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312 OLD WEST SURREY

also that his father used to tell her how, when a man
riding looked very stout, he could make a pretty good
guess that he had yards and yards of smuggled silk wound
round him.

Another remembered how kegs of brandy were often
hid inside an altar-tomb in Cranleigh Churchyard. One
night some men concealed themselves in the church porch
to watch for and cateh the smugglers,
but when the smugglers came, their

courage evaporated, and not a man
dared stir.
Many squires and yeomen were
SR fricndly with  the
smugglers, and it
was known that
kegs of brandy were
often left on the
doorstep at Barhateh
in the time of the
last of the Ticknor
family, whose ances-
tors built the house
in the reign of Queen
Elizabeth. Here
there is also a dog-

Brack Bryony

gate at the stair-foot; another, a few miles away, is shown

at p. 34.

An old shepherd who worked on the chalk downs a
few miles to the north, who was eighty-two years of age
in 1889, told how smugglers used to bring their pack-loads
of brandy up Combe Bottom and hide them among the
thickets of juniper, thorn, and bramble.
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They came up from Shoreham Water, riding into the sea
at high tide and loading the horses straight from the boats.

They passed just behind this shoulder of the Downs,
and would ride up into the Hurtwood the same night—
right across Sussex and a few miles over. As the crow
flies it is twenty-five iniles, and who knows how much
more by the devious ways they had to follow. They got
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A SHOULDER OF THE DOowNS

up to the wooded heights either by Jelley’s Hollow or
Horseblock Hollow, or up by the ¢ Windmill® Inn.

This inn, originally a lonely cottage, was a favourite
resort of theirs. It was first known as the ‘New Inn’ To
this day it has the false roof for hiding smuggled goods.

A hundred years ago it was a very rough and lawless
set of people that lived in the hamlet of Peaslake, that
lies in a northern hollow of the Hurtwood, and in the

scattered cottages in the neighbouring forest land—a tract
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314 OLD WEST SURREY

from six to seven miles long. They were descendants of
wandering gipsy people; all smugglers and poachers, and
the terror of the quiet farm people about Ewhurst.

An old woman, who died in 1888 at the age of eighty-
two, related how, when she was a girl, when smoke was

OLp Track, Now & Goop Roap

seen rising from a certain empty cottage on the heath-
covered slopes above, they all knew that ‘the Peaslake men
were having a night of it:’ feasting on a stolen pig or
poultry, and they ‘lay trembling in their beds’ These
rough people seem to have been the natural enemies of
the agricultural folk below. %

THE SMUGGLERS 815

As late as the year 1891 there was an old man living
in a neighbouring village who in his youth had been trans-
ported for smuggling. Another man at about the same
time, also transported, left his locked box at his master’s,
who had it nailed down to the floor with hoop-iron. It
was never claimed.

Now that the district has become so much more populous,
there are good roads where formerly there was only the
roughest lane or forest track. The one in the picture has
only become a well-kept road within my recollection.

When the country people discovered the hiding-place of
contraband goods, the result of a successful ‘run,’ it was
customary for the finder to put a chalk mark on a small
proportion of the number of articles. When the smugglers
went again to collect their kegs, the marked ones were left.
This was well understood as a bargain, in consideration of
the discovery not being reported.

A squire, new to the country, came to live at a place
in the hills near Dorking in the early part of the nineteenth
century. One morning, before he was dressed, his valet
brought him an urgent message from the bailiff to say
that he wished to see him. The master said he must wait,
as he was not dressed. The message came again, still more
pressingly worded.

‘Well, send the fellow up, said the unfinished squire.

The man came in with a mysterious air and watched
the servant out of the room, and then said in a hoarse half-

whisper: ‘ There was a run last night, sir, and I've marked
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Matthew Alexander "More Surrey Tales" 1986

The
Heathers

D

HE HIGH LAND between Ewhurst and Shere has little to
Tof['er the farmer. The sandy, infertile soils support
birch and bracken, however, and also the hurts — known
elsewhere as whortleberries or bilberries — which give their
name to the Hurtwood. Heath also thrives in these inhos-
pitable uplands and this, too, lent its name in days past
to the wild, lawless inhabitants of the heathland - the
Heathers.

The Heathers (pronounced ‘Heethers’) had a bad
reputation. They could not earn a living honestly in the
woodlands where they built their squatter’s cottages. 1 1'1(:
dwellers in the valleys below, in Shere and Gomshall, in
Cranleigh and Ewhurst, viewed them with unconcealed
Ruspicioh for being a Heather. Peaslake, no more than a
scattered hamlet in those days, was the nearest thing to a
village in the Hurtwood, and until the narrow lanes were
improved in Victorian times the whole area was largely cut
off from the rest of Surrey. No wonder, then, if poachers
and petty thieves found it a safe refuge from the law; and
no wonder if the settled farming-folk around feared them.
A young girl in Ewhurst in the early years of the last

81

MORFE SURREY TAILES

century saw smoke rising one evening [rom an abandoned
cottage on the hillside above her home. She knew that ‘the
Peaslake men were having a night of it roasting a stolen
pig, or chickens, perhaps, and the whole family lay trembl-
ing in their beds.

The crime in which the Ieathers were suspected of
being most deeply involved was smuggling — indeed, if it
was called a crime in old Surrey. Many, perhaps most,
people in 18th century England considered the high im-
port duties on tea, brandy, and other luxury goods to be
iniquitous. The smugglers were more often thought of as
‘free traders’ (the name they always called themselves)
than as criminals.

Smugglers were divided into two distinct groups: the
seamen and the landsmen. The seamen were specialists,
not only in the exacting technicalities of handling vessels
under sail but also in the skills needed to evade the Revenue
cutters and land their cargoes undetected. It was here that
the landsmen took over, ‘running’ the contraband goods
to their final market — a market which included many of
the most wealthy and influential people in the land. This
being so, the principal destination was London, and one of
the established routes from the coast west of Shoreham
ran through the Hurtwood.

The landsmen needed just as much specialist knowledge
as the seamen, for they had to know the countryside well
enough (o be able to lead their pack-ponies through side-
roads and tracks in the dark, varying the route at times to
avoid any particular one being too well known by outsiders.
So skilled were these ‘runners’ that they could pick up a
cargo on the beach after dusk and be in the Hurtwood by
sunrise. This might involve thirty miles or more of wind-
ing paths and trackless heathland, but all concerned knew
that their efforts would be well rewarded. Before daylight
the contraband would be well hidden — perhaps in hollows
(lug out of the soft sand, or concealed among the thorns
and brambles at the top of Combe Bottom. On more than

82



THE NEATHERS

one occasion a hollow tomb in Cranleigh churchyard was
used as a hiding place. Some of the villagers_found out
about this and lay in wait in the porch nearby one night.
Sure enough, the smugglers arrived but the Cranleigh
men’s courage failed them and they allowed the dreaded
Heathers to creep away unapprehended.

The Windmill Inn, near the Ewhurst windmill itself, was
a favourite gathering place for the smugglers after a suc-
cessful ‘run’. There they might relax till night fell again
when they reclaimed their hidden contraband to take it on
to London or possibly more local markets. It was rare for
the few underpaid, and overworked, Revenue men then to
intervene, although ‘Bloody Banks’, the name given to the
track leading up into the Huntwood from Tloe Farm, is
said to have been the scene of a battle between smugglers
and enforcement officers. The goods seem to have been
concealed more from local people and other smugglers
than from the few Revenue men. If a stranger did happen
to come across a smugglers’ cache of brandy-kegs, it was
the recognised practice to mark one or two with a chalk
cross. The marked kegs would then be left behind when
the smugglers returned, to be collected later by the finder
as the price for his silence.

When the heavy import duties were abolished in the last
century, smuggling ceased to be profitable. The ill-feeling
between the Heathers and the lowland villagers continued
nevertheless. The first policeman appointed at Peaslake
in the opening years of this century had the job of putting
an end to the annual fight between the Peaslakers and the
Gomshall boys. There was also a ‘battle’ arranged on every
Whit Monday at the Boy and Donkey Inn in Knowle Lane
outside Cranleigh. There are conflicting accounts as to the
combatants: certainly the youths of Cranleigh fought as
one side, against the young men of Ewhurst, or Coney-
hurst Hill, or Pitch Hill. It would seem from this that,
to Cranleigh folk at least, the Ewhursters counted as
Heathers. No description of this annual ‘battle’ survives,
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and it seems to have been discontinued before 1870. (The
local tradition is that the battle commemorates a skirmish
during the Civil Wars, when a body of cavalry was
ambushed and defeated in Horseblock Hollow. As is often
the case, local tradition is wrong. There was no such skir-
mish and the story was probably suggested by the place-
name.) The nick-names given to either side in the Whit
Monday battle are stll not completely forgotten, though.
Ewhursters are still known as ‘Roundheads’ to some, and
Cranleigh men as ‘Diamond Tops’. Whether or not these
refer to the supposed shape of their respective heads is
unclear, but these local jibes may be the last vestiges of the
antagonism which existed before the Hurtwood became
the civilised and respectable place it is today.
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Secret Tunnels
D

here is something mysterious and appealing about secret

tunnels and, like ghosts, tales of them can be found in every
part of the county. While these stories are widely believed, how-
ever, little thought seems to be given as to why these tunnels
should have been built. Usually they are blamed on smugglers.
A good example is the shaft leading down from the wine cellars
under Victoria Terrace in Dorking. Steps go down deep into the
earth and end at the bank of an underground river, complete
with a sunken boat said to have been used by smugglers to row
secretly to the river Mole.

Many of these tunnel stories have a grain of truth in them, like
the sand in an oyster, around which the fantasy is constructed. A
good example of this is the short tunnel built by John Evelyn
through the hillside at Albury Park towards Shere as part of his
garden landscaping. The story grew up in the centuries that fol-
lowed that this led over 17 miles to Carshalton, and that an army
had once marched through it! Perhaps the most common discov-
ery that starts off secret tunnel tales is that of Tudor drains.
These were brick-lined and often large enough to allow a man to
pass down them to clean them. One, for example, led from the
now-vanished Byfleet Manor to the river nearby, and the tunnel
discovered at Baynards Station near Cranleigh, and supposed to
link the Manor with the Park, is probably another Tudor drain.

A legitimate reason for tunnelling is to dig out minerals, and
imagination has extended and elaborated these old workings. In
Reigate, for example, there is a network of tunnels and caves dug
to obtain the fine silver sand used in the past for blotting ink and
scattering on flagstone floors. The tunnels, however, are
rumoured to connect the Priory with Reigate Castle, and a large
excavation under the castle has been named the Barons’ Cave,
and is supposed to be the scene of a secret meeting of barons
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conspiring against bad King John. The same kind of exaggera-
tion has happened at Guildford. Under partof the castle there
run mediaeval chalk mines that very probably supplied the hard
chalk used for the castle buildings. Usually called the Caverns,
these were open to the public before the last war but were later
closed and sealed off as unsafe. These and other old chalk work-
ings in the town have given rise to tales of a fantastic network of
tunnels running to places all over the surrounding area. If all
were true, then Guildford would have a better underground sys-
tem than London. The most persistent story is of a tunnel linking
the castle with the Friary, passing through the two mediaeval
undercrofts on either side of the High Street. No positive trace
of this has ever been revealed, however.

This story is typical in that tunnels are very frequently sup-
posed to link castles with the nearest monastery or priory. A large
water conduit running down Castle Street in Farnham may have
prompted the idea that an underground passage ran from the
castle to Waverley Abbey over two miles away. There is no castle
near Newark Priory, which stood by the river Wey near Ripley.
The myth-makers had to invent a convent at Ockham, and relate
how the canons of Newark dug a tunnel under the river so that
they could have clandestine, and romantic, meetings with the
nuns of Ockham. The river, however, burst through the roof of
the tunnel and drowned the lustful monks. Slanderous tales such
as this were common at the time of the Reformation, put about
to discredit the old church and particularly the monks. Surely,
though, the people at that time would have known there was
never a nunnery at Ockham? The tunnel said to connect the
monastery at Chilworth with the nunnery on St. Catherine’s Hill
is doubly untrue — neither establishment existed.

If the locality could not rise to a castle or a monastery, then the
manor house and the church would have to do. Many tales are
told of tunnels connecting the parish church with a house nearby,
such as the Crown Inn at Chiddingfold, the old house at Tatsfield
known as Colegates, and the Old Manor House at Caterham.
Ancient or unusual buildings of any kind are likely to attract
tunnel stories. The Obelisk at Camberley, for example, built by
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the notorious Regency rake Sir John Dashwood, is rumoured to
be linked by a tunnel to the school atHie bottom of the Knoll.

It is not unlikely that many of these rumours are started-by
wine-bins. These are alcoves built into the walls of many Georgian
and Victorian cellars to store wine bottles at an even temperature.
They often take the form of a shallow, arched u{nnel leading off
the cellar, and often are only a few feet deep with a rear wall of
brick. It is easy to see how these could give the impression of a
blocked-off tunnel. _

The tales, though, are many and fantastical.'The d'lstances the
secret passages are supposed to run are often incredible and t-h_e
‘courses they take frequently pose difficulties even a modern civil
engineer would find hard to overcome. Marshes, rivers, and soft
sand ridges are regularly credited ‘w1th subterranean passages.
But the question rarely answered is why these tunnels should
ever have been builtin the first place. A greatamount ofawkwgrd
work is needed for even a short tunnel and a smuggler sweating
away in a mile-long burrow might reasonably have asked himself
whether this hard labour was worth the easy money he hoped to
gain by it. Smugglers, love-sick monks, and anybody else w9uld

find it easier to make a secret journey overland by night.
Nevertheless, secret tunnel stories are told, and will doubtless
continue to be told as part of the rich folklore of Surrey.
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The days when windmuills
had a more sinister side

CLEARING out some old papers,
Advertiser reader Mrs WV Seear,
of Linden Court, Leatherhead,
came across the following arti-
cle that she wrote more than 60
years ago, revealing the links
between smugglers and local

windmills.

“] think | wrote it for the South

T first thought
there may seem
to be little con-
nection between
flour-milling and
smuggling. But
in the “good old
days”, when smuggling was a
lively and prosperous business,
there was a direct connection
between them.

A few of the windmills were
hand in glove with the smug-
glers and Ewhurst Mill was one
of them.

This dark old windmill, stand-
ing on the spur of Pitch Hill
looking right across the Sussex
Weald to the sea, has a romantic
and exciting past. It had been
the silent witness of much
thirsty and bloodthirsty work.

Many a smuggler crossed its
threshold, many a keg of brandy
was hidden within its walls. And
many stirring deeds, both foul
and fair, were enacted within its
view.

Smuggling reached its peak
during the Napoleonic Wars
(1805-1815) and probably there
was more traffic in smuggled
goods across Sussex and this
part of Surrey than in any other
part of England.

Here, within 30 miles of
London, was a piece of country
stretching from Holmwood,
across Hurtwood Common
almost to Guildford which was
wild and lonely in the extreme.

Numerous grassy tracks tra-
versed these hills and commons,
making excellent trackways for
packhorses. And there was plen-
ty of bracken and undergrowth
in which to hide the contraband.

Moreover, it was only one
night’s trek from the Sussex

~ coast. Everyone participated in
the smuggling directly or indi-
rectly — landowners, magis-
trates, clergy and labourers.

After all, the smugglers were
the only free-traders and but for
them the poorer folk would
never have known such a simple
luxury as a cup of tea.

In the smuggling business

there were sets of people
employed, or three departments
so to speak. Firstly, there were
the men who sailed the contra-
band from France across to the
English coast.

Secondly, there were the men
who helped land it and who by
night conveyed it inland on
packhorses to safe hiding
places.

Thirdly, there were those who
undertook the delicate task of
delivering the goods to “cus-
tomers”. This was where the
miller came in.

When his carts delivered flour
to nearby towns they could easi-
ly carry contraband concealed
beneath the sacks, or even
inside them.

Private carts bringing grist to
the mill could carry a keg of
brandy when call-

Holmwood Church magazine,”
said Mrs Seear, who is now in
her nineties. “Whether the vicar
used it, | can’t remember.

“The old Mr Smith mentioned
in the article was one of the
grand oid men of the
Holmwoods. He was born in
about 1860. | used to talk to him

while behind them stand the
packhorses restlessly waiting in
the darkness.

At last the sound of muffled
oars is heard. A peculiar whistle
floats across the water, which is
answered from the shore.

The packhorses are waded
into the sea and the kegs of
brandy are slung in twos
straight from the boats across
their backs.

A word or two passes between
the smugglers regarding the
next run, and then the trek
inland begins.

Silently the horses and their
minders wend their way over
the downs, skirting villages and
cornfields, through covets and
pinewoods, to the dark depths of
Hurtwood.

Nearly a century has passed
since the smuggling

ing for their flour.
And more useful

could be used for
signalling.

When the sails
of the mill were
set in a certain
position, it meant
that there were
no excisemen
about and that a

‘If you take
still, the windmills my word for
it, sir, if you
don’t do as
others do,
you’ll have

ceased, but the mem-
ory of it is by no
means lost either at
Ewhurst or in the
Holmwoods.

As late as 1891
there was a man liv-
ing near Ewhurst
who, as a youth, had
been transported for
smuggling.

There was another

trouble’
“run” that night

would be safe. But if the sails
were set in another position, it
meant danger.

Ewhurst Mill was ideal from
the smugglers’ point of view.
Perched on the spur of the hill,
812 feet above sea level, it could
be seen from the coast.

A smuggler by the sea had
only to look in the direction of
Hurtwood and he knew that a
“run” that night would be safe.

Having seen the signal, the
smuggler waits. Darkness falls
on a lonely part of the Sussex
coast. It is now past midnight
and a pale moon sheds a faint
glimmer across the sea.

The waves break gently on
the sands. Dark figures move
about the beach scanning the
waters for the outline of a boat,

man whose mother
remembered a smuggler riding
about just below the windmill
looking for a keg of brandy
which had come loose from a
packhorse the previous night
and rolled down the hill.

The father of the same man
used to say that if you saw a
man riding stout you could be
sure he had yards and yards of
smuggled silk wrapped round
his waist.

In the fields below Leith Hill a
naval cutlass was picked up in
about 1875, a relic no doubt of
some smuggling affray.

On both sides of Holmwood
Common were smugglers’
“roads”, and probably across it
too for this was the shortest
route to the smugglers caves
beneath South Street, Dorking,

a lot about the old days.

“He was then living with his
son in South Holmwood village.
Almost next door lived his grand-
son, Billie Smith, who was the
local greengrocer, newsagent
"and occasional grave digger.

“Billie Smith was much liked.
He died about 10 years ago.”

in which vast quantities of con-
traband were stored.

The old Nags Head, which
was the inn at Mid-Holmwood
until the turnpike road was
diverted, is reputed to have
been one of their points of call.

Near this inn, one night, a
much-hated exciseman came
face to face with a band of
smugglers.

They drew their swords and
attacked him, but they were the
worse for drirk and in the dark-
ness struck ata tree by mistake.
The officer was able to escape.

Mr Bucklard’s cottage, at
Batchetts Green, is known to
have had associations with
smugglers, and it would be diffi-
cult to imagire a cottage more
conveniently placed for that pur-
pose.

And here is the story of what
happened at 2 big house not far
from Holmwood in about 1810.

The squire was new to the dis-
trict. One morning before he
was dressed, his manservant
brought him an urgent message
from his bailiff to say that he
wanted to see him.

The squire said he must wait.
The message came back still
more pressingly worded. “Well,
send the fellow up,” said the
squire.

The bailiff came in with a
mysterious air and, having
watched the servant go out of
the room, said in a hoarse half-
whisper: “There was a run last
night, sir; and I've marked four.”

The squire did not under-
stand, so the bailiff explained
that the smugglers’ hiding place
had been found. Four barrels
had been marked which would
be left in consideration of the
find not being reported. That
was the estaklished custom in
the district.

“But I can’t have anything to
do with smuggled goods,” burst
out the squire. “Why, I'm a mag-
istrate. How dare you come to
me with such a suggestion.”

The bailiff stood his ground
quite unabasied. “If you take
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