WOKING AT WAR
Iain Wakeford 2014

O

ne hundred years ago next week, Britain declared war on Germany. This was to be the ‘Great War’, the ‘War to end all
Wars’, but it turned out instead to be the ‘First World War’ and sadly not the last of anything (other than a huge number of
lives).

I

don’t know how many men and women
from our area went off to war – nor how
many returned? Although many names are
carved on local War Memorials (some names
recorded on more than one) there are probably
some forgotten soldiers who slipped through
the net. And what about those that did survive,
how many of them survived in one piece? If you
think of the psychological injuries that they all
must have suffered then surely the answer is
none. War is seldom the answer, yet it seems
that for most of our history it has been the
‘default’.
The First World War wasn’t the last war, but it
certainly wasn’t the first and to the memorials
that now list the names of those who died ‘For
King and Country’ during the 20th century (and
some who have died since), perhaps we should
also remember some of the other battles that
Woking men (and women) fought in over the
centuries.
Perhaps if memorials had been erected for

Above: Woking’s War Memorial (now in Jubilee Square)
lists the names of local men who fought for ‘King &
Country’ during both the First & Second World Wars, but
what about memorials to other conflicts?
Right: Are the Bell Barrows on Horsell Common,
Woking’s oldest memorial to those who died in battle?

those battles, a second thought may have been
given before they sent thousands off to battle
again – or am I just hopelessly optimistic!
You could say that the oldest ‘war memorial’ in
our area are the Bronze Age burial mounds on
Horsell Common. They are said to be the last
resting place of some warriors killed in battle –
but who they were (or who they were fighting) is
lost in the mists of time. Thousands must have
died over the centuries fighting invaders to
these shores such as the Romans, the Vikings
and the Normans, but their names too have
largely gone un-recorded.
In the last few months I have recalled the
names of several nobles connected with

Woking who lost their lives in the Barons War or
the War of the Roses, but the names of the
soldiers who fought alongside those noble
knights are not normally recorded. It is not until
Elizabethan times that we have anything like a
comprehensive list of local men who could be
called upon to fight.
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He was not the first person to be accused of
vagrancy in Woking (and certainly not the last),

but his case highlights the fact that sometimes
those ‘heroes’, whose names should never be
forgotten, are all too soon forgotten. We should
never forget. War is seldom the answer.

In August 1914, just as the First World War
started, the Surrey Record Society published
the first of a series of books reproducing the
‘Muster Lists’ for our county from Elizabethan
times. The second volume was published in
1917 with the final book just one month before
the Great War ended!
The lists are fascinating documents listing the
men able to fight with Pike, Bill Hook, Bow &
Arrow or Gun. Men such as John Miles of
Woking who in 1573 is described as a ‘pyke
man of ye best sorte’; or ‘Rychard Bonsye’ of
Horsell who in 1583 was described as a ‘Bill
Man Selected’ (whilst others were presumably
not selected). Also in 1583 at Pyrford we find
John Slyfeild, an ‘archer of the beste sorte’ and
at Byfleet the ‘Gunners’ Rycharde Foster, John
Haynes and William Smythe.
Of course I have no way of knowing whether
any of those listed ever saw action (let alone
died in action), so perhaps their names should
not be added to the War Memorial yet – but it is
possible that some were on the south coast
ready to see off the Spanish Armada!
Later, parish records sometimes shine a light
(albeit a very dim one) into the lives of war
veterans with notes of payments to wounded
soldiers, but the quarter session records show
that sometimes not everyone was treated as
well as they should. One case concerned a man
called Henry Lane, who was remanded in
custody for vagrancy in the streets of Woking in
1794.
He was born in St John’s - not the one in
Woking (which didn’t exist at that time) but St
John’s, Antiqua. At some stage he had come to
England to work ‘to hire’ in Taunton, Somerset,
for four years before serving in the ‘Plymouth
division of the marines and afterwards in the 4th
or King’s Own regiment of foot’ for eight or nine
years before being taken prisoner. After that he
lived in France for a while as a ‘Gentleman’s
servant’ before returning to this country where
he worked in different parts of Hampshire.
When he was stopped for being a vagrant in
Woking (together with a Martha Lane - his wife
perhaps?), he was actually on his way to

Above: A page from the Surrey Muster’s.

Left: In the 1920’s the people of Chertsey commemorated
the battle against the Danes and their sacking of the
Abbey, but the names of those who died in ancient wars is
seldom recorded.

SUNDAY IS ARCHERY PRACTICE DAY - NO IFF’S OR BUTT’S

I

n Medieval times laws were passed to ensure
that every man between the age of fifteen and
sixty were equipped and able to use a bow
and arrows. The first Archery Law was passed in
1252 and in 1363 Edward III decreed that no
sport should take up time better spent on war
training and archery practice, which should take
place every Sunday and on Holidays.
The areas where practice took place, known
as ‘butts’, needed level ground over 200m
long with turf mounds at one end ranging
between 2m to 8m across and 1m to 3m
in height. They were often on common ground or
on the outskirts of the village, but with the need
for practice to take place on a Sunday, a site near
the parish church would have been ideal. In
Horsell, the field that is now the extension to the
churchyard is marked on old maps and plans as
‘The Butts’
A trained archer was expected to be able to
shoot between twelve and fifteen arrows a
minute, which is probably why at the Battle of
Crecy in 1346 nearly 2,000 French
knights and soldiers were killed, whilst the
English lost just fifty men. Hopefully none of those
were the ones that had practiced on the Butts at
Horsell.

From the Horsell Land Company, 1901 Abstract of Title

CHOBHAM’S CRIMEAN WAR MEMORIAL

The original cannon in Chobham

I

n 1853 Queen Victoria inspected 16,000
troops on Chobham Common before they
went off to fight in the Crimean War. In
1901 the War Office presented a cannon to
the village to commemorate the event (and
presumably those troops that didn’t make it
back).

For just over forty years the old 24 pounder
stood on the green outside what became
known as Cannon Cottage, but in 1942 to help
the latest war effort the old gun was sent off to
be melted down to make another weapon. The
current cannon on the site dates from 1788
and was found laying in the Thames before
being cleaned up and erected on its replica gun
carriage in 1979.

Left: Queen Victoria reviewing the troops in 1853.
Above: The memorial to Queen Victoria on Chobham
Common, erected in 1901.

