THE CHURCH OF WITLEY AND THURSLEY
CHAPEL-OF-EASE.
BY

nilLIP MA1XWARIXG JOHNSTON.

WITLEY CHURCH.
is a reasonable assumption that a church was in
IT existence
at Witlcy in the times before the Norman

Conquest.
So far as I am aware, no traces of such a
building have been found in the present edifice, and it
was most probably of timber construction.
The Domesday account reads
" Gilbert son of Richer de Laigle 1 holds Witlei. 2 Earl
Godwine 3 held it. It was then assessed for 20 hides;
now for 12 hides. The land is for 16 ploughs. In
demesne there are 2 ploughs and there are 37 villeins
and 3 cottars with 13 ploughs. There is a church; and
3 acres of meadow.
Wood worth 30 hogs. In the
time of King Edward, and afterwards, it was worth
15 pounds; now 16 pounds."
The church is dedicated to All Saints, and shares that
dedication with nine other churches in Surrey, viz.,
Banstead, Carshalton, Chertsey, Dunsfold, Kingstonon-Thames, Ockham, Sanderstead, Wandsworth, and
:

;

Warlingham. 4

=

1
Or d'Aigle
de Aquila.
In 1235 we find that Witley was in the
bands of the Earl Marshal, having been part of the Terra Normanorum
which had been held by Gilbert de Aqnila.
2
Probably " The Field of the Witau."
3
Earl Godwin, the powerful minister of King Edward the Confessor,
the "King-maker" of his day
was the virtual owner of all England

—

—

south of the Thames.
4

—

late member Mr. J. L. Andre
whose loss we still so deeply
recording this fact, in his paper ou Dunsfold Church (S. A. (?.,
Vol. XIII, p. 2), says, " Possibly there may be one or two more, as
the dedications of several churches in the county appeal to be doubtful

feel

or

Our

—

in

unknown."
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In plan it consists of nave, with south porch, central
tower, transepts, chancel, and chapel, called the north
chancel or Witley Manor Chapell.
The oldest part of the building is to be looked for
and probably the plan and main structure
in the nave
of this part of the church belong to the last quarter of
The chancel of this Early Norman
the 11th century.
period occupied the site of the present central tower,
and perhaps had an apsidal termination.
Of this date is the Norman doorway in the south wall
of the nave, worked in Burgate stone, with its interesting
cushion capitals. It will be noticed that part of the
abacus of the west capital
Fig. 1.
is of a plain chamfered or
;

slightly hollowed
section,
while the other part is ornamented with a quirked bead

and a

star pattern.

I

would

suggest that this ornamentation

is

of

somewhat

later

date than the capitals themselves.

No

trace of the

windows

of this early period is

now

to be seen, although perhaps
parts of them remain in the
walls.

Probably they were

Wesrcin C^p JajS/Door.

—

destroyed in order to get more light the large twowindow of uncertain date (possibly 13th century)
in the eastern part of the south wall, and the ugly
modern window to the west in the same wall, perhaps
replacing the original windows.
The central tower, transepts, and chancel, belong to
the next period the Transition between Norman and
Early English about 1190. The tower, which is surmounted by a short, shingled spire, is a particularly

light

—

—

and beautiful example of this style.
I
believe it to have been erected by the same master
builder and masons to whom we owe the lovely lanternstory of the central tower of Wimborne Minster, Dorset.
VOL. xvm.
o

interesting
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In passing, let us remark how much more in common
the churches of this part of south-west Surrey have with
the architecture of Hants and Dorset than with that of
Surrey generally and Sussex.
The upper stages of the fine tower of Godalming
Church are possibly by the same builders. 2
The tower is carried
upon plain pointed arches,
1

having deeply chamfered
abaci and stops of a pecu-

Cfyurcty.

character to the pierchamfers, both a "note"
of the work of the last decade of the 12th century. 3
Externally the tower is
finished by
a parapet,
having 17th century pinnacles of obelisk form at
the angles of its coping,
and carried upon a very

liar

interesting

Students

corbel-table.

architecture
are
familiar with
the
**!>*>
typical
Norman corbeltable, composed of a row
As the style passed into Early
of grotesque masks.
English these human and animal faces gave place to
moulded corbels, or plain rounded blocks, as at Clymping
and Yapton towers, West Sussex. 4 In the corbel table
1

Merstham tower,

in the east of the county,

of

is

slightly later in

date.
2
In connection with this comparison with Wimhorne, it is perhaps
worth noting that we probably owe many of the features of Godalming
Church to its association with the Chapter of Salisbury, e. g., the
beautiful group of lancets in the South Chancel.
3
See Fig. 2.
Cf. chamfer stops on piers at Burpham, Sussex (arch
to north transept), and tower arch, St. Paul's, Canterbury, where also
the same section of abacus appears.
The abacus of steeply chamfered

section occurs frequently in

work

of tbe last years of the 12th century

in western Sussex.
4

The Clymping

restoration of 1875,

parapet was rebuilt with the old stones at the
That which originally crowned the interesting
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of the parapet of the central tower at Wimborne,
grotesque faces alternate with moulded blocks; and in
the Witley parapet all the corbels are moulded, mostly
The windows of
in the form of elegant little capitals.
the upper story are coupled circular-headed openings,
boldly chamfered, and rebated for shutters or louvred
frames.
Below them is a string-course of a half-round
All the stonework is in a remarkably good
section.
state

of

modern

To

preservation.
erection.

this period

external

Transitional

stair-turret is of

Norman

—the walls

and chancel belong, but there are few

of the transepts

original

—the

The

features

remaining,

except parts of a plain

chamfered string-course in the interior of the chancel,
and the massive flat buttresses in the south and east
walls of the chancel.
There are early lancet windows
in this style in the east and west walls of the south
transept, and a pointed arched recess for an altar, also
of early character, in
east

its

The

wall.

Fig.

3.

oak roof of this
transept, composed of
very massive timber,
is
probably coeval
with the walls.
fine

The windows

in

the south wall of the
chancel appear to be
Early English
the
westernmost, which
is trefoil-headed, has
probably been a low
:

side
nally.

window origiThe octagonal

font, supported
is

on a

drum and

eight little shafts with moulded bases,
a good example of the same period, but I believe the

central

Trans-Norman tower of Yapton was precisely similar, but the erection
of a shingled spire in the 14th century caused its removal, except a
small portion on the north and south sides.

g2
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bowl has been either re-worked or renewed during the

The piscina in the south wall of the north
chancel is also perhaps of this date (though it may belong
to the succeeding style), but let into its cill is a very
curious block of dark blue-grey marble, with white veins

last century.

Fig.

4.

<?lao

This is older than the niche
forming the drain.
which it is set, and has possibly been brought from
the main chancel, or elsewhere, when the north chancel
was built. It is very deeply dished for the drain, and
the front is ornamented with mouldings and a singular
running wave pattern. The drain may be compared
in

in

it,
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with that of the "West Clandon piscina. (See S. A. C,
They are both of late 12th centuryVol. XV, p. 73).
date.

The piscina in the main chancel is also a very peculiar
example, belonging to the Decorated period (c. 1350).
It

is

combined

with an aumbry or

Fig.

5.

tabernacle which
stands above it,

and
is

this

aumbry

built with the

face sloping backwards, perhaps
for the purpose of
keeping its door
closed automatically.
The drain
has the unusual

number of 1 3 foliand forms

ations,

a projecting corbel.

WltfcyCJf):

The handsome
alabaster sedilia
and other fittings
in the chancel are

(piaci/ya

"j Ctfatycel.

modern.

To

the Decoraperiod also
belong the east

ted

windows of both
chancels, but the tracery of that in the north chancel
has been renewed within recent times.
The design
is not so striking as that of the chancel proper.
The
form of the tracery of this chancel window is particularly elegant, and well worthy of close study as an
example

of

" Flowing Decorated."

It will

be noticed

that the central light is narrower than those on either
side
an unusual treatment.
Some of the curves are
very free and sinuous, as though drawn by hand, without

—

;
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Most

the aid of compasses.

worked

in hard chalk.

of the tracery

seems to be

1

The arches between the north chancel and the chancel
proper seem to have been pierced promiscuously and
Originally it
to be of later date than either chancel.
would appear that there was a wall of partition between
the two chancels with a door in it.
The bargeboard of the porch is an excellent and rare
example of late 14th century
woodwork, but it does not
properly belong to the church,
having been taken, many years
ago, from an ancient house in
the village.
The west window of the nave
is of Perpendicular date, as is
also probably the door in the
same wall 2 and the handsome
screen between the chapel and
H'jtfeyC/,:
of the same period.
an ancient seat-end in
the north chancel, perhaps as old as the middle of the

transept

2>ar^eboar3 ioPofdq-

There

is

is

14th century.

Some good loth century heraldic glass (among which
are the arms of France and England quarterly, and
France impaling France and England), remains in the
windows of the north chancel, but it has been shifted
and re-leaded within the

last

century, and

it

is

now

say how much is ancient.
A fragmentary inscription in black letter on a piece
of stone let into the north wall of the chancel, of the
date 1468, records the fact that the manor of Witley
was held by the ill-fated Duke of Clarence, brother of
difficult to

Compare the

1

Vol.

XIV)

original east

and Mickleham

window

—the

of

latter

Dorking Old Church (S.A.C.,
bnt
Church, by

also no longer existent,

illustrated in a curious early 19th century account of the

one Robinson, an architect.
2
This is no doubt one of the doors referred to in the license granted
to Anthony Smith, Esq., for the closing up of two doors in the Church
" in tempibus nup turbulentis occlusorum."
Quoted in
of Witley
S. A. C, XI, 208.
;
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" Greorgii Ducis Clarence et Dfis
IV.
It runs
de Wytle, ac fratris Edwardi quarti, regis Anglie et
Franc," etc.
Under a 15th century arch in the wall, between the
chancel and the chapel, is the brass, dated 1525, of
Thomas Jonys, Jane his wife, and their six children,
" which Thom's was one of the Sewers of the Chamber
to our Souverayne lorde Kinge Henry VIII."
This
tomb was probably used as an Easter Sepulchre.
A brass in the north wall of the manorial chapel bears

Edward

:

(sic)

the date 1634, and commemorates Henry Bell, "Clarke
Controwler of the Household to our late Soveraigne
Lord King James of Blessed Memorie."
There are also tablets in the chancel and north
chapel to the wife of a 17th century vicar of Witley
(in which her virtues are likened to those of Sarah,
Rebecca, Rachel and Ruth); and to Anthony Smith,
" Pentioner " to Charles I and II, with a curious Latin
couplet containing allusions to his gift of a bell to the
church, and his benefactions to the poor of Witley.
I have not entered at greater length upon a description of these monuments, as they are partly dealt with in
the paper by Mr. Eclmond Foster in the present volume.
An ancient alms-box of enamelled iron, with 14th or
15th century tracery on the front, stands by the south

Although an undoubted antiquity, it has, I
been presented to the church in recent years.
There is a mural painting on the south wall of the
nave, dating, probably, from the latter part of the 12th
century.
The drawing and pink and red colouring at
door.

believe,

once recall the paintings of that date in St. Mary's, Guildand Chaldon Church. Unfortunately this painting
is very indistinct, and the whole is so fragmentary as to
make the subject very difficult to decipher. It is in two
tiers, each about 3 feet 6 inches high, by about 10 feet
long.
A piece of architecture, in which round-arched
arcades appear, occupies the left hand corner of the
upper tier, and one of the figures in the lower tier looks
like that of a pilgrim or palmer.
He bears a T- headed
staff and has a nimbus.
It is much to be wished that a
ford,
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preservative treatment, in the form of a spray, should
be applied to the painting, and that a careful tracing
should be made of it. Much of the detail might thus be
recovered.
There are eight bells in the tower, five modern, and
the rest of the dates 1604, 1648, and 1670.
The 1604
bell bears the legend, " Our Lord our hope."

Among

the church plate are chalices of the years 1638

and 1639, the second being an ancient piece imported
from Yorkshire, the gift of John Harrison Foster, Esq.,
There is also a paten of the date 1717, and
of Witley.
an old pewter tankard of a poor type.
In the Reformation troubles (1544) the curate of
Witley was brought before the Lords of the Council and

by them remitted

to Sir Christopher

His offence

More

for further

not recorded, although
probably he had set himself against the impending
changes in religion or had denied the Royal Supremacy.
He is described as "lewd and naughtie"; and in
making his submission we are told " appered his malitious and naughtie stomacke."
Not many years later came the great spoliation, when
the goods of our parish churches were carried off "to
the King's use," as the Returns calmly phrase it, and
" the ornaments of the Church and of the ministers
thereof " passed by an easy transition into the pockets
examination.

of

greedy

is

courtiers.

Archaeologists are shy of praising " restorations," and
Witley Church, like so many others, has suffered much

from churchwarden " improvements" and more modern
innovations.
But one feels that the late restoration,
under Mr. Aston Webb, A.R.A., due principally to the
zeal and munificence of our member, John Harrison
Foster, Esq., and his family, must be awarded a rare
tribute

of

praise

for

its

conservative

church has been enlarged on the north

nature.

The

without
the sacrifice of any features of interest, and the new oak
panelling to the nave roof must be acknowledged to be
The
a great addition to the beauty of the interior.
side,
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ancient painting in the nave was brought to light in the
course of these works.
The name of Birket Foster, whose paintings and
wood-block illustrations of Surrey landscapes are worldfamous, must ever be connected with Witley from
whose elm-shaded lanes, indeed, so many of his most
characteristic subjects were taken,
and it was fitting
that Witley Church should go down to posterity linked
with the same honoured name.

—

—

THURSLEY CHAPEL.
Thursley, unlike the mother-parish, is not mentioned
Domesday, but parts of the existing church are
probably as old as the Early Norman nave of Witley.
Formerly it was a chapelry of Witley: it is now an
independent parish. The name in itself carries us back
to the days of heathen deities, and it is interesting to
note that, besides this "Thor's" or " Thunor's Field,"
we have Tuesley, i.e. " Tuesco's Field," in the same
neighbourhood.
It is also of some interest to note that, as was so
commonly the case, when Christianity ousted heathendom from these wild wealds and wolds, Michael took the
place of Thor, for the little chapel was raised in honour
of the Archangel.
The hill-tops that had heretofore
been sacred to the God of Thunder were henceforth
placed under the guardianship of the Prince of Angels,
the vanquisher of Satan. 1
The " Devil's Jumps "
in

1
Our member, Mr. Frank Lasham, writes (S. A. C, XII, 153)
Near Elstead are Thunder Hill' and Bonfire Hill,' probably Saxon
:

"

'

'

places of meeting
On Thursley Common is a large piece of
water called the Moat,' which probably may have been the Mote
place of the Saxons of Thursley (Thorsley) and Elstead (it is situated
about midway between these villages) ; near this Moat and dividing
the parishes of Thursley and Peper Harrow is a boundary stone still
called
Cricklestone
(from the British word Criccle, a stone), and
'

'

'

Mr. Lasham derives
near this again is a farm, called 'the Borough.' "
tin name Elstead from the Saxon goddess Helle or Holla, the goddess
of death, in conned ion with this Bonfire Hill.
Elstead is spelt
Helleslead in the Waverley Annals.
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—

mounds of natural formation and the
"Devil's Punchbowl" the latter famous for its connection with the murder of a sailor on Hindhead in
1786 are significant local names. The tombstone of
the murdered sailor, which stands in Thursley Churchyard, to the west of the church, is a very famous object

three remarkable

—

—

of pilgrimage. 1

Unlike the mother-church of Witley, the chajDel of
Thursley is not mentioned in Domesday? If there were
a predecessor of the present building in pre-Conquest
times it was probably of wood.
As will be seen by a reference to the plan (Plate 4),
the chapel dates from the Norman period, and, judging
by the font and one original window which still remain,
perhaps before 1100. I
it was built early in the style
have based the plan upon one most courteously placed
at my disposal by our member, Mr. J. W. Penfold, who
acted as architect for an enlargement of the building in
1883-4. Prior to this it had received the addition of a
north aisle and vestry, at the hands of Mr. Benjamin
Ferrey, in about the year 1860.
These successive alterations have inevitably greatly

—

affected the archaeological interest of the building.

I

have therefore judged it best to bring it back on paper,
with the aid of the plan lent to me and Cracklow's
drawing (Plate 3), to its pre-restoration condition. In
1883—4 the west and south walls of the nave were partly
removed and the area added to in both directions by the
A new porch and
erection of a transept, baptistery, etc.

window replaced

these features in the old building.
these changes, however, the most interesting
features of the little chapel remain, and these may now
be briefly described.
east

After

Two

all

—

popular novelists Dickens, in Nicholas Nickleby and the
Baring-Gould, in his Broom Squire, have immortalized this
murder. The three murderers and their victim (whose name has never
been discovered) are represented in a rude carving on the tombstone,
and underneath is an inscription recording the facts of the tragedy.
2
Tuesley, near Godalming, had a church, or chapel, mentioned in
The foundations of this, which have recently been
Domesday.
brought to light, show it to have been a small stone building, presumably pre-Conquest in date.
1

Rev.

S.
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chapel is famous for its lofty wooden steeple,
almost from the centre of the nave a com1
This steeple is boarded
paratively unusual position.
on the outside, and terminates in a tapering shingled
spire.
It still retains on its south face a large old dial,
in place of a clock; but above this louvred openings
have been introduced which do not appear in Cracklow's
drawing. Mr. Penfold informs me that he raised the
bell chamber 3 feet at the late restoration.
The timber
construction on which this steeple is carried is very
remarkable for its great massiveness. Four huge uprights, measuring on the square about 2 feet 6 inches,
with hollow chamfers roughly worked on the doubly
recessed angles, rise from the nave floor, and great
arches of oak spring from these and span the nave.
The curves of these arches are four-centred or elliptical, and they have a hollow chamfer on their edges.
Between them are two other arches of similar shape,
but rising from a cross beam on either side (north and
south), which is carried by a low four-centred arch
2
at right angles to the others.
The position of these
can best be understood by a reference to the plan, but
the extraordinary solidity of the construction must be
seen to be appreciated.
I do not think we have any
wooden bell-turret quite as massively built in Surrey.

—

rising

1
These timber bell-towers or turrets are commonly found at the
western end of the church, as at Warlingham in the eastern part of the
county (S. A. C, Vol. XVII), and Elstead, in this immediate neighbourhood. But in Cracklow's drawings of Hascombe and Hambledon
Churches both in south-west Surrey the wooden steeples are shown
rising from the centre of the nave.
These two churches have been
rebuilt, or greatly altered, in the latter part of the 19th century.
Thursley, therefore, possesses an unique distinction in the position of
its steeple.
Dunsfold and Alfold Churches in this neighbourhood,
Crowhurst, Tandridge, and Warlingham (originally) are good Surrey
examples of timber bell-turrets rising to some elevation above the nave
roof and resting upon a more or less elaborate construction of beams,
posts, and braces.
These are contained within the church walls. But
the churches of Leigh, Newdigate, Home, Burstow and (originally)
Horley, have external wooden bell-towers. I have referred to these in
a footnote on p. 102, Vol. XIV, S. A. C.
See also S. A. C, Vol. VI,
pp. 15, 268, and Vol. Ill, p. 39.
2
As at Alfold. See plate opposite p. 15, Vol. VI, S. A. C.

—

—

a
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The

though very strongly built, has
belfry of Rogate Church,
miles away, in north-west Sussex, which has

Alfold

turret,

.smaller timbers.

many
many points

not

The wooden

of resemblance, is the nearest in point of

and the scantling of timbers.
There is one mediaeval bell, with an
1

size

illegible black

letter inscription.

Church itself, we find that the main
Early Norman date {circa 1100), although
there is some doubt as to the chancel, which may have
been rebuilt in the Early English period. The plastering which covers such of the old walls that remain prevents any certain decision upon this point.
Perhaps the

Coming

fabric

is

to the

of

original chancel was a small apse, as in the little down
chapels of Up-Walthani and North Harden, West Sussex.
The north wall of the chancel is singularly blank and
while the east window is modern, the south windows are
rude 13th century lancets. That to the west has been
raised in the wall since Cracklow's view was taken.
It
appears originally to have been a low side window.
;

The nave

retains only one of its original

windows

—

small round-headed opening, somewhat widely splayed,
in the north wall.
Fortunately it was preserved when
the aisle was added, and it now looks into the aisle.
There must have been another Norman window, and,
probably, a small door in this wall.
Two other little
windows and a larger door perhaps faced these in the
south wall, and there was another window (of which I
believe the internal arch remained till the late restoration) in the upper part of the west wall.
The south
door and a lancet in the western part of the south wall
probably replaced the earlier openings. They have now
This Rogate belfry has been altereil, and to some extent reby Mr. Penfold. Taiigmere Church, West Sussex, displays
The 14th century
another such piece of splendid mediaeval carpentry.
wooden bell-tower of Worth Church, Sussex, which used to stand
over the north transept, was destroyed at the restoration 30 years ago.
Mr. Ralph Nevill, in his very interesting paper on Alfold Church,
suggests the following order of construction for this group
Elstead,
Dunsfold, Thurslcy (and Rudgwick, .Sussex), Alfold.
1

constructed,

:

—
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removed, together with the porch
The
Early English), in the last century restorations.
large two-light windows with " Churchwarden " tracery
in the eastern part of the south wall of the nave and
the east wall of the chancel were perhaps originally
Decorated insertions.
The chancel arch (Fig. 7) is an object lesson as to
themselves been
(?

Of? do eel A*"cb>

"Hjurj-iley

Fig.

how

7.

with the humblest of mateand an almost entire absence of ornament. It
is built in hard chalk-rag, and the bold sweep of its
continued without a break,
plainly chamfered orders
round arch and jambs gives an appearance of great
An arrangement of pyramidal stops finishes
dignity.
the junction between the chamfered jambs and the plain
square lower jamb of somewhat unusual height. Within
to obtain a fine effect

rials

—

—
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the arch

is

the base of a screen of very solid construction

and of fifteenth century date, and in the chancel are
some remains of coeval seating, worked in with much
new material. The corbel, shewn in Fig. 7, on the
north of the chancel arch, is worked in a dark stone
(? Purbeck marble), and may have served the purpose
of an image bracket in connection with an altar at the
Rood-screen, or else as one of the supports of the gallery
There is a small piscina of Early
of the screen itself.
English date in the south wall.
The roofs of the nave and chancel are mostly of the
ancient timbers, squarely cut and in excellent preserThey are of black oak and very massive some
vation.
of the beams are of unusual size for so small a building.
Last, but not least in interest, we come to the font
(Fig. 8), a large, circular, tub-shaped block of hard local
1
It is of early Norman
stone.
Fig. 8.
date and is quite plain, save for
a band of chevron or arrow
:

ornament incised round
and a heavy round
moulding encircling it lower
down. Probably this moulding

head
the

rim,

served the practical purpose of
giving a grip for the chain or
rope by which this huge block
was hoisted about between the
This
quarry and the Church.
Tt,e TooK
font seems to belong to a group
of early fonts in Surrey and
Sussex, comprising those of Alfold (Surrey), and Yapton, Walberton, Littlehampton, Tangmere and Didling
The arrow-head pattern occurs on the rim of
(Sussex).
Yapton font, and a variation of it on the top of the rim
of Walberton font.
1
I think Burgate
quarried locally.

stone,

a

durable

broAvnish

orange

sandstone,

Mop»>M
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It is a pleasing duty to thank several kind friends for
help received in drawing up this paper.
My thanks are
especially due to Mr. J. W. Penfold, for the loan of plans
and photographs of Thursley Chapel, with the help of
which some of the illustrations have been prepared: also
to my friend Mr. G. C. Druce, for the use of his photograph of the font of Thursley Church. I regret that
time has not permitted my obtaining a plan of Witley
Church for publication with this paper.

