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SOME THOUGHTS ON THE ORIGINS OF GUILDFORD PARK (AND 
GUILDFORD ITSELF) 

Robert Briggs 
 
A recent article by Dennis Turner (Turner 2009) on the medieval Guildford Park and 
its obliquely-recorded Domesday-era predecessor associated with the royal manor 
of Stoke does, like Derek Renn’s response to it (Renn 2009), understandably dwell in 
no small measure upon the post-Conquest documentary evidence, whose obvious 
relevance to the park in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries unfortunately does not 
equate to it constituting unequivocal testimony of the park’s origins and early 
nature. Since there is next to no chance of a hitherto-unknown written record being 
discovered that might resolve the question of the location and extent of the 
eleventh-century park, other lines of enquiry must be opened up. Naturally I can 
hardly claim what follows is any more insightful or conclusive than the contributions 
of the aforementioned but, by considering the place-names and land divisions which 
characterise the local landscape, new suggestions can be made to add further fuel to 
future debates on the origins of Guildford and its park, and their place in local (and 
indeed county) history. 
 
Both Turner and Renn find common ground in preferring Stoke to have been the 
primary royal centre in the vicinity, although they differ in some of the details. This 
viewpoint arguably relies too heavily on the testimony of Domesday Book at the 
expense of other evidence, particularly since Guildford is named roughly two 
centuries earlier than Stoke, when it appears as a ham - usually taken to signify an 
estate - in the will of King Alfred (Sawyer 1507). The excellent reappraisal of this 
document by Patrick Wormald published in 2001 has opened up the possibility that 
many of the places bequeathed in the will were probably bookland properties, 
estates recently acquired by the crown and consequently able to be passed on to 
Alfred’s diverse heirs far more easily than supposedly immutable demesne holdings 
(Kingston, notable for its absence from the will, was almost certainly an example of 
the latter). The subsequent documented history of many of these would imply the 
properties in the will were often important places, at least some of which would 
have been at the centres of extensive landholdings.  
 
Mary Alexander’s interpretation of the geography of the Guildford area at the time 
of its appearance in King Alfred’s will (published in Alexander 2004, 6) suffers 
somewhat for its elaborateness, since it requires the town-name at the time of the 
will’s compilation to have identified no more than the ford across the Wey, and the 
adjacent estate centre on the higher ground a little to the east to have been known 
as Stoke. The latter half of this hypothesis is based upon the outmoded view given in 
The Place-Names of Surrey (Gover et al 1934, 151) that Stoke remembers a lost 
fortified place (its derivation from Old English stoc is not in doubt), an etymology 
which Mary herself no longer accepts (pers comm). By contrast, the premise that the 
estate centre of Gyldeforda was within the envelope of the historic town is far more 
solid. Several authors have drawn attention to the distinctive nature of the property 
boundaries of area around St Mary’s church when compared to the rest of the 
medieval town centre, interpreting this as denoting the pre-burghal origin of 
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occupation here. Some, but not all, have gone so far as to conjecture that this might 
have been the heart of the royal ham mentioned in King Alfred’s will (O’ Connell & 
Poulton 1984, 44 and Robertson 2003, 4 & 8 do so), an attractive idea, but one that 
for now awaits archaeological confirmation. 
 
It may nevertheless be possible to combine the hints of a potentially mid-Saxon 
settlement discernible in the urban topography of the St Mary’s vicinity with the 
appearance of Guildford in King Alfred’s will in a way not previously considered. John 
Blair has suggested many of the hamas named in the will may have actually been 
minsters annexed by the West Saxon royal house (Blair 2005, 324-27). Guildford 
does not feature as either an Anglo-Saxon minster or ‘sub-minster’ (an improvised 
term that does not feature in his more recent published work) in Early Medieval 
Surrey, yet this may be because one of the primary concerns of his appraisal of the 
county’s early ecclesiastical geography was to find evidence for the pastoral 
influence of the minster communities; relatively straightforward for the major 
foundations (Chertsey, Farnham, to a lesser extent Woking) but far harder to achieve 
for the more numerous minor minsters. By contrast, he devoted comparably little 
space to considering the possible status of the founders of many of the latter, 
probably locally-important aristocrats who would arguably have cared more about 
ecclesiastical patronage enhancing their own prestige than ensuring the neat 
pastoral division of the region. This is not the place to undertake a reassessment of 
the evidence for Surrey minsters, although one is long overdue (a simple comparison 
of the map in Blair 1991, 93, with the equivalent for Kent in Everitt 1986, 188, serves 
to show more must have existed, however inconsequential mid-Saxon Surrey may 
have been), but for now it may be tentatively proposed that the tangible origins of 
the settlement at Guildford could have been ecclesiastical, not secular. 
 
What was very likely the royal settlement in the late-ninth century was clearly 
retained so as to form a distinctive part of the new burh probably established in the 
reign of Athelstan (925-39 – see Hill 2000), perhaps functioning as a “Kingsbury” akin 
to those found in a number of other late-Saxon towns in southern England (St 
Albans, Wilton, Aylesbury - Slater 1998; Draper 2008, 245; Blair 2005, 326). However, 
by the time of the Domesday Survey it had apparently been superseded by a new 
estate centre at Stoke. Its place-name reveals it to have originally been a secondary 
place (Old English stoc is most commonly translated as “outlying/dependent 
settlement”), and logically Guildford must have been the centre it was then 
subordinate to. An attendant shift in ecclesiastical primacy may be visible in the 
Domesday record of a church with half a hide of land within the Stoke estate, 
although - architecturally at least - the medieval parish church exhibits no trace of 
unusually lavish fabric that is time and again the hallmark of churches with origins as 
minsters (in contrast to St Mary’s Guildford). Wherever the Domesday church may 
have been, the settlement at Stoke itself (and it need not then have been in the 
vicinity of the later medieval parish church) was more than likely deliberately raised 
up from humble origins, not simply to serve as a royal estate centre, but more 
importantly as a royal hunting lodge too. 
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This still does not resolve the thorniest issue of all - the location of the Domesday-
era royal park. There is a temptation to place much of the estate within it, yet it 
should not be forgotten how Domesday Book has Stoke as the site of land for 16 
ploughs, implying a significant proportion of the estate must have been given over to 
arable production. Such land-use - a taxable activity to the Domesday commissioners 
- would have conflicted with the practice of hunting (however occasional the latter 
activity may have been), and may explain why Domesday fails to place this within the 
king’s park, unlike the woodland in which the swine grazed. The king’s park 
moreover fails to be mentioned in any of the Domesday entries for the vills 
contiguous to Stoke (Worplesdon, Burpham and West Clandon in Woking Hundred; 
maybe Compton, Loseley and Littleton to its south in Godalming - the extra-urban 
territorial extent of Guildford at the time is an unknown quantity in this equation), 
despite the first three of the above-mentioned all having had woodlands, which 
leads one to the conclusion that it was confined to the Stoke estate. 
 

 
Guildford: The two parks, and possible extent of the ninth-century ham 

 
There is no way of telling whether the Domesday estate extended west of the Wey, 
as the medieval parish did, but it may be this western portion of the latter that holds 
the key to understanding the place of the royal park within the former. When viewed 
on a map - such as the one above - Stoke’s northern and western parochial boundary 
was on the whole remarkably regular, almost parabolic in shape, and paying no heed 
to either the underlying geology or natural boundary features. Could it have defined 
the edge of the king’s park as it existed at the time of the Domesday Survey? Della 
Hooke has discussed the Old English term haga, which occurs not infrequently in 
Anglo-Saxon charter-bounds, in several of her articles on pre-Conquest woodlands, 
leading her to conclude that it represented ‘a particularly strong type of enclosure 
hedge around a wooded area’ (Hooke 1989, 123). She maps a number of Anglo-
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Saxon hagae in north-west Hampshire, all coinciding with parish boundaries in an 
area that included the forests of Finkley and Dygherlye (later reckoned as part of the 
royal Forest of Chute: Hooke 1989, 127-28). Some of these survive as substantial 
earthworks consisting of both banks and ditches.1 I do not know the extent to which 
these might physically resemble the former Stoke parish boundary, whose line is still 
readily traceable at the margins of suburban north Guildford, meaning it would be a 
relatively straightforward exercise to compare any stretches of it which have 
survived major physical degradation or obliteration with known hagae from 
elsewhere. 
 
One might suppose the Domesday-era park associated with Stoke was established in 
the later Anglo-Saxon period, enclosing part of a much larger area once appurtenant 
to Guildford, the land beyond thereafter being reconstituted into the Domesday 
manors of Worplesdon and Burpham (both had been held from King Edward before 
the Conquest). At the heart of the area encompassed by this putative early park 
boundary is Stoughton, whose name could well derive from Old/Middle English stoc-
tun (here perhaps meaning something along the lines of “farm/hamlet subordinate 
to Stoke” - compare with the instances of the compound burh-tun given in Draper 
2008, 249), which would make it an unusual “tertiary” place-name - that is to say 
one which identifies a settlement secondary to one whose own appellation implies 
one-time subordinate status. It is unlikely Stoughton could have come into being 
prior to the creation of a new Guildford Park, whether before or after Henry II’s 
coronation in late 1154. The new park probably took in an extensive area to the 
south of the Woking-Godalming Hundred boundary, which its predecessor may have 
abutted but did not cross (if the Domesday evidence is to be believed). Should the 
boundary of the twelfth-century park have indeed been coterminous with that 
recorded in the early-seventeenth century, it would have overlain a small portion of 
its putative precursor in a manner not altogether at odds with Turner’s cautious 
postulation of their inter-relationship. The remainder may have been disemparked, 
thereby occasioning the opportunity for the development of Stoughton. Ultimately, 
however, this paragraph and those which precede it are based largely upon 
fragmentary evidence whose insuperable limitations will doubtless ensure different 
interpretations shall continue to be proffered in the years to come. 
 

                                                           
1
 Alban Gautier’s more recent article on Conquest-era game parks in Sussex also considers the term, 

but largely from its frequent incidences in Domesday Book entries from the south-west of the county. 
Gautier 2007, 57-63. 
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