Pains Hill Cottage- Matthew Arnold's Surrey Home
by

R. R. LANGHAM-CARTER

When Pains Hill Cottage atCobham was demolished in 1964 there were a
few protests and rather more regrets. I visited the house a number of
times and on 9 and 10 October 1962 took some measurements and photographs. 1 As it had been the home of a national figure for his last fifteen
years it seems desirable to place a few of its details on record. Articles
on the subject appeared in the Esher News of 6 April 1962, in the Surrey
Advertiser of 20 April 1963 and in the Spring 1963 number of the magazine
Thames Valley Countryside. For the most part they covered different
ground from the present account and little of their contents need be repeated here.
The Arnolds had hitherto lived in Harrow. They had always wanted to live
in a more rural area. Harrow became still less congenial when their
second son died there in 1872 and when Charles John Leaf offered them the
tenancy of Pains Hill Cottage they were glad to accept and they moved in
in May 1873. 2 Leaf had become the owner of Pains Hill House and hadpreviously lived in Norwood where his family were friends of the Arnolds in
nearby Harrow and both families had sons at Harrow School. The Leafs
themselves did not move to their new home until March 1874 and the year
proved an unlucky one, for a serious fire damaged their house on the last
day of the year. Leaf's health had deteriorated earlier in the year and
henceforth they lived mostly in Tunbridge Wells. Leaf visited his Surrey
property from time to time and in 1878 a Working Men's Hall was built in
Street Cobham at his expense. The Arnolds used to dine and play billiards
with the Leafs and with their
the Charles Combes and they had
Christmas dinner at the big house in 1885.
The cottage lay a little beyond Street Cobham as one came from London
along the Portsmouth Road and was situated on the left or south side of the
road from which it was largely hidden by its trees and outbuildings. There
was a pleasant view south-westwards to Pains Hill and its fine cedar trees 3
and westwards to the River Mole. To the north-west one could see the
picturesque bridge which had been built in 1783 to replace Queen Matilda's
twelfth-century bridge. I found very few signs of modern alterations and
would imagine that, apart from its ruinous condition, Pains Hill Cottage was
much as it had been in A,rnold's time. The following account, at any rate;
describ'es what I found in 1962.
One passed the stables on the
gate on the Portsmouth Road.
horizontal wooden plank walls
compartments. Arnold's pony

right of the short drive in from the entrance
These consisted of a single building with
under a tiled roof and were diVIded into three
Lola lived here and he records that she
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Fig.1. Pains Hill Cottage. Plan. (Note: d door; F french window; fi fireplace; m magnolia; red red creeper;
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'always liked her apples' when he visited her. 4 Lola drew the family's trap.
Arnold hacked a good deal but I am not aware if he rode Lola or had another
horse. The carriage drive led on to a small wooden porch with a tiled roof
which projected near the centre of the east facade of the house. This had
built on the Pains Hill Estate, perhaps about eighty years earlier and
was of brick, nearly all of it faced with a grey stone. The two small wings,
at the north-east and south-east corners, may have been added at a later
date. I have no information on its former tenants except that it
occupied by one Charles Massey in June 1844 when his daughter was married
in Cobham parish church. The house had a tiled roof and there were wooden
shutters on all the windows. A creeper with red berries (in October)
covered the south-east wing. At the back a magnolia covered the wall of
the dining room and there were two wisterias, one on each side of the exit
door from the back hall. The three last-mentioned creepers grew to above
the windows on the first floor. Mr Tupper(a market gardener, who was
occupying the site at the time of my visits) was of the opinion that all these
creepers were in existence when the Arnolds arrived, with the magnolia the
oldest of them.
There was access to the main garden at the rear of the house through
french windows from the dining room and the second sitting room and by
an ordinary door from the back hall, there being one step down to the garden in each case. The french windows each consisted of four sheets of
glass, the two outer sheets being slightly narrower. Each of these windows
had on its inner side a single wooden shutter with its hinges on the left of
the shutter which could be folded across the glass panes.
The front porch led into a wide corridor which ran through to the back of
the house. The front hall had a door on its left which gave access to the
drawing room. All the rooms in the house were lit by gas. They were all
fairly small though the drawing room would have been a good size if, as
may have been the case,it was a 'through' room to the back of the house and
not, as latterly, divided into two rooms. Beyond the front hall was the well
of the staircase leading to the first floor and beyond that agam the back
hall. The drawing room and the other main downstairs rooms were about
eight and a half feet high. An ornamental plaster frieze ran round the top
of the drawing room walls and another, of a different pattern, round those
of the dining room. A door in the south wall of the drawing room gave
access to a small lobby from whose east wall two steps led down to a
larger room which formed most of the lower portion of the south-east wing.
In the Arnolds' time there was a conservatory to the west of the lobby but
this had since been dismantled. The drawing room was separated from the
study at the back of the house by an inner wall in the southern section and
by a wooden partition in the northern. I imagine the partition was fairly
modern, probably dating from the time of the Second World War when the
building was occupied by refugee families. The room beyond the drawing
room may have been a second sitting room or it may have been a study for.
Arnold though he is known to have had a small study on the first floor.
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The back hall lay to the north of this latter room, and north of that again
was the dining room. This occupied the whole width of the house except for
a passage which connected the front hall with the kitchen premises and was
used no doubt by maids going to admit visitors at the front door. The kitchen was also entered by a door from the dining room. It was supplemented
by a larder and a scullery and from it steps led down to a cellar. A paved
yard separated the kitchen from the stables.
Latterly at any rate there were no back stairs and, if this was the case in
the Arnolds' time, everyone would have had to use the staircase which
ascended between the front and back halls. Eleven stairs led up to a small
landing from which there were three further stairs up to the front landing
and front bedrooms and. three others to the back landing (which was over the
back hall) and the back bedrooms. To the east of the front landing a small
room over the front porch overlooked the carriage drive. From the back
landing a flight of thirteen stairs led up to the maids' rooms in the attic.
The height of the bedrooms on the first floor was about eight and a half
feet. The floors of the two east wings were slightly lower than those of the
main part of the house. The north-west bedroom had preserved a narrow
frieze
wallpaper with a design of green, red and yellow leaves below a
high picture rail and the other rooms may have had similar friezes.
I would imagine that the best bedroom was the one to the south of the front
landing and that this was occupied by Matthew Arnold and his wife. If that
surmise is correct the smaller room in the wing still further to the south
(which was approached down some steps) was what his niece Mrs Humphrey
Ward described as Arnold's 'little study-dressing room'. Owing to its lack
of space only a portion of Arnold's library could have been kept here but
Mrs Ward tells us that these books were his favourites and the ones that
he referred to the most. Unlike some authors' work rooms this one was
always very tidy. There were only four bedrooms altogether and the
Arnolds often had visitors to stay, so there must have been some doubling
up among the five members of the family. But more space became available
when Richard got a job and married and when Lucy married and went to live
in the United States.
The main garden lay at the back of the house, on its west side. The Arnolds
were keen gardeners and, as Mrs Ward says, 'every bush and flower bed had
its history'. Arnold_mentions a good many of their flowers in his letters,
azalea, cytisus, dahlia, geranium, jasmine, marigold, pyrus, japonica,
rhododendrons, roses and veronica. And there were camellias and dentarias
in the greenhouse. They grew their own potatoes and had cucumbers in a
frame. Arnold reported in November 1886 that strawberry plants and borage were blooming unseasonably in the kitchen garden. There were walnuts
and Marie Louise pears, there were shrubberies and holly bushes and
laurels. Arnold records many of his other trees in his letters, cypress,
laburnum, lilac, may, thuya (a conifer) and Turkey oak and he reports the
fall of an elm in 1882. And there was an ivy-covered fir to the south of
the stables. By 1962 very little remained of the Arnolds' garden. The out-
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line of their lawn and paths could be seen but there was no sign of their
pampas grass. They would have known the large cork oak which survived at
the bottom of the garden. Mr Tupper was of the opinion that this, the only
one for a good many miles around, was of considerable age. The Arnolds
had many pet animals and buried them in the garden, but there were no
traces of their graves.
The party who moved in in May 1873 consisted of Arnold, his wife, his son
and two daughters and a number of animals. The poet himself was now aged
fifty-one. A strongly
man with dark hair and dark bushy side whiskers
and a monocle, Arnold was soon a familiar figure in the Cobham scene. In
June 1851 he had married Frances Lucy, daughter of Sir William Whiteman
a judge of the Queen's Bench. Her husband was Matt to his family and
friends and she was Flu to her family and Flu or Fanny to her friends.
Richard Per1rose Arnold, usually called Dick, was their only surviving son.
He went up to Balliol in 1874 and later became a Factory Inspector and
married and was seen less often in Cobham. The eldest daughter, Lucy
Charlotte, was about fourteen years of age: her wedding would be one of
Cobham's social events in 1884. The younger girl, Eleanor Mary Caroline
(or Nelly), was born on 11 February 1861. It was she who arranged the
Matthew Arnold Birthday Book which was published in 1883, and who wrote
the preface to his notebooks when these were published posthumously in
1902.5
There were no doubt several indoor and outdoor servants. Arnold mentions
two of them in his letters, Collis (who may have been the gardener) and
Lubbock.
The family pets played a big part in the life of Pains Hill Cottage. There
was the dog Max, a great favourite despite being in disgrace more than once
for chasing Lady Ellesmere's cattle and sheep. There was the dachshund
Geist who had been Dick's dog but evidently remained behind when Dick
left. Geist died on 31 October 1880, aged only four, and between 9 and 13
November Arnold wrote the lyric' Geist' s Grave' which was printed in the
Fortnightly Review in the following January. There was another dachshund
which Arnold mentions, without naming him, in 1884. Yet another dog was
Kaiser whom he brought down from London as a puppy in 1881. Arnold's
'dear dear' Kaiser, who was a weird mixture of dachshund and collie, died
on 6 April 1887. His poem 'Kaiser Dead' was composed in the same month
and published in the Fortnightly Review in July and was the last poem that
Arnold wrote before he died. There was a tom cat which broke its leg at
Harrow, a Persian named Atossa is referred to in February 1870 and a
yellow cat in 1885. Another vocal member of the household was Matthias,
a canary which Arnold brought from London as a present for Nelly. The
bird died in October 1882 and was commemorated in the poem 'Poor
Matthias' which Arnold wrote between 12 and 25 October and published in the
December number of Macmillan's Magazine. I hope to have the opportunity
to describe the life of these various folk at Pains Hill Cottage at a later date.
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NOTES
1.

From the sketch plans it will be seen that I overlooked some of the
smaller measurements. They were not made with any professional
equipment but I consider they are reasoriably accurate.

2.

Arnold's name did not appear in a court roll for the manor of Cobham
until 1875 and also appeared for the first time in the electoral rolls in
that year. (Information kindly supplied by the County Archivist, Kingston.)

3.

The view is mentioned in Arnold's poem 'Poor Matthias'.

4.

Elsewhere he writes that 'there was something in her character which
I particularly liked and admired.'

5.

After the death of her first husband the Hon. Almine Wodehouseshe
married Lord Sandhurst in 1909 and died in 1934.

