note19)so does it seem possible that the chapel could be connected with the site of this ancient cell
where monks from Reading Abbey practised their devotions.



Notes
1 This meaning to 'Purley' is no longer generally accepted.
  2 In fact Brictward held it 'of the king.' ie he owned the land directly and had no
intermediate lord.
  3 The date on the tower is 1626.
  4 The arms are of Oliver, Lord Grandison.
  5 But on the  in-side of the south wall.
  6  It is very doubtful she was taken to Purley Hall. More likely is Purley manor House
(then by the church) where her uncle was living at the time.
7 The child is lying beside her.
8 It was not because of clover on his glebe lands it was because she refused to pay a
tithe on a second cut of clover on her land.
  9 We have not been able to establish the link between Thomas and George Canning.
10 The Hyde family who owned Hyde Hall at the time had no connection with the Earl
of Clarendon and he certainly never owned it.
  11 It is most unlikely a tunnel could have run under the Thames as the ground is
saturated gravel over chalk and they would have had great difficulty in keeping water out.
Far more likely would have been a tunnel from Purley Lodge to Jasmine Cottage, which still
has a tunnel end beneath the living room. For some time both Jasmine Cottage and Purley
Lodge were owned by John George Liebenrood.
12 The 1870 walls are of knapped flint. The 1983 extension is of breeze blocks faced
with flint pebble dashing selected to match the knapping as far as possible.
13 Sulham, Whitchurch and Purley met in the dining room only until 1892 when the
Berkshire portion of Whitchurch was mainly transferred to Purley. Following the 1991
Parish Boundary adjustment the whole of Purley Hall was transferred to Purley.
14  Impeachment  is the process of accusation. He was preparing his defence against the
charges that were laid.
15  None of the parts of the woods that were in Purley  were managed by the Forestry
Commission. Their lands were much further south. Now all the wood-lands managed by
Sulham Estate are in Sulham Parish.
16  The mass evacuation from London took place in the phoney war period, from June to
September 1939. The blitz did not begin until September 1940 by which time many people
had drifted back.
  17  It was Major Storer's great uncle, another Anthony Morris Storer (1746-1799) who
was the collector and antiquarian and who bought the estate in 1793.
  18  This was the 'present owner' in 1962 - not in 1985 when  the article was published.
19  Pope Nicholas Taxation  was a survey of the values of parish livings to form the
basis for assessing taxes. It did not mention monasteries or cells and certainly did not record
one as being in Purley. 




