SLYFIELDS MANOR, SURREY.
BY CHAKLES BAILY,

ESQ.

the end of the fifteenth century a most imchange took place in the architecture of
And this change is to be observed perthis country.
haps more readily in our domestic buildings than in our

ABOUT
portant

ecclesiastical structures.

Several were the

circumstances

which led to

this

change. The decisive battle of Bosworth Field, where
Richard Plantagenet, the last male heir of the royal
house of York, was killed, placed the English people in
a comparative state of peace with themselves, and the
revival of classic taste and classic literature which took
place in Italy at about the same time had much effect upon
the manners and customs of all the nations of Europe.
King Henry VIII. employed many Italian artists
in the great works executed in his reign
we know
that Torregiano, who being obliged to fly from Italy
came to England, and designed and executed the tomb
of King Henry VII., and probably that of Margaret,
Countess of Richmond, his mother, both of which tombs,
which are in Westminster Abbey, partake strongly of
:

Italian classic taste,

At

this

time also brick as a building material had

become much more appreciated,

particularly in those diswhich, like the county of Surrey, do not produce
stone of sufficiently good quality for the finer purposes
of architecture.
Henry VIII. employed also Hans Holbein, the Flemish
He
artist, not only as a painter but as an architect.
built
the
and
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for
a
Whitehall
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Palace, and the ceiling of the Chapel Royal, St. James's,
was designed and painted by him A.D. 1540.
Our English houses continued to partake of foreign
classic taste during the reigns of Queen Elizabeth and
of her successor James I., and during both these reigns
the houses of the English nobility and gentry became
and perhaps a greater number of
very magnificent
;

palaces and houses were erected at this time than at
Numerous
any previous period of English history.
examples are to be still found in every English county.
Although classic architecture continued to be imitated
in England, and although in very many cases the architects
themselves were foreigners, yet England in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries did not receive its architecture
from that pure Italian source as in the time of King
Henry VIII. In the time of James I. and of Charles
much of the coarser taste of Holland and of the Low
Countries was introduced, probably by Inigo Jones, who
was a Dane, and who did not, until late in life, study from
pure Italian works. And there can be no doubt that
Peter Paul Rubens, himself as great an architect as a
painter, whilst in this country as ambassador from

much governed

public taste in building.
of foreign architecture upon the old
Gothic fashion of English building produced a style,
although somewhat coarse and rude, yet amazingly picturesque, and which was well suited to the manners and
customs of the times, and particularly well adapted to
dispense the great hospitality of the English people of
that day ; and in the house of Slyfields Manor, to which
I now wish to particularly direct your attention, we have
perhaps as good an example of an early seventeenthcentury James I. house as is left in the county of

Flanders,

The engrafting

Surrey.

I am informed that in the
parish accounts of Cobham
there are certain entries of money paid for ringing the
bells, and for some other services performed on the
occasion of Queen Elizabeth passing through that village

on her way to
these entries

it

and in consequence of
Slyfields Manor
has been thought that the house must be
;
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but the visit of the queen
old as her time
to an earlier house.
I place the date of the present house at about the year
1620, and think it affords positive evidence that no part

at least as

:

must have been made

can be of earlier date.

But I ought to state that a house must have stood
here at an earlier period, and which belonged to a family

named

also

We

Slyfield.

learn from Manning and Bray that this manor
belonged to this family in the time of Henry VII., and
that in 1507 the trustees of Thomas Slyfield conveyed
the manor, with those of West Clandon, Weston, and
Paperworth, in fee to his son Henry. In 1522, Thomas
Slyfield was settled here, and John, his son and heir
apparent, died here in Feb. 1529-30.
Edmund Slyfield, of Slyfield Place, was sheriff of the
county in 1582, and died in 1590, and was buried in the
parish church of Great Bookham, where there is a

monument

to his

memory.

Edmund

Slyfield, the grandson of Henry Slyfield, sold
all the estates ; and this was bought
by Henry Breton,

who

died in 1647, and

was buried

in Great

Bookham

Church. 1

Henry Breton, in 1614, sold the estate to George
Shiers, who died in 1642, leaving his second son Robert
his heir ; he died in 1668, and his son George Shiers
was created a baronet in 1684; he died unmarried in
1685, and left his estate to his mother Elizabeth, from
whom it passed to Exeter College, Oxford.
I shall presently endeavour to show you that the present house was built by the Shiers family.
At the present time we do not look upon the house in
its
complete state, many of the buildings having been
It, however, appears that the remaining
destroyed.
gable formed the centre of the garden front, and that a
wing extended towards the south, with a range of
1

A

sketch of the pedigree of the Slyfield family is given in a Paper
on Great Bookham Church, by Major Heales, in the Collections of this
Society, Vol. V. p. 47.
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pilasters in every respect corresponding with the present

house.

This southern wing evidently formed one side of a
quadrangle, two of the other sides being inclosed by the
buildings of the offices, and probably contained the great
hall or entry, the present doorway through the wall next
the garden, being the old garden-door of the house this,
I think, is the case beyond a doubt, because this doorway is quite plain on the yard side, where it looks like
The
inside work, but ornamental on the garden side.
the
is evidently only an
wall
of
house
south
present
:

internal division-wall.

may be drawn to the very clever and curious
which the ornamental parts of the exterior
The curious old house called
are formed of brickwork.
Sutton Place, near Guildford, which we visited in the
year 1864, although of much earlier date, may in some
respects be compared with this example but with the
difference, that at Sutton Place the ornamental parts
are moulded in clay and burnt into large blocks, and
used in imitation of stone- work, whilst in this example
the ordinary- sized bricks are cut and rubbed into the
required forms, and then built into the house in the usual
manner. The whole of the exterior of this house is a
most interesting specimen of the bricklayer's art. The
carved wooden cantilevers beneath the eaves of the roof
Attention

manner

in

;

should also be noticed.

The only alteration which has, in modern times, been
made externally is, that the old window-frames have
been removed from the garden front, with the exception
of that in the upper part of the gable, where the original
wooden frame is left and in the other external walls of
the house several of the original frames are to be seen.
The inside of the house is highly interesting. The
south room on the ground floor, with the sole exception
of the window-frame, is quite in its original condition
over the fireplace is a shield, on which are thearms of
the Shiers family impaling another coat (unknoivn,
and not Slifield).
Attention should be given to the panelled wainscoting
;

;
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of the room, as a distinct piece of framing erected against
the walls of the house, as was always the case in houses
after the time of Henry VIII. In 1862, when pointing out
the curious parts of Crowhurst Manor-house, I explained
that the internal wooden finishings in that example
formed part of the absolute construction of the building.
This was nearly always the case with the houses of the
earlier half of the fifteenth century ; but in later times the
wainscoting formed merely a decoration to the walls of

the apartments.
It was in the houses of Elizabeth and James I. that
the staircase became a grand feature ; previously to this
time they were merely steep approaches, either in the
thickness of the walls, or were contained in turrets
The staircase at
and wound round a central newel.
Slyfields is very characteristic of the period, and the
pair of wicket-gates at the stair-foot is a feature which

nowadays we do not very often find remaining. The
use of these gates was to prevent the hounds and other
favourite dogs, so many of which were allowed in the
ground-floor rooms, from entering the upper chambers.
Much of the work of this staircase is executed in elm
timber.

The large room in the one-pair floor is by far the
room in the whole house. It is complete in every

finest

part, and does not appear to have suffered
tion since its original construction.

any

altera-

In the old Gothic houses of England, previous to the
reign of Elizabeth, the great hall, which was on the
ground -floor and nearly always extended the whole
height of the house, was the chief living-room in it the
host dispensed his hospitality to his family, guests,
domestics, and to the wayfarer, alike and in common ;
there being a dais at the upper end of the room for the
host and his chief guests; but in the late sixteenthcentury and in the early seventeenth- century houses
the great hall fell into disuse, and some of the rooms in
the upper floors began to be used for the purposes of
receptions and banquetings ; and one room in particular,
which partook of the character of our modern with:
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drawing-room,
it is

the

room

is

in

generally to be found in this example,
which the Society assembled.
:

It is in this room that J consider the proof of the date
of the building is to be found.
The coat of arms at the
west end of the room is that of the Shier s, and there is
no appearance of this coat being an insertion ; but, on the
contrary, the whole room appears to be in its original
state.
Now, as the estate did not come into the possession of the Shiers family before the year 1614, I think
it is clear that the present house was built for them particularly, as the style of the architecture exactly agrees
with this date. Again, there are no heraldic bearings nor
any insignia whatever which are allusive to the Sly field
family, which we certainly should have found in some
shape or other if the present house had been built by

them.

The peculiar character of the plastered scroll-work of
the ceiling and the allegorical figures, in fact, the whole
of the details, including the wooden framework of the
window, are excellent specimens of the work of the
time.

In the entrance-door of this room may be observed
sights, through which from the inside
see
what is going on on the stair-landing
any person may
outside, without being observed this is a feature common
in fifteenth and sixteenth -century houses. In a house in
Wiltshire, masks, the eyes of which are pierced, are fixed
at the ends of the hall
through these masks may be
watched without observation the proceedings in the hall.
The kitchens and the domestic offices of the house are,
of course, of a much plainer architectural character but
these remain in a very genuine state ; and, on leaving

two round holes or

:

:

;

interior, original minor details, several of which
remain in their original condition, should be observed,
and particularly the very curious old wrought-iron
knocker on the external door of the kitchen.

the

