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‘THEY WOULD COME AND MAKE A CITY HERE’: A DECADE OF RESEARCH INTO 
THE ORIGINS OF THE VILLAGE OF PUTTENHAM

Rob Briggs

Like many members of the Society and readers of this publication, I was saddened to learn 
of the passing of Dennis Turner at the start of this year. Though it was only in recent years  
that we frst met and talked, our exchanges left a lasting impression and still inform ele
ments of my research today (though I fear I will never be able to live up to his advice that,  
when speaking in public, one should emulate the slow, measured delivery of a Catholic 
priest he once saw offciate). Moreover, his published works have had and will continue to 
have a scholarly infuence extending far beyond Surrey. A number act as cornerstones for 
study of the medieval period in the county (e.g. Turner 1987; 2001; 2004) and illustrate 
both the necessity and the rewards of multi-disciplinary thinking. I have sought to adopt 
this approach during my own investigations over the last ten years into pre-historical and 
early historical land use and settlement patterns in my home parish, Puttenham (summar
ised in Briggs 2013), and in return offer the following piece as a tribute to Dennis and what 
cannot fail to be his lasting infuence on landscape archaeology in Surrey - my only regret 
is that I did not write it sooner so that he could have read and no doubt critiqued it with his  
customary sagacity and insight.

I wish to focus here on the origins of the manor, church and village of Puttenham, a choice 
made in part because Dennis named the parish as one where a ‘properly designed re
search project’ focused on village origins, development and context would be desirable 
(Turner 2004, 143). The following is not the fruit of such a project, but does appraise a top
ic that has synergies with the studies produced under the aegis of the Surrey Villages Pro
ject, Dennis’ brainchild and an enterprise which has turned rural settlement studies in the 
county into one of its most vibrant areas of historical and archaeological research. Those 
familiar with the reports published to date will appreciate that this note differs from them in 
emphasis as well as format, but I hope it will encourage deeper contemplation of the reas
ons behind the inception of the constituent elements of medieval villages, as I feel such 
things too often have been taken for granted owing to their perceived temporal “remote
ness”.  With  diligence  and  circumspection,  many  new  observations  can  be  proffered, 
though defnitive proof inevitably remains out of reach in most cases.

The village of Puttenham is situated at the foot of the southern slope of the Hog’s Back  
ridge, roughly midway between Guildford and Farnham. The underlying bedrock is the 
Folkestone Formation of the Lower Greensand, though consultation of the local geological 
map shows that much of the village stands on drift deposits of ‘silt, sand and clay with vari
able gravel’ (British Geological Survey 2001). This has remarkable echoes of John Au
brey’s description of Puttenham as lying ‘upon a fne Gravel’ (4, 22), part of a detailed con
textualisation of the post-medieval village that at times strays into effusiveness (it is the 
source of the frst half of the title of this note) but which nonetheless encapsulates the ad
vantages of its site. The pre-medieval archaeological background can be dealt with briefy. 
Some have suggested Bury Hill due east of the church in the grounds of Puttenham Priory  
may be capped by the remnants of a Bronze Age round barrow, though the supposition re
mains untested. More convincing is the claim of the modest assemblage of early Romano-
British pottery and quern fragments recovered from the churchyard in the course of nine
teenth-century grave digging to represent the vestiges of a settlement (perhaps linked with 
a frst-century AD cremation burial found at The Manor House to the south-east in 1908 -  
Elsley 1909). A different sort of funerary evidence - inhumation burials - was found towards 
the top of Puttenham Hill in the early nineteenth century. Although there is no record of any 
grave goods, the circumstances recommend them being Early Anglo-Saxon in date. If true, 
then they may have been contemporary with the place-name Puttenham, interpreted by 
philologists as containing the supposedly early Old English habitative place-name element 
hām, in combination with Putta, a male personal name (PNS, 209). However, as will be ar
gued in the coming paragraphs, the reality may be considerably different.

Blair (1991, 60) described Puttenham village as ‘a simple double-row with irregular house-
plots’ and Turner characterised it in much the same terms a decade later (Turner 2001, 9). 
In  more general  morphological  terms Puttenham village is  a  nucleated cluster  (Lewis, 
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Mitchell-Fox & Dyer 2001, 50-51), an agglomeration of habitations exhibiting precious little 
regularity in the layout of property boundaries today and more importantly when it was frst 
mapped accurately in 1765 (of which a copy of 1816 is available for study; SHC 5143/1). 
Lacking detailed medieval  manorial  records,  we catch only occasional  glimpses of  the 
early village through documents. A charter of circa 1210 includes an oblique reference that 
is capable of interpretation in a number of ways (as will be shown below), including being  
the earliest specifc reference to a village-like settlement at Puttenham. Much less equivoc
al are two indentures of 1402 and 1442 (transcribed by Woods, 17, 247-48) which together 
allow the reconstruction of no fewer than fve contiguous tenements in the eastern half of  
the historic village (that is, the village in its mid- to late-nineteenth century form, excluding 
the later developments along Seale Lane/Dark Lane, Suffeld Lane and Puttenham Hill)  
sandwiched between the “king’s highway” (equivalent to The Street) on the north and “the 
common feld called le Hyde” on the south; the successors to these properties were swept 
away in the latter half of the eighteenth century to extend the grounds of Puttenham Priory 
(Dugmore 1972, 68).
 
The search for Puttenham’s origins as a village begins with the parish church. Though 
heavily restored at various points during the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
at the expense of much medieval fabric, enough survives intact or on reliable record as to 
indicate it was a substantial edifce by the end of the twelfth century. Some have claimed it  
was built as an aisled structure circa 1160 (Hussey 1852, 339; Blair 1991, 133) but others 
have chosen to interpret the round-headed window in the south-western extremity of the 
nave as evidence of an earlier twelfth-century date (e.g. McDowall 1968, 106). An early 
nineteenth-century depiction of the exterior of that part of the church fails to show the win
dow, suggesting it was at best a faithful restoration of a blocked aperture found during 
nineteenth-century restoration work and cannot be used as authoritative dating evidence. 
An early twelfth-century date can, on the other hand, be posited on the strength of the long 
and proportionally narrow ground-plan of the nave. This identifes the original church as a 
single-celled structure of a type not uncommon along the dip-slope of the North Downs, in
cluding Ashtead, an identically-dimensioned building of the period 1107x29 (Blair 1991, 
124-25).  This  early  twelfth-century  would  correlate  with  the  limited  ceramic  evidence 
known from the vicinity of the church (Jackson, Maloney & Saich 1997, 199; Watson 2011, 
15 - to these the author can now add a further sherd of a poly-tempered ware of  circa 
1050x1150 picked up from ground at the east end of the church).

The next - and arguably the most important - piece in the Puttenham puzzle is the manor. 
It escapes direct record until the 1240s though must lie behind at least one of the earliest  
mentions of Puttenham of 1199 (VCH, 3, 53). Unlike many Surrey manors-cum-villages, 
Puttenham is not named in Domesday Book, and its inception as a manor must be seen in  
the context of the Domesday entry for Redessolham/Reddesolham (from which Rodsall in 
the south-west of the parish is descended). This contains indices - the lack of any lordship 
plough-team, static valuation across the Conquest-Domesday period - which suggest it 
was being run down as a demesne enterprise, perhaps under the auspices of the major 
manor of Bramley to which it was annexed circa 1082 (Morris 1975, note 5,3). If this was 
the case, then it sets the scene for the creation of a new, more advantageously-sited man
orial centre at Puttenham. Research projects like Wharram Percy and Whittlewood have 
demonstrated the instability of seigneurial sites (Jones & Page 2006, 180-83) but the his
toric morphology of Puttenham accommodates few possible manorial sites other than ad
joining the church to the west. Now occupied by Home Farm, in the eighteenth century it 
was the site of Bury Farm (VCH, 3, 54), whose name contains Middle English bury, a com
mon demesne identifer in Surrey minor place-names and feld-names (cf. PNS, 209).

The juxtaposition of church and manor is very common; their foundation at the same time 
less so. Furthermore, in the case of Puttenham, there is a scrap of evidence that opens up 
the possibility the two were established on or close to the site of an existing settlement or  
one that had been in existence in the Anglo-Saxon period - but which was not known as 
Puttenham. The aforementioned 1442 reference to the feld named ‘le Hyde’ can be inter
preted in non-agricultural terms, as testimony of the former existence of what Ros Faith 
terms a ‘hide farm’, a well-defned holding of obscure but presumed early formation (Faith 
1998). If a ‘hide farm’ existed at Puttenham, it may well have been in existence at the time 
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of the Domesday Survey (perhaps being the home of one of the three villans enumerated 
under  Redessolham) and hence could have acted as a ‘pre-village nucleus’, in the par
lance of the Whittlewood project (Jones & Page 2006, 87-89).

The ‘hide farm’ hypothesis implies the coexistence of two names for a single place, or else 
the succession of one (“Hyde”) by the other (Puttenham). The supposedly early coinage of 
the name Puttenham has been noted already, but the scholarly assessments are superf
cial and not rooted in the specifc local circumstances. One possible mechanism for the 
putative name-change, taking account of Puttenham’s remarkably late debut on written re
cord, would be if the place-name were to stem from the family name of a man acting on 
behalf of the lords of Bramley as a locator, that is to say an offcial who oversaw the cre
ation of the new manor-church complex (and attendant village and feld systems, but this is 
to pre-empt the discussion below; on locators, see Rippon 2008, 242-43). A (de) Putten
ham family took its name from the Hertfordshire manor of the same name frst recorded in 
1086 (Graham 1957; the earliest individual so-named is found on record in 1154x84) and 
the expansion of its landed interests during the fourteenth century explains Putnam Place 
at Penn in Buckinghamshire (PNB, 230). A much earlier transfer in Surrey clearly requires 
special pleading, but is not without local precedent in the south-west of the county, for ex
ample  Burgate  in  Hambledon,  Polsted  in  Compton  and,  closest  to  home, 
Frollebury/Frowsbury in Puttenham (the second occurred before 1200, the third circa 1235 
-  see  Meekings  &  Crook  1979  for  detailed  histories  of  the  personages  behind  these 
names). This line of thought necessitates the eponymous individual and/or their immediate 
heirs to have had a tenurial association with the new manor in order to cement the connec
tion, most likely as mesne-tenants, and its early history does seem to show it was not al
ways in the same hands as Bramley.

With so many uncertainties and possibilities already in our minds, we turn to perhaps the 
thorniest questions of all - when the earliest peasant tenements were created and in which 
part of the historic village? Central to this is the early thirteenth-century charter mentioned 
in passing above, which concerns in part the grant of a virgate ‘ubi masagia sedent in ex
itu de Puteham scilicet a sinistra parte...’ (SHC 2609/11/5/35; Currie 2003, 273-74, gives a 
partial translation of this document). This phrase can be interpreted in a number of ways. 
Blair (1991, 60) assumed “Puttenham” here meant the parish, and was an acknowledge
ment of the village’s position very close to its eastern limit. This is dubious, as the ‘Paro
chia de Puteham’ is referred to at the start of the charter, making the use of the place-
name to refer to the parish hard to credit. Since the messuages can be placed in the vicin
ity of modern-day Winters Farm at the heart of the village, the crux of the issue is what  
was meant by “Puttenham”. Was it a cluster of tenant houses, to which the peripheral mes
suages were an adjunct? Or did the latter abut a reserved area, devoid of habitation save 
for the manorial complex until some time after the charter was drawn up?

New perspectives have come from recent appraisal of a collection of medieval pottery de
rived from the surfaces of fowerbeds in a number of the gardens in the western half of the 
historic village and the adjacent hop feld (I am deeply grateful to Steve Nelson and David 
Hartley for giving of their time and expertise in provisionally identifying the fabric types). 
Using the Surrey type series developed by Phil Jones (Jones 1998), it is clear that the as
semblage contains an abundance of grey/brown sandy wares (Q1, Q2, and especially IQ) 
and whitewares. This mix of types, alongside the absence of Late Saxon Shelly Ware, is 
consistent with the suggested date of the manor and church, though the equivalent post-
Conquest ware (S2) is surprisingly under-represented in the present sample. Intriguingly,  
small numbers of sherds of Saxo-Norman Chalky (SNC) and handmade poly-tempered 
wares hint at activity nearer the time of the Norman Conquest. What is more, all sherds 
are small  and some are heavily  abraded/eroded,  as if  broken by sustained cultivation 
rather than deposition in the context of contemporary occupation hereabouts (though this 
could be a product of the shallowness of their provenance).

One way of explaining the apparent Saxo-Norman element to Puttenham’s ceramic profle 
is to ascribe those sherds to arable farming conducted by the inhabitants of the putative 
‘hide farm’. Alternatively, it could be postulated that a cluster of peasant farms in fact pre-
dated the church/manor, as in the case of a number of Whittlewood villages (Jones & Page 
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2006, 187). Unless the Redessolham estate’s four cottars were (newly) settled hereabouts 
at the time of Domesday, the timescales are exceedingly tight, to the point where even if it 
were true, the cluster of peasant habitation was joined by a proximate manor-church pair 
ing so soon after as to make the chronological distinction more or less immaterial. Import
ant indications to the contrary, implying that manor, church and village were established to
gether, come from the layout of the surrounding feld systems. Although there is no de
tailed material descriptive of the arrangement and operation of these subdivided felds until  
well into the post-medieval period, it is likely (but by no means certain) that their basic ar
rangement is medieval in origin. Especially noteworthy is the fact that the demesne bloc 
lay further away from Puttenham village beyond the communally-cultivated South Field on 
soils of superior fecundity (Tuckwell [?]1981, 2), as if the land had been deliberately re
served for manorial use. Likewise, a ten-acre feld within the demesne known as Church 
Croft (a name now attached to a larger area of woodland east of Puttenham Common) 
was surely commensurate with the glebe up until its replacement by a smaller endowment 
of land at the start of the sixteenth century (VCH, 3, 58). Allowing for the possibility of the 
historically-perceptible pattern being a “redesign” of an earlier system or systems, that the 
open felds, demesne and glebe show signs of interrelationship in ways not dissimilar to 
the respective institutions suggests they came into being as part of a single unifed pro
cess. 

So what conclusions can be drawn from the above regarding the origins of Puttenham as a 
village? Although much hangs on negative evidence, from synthesis of the available topo
graphical, historical and archaeological evidence, the balance of probabilities at present fa
vours an inception post-dating the Domesday Survey and in the latter stages of the ‘village 
moment’ (Lewis, Mitchell-Fox & Dyer 2001, 181-82), thereby contradicting Ruth Dugmore’s 
(1972, 9) evocative claim that ‘it seems permissible to read “Puttenham for “Redessolham” 
and to imagine the little cruck houses...in the village street’. The establishment of an ag
glomeration of  peasant  tenements,  the essential  constituent  for  a nucleated village,  is 
harder to date than the foundation of the related church and manorial caput. All that can be 
said with certainty is that Puttenham was a nucleated village by the middle of the ffteenth 
century, a manor by the middle of the thirteenth, and the site of a church or chapel built at  
some point before the fnal third of the twelfth century. Hereafter, ambiguity and uncertainty 
reign. However optimistic I remain about the chance a hitherto-unknown documentary ref
erence may surface to  shed new light  on early Puttenham, conclusive answers to  the 
many questions posed in the previous paragraphs will come ultimately from different forms 
of evidence. Without a shadow of a doubt it is archaeology - be it feld-walking, test pitting 
or larger-scale excavation - which offers the best opportunity to provide the answers, not 
least in the eastern half of the village between the church and what is known nowadays as 
School  Lane,  logically  but  by no means inevitably  the earliest  non-manorial  portion  of 
Puttenham. As Dennis once observed, ‘the search for the longer-standing villages seems 
to plough itself  into deeply diffcult territory’ (Turner 2001, 10).  Having reached a point 
where I feel able to summarise what I have discovered to date, it may now be time to dig  
deep in order to seek answers to the many questions that remain.
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