DANIEL DEFOE AND THE
DORKING DISTRICT
BY
F.

BASTIAN

name of Daniel Defoe has no well-established associations
with the County of Surrey. It is true that a tradition links
his name with Tooting, where he is said to have lived for some
years as a young married man, and to have played a leading part
in establishing a dissenting congregation. But there is no corroborative evidence for this.^ It has also been stated by some local
historians that he lived for some time in the neighbourhood of

THE

Dorking: in this case the local tradition

The

is

-

lacking.
assertion in

own

,-1
Tour
Through England and Wales. When describing the spot where
Burford Bridge now spans the River Mole, he says, "I liv'd in the

basis for the latter claim

is

Defoe's

"^ Defoe's
biographers ha\-c generally
neighbourhood several years.
overlooked or ignored this statement, perhaps because of the
difficulty of fitting a prolonged residence in or near Dorking into
the framework of generally accepted facts about his life. P. Dottin,
in The Life and Adventures of Daniel Defoe,^ does make use of this
passage, though he takes great liberties with it. He supposes Defoe
to have spent a holiday, when a lad of 16, at Mickleham in October
1676,^ a date whose significance will appear in the course of the
argument.
Defoe's reputation is such that his assertions do not command
uncritical acceptance. There is an element of paradox in his attitude
to the truth. By the end of his life, dissimulation had become second
nature to him; yet, as one of the fathers of modem journahsm, he
also

had a great respect

for facts.

He

preferred to construct his

with factual bricks. With this in mind, it is proposed to examine critically what he has to say about Dorking and
fictional edifices

'
V.C.H., Surrey, Vol. IV, pp. 105-6. E. E. Clcal, The Story of Congregationalism in Surrey, 1908, pp. 208-9.
^Handbook of Dorking, 2nd edition. 1858. p. 57. J. S. Bright. History of
Dorking, 1884. pp. 18, 202.
3
D. Defoe. A Tour Through England and Wales, 1724-5. Eight editions
appeared in the course of the 18th century, and the tc.\t was considerably
altered by successive editors. All references are to the Everyman Edition,
ed. G. D. H. Cole, which follows Defoe's first edition. Vol. I, p. 150.
*
P. Dottin, Daniel De Foe et Ses Romans, 1924, trans. Louise Ragan, as
The Life and Strange Adventures of Daniel Defoe, 1929, p. 21.
*
The date of Defoe's birth is not known, but was almost certainly in 1660,
Sec J. Sutherland, Defoe, 1937. p. 2.
possibly in September.
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its

neighbourhood/ testing his statements, where possible, by
independent contemporary evidence.

The first and relevant volume of the Tour was published in 1724,
though not under Defoe's own name, being attributed simply to "A
Gentleman." Throughout the whole work he is at some pains to
avoid gi^'ing any clues to his identity, and even to conceal his
nonconformist connections. This subterfuge was presumably intended to assist the sale of the work in circles where his name
would have been no recommendation. The Tour purports to be a
description of an actual series of "circuits," begun on April ?,, 1722.
This is, however, a transparent fiction and the book is undoubtedly
based on the memories and, probably, notes of a lifetime of phenomenal activity in business, journalism and poHtics, that must at one
time or another have taken him over most of the country.
Defoe's approach is too fresh and original to invite accusations
of plagiarism. Nothing, for instance, suggests that he was famihar
with John Aubrey's The Natural History and Antiquities of the
County of Surrey, which had appeared a few years earlier, in 1718.^
Occasionally he stiffens his account with references to Camden's
Britannia, which he uses in the 1695 edition, with Additions by
Bishop Gibson; but he always acknowledges his indebtedness, and
sometimes refers to Camden only in order to correct him. Much of
;

Defoe's account of the Dorking area is taken up with a discussion
of the Mole "swallows," where that river cuts through the North
Downs. ^ He considers that Camden's account of the river being
"swallowed up" at the foot of Box Hill, to "bubble up" and "rise
again" 2 miles farther on, to be quite misleading; while the editor
of the Additions "makes it yet worse, speaking of Beechworth
Castle, which is a mile before we come to Darking."* What Defoe
did not know is that the Additions for the County of Surrey were
^
actually the work of John Evelyn. It is certainly striking to find
Defoe criticizing, and with justice, Evelyn's knowledge of an area
so near to his family home at Wotton.
Defoe also complains that "the map of the county of Surrey,
plac'd in Mr. Camden, makes a large blank between the river as
swallowed up, a httle off Darking, and its rising again as at Leatherhead, breaking the river off abruptly, as if pouring its waters all
at once into a great gulph." This was Robert Morden's map, a
reduced version of John Seller's map of about 1680, corrected "by
some of the most knowing gentlemen" of the county. Had Defoe
been familiar with Aubrey's work he could hardly have failed to
comment on the frontispiece map, which not only indicates a subterranean course for the Mole between Dorking and Leatherhead,
but also shows it as flowing by way of the Pippbrook and the
TiUingborne into the Wey!
1

*

Defoe, Tour, Vol. I, pp. 147-55.
Dated 1719 on the title page. But see B. Enright in

^wA.C,

Vol.

LI\

p. 124, n. 1.
=*

*

Defoe, Tour, Vol.
Ibid., Vol.

I,

I,

p. 148.

pp. 147-52.
*

J.

Evelyn, Diary, 10 March 1694/5.

,
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In his attempt to refute Camden, Defoe gives a detailed, though
and of its surroundings,
between Betchworth Castle and Leatherhead. For the sake of
simplicity, his various references are here reassembled into a single
account, and an attempt is made to follow in his footsteps, confirming or correcting his observations wherever possible. He starts
at Betchworth Castle, ^ which he correctly places beside the River
Mole. He speaks of it as the seat of Sir Adam Browne, whom he
mentions as a justice of the peace, ^ and "many years Knight of
the Shire. "^ Sir Adam Browne was in fact the owner of Betchworth
Castle from 1661, when he inherited it from his father. Sir Ambrose
Browne.* He represented Surrey in the Parliament of 1661-79,
but was not returned in the three predominantly Whig parliaments
that followed, though he reappeared in 1685.^ He died in 1690,
and Betchworth Castle then passed out of the hands of the Brownes,
who had held it for many generations. This, significantly, was
thirty-four years before the publication of the Tour. Defoe also
refers to "Sir Adam Brown's son," whom he does not name, but
implies that he was a "young gentleman" in 1676.^ This was Sir
Adam's only son, Ambrose, who was approaching 18 at the time
repetitive, account of the course of the river

and who predeceased his father, dying in 1688.'^
"The River Mole passes by Beechworth Castle in a full stream; and

referred to,

for

near a mile farther on the west of the castle, it takes into its stream Darking
Brook, as they call it, and has upon it a large corn-mill, call'd DarkingMill."8

"Darking-Brook" can only be the Pippbrook, though no other
name can be traced. "Darking-Mill" presents
a problem. Defoe's argument and his grammar both seem to indicate a mill on the main stream, below the confluence with the
Pippbrook; but it does not seem that there was ever a mill in this
position. Castle Mill lies on the Mole, and within Dorking parish;
but it is well above the confluence and, as it belonged to the manor
of West Betchworth, is unlikely to have been known as "Darkingreference to the form.er

Mill," Pixham Mill, a short distance up the Pippbrook, is another
accompanying
possibility. Both these mills are shown on the
a Survey of the Manor of Dorking made in 1649,^ though Castle

map

Mill, lying outside the bounds of the manor, is not actually named.
Seller's
of Surrey {c. 1680) also marks Pickton {sic) Mill and

map

1

Defoe, Tour. Vol.

I.

p. 149.

^

*

/;,^-^^

Vol.

I,

p. 154.

Manning and Bray,

Vol. I. 1804, p. 560.
Defoe, Tour, Vol. I, p. 151.
'
Had. Soc, Visitation of Surrey, 1662-8, p. 16. Manning and Bray, Vol. I,
p. 560. The baptism of Ambrose Browne at Betchworth tastle on January
1 1,
1658/9, is recorded in the Dorking Registers. I am grateful to Canon K. D.
Evans, Vicar of Dorking, for permission to consult the typed transcripts kept
in the vestry, and for verifying certain entries from the original registers.
*
Defoe, Tour, Vol. I, p. 149.
'
Survey of the Manor of Dorking, by William Foster, 1649, copied by
Exhibited at County Hall,
J. Hodgkinson, 1783, and by H. Chfton, 1891.
Kingston, 1956, on loan from the Duke of Norfolk. See Exhibition Catalogue,
I'he Story of Surrey in Maps, item 47. There is a photostat copy at the Surrey
Record Office, Kingston.
=>

6

Ibid.. Vol. I, p. 150.

V.C.H.Sy., Vol.

I,

p. 438.

«
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The map in Aubrey's Surrey (1718), which was based on
map, shows these mills, but also marks a Barking Mill
further up the Pippbrook. This is
presumably the mill beside the

Castle Mill.
Seller's

Dorking-Leatherhead road, later known as Patching or Pippbrook
Mill. There is no doubt that this was an ancient mill-site. It is
curious, however, that the 1649 map, although showing a Mill Pond
Mead, names no mill in the vicinity, and shows no building which
could be identified as one.
Ogilby's road-map, pubUshed in
Britannia, Volume the First (1675)i also omits it, as does Seller's
map of about 1680. It therefore seems doubtful whether there was
a mill there at the time when Defoe knew the district. ^ It is thus
uncertain which of the three mills Defoe had in mind. This is most
unfortunate, for it was in this very area that he most probably lived,
and it would be very helpful to know with which of these mills
he was most famihar.
The river is next described as running "close to the foot of the
precipice of Box Hill, call'd the Stomacher."^ This part of the hill
is today known as the Whites, but Defoe's name can be confirmed
from a letter of John Dennis (in 1717),^ who says that from the
top of Leith HiU, St. Paul's Cathedral can be seen immediately
above the Stomacher of Box Hill. The hill itself Defoe refers to as
the "manner and land" of Sir Adam Browne;^ and again he is
correct, for although lying within the parish of Mickleham, it was
part of the waste of Sir Adam's manor of West Betchworth.^ He
mentions the hill as being, in Sir Adam Browne's time, a place of
resort for the gentry taking the waters at Epsom.'' This is confirmed
in Aubrey's Surrey, where we read, "The soil is chalk, and was the
inheritance of Sir Adam Browne, now ]\Ir. Fenwick's. The great
quantit}^ and thickness of the Boxwood yielded a convenient
Privacj^ for Lovers, who frequently meet here; so that it is an
English Daphne. The Gentry often resorted hither from Ebbisham
but the wood is much decayed now, and large De]:)raedations in it
by the present Possessor, who is only a Tenant for his Ufe."^
;

in 1718, seem to be a clumsy adaptation of notes made at the time of Aubrey's original perambulation
in 1673. Thus it seems that by the latter date Box Hill was already
known as the objective of excursions from Epsom.
It is near here that the waters of the Mole begin to "sink in-

These words, which appeared

1
J. Ogilby, Britannia, Volume the First, 1675, p. 4, for the road from London
to Arundel, through Leatherhead and Dorking.
2
considers that
J. Hilher, in Old Surrey Water Mills, 1951, pp. 214-15,
Defoe was probably referring to Pippbrook Mill. But his argument is based on
the assumptions that the Tour was made in 1722, and that a turnpike road had
been constructed by that date, both of which are incorrect. He thinks that
the existing mill dates from the early 18th century, which is consistent with the
view here put forward, that no mill was standing on this site when Defoe was
familiar with the area in the late 17th century.
»
Defoe, Tour, Vol. I, p. 149.
*
Crutwell, .i Tour Through England and Wales, 1801, Vol. II. p. 10(v
*
^
Defoe, Tour, Vol. I, p. 153.
Manning and Bray, Vol. I, p. 560.

'

Defoe, Tour, Vol.

*

J.

I.

p. 153.

Aubrey, Natural History and Antiquities of Surrey. 1718, Vol.

I\', p.

174.
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sensibly away,"^ as Defoe says, and not to be suddenly and entirely
swallowed up, as Camden implies. Here, too, Defoe describes a flat
piece of meadow ground, opposite to the place where the hill makes
up the bank of the river, "lying hollow in the middle, like the shape
of a dripping pan,"^ and which was converted in time of flood, in
the autumn of 1676,^ into an improvised fish-trap. This may be
the depression visible beside the Leatherhead-Dorking road just
south of Burford Bridge. It is marked on a sketch-map in the
Victoria County History of Surrey, where the phenomenon is briefly
discussed.

The depression

is

the result of the collapse of subter-

ranean water channels, and the configuration of the land is unlikely
to have altered appreciably within the last few centuries, except
that further subsidences will probably have taken place.* This
may account for the fact that the depression is now distinctly uneven, and not flat, as Defoe describes it.
It is also pertinent to this enquiry to check the accuracy of
Defoe's date. He writes, "It was in the year 1676, in the month of
October, or thereabouts, that there happen'd a very sudden hasty
land flood." Now, whereas the autumn of 1675 was very dry, as
were the spring and summer of 1676, rains came in September and
October of the latter year.^
Defoe next describes the river as turning "a little south," and
running across the Dorking-Leatherhead road.^ In reality the
river turns not south, but west. The error seems to have arisen
through his failure to realize that the general course of the stream,

which he correctly describes as westward just below Betchworth
Castle, has now become northerly as it passes through the gap.
Consequently, this and other compass directions mentioned by
Defoe need to be adjusted by 90° in a clockwise direction. Such an
error of orientation, however, strongly suggests that he was drawing
on genuine personal recollections.
Burford, which Defoe describes without naming, is clearly pictured as a ford. "I have known it so deep, that waggons and
carriages have not dar'd to go thro'; but never knew it, I say, dry
in the greatest time of drought."'' Though Burford Bridge is
mentioned as early as 1534,^ it is clear from references between
1666 and 1668 in the Surrey Quarter Sessions Records,^ that this
~

'

^
/jj^^ Vol. I, p. 151.
Defoe, Tour, Vol. I, p. 149.
Ibid.. Vol. I, p. 150.
*
V.C.H.Sy., Vol. Ill, pp. 301-2. I am obliged to Mr. G. E. Hutchings,
F.R.G.S., F.G.S., Warden of Juniper Hall Field Centre, barely half a mile
away, for a more detailed account of this phenomenon which tends to confirm
that this may have been the spot referred to by Defoe. See also F. H. Edmunds,
M.A., F.G.S., "Swallow Holes and Springs in the Chalk of the Mole Valley"
in The London Naturalist for 1943 (1944), pp. 2-7.
«
Information kindly supplied by Mr. D. J. Schove, M.Sc, B.Sc, M.R.S.T.,
F.R.Met.S., F.R.G.S., who has collected evidence about weather conditions
of the past.
'
6
Ibid.. Vol. I, p. 150.
Defoe. Tour. Vol. I, p. 149.
8
E.P.-N.S., Place Names of Surrey, by J. E. B. Glover, A. Mawer and F. M.
Stenton, p. 81.
*
Surrey Quarter Sessions Records, Order Book and Sessions Rolls, 1666-1668,
issued by Surrey County Council, pp. 24, 108, 119, 175, 215, 253.
1
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was a footbridge; and

it is clearly shown as such on a
manuscript
survey of a part of the River Mole made by Ralph Michell in 1696.^
For wheeled traffic the ford must have continued in use until the
construction of the turnpike road under an Act of 1755.^
"Below this place," continues Defoe, "the hills rise again on the
other side very high, and particularly on the ridge which the country

Ashcom

Hills and they seem to force the river again
Here again, Defoe seems to be not quite
accurate. The name Ashcombe always seems to have been associated with the more southerly part of these hills, facing immediately
across to Box HiU, whereas the Mole flows at the foot of a more
northerly part of this escarpment, separated from Ashcombe by the"

people call the

west"

^

{i.e.,

north).

lateral Polesden valley.* This would, however, be an easy error
for a Dorking resident to fall into. The river "then fetches a circuit

round a park, formerly belonging to Sir Richard Studdolph, and
which is part of it, within sight of Leatherhead."^ This is Norbury
Park, the manor house then being situated in the vale.^ The present
house, which crowns the ridge, was not built until the late 18th
century, when the search for privacy and the picturesque overrode
such practical considerations as accessibility. A survey of the Manor
of Mickleham made by Tycho Wing in 1731 shows an intermediate
stage, with the Manor House set in "The Old Park," which Hes
within the bend of the Mole, and which is still fenced off from "The
New Park" on the higher land to the south-west. The main point
of interest is, however, Defoe's personal reference. The Stydolphs
had been seated at Norbury since early Tudor times, and Sir Richard,
a man of no more than local importance, and the last of his line,
was buried at Mickleham on February 20, 1676/7.^ Once again we
find that Defoe's knowledge of local conditions takes us back to the
same remote period, half a century before the publication of liis
Tour.
From this point Defoe appears to lose interest in the river,
simply stating that it insensibly increases again in the same manner
as it had formerl}^ diminished, and that it passes in full stream
under Leatherhead Bridge.^ The existence of a bridge across the
Mole here is abundantly attested for centuries before Defoe's time,
'^

by bequests made

for its repair in

Leatherhead

wills.

Defoe's statements about the town of Dorking itself reinforce the
impression that he is drawing on memories of his youth. He refers,
for example, to "a little common or heath called the Cottman-Dean
1
Survey of the River Mole from Leatherhead to Green Lane, Mickleham,
taken by Ralph Michell, May 26, 1696. Exhibited at County Hall, Kingston,
1956, on loan from Guildford JMuniment Room. Exhibition Catalogue, item 181.
^
2
28 Geo. II, Cap. 45.
Defoe, Tour. Vol. I, p. 150.
*
Place Names of Surrey, p. 274. Survey of Dorking, 1649.
«'
5
r. 1762.
Defoe, Tour, Vol. I, p. 149.
J. Rocque, Map of Surrey,
'
Survey of the Manor of Mickleham, by Tycho Wing, 1731. Exhibited at
County Hall, Kingston, 1956, on loan "from Guildford Muniment Room.
Exhibition Catalogue, item 91.
»
B. & W., Vol. IV, p. 178. V.C.H.Sv.. Vol. HI, p. 304.

9

Defoe, Tour. Vol.

I,

pp. 147, 149, 150.
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belonging to the town, and where their almshouse stands."^
an indenture of March 26, 1677, the Hon. Charles Howard
and Sir Adam Browne, joint lords of the Manor of Dorking, leased
to the churchwardens of Dorking at a peppercorn rent, for two
thousand years, a parcel of ground containing 40 perches on the
north end of Cotmandene Common, as the site of an almshouse.^
It is mentioned that the almshouse had already been built, and as
the lease was to run from Michaelmas, 1676, that was presumably
the approximate date of building.
Defoe's apparently casual
reference to the almshouse thus takes on a new significance.
He also describes "Mr. Howard's house and garden, call'd
Deaden" {i.e., Deepdene), "the garden so naturally mounded with
hills, that it makes a compleat amphitheatre being an oblong
square, the area about eighty yards by forty, and the hills un."^ This famous garden
passably steep, serve instead of walls.
was visited several times by John Evelyn.* The finest description
is in Aubrey's Surrey.^ Here we read that "the Pleasure of the
garden, &c., were so ravishing I can never expect any Enjoyment
beyond it but the Kingdom of Heaven." Possibly some of the
convivial Aubrey's enthusiasm can be attributed to the "very
civil Entertainment" which he says he received, on the orders of
Mr. Howard, from Mr. Newman, his steward.
In the course of his account of this garden, Defoe writes that "at
the south end the antient possessor, Mr. Howard, by what we call a
perforation, caused a vault or cave to be made quite through the
hill, which came out again into a fine vineyard, which he planted
the same year, on the south side, or slope of the hill ... In the
or the year before was that vineyard planted."
year 1676
.

.

.

Now by

.

.

Aubrey

.

.

,

mentions

also

.

this, writing:

... at about two Thirds of the Hill, (where the Crook or Bowing is) he
hath dug another subterranean Walk or Passage, to be pierc'd thro' the Hill;
thro' which (as thro' a Tube) you have the Visto over all the South part of
Surrey and Sussex to the Sea. The South Side of this Hill is converted into a
Vineyard of many Acres of Ground, which faceth the South and South-West.

The date

of Aubrey's visit can

be fixed with some accuracy. His

original perambulation of Surrey began on July 1, 1673, and ended
in September of the same year. Published as a preface to his work,
is a letter from John Evelyn, dated February 8, 1675/6, in which

he mentions a number of places which "I do not find you have yet
visited." As Dorking is not one of them, it seems that it must have
been included in the original perambulation; and, since he remarks
that the syringas were in bloom, it must have been in July 1673
that he went there.^ The variations in tense ("he hath dug"
.

1

Ibid., Vol.

^

The Charity Commissioners, Report on

I,

.

.

p. 152.

the Charities in the County of
Surrey, 1839, p. 593.
3
Defoe, Tour, Vol. I, p. 152.
4
Evelyn, Diary, 1 Aug. 1655, 9 Aug. 1664, 13 Sept. 1670.
6
Aubrey, Vol. IV, pp. 164-7.
*
The name syringa then applied, not to the lilac, but the mock-orange.
See V. Sackville-Wcst, In Your Garden, Observer, July 29, 1956.
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"to be pierc'd"
"you have the Vtsto") are significant. It would
seem that Aubrey wrote in the future tense because the
project
had only just been started; and that this was altered,
though
.

.

.

carelessly and incompletely, either by Aubrey himself, when revising his notes in 1692, or by his editor, shortly before publication
in 1718.^ Work on the tunnel was thus
probably in progress during
the summer of 1673.
third reference to this enterprise
in Timbs's

A

appears
Dorking
where the following passage is attributed to Salmon's
Antiquities of Surrey, which was pubHshed in 1736. "They tell at
Dorking of a scheme about fifty years since, and not out of the
memory of the oldest, of cutting a hypogaeum through Deepdene
hill.
It was to have been from the north side, which Hes between
the mansion house and Betch worth Castle, and to have opened in
the concave side of the hill, in what they call the theatre or vineyard. To this purpose labourers were employed, who carried on
their mine from both ends a considerable way, in order to meet in
the middle; but for want of arch or support the earth fell in near
one end, which put an end to the design. The miners were come out
to breakfast, so that nothing but their tools were covered." A
perusal of Salmon's work has failed to locate the passage which
Timbs attributes to him. Nevertheless, whatever its source, this
anecdote probably has some basis in fact. It suggests that the
collapse of the tunnel took place about 1686; but with so many
elements of uncertaint}^ little rehance can be placed on the date.^
These three accounts of the tunnel clearly cannot all be accurate
in every respect, though in a general way they tend to support each
other. It seems clear, however, that although Defoe may be a year or
two out in his date, he w^as certainly famihar with Dorking at the time
when the tunnel was being dug, which may of course have been spread
over several yea.rs, in the middle 1670s. It also seems that he must
have severed his connection before the final collapse.
Defoe also refers to members of two of the leading families who
flourished in Dorking at the same remote period. One of these was
Mr. Howard, owner of Deepdene, "an honourable and antient
(1824),

2

gentleman, younger brother to the old Duke of Norfolk, then living:
and tho' Mr. Howard was then upwards
(viz.) in the year 1676
of sixty years of age, he enjoy'd that pleasant seat near thirty years
after."* Here he is somewhat wide of the mark, for the Hon.
Charles Howard, fourth son of the third Earl of Arundel, was born
in 1630 or 1631,^ and died and was buried at Dorking in 1713. He
.

^

.

.

A. Powell, John Aubrey and His Friends, 1948, p. 149 et s-'cj., B. Enright,
LIV, pp. 124-33. Circumstances have made it impossible to
consult MS. Aubrey 4, in the Bodleian Library, which might clarify this point.
^
J. Timbs, A Picturesque Promenade Round Dorking, 1824, pp. 113-14.
*
The collapse of this projected tunnel is also mentioned briefly in Manning
and Bray, Vol. I, 1804, p. 562, but no authority is given and no date is suggested.
*
Defoe, Tour, Vol. I, p. 152.
*
I cannot trace any precise reference to the date of his birth. The third son
was born in 1629, and Charles Howard came into possession of three parts of
the Manor of Dorking, in 1652, which was the year of his father's death.
in Sy. A.C., Vol.
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was thus only about 45 3^ears old in 1676, and was actually to enjoy
Deepdene for another thirty-seven years. His austere and retired
character, referred to by Aubrey, may well have given an impression
of age to a

youth in

his teens.

The other Dorking family was that of Augustine Belson, Esq.,
father and son of the same name being mentioned on account of
their great height; "the father was measur'd seven foot and half
an inch high, allowing all that he might have sunk, for his age,
being seventy one years old and the son measur'd two inches taller
than his father. "^ Of these curiously precise details no corroboration can be expected. No other reference has been found to their
exceptional height; but the age of the father given by Defoe is at
least consistent with other known facts
that he was a minor in
1616,^ that he had four grandchildren in 1662,^ and that his
second wife died and was buried at Dorking in 1673, aged 59.^
;

—

"These families were Roman", writes Defoe, "as were several others
thereabouts at that time; but were soon after that, upon the breaking out
of the Popish plot, dispers'd; some one way, some another, as the fate of
the times oblig'd them to do; though I do not remember that any part
of the scenes of treason were lay'd about Dorking, or that any of the
Romish gentlemen thereabouts were charg'd with being concerned with
them."

The Howards, of course, were well known as a Catholic family;
the Belsons were less eminent. Augustine Belson came from a family
long established at Brill, in Buckinghamshire, where they had been
recusants for generations.^ As a Roman CathoHc, the bulk of his
estates were sequestered under the Commonwealth;^ and his name
first appears at Dorking in 1652,'^ the year in which Charles Howard
came into possession of three-fourths of Dorking Manor, and chose
to make his country home at Deepdene. Both families appear
several times in the Surrey Quarter Sessions Records, indicted for
both are mentioned, but
not seriously incriminated, by Dorking witnesses before the Parliamentary Enquiry into the causes of the Great Fire of 1666;^
both appear in a Hearth Tax Assessment List of 1674, Charles
Howard Esq., with 18, and Augustus {sic) Belson, with 14 hearths.^"
This is the last definite evidence of the presence of the Belson
failure to repair to their parish church;^

family in Dorking. The family, in fact, seems to have left Dorking
shortly before the Popish plot, for at a Court Baron of the Manor
1

"

Defoe, Tour, Vol. I, p. 152.
V.C.H.Bucks.. Vol. Ill, p. 99.
Harl. Soc, Visitation of Surrey, 1662-8, p. 10.
4
^
V. C.H.Berks., Vol. IV, p. 507.
Manning and Bray, Vol. I, p. '585.
*
Cal. S. P. Doni., Committee for Compounding (1643-1660), p. 3041.
'
Katherine, daughter of Austin Bellson, Esq., was baptized at Dorking on
August 11, 1652.
*
Sy. Rec. Soc, Surrey Quarter Sessions Records, Order Book and Sessions
Rolls 1659-1661, pp. 132, 155; ibid., 1661-3, pp. 131, 167, 203; ibid., 1666-8,
pp. 125, 215.
®
Committee under Chairmanship of Sir Robert Brook, Report, 1666, pp. 59,
^

69-71.
^'
Transcripts of Hearth Tax Lists of certain Surrey parishes,
in Library of Sy..\.S., (iuildford.

25-6 Car.
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of Dorking, held on October 7, 1677, John Penefold came and did
for the free tenement formerly of Augustine Belson.^ It

homage

would thus seem that Defoe had also left Dorking before this date,
since the phrase "soon after that" would appear to mean "soon after
the time of
first hand knowledge." Neither the Hon. Charles

my

Howard nor

the Belsons escaped quite so unscathed from the antiCatholic scare as Defoe seems to have imagined; but he
certainly
seems to be correct in saying that Dorking was not involved. ^
final local reference of Defoe's is to James H, "when he was
Duke of York," hunting "the largest stags that have been seen in
England," in the Holmwood to the south of Dorking.^ It is well
known that James was passionately addicted to the chase; and

A

his biography* makes no mention of his hunting in this
area, there is nothing improbable in it. If so, he may have hunted
from Betchworth Castle, for Sir Adam Browne appears to have been
an adherent of his, being stigmatized, in a hostile pohtical hbel of
as "the duke of York's vassal. "^

though

1677,

The state of the enquiry can now be summarized. Defoe shows a
remarkably detailed, though not always quite accurate, knowledge
of the topography of the River Mole and its surroundings, and a
similar knowledge of the local gentry who flourished in and around
Dorking some fifty years before the Tour was pubhshed. Several
converging arguments help to estabhsh his claim to know the area
in 1676 and the preceding years. Thus Defoe's statement that he
Hved in the neighbourhood for several years is worthy of credence,
and can with confidence be referred to those j'ears.
This conclusion runs counter to the generally accepted view that
at these dates Defoe was attending the Dissenting Academy kept
by the Rev. Charles Morton at Newington Green in Middlesex.
That Defoe was, in fact, educated there seems incontrovertible,
though there is no evidence of what years he spent there, and his
biographers have had to guess. Thus in the Dictionary of National
Biography, which gives the year of his birth as 1661, he is said to
have gone there at the age of 14;. while Dottin puts it as early as
1672 or 1673. The evidence of Defoe's residence at Dorking suggests
that he cannot have gone to Morton's Academy before the closing
months of 1676, when he was 16 years of age. A further inference
^

Court Books of the Manor of Dorking,

Thames.
^

J.

in the

K.R.O., Kingston upon

Lane, Titus Oates, 1949, pp. 53, 196, 261, has references to Charles

Howard, including a blackmailing letter from Oates, dated June 30, 1681.
Cal. S. P. Dom. {Ch. II) {1679-1680), pp. 327, 341, shows that passes to go
beyond the seas were issued to Charles Howard, January 7, 1679, and to
Augustine Belson, senior and junior, April 26, 1679. Cath. Rcc. Soc, Vol. 34,
London Sessions Records, p. 253. Augustine Belson was committed on suspicion
of being a Jesuit on May 9, but released on May 13, 1679.
3
*
F. C. Turner, James II, 1948.
Defoe, Tour, Vol. I, p. 154.
^
"An Anonymous Libel on the Earl of Danby's Organisation, 1677,"
printed in English Historical Documents, Vol. VIll, 1660-1714, pp. 237-49.
"Sir Adam Browne, baronet, the Treasurer's cousin-german and the duke of
York's vassal." The author does not mention that Sir Adam's wife, Philippa.
was the sister of James's chief enemy, the earl of Shaftesbury.
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can be drawn, that whatever first brought him to Dorking, he must
have attended school there.
This is supported by a remarkable passage from Defoe's work,
An Essay on the History and Reality of Apparitions, published in
1727.1
"I remember a Delusion almost as gross, the Memory of which I believe
remains for a Truth to this day. Not far off of the Town of Darking in
Surrey, the people, or some People rather, entertained a Notion, from the
following Passage, that a Ghost walk'd in such a Place; that she (for it
was an antient Lady lately dead) was seen hovering about the Mansionhouse which was left uninhabited for some time, that she would be up and
down in the House very often in the Day-time, making a rumbling, a
clattering Noise, and in the Night-time she walk'd in the neighbouring
Fields with a Candle in her Hand, and that tho' the wind blew ever so hard,
it would not blow the Candle out; that sometimes she would appear in the
open Field, sometimes up in the Trees, and particularly there was a little
Heath near Darking called the Cottman Dean, where it was said she was

frequently seen.

"There was a Boarding-school of Boys in that Town, where there was in
particular some roguish London Boys, who contriv'd all this Walking from
the Beginning to the End; First they got a small Rope, and tying one end
of it to an old chair which stood in an upper Room of the House, (for they
had found means to get in and out of the House at pleasure) they brought
the other end of the Rope down on the Out-side of the House in a private
place where it could not easily be seen, and by this they pulled the old
Chair up, and then let it fall down again, and made a great Noise in the
House, so as it might easily be heard by the Neighbours; then other boys
of the same Gang took care to call out to the old Women in the next Houses,
that now they might hear the old Lady a playing her Pranks; and accordingly they would all assemble in the Court-yard, where they could plainly
hear it, but no one would venture to go up Stairs. If any one offered to go
up a little way, then all was quiet again; but as soon as ever they retired,
the rumbling would begin again this was for the Day.
"In the Night, one of those unlucky Boys had gotton a dark Lanthorn,
which was a thing the Country People did not understand, and with this
he walk'd all about the Orchard, and two or three Closes near the House,
sometimes showing the Light on this side, and then his Comrades calling
all the old Women about 'em to see it, on a sudden the Light would go
out, the Boy closing up the Lanthorn; and then he would run swiftly
across the whole Field, and throw his Light again on the other side. Now
he would be up in a Tree, then in the Road, then upon the middle of the
Heath; so that the Country People made no more Question, but that the
old Lady walk'd with a Candle in her Hand, than that they saw the Light
of it; and in a word, it passed for an Apparition as certainly as we on the
other hand knew what Knavery agitated it all."^
:

Defoe, as so often, has attempted to efface himself; but by his
sUp in employing the pronoun "we" has given himself away. There
can now be no doubt that he attended a boarding school at Dorking.
Furthermore, clues have been provided which help to explain why
he was there.
In order to define more closely the years when Defoe was at
1

Defoe, Essay on the History and Reality of Apparitions, 1727, pp. 373-6.
indebted to Professor J. R. Moore, of Indiana University, for drawing my
attention to this passage, and for other valuable help and encouragement.
^
The passage continues, but adds nothing relevant to this enquiry. Professor
Moore considers, from a wide experience of the autobiographical material
embedded in Defoe's writings, that he was the boy with the lantern.
I

am
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Dorking, an effort was made to identify the "antient lady" whose
death would have left empty a "mansion house" near Cotmandene
on the eastern outskirts of the town. The Dorking Burial Register
does not usually indicate the status of the women who were buried
in the 1670s; but reference to the Surrey Hearth Tax Assessments
Lists of 1664,1 which, by giving the number of hearths in a house,
provides a rough guide to the status of the family occupying it,
enabled a short list to be drawn up for further investigation. One of
these was Elizabeth Marsh, widow, who was buried at Dorking on
November 29, 1671. In her will,^ which is more fully discussed
below, she appointed as her executor, James Foe, the father of
Daniel Defoe.^ In the will of her late husband, Lawrence Marsh,
Esq.,^ who had been buried at Dorking on July 14, 1665, rings
had been left to "cousen Foe and his wife."^ It has not so far been
possible to estabUsh the precise relationship between the Marshes
and the Foes. The probability is that it was Defoe's mother, whose
family is not known, who was related to the Dorking family; but
it seems unlikely that this relationship will have any bearing on
Surrey local history. Nevertheless it seems worthwhile to reconstruct, as far as possible, the story of these relatives of the Foes.

Lawrence Marsh, baptized at St. John, Walbrook, on August 6,
was the only child of Roger Marsh, merchant taylor of London,
who was descended from a prominent Wigan family." His tirst
recorded connection with Dorking is his marriage there, on
February 2, 1647/8, as "Lawrence Marsh of Higatte, gent," to Anne,
daughter of George Jhanns (or Johns), a London vintner. It is not
clear why this marriage should have taken place at Dorking: there
is no hint of any local connection in the wills of either of the parents.'
Marsh was probably living in Dorking by 1649, for on April 7 of that
year he was named as a member of the General Assessment Committee
for Surrey; and he reappears on similar committees throughout
the Commonwealth and Protectorate.^ His standmg among the
Dorking puritans is shown by his selection in 1653 as one of the
two Surrey members of the Nominated or "Barebone's" Parliament.
Though he was named as one of the extremists of that well-meaning
but ineffectual Assembly of Saints, everything else we know of him
1620,

suggests not the reUgious fanatic, but the practical
1

Sy. Rec. Soc, Surrey Hearth Tax, 1664.

-

man

of affairs.^

P.C.C. 146 Duke.

Foe was the family name. It would be more accurate, but pedantic, to
refer to Daniel Foe in the 1670s. He began to use the more pretentious name of
Defoe about 1700.
*

*

P.C.C. 120 Mico.
from his MS. notes for the History of Dorking that the late
Dr. W. Hooper was aware of this family link of Defoe with Dorking. I am
grateful to Miss D. M. Sumner, Librarian of the Surrey Archaeological Society,
for making these notes available to me.
*
G. E. Cockayne, Some Notice of Various Families of the Name of Marsh,
*

It is clear

1900, pp. 21-2.
'

*

Roger Marsh, P.C.C, 157 Twisse. George Jhanns, P.CC, 160 Grey.
Ordinances and Acts of the Interregnum, Vol. II, pp. 44, 310, 479, 676,

1081. 1333, 1444.
*

S.

R. Gardiner, Commonwealth and Protectorate, Vol. XI,

cli.

xxviii.
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He was

not elected to any of the Parliaments of the Protectorate,
but continued to serve on committees and as a J. P. conducting, for instance, the big majority of the civil marriages celebrated in Dorking.^

These years saw important de\-elopments in his personal affairs.
The Dorking Register records his second marriage: "28 Mar. 1655.
The right worshipfuU Lawrence Mearsh of the parish of Dorkinge
was married att London to Mrs. EUzabeth Colbron of the parish of
St. Antholins in London." She was a daughter of James Colbron,
grocer and merchant of Brentwood, who had died some years
before. At the time of her marriage she was living at the house
of her father's cousin and executor, Henry Colbron, a prosperous
scrivener who, as "Register and Keeper" of all documents relating to
the sale of former Crown lands, was even more deeply committed
than Marsh to the Puritan cause. Four sons of this marriage were

baptized at Dorking between 1656 and 1660.

all

was at this period, too, that Marsh first appears to have
acquired any property in Dorking. A fine was levied in Trinity
Term, 1657, between Lawrence Marsh, Esq., and Thomas Day.
gentleman. Unfortunately the bundle of feet of fines has been considerabh^ damaged, so that the exact date and some other details
are missing. It can be seen, however, that the property included
an orchard, 1 acre of land and 1 acre of pasture in Dorking, and that
the nominal consideration was /^41. The Court Book of the Manor
of Dorking records that at a Court Baron held on October 3, 1657,
Thomas Day of Stoke-next-Guildford, gent., surrendered to the
use of Lawrence Marsh, Esq., "all that his customary Garden plott
lying and being on the North side of the Land or Highway leading
from Dorkinge Towne towards Reigate over against the now
dwelUnge house of Lawrence Marsh, Esq."The propert}' thus transferred must have been that which at
the time of the Survey of the Manor of Dorking in 1(>49 had been
held by Richard Day, gent., father of Thomas. The Survey states
that he "holdeth freely a Mess, or Tenemt. wth the Gardaines Orchard & backside thereunto adjoyning (where he now dwelleth)
tying on the south-side of the East-Streete of Dorking
Bounded ... on the South east wth the Common called Cottmandene." The map which accompanies the Survev leaves no
doubt that this was the house later known as Shrub Hill.^ At the
time of Lawrence Marsh it was a fairly substantial house of 12
hearths.^ The existence of an orchard and two or three closes near
the house, and its proximity to Cotmandene as well as to other
houses, taUy exactly with the situation of the mansion house referred to by Defoe in the passage quoted above.
It

.

.

.

Dorking Registers. V.C.H.Sy., Vol. Ill, p. 278, refers to "banns published
Ewell market preparatory to a marriage before a justice of the peace,
Mr. Marsh of Dorking," in 1654.
2
Dorking Court Book.
'
Dorking Survej', 1649. See Harl. Soc. Visitalions of Surrey, 1530, 1572 und
1623, pp. 156-7, and Visitation of Surrey, 1662-8, p. 35, for the Day family,
which seems to have been unrelated to that of Marsh.
*
Surrey Hearth Tax, 16645
^

in

DANIEL DEFOE AND THE DORKING DISTRICT

56

The Dorking Court Book also records two other acquisitions of
customary lands by Lawrence Marsh. In 1657 he acquired from
Edward Turner of Mickleham, yeoman, 6 acres of land called
Nyecrofts. The Survey of 1649 shows that this ran from Pixham
Lane down to the River Mole, a little above the confluence with the
Pippbrook, and that there were two houses upon it. This is today
a nursery garden, and several small cottages occupy the road
frontage. In 1659, Marsh acquired from John Isted the elder of
Nuffield, yeoman, 6 acres called Water Deane. This lay on the
south of the Reigate Road, immediately to the west of Spittle
Heath, and today the Dorking by-pass runs through it.^
On the occasion of the last of these transactions Marsh is on record
as "desiring admittance by Thomas Hill his servant," who was also
"Register" of Dorking, thus serving him in both his private and
2
This emphasizes how Marsh dominated local
public capacities.
affairs during the Puritan ascendancy, a fact that is the more
remarkable in that he was a comparative newcomer to the town,
without a strong family interest or extensive landed property. His
social superiors in Dorking included Lord Vaux and Lord Stourton

as well as Howard and Belson, quite a nest of Roman Catholics,
of whom can have played any part in public affairs.^ His
position may then have derived from the fact that he was the only
local man of any substance who was in sympathy with the Puritan

none

cause.
It is clear that Marsh maintained his local influence, at least in
part, after the Restoration. He was the principal signatory of a
memorandum, dated Sunday August 24, 1662, to the effect that
the Vicar, Thomas Lea (who had previously been in trouble for his
failure to use the Book of Common Prayer) had that day complied

with the requirements of the Act of Uniformity.* Marsh also
remained on the Commission of the Peace, and although he only
once attended Quarter Sessions, at Guildford in July 1662, he continued active in the routine administration of justice in Dorking.^
His last recorded action as a J. P. was on April 3, 1665.
A few months later, when not yet 45 years of age, he died, and was
buried at Dorking on July 14. In his will, dated May 26, 1665, he
left to his eldest son, Lawrence, all his freehold lands in Surrey,
London and Essex, except for a moiety to his wife Elizabeth for
life.
To his sons, James and John, he left £1,000 each at 21. His
youngest son William would, by the local custom of Borough
English, inherit his copyhold lands, and their value was to be made
up to ;^ 1,000 if valued at less. The will names a number of relatives
'
Dorking Survey, 1649. In each case more than one adjacent piece of land
bore the same name, but the names of the owners make precise identification

possible.
^

Dorking Baptismal Register,

May

5,

1656.

G. Anstruther, O.P., Vaux of Harrowden: A Recusant Family, 1953,
pp. 473-5. Manning and Bray, Vol. I, p. 586.
*
Dorking Register. Surrey Quarter Sessions Records, 1661-3, pp. 184, 197,
*

249.
"•

Ibid.,

16596 1,

1661-3, 1663-6. passim.
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whom

rings were to be given. Fourteen in all are
mentioned, including wives, but none of these seem to be Dorking
people. "Cousen Foe and his wife" appear near the middle of the
list; while, near the end, the words "Mr. Foe and his wife" have
been written but deleted. There is a hint in Defoe's Journal of the
Plague Year that his father may have gone to Dorking to attend

the funeral.^
Six years after her husband's death, EUzabeth Marsh died in
November 1671, having made her will on October 29 of that year.

was now somewhat diminished, bv "unavovdable
pro\-idences (partly by reason of the sad and violent fire in London
Anno dni 1666 by w*''' my husbands howses there were burnt
downe and partly by reason of severall debts oweing to my said
late husband w"' are now lost and cannot be recouered)", so that

The family

estate

her husband's legacies could not be paid in full.
EUzabeth Marsh had, as far as can be told, no close male blood
relatives of legal age; but in choosing her executor she passed over
the husbands of her two sisters, Henry Binding, a London grocer,
and John Freeman, of St. Martin's in the Fields, gentleman. She
appointed to that responsible post "Mr. James Foe, citizen of
London," His instructions were of quite exceptional length and
formalit}^ [e.g., "to ask demand sue for recouer and receave all
such debts dues sume & sumcs of money rents and arrerages of
rents and allso to let and set all those lands and Tenements of mine
dureing my Childrens Nonages ..." etc.). It was clearly a more
than usually onerous assignment, and the choice of James Foe
suggests that he must have been a man of integrity, substance
and business acumen. He was to receive ^^10 a year for his pains,
and to render an account twice yearly to the overseers of the will,
Mr. Edward Nabs, clerk, and Mr. John Wood, clerk, of Dorking.-^
At a Court Baron of the Manor of Dorking held on November 14,
1671, the jury presented the death of Elizabeth Marsh, and William
Marsh was admitted to the customary lands "p(er) Jacobum Foe
gener' et prox' arnicas" [sic). In the margin James Foe is referred
to as "guardian." No doubt he had been present at the death-bed
of Elizabeth Marsh and was able to make use of the fact that a
Court was then due. He must have lacked the ready money to
pay the admission line of ^^20, for it was laid down that this was to
be paid to the Hon. Charles Howard at his mansion house near
Dorking on December 20 next. James Foe must have been still (or
Defoe, Journal of the Plague Year, 1722. Everyman Edition, p. 15. "So I
took my leave of mv brother who went away to Dorkinf; in Surrey, and
afterwards fetched a round further into Buckinghamshire or Hedfordshire to
a retreat he had found out there for his family." It is debatable to what extent
the brother of the hypothetical author can be identified with James Eoe, but
this passage, in conjunction with the connection now established of the latter
with Dorking, greatly strengthens the case for this identification.
2
Nabbs had formerly been curate at Dorking. Wood, after being ejected
from North Chapel, Sussex, had returned to live on his own estate at W'estcott,
near Dorking. Calamy, Nonconformist Memorial, Vol. II, pp. 448, 670.
A. G. Matthews, Calamy Revised, 1934, p. 360.
1
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Dorking on November 29 when Elizabeth Marsh was
On December 15, 1671, he proved the will in London,
no doubt so that he would be armed with adequate authority to
do other business when he again went to Dorking to pay the £20
fine. One of the duties laid on him as executor was, after setting
again)

in

buried there.

aside various articles of household linen, to make sale as soon as
possible of the remaining household goods, to raise money to meet
the immediate needs of the orphaned family. This done, the mansion house would be standing empty, awaiting a tenant, and would
be,

meanwhile, a happy hunting ground for those "roguish London

boys."

Whether Defoe was placed

at school by his father on one of his
death of Elizabeth Marsh, or whether he
had been there for some time previously, must remain an open
question. He refers to an "antient lady," whereas EHzabeth Marsh
cannot have been older than 43 when she died.^ This suggests
that Defoe had never known her. But this argument cannot be
pressed too hard, for we have seen him make precisely the same
error over the age of the Hon. Charles Howard ;2 and to a boy of 11,
a dying lady of 40 may have indeed seemed ancient. Again, if he
had known her well, his participation in the pranks he describes
suggests a rather callous attitude, even for a small boy. But in
any event, the "haunting" of the mansion house can hardly have
assisted his father to find a tenant for it so the young Defoe must
have been a high-spirited and irresponsible lad. Furthermore, the
whole episode is a little difficult to reconcile with the frame of mind
usual in a boy just arrived at boarding school. Of course, he may
not have been one of the ringleaders, but it sounds very much as
though he was himself the boy with the lantern. The arguments
are nicely balanced, and all that can be said is that Defoe's schooling
at Dorking can hardly have begun later than the early months of
visits shortly after the

;

1672.

Aubrey mentions that a school was held in Dorking Church, the
Latin School in the south porch and the Writing and Grammar
School in the north porch. ^ The latter was still in existence over a
^
century later. This can hardly have been a boarding school; nor
is Defoe likely to have been sent to a school connected with the
established Church, for all his early associations were with
Dissenters.

Dorking was, in fact, during the reign of Charles H, a strong
centre of rural dissent. When Archbishop Sheldon in 1669 conducted an enquiry into nonconformist conventicles, the returns
showed no less than four in Dorking.^ About 300 Presbyterians
met at the house of Mr. John Wood; about 100 Independents at
that of Mr. James Fisher; about 50 Anabaptists at that of John
1

When

her father James Colbron made his will on January 28, 1647/8 she
20. P.C.C, 82 Grey.
^
Defoe, Tour. Vol. I, p. 152.
Aubrey, Vol. IV, pp. 156-7.
Manning and Bray, Vol. I, pp. 585, 589.
5y.A.C., Vol. XIII, p. 160.

was not yet
2
*
5
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had greater numbers. These

figures
with those returned in a religious census of 1676.^

can be compared
The parish of Dorking was then estimated to contain 1,000 conformists, 200 nonconformists and 18 papists. This may not indicate
any real decline in numbers, for the earlier figures may include
worshippers coming from a distance. At all events the proportion
of nonconformists (and of papists) was well above the
average.
The most significant name amongst those mentioned above is
that of James Fisher. He was of Emmanuel College, Cambridge,
famous as a nursery of Puritan divines, and held the sequestered

Rectory of Fetcham, about 5 miles north of Dorking, from 1642
was ejected after the Restoration, in favour of the former
incumbent. He then removed to Dorking, where, according to
Calamy, as well as preaching in his own house, he kept a schools
He died at Dorking in 1691, aged 86.^ This is the only explicit
reference to him as a schoolmaster, but his house at Dorking, with
6 hearths, in 1664,* would otherwise seem rather commodious for
an ejected minister, presumably in reduced circumstances; and in
his will,'^ he disposes of his notes, and divides his books, some
in Latin and Greek, between his grandchildren. There is nothing
to suggest that Wood, the Presbyterian, kept a school, and it is
doubtful whether Dorking could have supported more than one
school for Dissenters. In the absence of any rival claimant, it seems
reasonable to assume that it was James Fisher's school that Defoe
attended. It is true that this would be more convincing if there had
been any mention of Fisher in either of the Marsh wills. However, he
may, at 66, have seemed too old to appoint as an overseer, whose
duties were to last for ten years after the death of Elizabeth Marsh.
It would help, if it were possible to locate James Fisher's school.
There is no indication, either in the Dorking Court Book or in his will,
that he owned any real property. The only clue is provided by the
Hearth Ta.x Lists of 1664 and 1674, which show that he lived in the
Holmwood Borough. No map can be traced wliich gives the
boundaries of the "boroughs" or tithings into which the parish of
Dorking was then divided for administrative purposes. The Land
Tax Returns which commence from 1780, however, show that while
the Chipping and East Boroughs comprised the town centre,
until he

Hohnwood Borough

included not only the southern part of the

parish, with which the name Holmwood was normally associated,
but also land to the north and east of the town.*^ It appears that
both Water Deane and Nyecrofts, copyhold lands of Lawrence
Marsh, lay within this borough. Now, althougli Defoe refers to his
33. A copy by T. J. Mazzinghi, Librarian of the Salt Library,
of the entries for Dorking and neighbouring parishes is among
Dr. Hooper's Dorking notes.
^
Matthews, Calamy Revised, p. 198.
'
James Fisher, "house preacher," buried at Dorking, ^L^v 2vS, 1691.
1

Salt

MS.

Stafford,

*
6

Surrey Hearth Tax, 1664.
In the K.K.O. I am indebted to Mr. T.

ing this line of encjuiry.

^

i:.

V.

P.C.C, 98 Vere.
Walker, lvS..\.. for suggest-
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school as being "in that Town,"i we must certainly look for it
outside the town centre, if it was indeed Fisher's school; and
Defoe's interest seems to be so strongly concentrated on the eastern
approaches to Dorking that it seems likely that it was in that
direction that the school lay. It may well be that Lawrence Marsh
had installed his fellow Puritan, Fisher, as a tenant in Pixham
Lane; and if he was one of those whom Elizabeth Marsh referred
to as owing arrears of rent, this would be a further explanation of
why he was not mentioned in her will. Perhaps, too, James Foe,
in his efforts to fulfil his obligations as executor, did his best to find
pupils for Fisher's school. If this identification of the school is
correct, it would explain Defoe's abnormal interest in the River
Mole, which would have been only the length of a field away; and,
in a sense, his own field, since it was his father's responsibility.
Furthermore, as this spot lay downstream from Betchworth Castle,
but above the beginning of the Swallows, his anxiety to correct the
errors in Gibson's edition of Camden's Britannia could be understood.
If our knowledge of Defoe's schooling in Dorking is rather uncertain, we are on surer ground when we come to his out-of-school life.
For the most part, no doubt, the young Defoe had the normal
interests of a schoolboy. He seems to have been a good mixer; for
in three separate anecdotes of events in which he can be presumed
to have played a part he speaks of "other boys of the same gang,"
"a little troop of the young fellows and boys of the town," and "a
certain set of young men, of the town of Darking."^ We can
picture them watching the workmen repairing the steeple of the
parish church in 1672.^ The planting of a vineyard and the
digging of a tunnel through Deepdene Hill, a year or so later, must
have been a great attraction. So, too, with the building of the new
almshouse, in 1676, on the edge of Cotmandene, where, no doubt,
they often played.*
Dorking was not so secluded that every visitor from the outside

world would have been an object of curiosity, yet some may have
aroused the interest of the young lads of the town. Perhaps Defoe
saw the Duke of York, the Catholic heir to the throne and a figure
of anxious speculation for the Dissenters, on his way to hunt stags
in the Holmwood.^ John Aubrey, on his visit to Dorking in July
1673, may well have been one of the "curious people" who, Defoe
says, rode to the foot of Box Hill to see the Swallow, expecting to
see the Mole "pouring its waters all at once into a great gulph."^
It

was the

river that

was the greatest attraction

of all to the

growing lad, and which made the most lasting impression on his
mind. We can picture Defoe and his young companions watching
the mill at work;^ or observing "(and I have seen them) little
chanels which go out of the sides of the river, where the water in a
*

^
=>

^
'
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stream not so big as would fill a pipe of a quarter of an inch diameter, trills away out of the river, and sinks insensibly into the
ground."^ In a dry summer, like that of 1676, they could have
followed the bed of the stream past Mickleham and Norbury where
"the chanel, tho' full of water in pits and holes cannot be perceiv'd
to run. "2 Or, when the river was high and ran "very sharp and
broad" across the road at Burford, they could have watched the
waggons and carriages attempt the dangerous crossing.^
There can be no doubt that Defoe was one of the "little troop of
the young fellows and boys of the town" recruited by Sir Adam
Browne's son, Ambrose, in the autumn of 1676, to improvise a
fish-trap beside the flooded Mole.^ They built up the bank between
the river and the depression which lay near it in the meadows, and
camped in the fields for two nights until the water had drained
The whole incident
off, leaving behind a vast quantity of fish.
was, surely, scarcely of sufficient interest to retail at length in the
Totir, except to a participant.
Another incident mentioned by Defoe is more significant. Unfortunately he gives no date, though a reference to Sir Adam
Browne places it between 1661 and 1690. At the top of Bo.\ Hill,
he tells us, and within view of Dorking, was a Great Beech, beneath
which was a little cave or vault, which has been fitted out by a
Dorking vintner, with Sir Adam Browne's permission, as a place
of refreshment for the gentry who came on horseback or by coach
from Epsom on Sunday afternoons, to "divert or debauch" in the
box-woods. This attraction so increased the company, of country
people as well as gentry, that the place became like a little fair,
and "it was very offensive, especially to the best governed people."
After this had continued for two or three years, and when complaints "alledging the revelling, and indecent mirth that was
amongst them, and on the Sabbath day too" failed to secure any
redress from the local justices, "a certain set of young men, of the
town of Darking, and perhaps prompted by some others," blew the
whole place up with gunpowder one Saturday night "and so secret
was it kept, that upon the utmost enquiry, it cou'd never be heard,
or found out who were the persons that did it."^ The "best
governed people" can only have been the Dorking Dissenters, the
;

only group which could supply "a set of young men" so full of moral
If the scene of this revelry was visible from Dorking,
it would have been still more plainly N-isible from the suggested
site of Fisher's school, which looked straight across to tho summit
of Box Hill, no more than half a mile away across the river. It
would be unlike Defoe to be missing from tliis miniature gunpowder
he is remarkabh- well
plot, about which, for so secret a matter,
informed.*' It seems reasonable to place this incident in the fine
indignation.
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of 1676, when Defoe would have been approaching 16 years
of age.
As for the "others" who prompted the deed, it would be natural
to look for them among the leaders of the Dorking nonconformists.
The little we can glean of the characters of Fisher and Wood does
not seem to fit them for the part. Calamy speaks of Fisher's
"humanity and tenderness"^ and describes Wood as "a grave,
solid and judicious divine, who brought forth fruit in old age."^

summer

There was, however, associated with the Dorking nonconformists a

much

more dynamic personahty, "that frantick prophet,"
Christopher Feake.
The only systematic account of this remarkable man appears in
the Dictionary of National Biography, which covers only the years
1645-60. During this time he became one of the two chief leaders of
the Fifth-monarchy men, an extremist sect, whose members
eagerly awaited the second coming of Christ to reign with His
saints on earth. Feake was particularly remarkable for the fanatical
devotion he inspired in his followers. It has been possible to trace,
in part, his later career, which lasted until 1683, and revolved
around the two Surrey parishes of Chipstead and Dorking. How
exactly he came to live in Chipstead is uncertain, though both his
maternal grandfather and an uncle had owned property there. He
is first said to be "of Chipstead" in 1662, when he was indicted at
Quarter Sessions at Reigate, for faihng to repair to his parish
diurch for one month from April 1, 1662.^ He did not appear,
and warrants were issued against him. At the end of 1663 he was
arrested by soldiers at Dorking, at a house he had taken a few
months earlier, in another man's name, and where he had lived
great secrecy, being seen only by those of his own faction.
Correspondence between Sir Adam Browne and various officers of
state shows that he had been arrested, as a result of an intercepted
letter, on suspicion of leading a Fifth-monarchy conspiracy. The
alarm was really unfounded. The letter, from one of his former
adherents in London, though obscurely phrased, is one of reproach for not sticking to his ministry there, at whatever risk to
himself. His examination and a search of his house revealed nothing
incriminating. In fact, his motive in concealing himself was to
escape some of his former associates, for he declared "I was looked
on to be in Venner's rising* & was marched after with threats y'
they would beat forth my braines and then examine my fault."
Nevertheless, he admitted that he could not give loyalty to the
government, and said that, like Shadrach, Meshek and Abednego,
he was willing to suffer. Sir Adam Browne was impressed, too, by
the following he had gained, "by some witchcraft," in Dorking,
and declared, "He will seduce abundance of them." He was taken

in

^
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London under military

escort, and held in the Gatehouse prison
In July 1664 he was released in a bond of ;^500,
to attempt nothing against the state, and to appear before a Secretary of State when summoned. In this bond he is again described

to

for six months.^

as of Chipstead.2
Feake seems to have eschewed politics for the future, for there
is no further record of any clash with the authorities.
Such an
unquiet spirit could not rest, however, and he continued to keep in
touch with the Dorking Dissenters. The return of conventicles in

1669, already discussed, shows under the heading "heads and
teachers," at Fisher's house, "Mr. Feake and other strangers."^
This must mean that he travelled from Chipstead to Dorking to
preach on the Sabbath. Fisher and Feake may have been old
associates, for they had been contemporaries at
Evidence for Feake's continued connection with

Emmanuel

College.*

Dorking throughout
the time of Defoe's schooling is circumstantial. The Victoria County
History states that he was granted a licence to preach at Dorking
in 1672,^ but his name does not appear in this connection in the
Calendar of State Papers. However, in Easter Term, 1676, a John
Feake acquired property in Dorking. This is probably Christopher
Feake's son of that name, recently returned from studying medicine
at Leyden.^
In his will,'' dated August 10 1683, Christopher
Feake is styled "of Chipstead," and two of the witnesses are Chipstead men; a third witness, however, is Miles Dudley, a yeoman
prominent in Dorking dissenting circles, who had also witnessed
the will of Elizabeth Marsh, and who was later one of James
Fisher's executors.

About the year 1676, then, Feake was probably still walking or
riding from Chipstead to Dorking on the Sabbath, to assist at
Fisher's services, and returning home in the evening. His most
direct route would have been by the "Old Winter Road" which led
from Dorking to London across the Downs. ^ This road ran
diagonally up the southern escarpment of Box Llill, and must have
passed very close to the scenes of "revelling and indecent mirth"
described by Defoe as taking place there on the Sabbath. Having
gained the top of the hill, it ran along the summit ridge for some
2 miles as far as Pebble Combe; and, up to this point, Feake's
homeward journey to Chipstead would also have been that followed
parties of revellers returning to Epsom. Thus he may \'ery well
have been provoked to "prompt" some of his ardent young followers

by

to take drastic action.
"
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Although poles apart in their outlook on life, Feake and Defoe
have curious similarities of character. Both show the same remarkable mixture of temerity and circumspection. Both felt the
same urge towards self-expression, Feake from the pulpit, Defoe
through the printed page. It may well be that Feake's direct and
lively style played a part in forming that of Defoe. At all events,
Feake is the most original personality with whom the young Defoe
is Ukely to have been in contact
during his adolescent years in
Dorking.

Though Defoe was still at Dorking in the autumn of 1676, it must
have been soon after this that he moved to Morton's Academy at
Newington Green. In fact, he may have remembered the year, for
that reason, as a landmark in his life. He has always been portrayed as the product of a London environment. While this is still
true, it is of interest to find that some four or five of his most
impressionable years were spent in rural Surrey.^

^

For later references to the Marsh family, see G. E. Cockayne, op. cit., and
Sutherland, Defoe, p. 37. William Marsh sold his copyhold lands in Dorking
to his brother Lawrence as soon as he came of age. On the death of the latter,
buried at Dorking on April 23, 1710, William again inherited them, but at
once sold them to Sir William Scavven, who also obtained possession of the
freehold lands. This ended the connection of the Marsh family with Dorking.
For the later history of Shrub Hill, see Manning and Bray, Vol. 1, pp. 554-5,
and J. S. Bright, History of Dorking, p. 156.
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