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Historically and architecturally, the church of St John the Baptist, Puttenham, is fairly 
unremarkable. The same might be said of many other medieval parish churches in 
Surrey. However, in a county where only a few ecclesiastical buildings have a known 
existence and/or fabric dating back further than the middle of the eleventh century, 
how can its origins be discerned? Whoʼs to say that Puttenham church and 
churchyard do not have much earlier roots? Looking at the setting of church in 
obvious types of landscape – topographical, archaeological – but it is only by 
appraising additional, more invisible or diffuse “landscapes”– onomastic, historical, 
architectural – that some reasoned and defensible suggestions can be made.

Topography

The initial indications pointing to an early foundation are promising. As is apparent in 
the photographs on the following page, it stands proud on a spur of higher ground at 
the east end (indeed, on the eastern edge) of the historic village, clearly appreciable 
from both the north (where it was accentuated by terracing work associated with the 
rerouting of The Street around the northern side of the churchyard in the mid-1820s)1 
and south. The rise of The Street from its junction with Suffield Lane eastwards to 
the church is gentler.

The church lies on what is generally accepted to be an ancient route to the south of 
the chalk downs, in parts at least following the top of the line of Lower Greensand 
hills. Known variously as the Old Road (made famous by Hilaire Belloc, who lingered 
here to speculate on its original line between the church and Puttenham Heath)2 and 
– ever controversial! – the Pilgrimsʼ Way, it would seem to have been in existence 
locally since the tenth century AD, when Totford (marking the point where it crosses 
the Cutmill Stream at the western extremity of the parish) is recorded in the bounds 
of the Farnham estate.3 An early thirteenth-century charter records the same route 
proceeding from the village “as far as the ford of Totford”, and having the status of 
“kingʼs highway”.4 The position of Puttenham church alongside this route is unusual 
but by no means unique. At neighbouring Seale, the church (formerly chapel) of St 
Laurence, a twelfth-century foundation, probably once abutted it.
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1 A hand-drawn plan dated 1824 depicts both old and new courses of The Street; it is in the collection 
of the Puttenham and Wanborough History Society (item 1/49).

2 Hilaire Belloc, The Old Road (London: Constable and Co., 1910), pp. 158-62.

3 Sawyer 382 (http://esawyer.org.uk/charter/382.html); for likelihood of a date for this charter text later 
in the same century than its stated date of 909, see H. P. R. Finberg, The Early Charters of Wessex 
(Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1964), pp. 237-41.

4 Surrey History Centre [SHC] 2609/11/5/35; C. K. Currie, ‘Historic fishpond sites at Puttenham, with a 
provisional discussion of Surrey fishponds’, Surrey Archaeological Collections [SyAC], 90 (2003), 
273-96 (p. 274).
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View south-east from School Lane towards Puttenham church, March 2015. In the 
background to the left is Bury Hill. In front and to the right of the church is Home Farm, 

probable site of the caput of the original manor of Puttenham. Just visible over the trees 
behind the church is Puttenham Priory, centre of the Newark-owned moiety of the manor.

View east up The Street towards Puttenham church, March 2015. Note the uphill gradient of 
the road. On the right are the grounds of Puttenham Priory, formed in the late eighteenth 

century by the purchase and demolition of a series of properties, some of which were 
attested in two now-lost indentures of 1402 and 1442 translated by Percy Woods.
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Archaeology

The church does not occupy the highest point of this eminence. This is Bury Hill due 
east of the church, originally common land but long since incorporated into the 
grounds of Puttenham Priory. It has been suggested (most notably in a video on the 
history of Puttenham presented by the late Jock Vevers, former chairman of the 
Puttenham and Wanborough History Society) that Bury Hill is capped by the 
remnants of a Bronze Age round barrow, in the same way as nearby Frowsbury Hill 
on Puttenham Heath is crowned by the largest bowl barrow (by diameter) in Surrey.5 
Some might argue that the position of the church close to a possible round barrow 
might confer some kind of early religious significance on its site.

In her recent book Perceptions of the Prehistoric in Anglo-Saxon England, Sarah 
Semple discusses churches which stand close to barrows or earth mounds. She 
suggests there are a various ways of explaining such propinquities: as successors to 
earlier Anglo-Saxon burial sites which themselves frequently reused prehistoric 
funerary monuments; as unidentified mottes or moot mounds; or as reflections of a 
post-Conquest medieval interest in earlier burial-places.6 The possibility of the hill 
being the site of a motte was articulated in print by Cranford Knox, the rather 
eccentric historian of the Godalming area, largely on account of it being a 
ʻconsiderable moundʼ adjacent to a part-Norman church. However, he was quick to 
dismiss the likelihood of Bury Hill being a motte site on account of its name, which he 
believed was pre-Norman and so any associated ʻfortificationʼ would have been 
likewise.7

It is hard to judge which if any of the possibilities put forward by Semple applies to 
Puttenham, particularly since this author has never been able to access Bury Hill to 
examine its crest for earthworks. What may count against all speculations involving 
unidentified hilltop earthworks is that the name is much more likely to derive from 
Middle English burgh in its sense “manor(ial)”,8 denoting that it lay within what by the 
sixteenth century at least was known as the manor of Puttenham Bury (thereby 
distinguishing it from the adjacent manor of Puttenham Priory, whose affix derives 
from its pre-Dissolution ownership by Newark Priory).9
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5 Leslie V. Grinsell, ʻAn Analysis and List of Surrey Barrowsʼ, SyAC, 42 (1934), 26-60 (p. 26).

6 Sarah Semple, Perceptions of the Prehistoric in Anglo-Saxon England: Religion, Ritual, and 
Rulership in the Landscape (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 119-27.

7 Cranford Knox, ʻSome thoughts on the early history of the Hundred of Godalmingʼ, Papers read to 
the Puttenham and Wanborough History Society, 1970/71 Session, 1-9 (p. 7).

8 J. E. B. Gover, A. Mawer, and F. M. Stenton, The Place-Names of Surrey (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press), p. 209; David N. Parsons and Tania Styles, The Vocabulary of English Place-
Names (Brace-Cæster) (Nottingham: Centre for English Name-Studies, 2000), p. 78.

9 See for instance 1541 reference to ʻThe Manor of Buryʼ in Surrey Fines, 1509 - 1558, ed. by C. A. F. 
Meekings, Surrey Record Society, 19 (London: Wm. Dawson & Sons, 1968), p.46 no. 340.
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Some might also choose to ascribe great import to the discoveries of a small number 
of early artefacts in and around the church in the nineteenth century. In his journals, 
Puttenhamʼs well-known antiquarian curate Rev. Charles Kerry reports the discovery 
of ʻa fine flint scraper delicately chipped around the edgeʼ from the northern portion 
of the churchyard on 9th February 1871,10 two years after he recovered a ʻflint coreʼ 
during restoration work inside the Lady Chapel.11 In 1870, he noted the discovery of 
several sherds of ʻRoman (if not British) potteryʼ and ʻa fine piece of quern or 
handmillʼ as the result of gravedigging in the churchyard.12

Stray finds like these, even when found close to one another, are hard to interpret 
with any great conclusiveness. Kerry did, however, find equivalent combinations of 
Romano-British artefacts at sites on the Hillbury ridge on Puttenham Common13 and 
in the Puttenham Heath/Wanborough Common area,14 which are best interpreted as 
witnesses to settlement or occupation sites, and it would be no surprise if there was 
a modest settlement of the first century AD under or very close to the site of 
Puttenham church. All the same, as yet, nothing has come to light from the 
churchyard or wider village which suggests the existence of any kind of significant 
Roman-era building that might have influenced the decision to erect a church 
thereabouts, nor are there any pieces of Roman ceramic building material 
identifiable in its external walls (as at nearby Compton and Wanborough).

Place-names

Conventional wisdom would have it that Puttenham is a name of early Old English 
formation, a combination of the male personal name Putta and the generic element 
hām.15 Because the latter is a term indicating some kind of habitation (it is translated 
most often as “homestead”), it suggests a settlement in the vicinity in the Early 
Anglo-Saxon period (5th-7th centuries AD) and hence a longer time in which 
aforesaid settlement could gain a church. 

Puttenhamʼs proposed status as a hām place-name has been correlated with the 
dedication of its church to St John the Baptist. In a major national study of patterns of 
church dedications, Graham Jones makes the case for the not-infrequent 
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10 Kerry, Journal, 5, p. 13. Photocopies of his journals are held by Puttenham and Wanborough 
History Society and Surrey Archaeological Society; the originals are in a public archive in Derby.

11 Kerry, Journal, 4, p. 121.

12 Kerry, Journal, 4, p. 121; also 5, p. 27 for a reprise of all the finds from the church and churchyard.

13 Kerryʼs various Journal entries concerning his investigations are helpfully collected together in 
Graham Bierton, ʻto the Great Common...for a little spade exerciseʼ, SyAC, 80 (1990), 91-103 (pp. 
98-99, 102-103).

14 Kerry, Journal, 4, p. 17; quoted in Bierton 1990, p. 98.

15 Victor Watts, The Cambridge Dictionary of English Place-Names (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004), p. 486; John Insley, ʻSurreyʼ, in Reallexikon der Germanische Altertumskunde, 30, ed. 
by Rosemarie Müller (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2005), 137-41 (p. 138). 
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coincidences of churches dedicated to St John the Baptist with place-names held to 
have hām as their generic bespeaking of ʻadoption at an early period and at locally 
significant placesʼ.16 He later elaborates by characterising many such places as 
ʻmajor pre-Conquest estate centresʼ.17 

The one problem with this interpretation so far as Puttenham is concerned is that it is 
not recorded in any written source dateable to earlier than the year 1199.18 This may 
be nothing more than bad fortune when it comes to the survival of relevant textual 
testimony, and it is true that the first attestation of a place-name should not be taken 
to be an accurate reflection of its date of origin (nearby Thursley is a case in point).19 
However, what hints at a different scenario having played out in the case of 
Puttenham is the 1442 record of a “common field” named Le Hyde abutting the 
southern edge of the medieval village south-west of the church. This field-name 
could recollect an earlier “hide farm” of the type discussed in more than one work by 
Ros Faith,20 almost certainly of Anglo-Saxon origin (though when is much harder to 
determine), which was succeeded by a new “village” settlement (manorial caput, 
church, peasant tenements) at some point after the Domesday Survey, when 
common sense suggests what little population there was within the parish area at the 
time was concentrated over a mile away to the south-west in the Rodsall area 
(whence the estate name Redessolham). The “hide farm” could have acted as a pre-
village nucleus of the sort identified in several villages studied for the Whittlewood 
Project.21

One way of reconciling the apparently contradictory place-name evidence is to see 
Puttenham as a “manorial” introduction, recording the one-time tenure and/or 
association (perhaps even foundation) of the settlement by an individual or family of 
this name. There is a Puttenham in Hertfordshire recorded in Domesday Book and 
the manor was held by the de Puttenham family from the mid-twelfth century.22 A 
member of this family could have been given the responsibility for the establishment 
of the new “village”, their locative byname became the new place-name, either as a 
reward or perhaps just a typical consequence without any special prestige attached 
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16 Graham Jones, Saints in the Landscape (Stroud: Tempus, 2007), p. 141.

17 Jones 2007, p. 142.

18 Lilian Redstone, ʻPuttenhamʼ in The Victoria History of the County of Surrey, 3 (London: Constable, 
1911), 52-58 (p. 53, 55 n. 58).

19 Rob Briggs, ʻThursley revisitedʼ, Surrey Archaeological Society Bulletin, 434 (2012), 7-10.

20 Most notably Rosamond Faith, ʻHides and Hyde Farms in Central and Southern England: A 
Preliminary Reportʼ, Medieval Settlement Research Group Annual Report, 13 (1998), 33-38.

21 This hypothesis is set out and justified at greater length in Rob Briggs, ʻ“they would come and make 
a city here”: a decade of research into the origins of the village of Puttenhamʼ, Surrey Archaeological 
Society Bulletin, 440 (2013), 5-10.

22 Graham, Norman H., ʻThe Puttenham family of Puttenham and Long Marston, Co. Herts and of 
Sherfeld, Co. Hants. Puttnam (and Putnam) of Penn, etc., Co. Bucks. A.D. 1086-1956: Part Iʼ, Notes 
& Queries, 202 (1957), 185-89 (p. 185).
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to it. If so, the dedication of Puttenham church to St John the Baptist may date from 
shortly before the postulated end of his popularity as a patron saint circa 1150.23

Local legend

Another piece of evidence of a very different kind (but whose record we again have 
Rev. Kerry to thank for) suggests a more complex chronology. Local folklore 
maintained that the first church in Puttenham was sited almost a mile to the south-
west of the village in a location known as Church Croft. Kerry told the story thus:

“In the plantation near Mr Hewettʼs Barn [no longer in existence; its site lies 
west of present-day Gores Farm] is a spot where it is said by the old people that 
the church was to have been erected, but that their pious intention was 
frustrated by the fairies who removed in the night what had been erected in the 
day to the place where the church now stands”24

It is not hard to be captivated by such a tale, and Knox interpreted it as signifying the 
destruction of an early church on a site of pagan worship by ʻsupporters of the old 
religionʼ.25 I have found several comparable stories associated with parish churches 
in other parts of England, from Napton on the Hill in Warwickshire to Inkberrow in 
Worcestershire. At Low Bradfield in Yorkshire, ʻsupernatural forcesʼ moved the 
church to the site of a Norman castle at High Bradfield. A pre-Conquest cross 
marked the site of the supposed original church.26 But is such folklore borne out by 
the existence and location of the cross, or was it invented as a way of explaining the 
hard-to-explain? Given the wide geographical distribution of virtually-identical stories, 
do these legends in fact shoehorn memories of locally-unique places and events into 
a generic “explanatory” framework?

The trick is to try and tease out potentially genuine elements of a legend and couch 
them in a credible historical context. A story attached to Farnham church offers an 
apposite example of this approach. Local folklore of uncertain date and provenance 
maintained that the womenfolk of Farnham were forced to repel a band of Viking 
raiders from the security of the church tower around 869-70.27 However, this would 
seem to be a splicing and distortion of two recorded events: the battle fought at 
Farnham between West Saxon and Viking armies in 893,28 and the fortification of 
Farnham church by armed men to protect it from the destructive French raids then 
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23 Jones 2007, p. 142.

24 Kerry, Journal, 3, p. 67; this is quoted in full in Graham Collyer, The Surrey Village Book (Newbury: 
Countryside Books, 1984), p. 115.

25 Knox, ʻSome thoughtsʼ, p. 7.

26 David Hey, Yorkshire from AD 1000 (London: Longman, 1986), p. 31.

27 Gilbert Jackman, The story of St Andrewʼs parish church at Farnham in Surrey (Cheltenham: Tower 
Publications, 1988), p. 9.

28 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, trans. and ed. by Michael Swanton (London: Phoenix, 2000), p. 85.
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being experienced elsewhere in the diocese of Winchester in 1336 during the 
episcopate of Adam Orleton of Winchester.29 The episodes are sufficiently obscure 
for their distortion to be understandable, especially the involvement of everyoneʼs 
favourite folk anti-heroes, the Vikings. In other words, when it comes to passing 
down memories of rather inconsequential pieces of history, there is a tendency to go 
early, and go dramatic!

In the case of Puttenham, the name Church Croft may hold the key. We know a new 
rectory at the east end of the church - effectively in ʻthe place where the church now 
standsʼ to repeat Kerryʼs words - was provided for in the will of Richard Lussher who 
died in 1502.30 Its previous site is undocumented, but a decent case can be made for 
it to have stood atop Church Croft. For one thing, this would mesh with John Blairʼs 
observation that many medieval Surrey rectories were isolated from their churches.31 
A simple explanation of the fairy story, one which accommodates its key 
components, is that it was the rectory removed from its original site at Church Croft 
and re-established on a site so close to the church as to count as being “where it 
stands”.

History

Puttenham church is late to appear in credible historical records. At present the 
earliest known reference to it dates from circa 1258, when ʻThomas rector of the 
church of Puttenhamʼ is named in the Windsor Forest regard roll as making an assart 
of three acres in the manor of Henley, on the other side of the Hogʼs Back.32 As will 
be addressed shortly, this is as much as a century and a half later than the earliest 
architectural evidence from the church. So direct medieval records of the church can 
tell us little about why it was built where it was.

The known history of Puttenham as a manor stretches back several decades earlier 
to the final year of the 12th century. Therefore our maximum terminal dates for the 
establishment of the manor as a replacement for Domesdayʼs Redessolham are 
1086 and 1199. The earliest documentary references make it clear that Puttenham 
was well established as a manor and parish by that point, and common sense would 
suggest this did not occur overnight, so we would be wise to push its inception 
further back in time.

If a medieval church and parsonage lay distant from one another then, to follow John 
Blairʼs line of argument with respect to Surrey, it was often the case that the former 
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29 Roy Martin Haines, The Church and Politics in Fourteenth-Century England: The career of Adam 
Orleton c.1275-1345 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), p. 69.

30 Ruth Dugmore, Puttenham under the Hogʼs Back (Chichester: Phillimore, 1972), p. 33.

31 John Blair, Early Medieval Surrey: Landholding, Church and Settlement before 1300 (Stroud and 
Guildford: Alan Sutton and Surrey Archaeological Society, 1991), p. 142.

32 Royal Justice in Surrey, 1258-1269, ed. by Susan Stewart, Surrey Record Society, 45 (Woking: 
Surrey Record Society, 2013), p. 82 no. 126.
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would be found in close proximity to one or more manorial centre.33 Today, there is 
no escaping the proximity of the Palladian mansion known as Puttenham Priory 
immediately south the church. Its name recalls (or more accurately revives memory 
of) the moiety of Puttenham held by Newark Priory, but this came into being in the 
1240s (the grant was made in 1248)34 and its site may well be a creation of around 
this date.

The original demesne centre of the undivided manor of Puttenham most likely lay 
elsewhere in the vicinity. Cartographic evidence suggests it was lay due north and 
west of the church, for here were two capacious tofts seemingly formed from a single 
curved-edged enclosure, which comprehended two fishponds (still extant) of 
possible medieval date. Here stands modern-day Home Farm, a late eighteenth-
century successor to a property known as Bury Farm in 1744, whose name again 
indicates derivation from the Middle English manorial identifier, bury, mentioned 
earlier.35

It is a commonplace that manor-church pairings indicate an intertwined history. My 
current preference for understanding the origin of Puttenham church is that it was 
founded either at the same time as or a short time after the adjacent manor. It may 
have been a redevelopment of the “hide farm” remembered by the aforementioned 
field-name Le Hyde; this would accommodate the hypothesis of one or more 
member of the Hertfordshire de Puttenham family being involved in its creation. 

If we are to place the establishment of the manor of Puttenham as the successor to 
the Domesday estate of Redessolham in the final years of the eleventh century or 
the early decades of the twelfth, this would tie in with small quantities of earlier 
medieval pottery dated to the period 1050x1150 found in and around the 
churchyard.36 Though the sherds cannot be explicitly associated with either the 
church or the manor (rather than a precursory period of arable manuring, for 
example), date-wise they dovetail well with the postulated historical context. The 
absence of any later Roman or Anglo-Saxon ceramics is difficult to accord real 
significance to in the absence of any deliberate effort to seek and recover such 
evidence.

Architecture

We are on still firmer ground when considering the earliest architectural evidence 
from Puttenham church. That said, dating the extant or reliably-recorded lost fabric of 
the medieval church building is hardly an exact science and is hampered by the 
thorough restoration the church underwent at the hands of architect Henry Woodyer 
in 1861 and a series of subsequent internal and external alterations in the decades 
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36 Briggs 2013, p. 6.
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after. For much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the church was dated to 
the second half of the twelfth century on the basis of the rounded arches and simple 
scalloped capitals of the nave arcade.37 

A smaller number of authors have ascribed an earlier twelfth-century date of 
foundation to Puttenham church, on the authority of the simple, round-headed form 
of the small window in the south wall of the nave between tower and porch.38 An 
early nineteenth-century drawing of this portion of the church shows no window here, 
suggesting that – if it is representative of a medieval feature – the aperture was 
blocked (perhaps as part of the project to install a new west gallery during the 
eighteenth century) until it was rediscovered and restored during Woodyerʼs 
restoration. Its Romanesque form is at odds with the style of the other renewed 
windows in the nave south wall, which recommends it to be a broadly faithful 
reconstruction of the original aperture.

What all commentators have overlooked is the unusual dimensions of the nave. It is 
very long for its width, and this arguably betrays its origins as a single-celled church 
with no separate chancel chamber. Several eleventh- and twelfth-century churches 
built on an equivalent elongated rectangular plan can be found on the dip-slope 
between Guildford and Epsom. As reconstructed by John Blair, the church at 
Ashtead in its first phase was of virtually the same dimensions as Puttenhamʼs 
nave.39 What is even more remarkable is that Ashteadʼs establishment can be dated 
to the years 1107x1129, for a charter documents its dedication as a chapel during 
the pontificate of Bishop William Giffard.40 Sharing virtually the same footprint need 
not indicate contemporaneity between Ashtead and Puttenham, but an early twelfth-
century date would be consistent with and complimentary to the other pieces of 
evidence highlighted above.

Conclusions

There is a convincing intersection of strands of evidence for the church at Puttenham 
to be a foundation of the very late eleventh or early twelfth century: architectural, 
archaeological and, indirectly, historical. (The chronology of dedications to St John 
the Baptist remains too indistinct for it to be marshalled in favour of a particular 
dating.) The same may be true of many Surrey churches, as it would be for others 
were the timeline shifted back or forward half a century. It is usually wise to avoid 
drawing universal conclusions, but a few concluding observations about the 
landscape context of Puttenham church may have much wider applicability in Surrey.
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37 e.g. Arthur Hussey, Notes on the Churches in the Counties of Kent, Sussex, and Surrey (London: 
John Russell Smith, 1852), p. 339; see also dates in key to church ground plan in P. M. Johnston, 
ʻPuttenham Churchʼ in Redstone 1911, 56-58 (p. 57).

38 R. W. McDowall, ʻThe Church of St John the Baptist, Puttenhamʼ, SyAC, 65 (1968), 105-110 (p. 
106).

39 Blair 1991, p. 125 Fig. 34.

40 Blair 1991, p. 124.

http://surreymedieval.wordpress.com
http://surreymedieval.wordpress.com
mailto:surreymedieval.blog@gmail.com
mailto:surreymedieval.blog@gmail.com


The situation of Puttenham church atop the provenance of prehistoric and Romano-
British artefacts and below a possible denuded Bronze Age round barrow may 
arouse ideas of an “early” church site, but we would do well to step back and 
consider quite how significant such evidence really is. Puttenham parish is chock full 
of find-spots of prehistoric worked flints as well as at least two proven Bronze Age 
round barrows, and is not short of sites where Romano-British material has been 
recovered. If proximity to a prestigious early monument was the primary determinant, 
surely the church would have been sited on or beside the Frowsbury Mound or in the 
environs of the hillfort and Roman villa at Hillbury on Puttenham Common?

Even if we accept the Domesday ecclesiastical data as a representative (though by 
no means fault-free) gauge for the non-existence of a church at Puttenham pre-
dating the footprint and vestigial fabric of the first extant phase, we can never say for 
certain that the earliest building did not replace a preaching cross or other small 
focus of veneration of pre-Domesday origin. But it would seem to be the very close 
locational association between church and probable early demesne centre 
immediately to its west that best explains its situation.

The first masonry church building was almost certainly the largest and most 
technologically advanced building in what was to become the medieval village, so 
why not choose to site it in a suitably prominent position? The same consideration 
may have influenced the positioning of the manorial caput. The Whittlewood Project 
found that churches were often placed in between manors and peasant tenements, 
which is not the case at Puttenham.41 Does this mean the village was a later 
development, that came into being after the crystallisation of the manor-church 
nexus? Such a question serves to show that by considering the reasons for the siting 
of a church in turn allows us to start to see other proximate institutions in a new light. 
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