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Change in the Village

The story of a small Surrey village through the eyes of two of its inhabitants who once lived there: Fred Grover, who died
in the village in 1905 and me, Steve Middlehurst, who was born there nearly 50 years later in 1953.

Introduction

The Bourne, the Surrey village of my childhood, never struck me as a special
village, in fact, it has always been something of a disappointment. There are no
grand buildings, no medieval church or picturesque manor house, the village
green is more of a recreation field and as a place it has always been defined by
its relationship with its neighbours. It sits south of Farnham nestling between
the ancient parishes of Frensham, Tilford and Wrecclesham whose very names
hark back to the Anglo Saxons. My village seemed to be an afterthought, “here
lies a bourne”, a stream that only flows for part of the year, so even its name is
merely a geographical statement, .
It is a dormitory village, other than the doctor and a few village shops no
one works here, there are no farms or industry, people live here and work
elsewhere. It might therefore be assumed to have no heart, but, its redeeming
feature lies in the work of a middle-class Victorian socialist who lived here.
George Sturt had inherited the family business in 1884 and his classic book,
The Wheelwright’s Shop documents the intricate processes of making wheels,
Fred Grover “Bettesworth”
axles and wagons as well as providing glimpses into the lives of the men he
“Why trouble to tell of Bettesworth’s
employed and called his friends. To enable him to pursue his love of writing he
soiled slop, his much-patched corduhanded over the business to his foreman in 1891 and moved out of Farnham
roys, or his broad brimmed hat, seeing that his clothes are such as all to the edge of the village.
On moving to Vine Cottage he employed a part time gardener, Fred Grover, and
his class wear?” GS
his conversations with Grover, whom he called Bettesworth, were recorded in
a trilogy of books: The Bettesworh Book, Lucy Bettesworth and The Surrey Labourer. Through these books we
are given an unparalleled insight into the life of a man who was born into a self sufficient, peasant lifestyle but died
as a employee one step from the workhouse. Sturt took his conversations with Grover and his own observations
and then wrote his most important book, Change in the Village, which documents the emergence of a village and
the demise of, what Sturt calls, a civilisation. He saw what few of his contemporaries could see; he understood
that capital and income was a poor measure of a people’s worth and that the Surrey peasant who had lived
off the land since time immemorial should be judged on their qualities as men and women, as countrymen and
farmers, as the guardians of the common land. In modern terms they were beyond any definition of poor, their
life was hard and cruel but they answered to no master and were probably one of the last truly free people in
Britain.
Over a period of three months I visited the village several times a week, knocked on doors and talked to people
on the village green and in their gardens, I reread Sturt’s books and looked back at my own childhood, visiting my
memories, the family photo albums and the places I had known. I hoped to find a trace, a shadow of Fred Grover,
some sign that he and his kind had been here and played their part in shaping the village.
My story has three parts, Grover’s life from the end of the Crimean war in 1856 until his death in 1905, my
childhood from 1953 to 1964 and the village today. I see them as interwoven histories so my Change in the
Village is less a linear history and more a tapestry of people and place.

The Surrey Peasant

Hardy squatters drifted into The
Bourne valley over hundreds of years
and made a life based around the
waste, or the common as it would
become known. This was heath land, a
wilderness of no agricultural value that
had once been owned by the great
Cistercian monastery, two miles away
at Waverley
The squatters’ building materials were
wood and iron stone for walls with
bracken for thatch and a few handmade bricks to finish their cottages.
They grew corn and vegetables in
their gardens, kept a pig, rabbits and
a few chickens and grazed cattle on
the common, the most successful had
a donkey. The common provided turf
for the fire, bracken for their animals’
bedding and flowering heather for the
bees they kept. Every cottager had a
vine so they brewed wine and mead
to wash down the bread they baked in
their ovens.

A surviving, two room “squatter’s” cottage in Church Lane right by the entrance to
Sturt’s own house, now a garage.
“At the period we are dealing with, this cottage had a poverty-stricken appearance,
upon which Bettesworth himself had been wont to comment severely, though the
place was in reality no worse than others beyond it and elsewhere in the parish. But
it had suffered from utter neglect under the previous tenant.” GS

“In the days when real villages were growing, our valley could not have supported a quite self contained community: it was, in fact,
nothing but a part of the wide rolling heath-country - “the waste” - belonging to Farnham, in a more fertile village of its own. Here,
there was no fertility. Such a place afforded no room for an English village of the true manorial kind; and I surmise that it lay all but
uninhabited until perhaps the middle of the eighteenth century, by which time a few squatters had probably settled here.” GS

My family came to the common in the 1940’s drawn, not by its infertile waste, but by its peaceful beauty. My Mother’s family had
been bombed out of London whilst my Father and Uncle had both been on active service from 1939 until the war’s end. They remembered the common and Frensham Ponds from before the war and the whole family found property to rent around Frensham
which is the adjoining parish to The Bourne and on the far side of the common. My Aunt and Uncle lived in the boat house shown here
on the edge of Frensham Little Pond, My Grandparents rented a cottage on the common, which to this day the family calls Mummy
Mummy’s cottage, and my parents found a flat in a large old country house in Churt just beyond the ponds.

Our Journey to The Village
Dene Lane in Lower Bourne. The cottages to the left date from the mid-19th century so would have been here when Grover first
came to the village.The modern village green on the right was still part of the common until sometime after the First World war but
the sandy and pot-holed lane leading across the common to Tilford is probably little changed since Grover’s time.

Coming to The Village

In The Bettesworth Book we first hear of Fred Grover
as a boy, “not twelve years old”, working for a Farmer in
Hampshire having run away from home.The work was hard
but at day’s end there was an abundance of bread, bacon
and home made beer and this appears to have been a good
time in his life. Grover left the farm in his early teens, “a
strong young man” according to Sturt and we know that,
at the age of 16, he enlisted in the 48th Regiment of Foot in
time to see service in the Crimean war and to be present
at the siege of Sevastopol in 1854/5.
His memories of the siege tell of hard physical labour, long
guard duties, a desperate lack of food and a first, freezing
winter endured with no winter clothing. The rum ration
sounds to have been more regularly distributed than food
but, this did not save Grover from being flogged for going
into the French lines to buy more. At the end of the war
in 1856 he was “among the reductions” and returned to
47th Regiment in Winter Dress 1855 by Roger Fenton
England to become an itinerant farm labourer, driving
carts, sinking wells and following the harvest all over the “It was starvation done for so many of our chaps. Cold an’
south of England. But, at this time he appears to have made starvation .... but there was plenty of rum; good rum too;
better ‘n what you gets about here.” FG
The Bourne his home, marrying Lucy and moving her into
the little cottage below Sturt’s house.
A son was born, in 1857, but died less than a year later whilst their daughter only lived for a few weeks. Grover’s
sadly philosophical view was “Very likely ‘twas best for ’em, poor little things.They was spared all trouble in their
lives.”

The two sides of my family had quite different origins. My father’s family were from Yorkshire, he was the
Grandson of a ship’s captain and the son of a shipwright. His father died, young, disillusioned and unemployed, in
the Great Depression and my Grandmother and her ten children moved south to Greenford. Uncle Bill became
the head of the family and surrogate father to his nine siblings. After attending Drayton Manor Grammar School
Dad trained as an electrician joining the RAF on the outbreak of hostilities in 1939.
He served with the RAF as a fitter / electrician during the Battle of Britain before being posted to North Africa
to work on the forward, temporary airfields supporting the 8th Army. After the war he married my Mother and
went to teachers training college before taking up his first teaching post at The Bourne School in 1947 or 48.
My maternal Grandfather was the son of a Reading builder but was never really cut out to be a tradesman, he
joined the Royal Horse Guards in 1906 and as part of the regular army was with the British Expeditionary Force
in France and Belgium in 1914 being discharged as wounded and unfit for further service in 1916. Between the
wars he worked as the ticketing manager for Bertram Mills Circus and after service with the Home Guard
during WWII he worked for the Red Cross organising various post war exhibitions. He retired to Frensham
where he worked for the owner of The Little Pond until his death in 1954, the year after I was born.

Royal Horse Guards training in 1906. Alfie Tomlins, my Grandfather, is at the
centre of the back row. These men were to become the Old Contemptibles,
the small regular army who held back the German advance in 1914.

My father, Norman Middlehurst on
active service as a corporal with the
RAF in the desert in about 1944.

The Silent Generations

Today we better understand the physical and mental damage of war partly because war photographers such as
McCullin and Griffiths have provided us with a small window through which we glimpse the horror, fear and pain
by capturing the impact of war. We have seen frighteningly realistic recreations of war in the cinema and listened
to the stories of survivors.
The three men featured here lived in another age when to talk of suffering or to express emotion was considered
unmanly. Fred was part of an army whose philosophy included keeping the other ranks mildly drunk to enable
them to cope. Alfie served at a time when shell shocked teenagers were shot as cowards. Norman was on
Battle of Britain airbases where there was no time to learn the new pilots’ names before they died and later with
Bomber Command who lost 55, 573 men killed in action, 44% of the whole command.
We can never know how damaged these men were by the time they came to The Bourne but it is probably no
coincidence that they settled in such a quiet place. Neither Alfie nor Norman came from rural backgrounds but
here they kept pigs, chickens and rabbits, hunted wild rabbits with ferrets, fished in the pond and grew vegetables,
their self sufficiency would have impressed the Grovers.

Our first house in The Bourne, 2 Old Frensham Road, is now being renovated but even in 1953 it was ramshackled, As a small
boy I remember it as cold and dark, smelling of damp and with the same dreary concrete coloured walls that survive today.
Old Mr Smith, a local builder and our landlord, had his semi-derelict, chaotic workshop and storage shed next door providing
shelter for a colony of large rats that preyed on our chickens. But, its saving grace was its close proximity to the village green.

Lucy Grover

How Fred and Lucy met is not
documented but Sturt tells us
that she was born in the valley
and lived there her whole life.
Perhaps the well travelled young
ex-soldier who wooed her
seemed an exotic and colourful
character, fresh home from the
harvest in Sussex with a few
shillings in his pocket.
She was “dark-eyed, swarthy,
strong, a cheerful but grave faced
young women, perhaps with
thoughts and aspirations of her
own.”
Sturt remarks that there was
surprising equality in the labouring
class, marriage being more of a
partnership based on the need for
the man and wife to work equally
hard as labourers in their own
garden or for the farmers who
offered seasonal work in the fields
and hop grounds.
Grover, in later life said of her
“She ‘ave worked ‘ard, no mistake”
and tells tales of her field work
and how farmers asked after “the
little dark women” because she
was such a good worker.
Sturt never underestimates the
hard drudgery of the Grovers’
life saying that Lucy would have
been expected to earn her way,
trimming swedes for twopence a
day, from the age of six but, it is in
her that he sees the link between
the land and the peasants who
lived on it. In one of the most
moving passages in any of his
books he describes Lucy.
“She is part of the magnificent
land - as much part as the cattle in
our valleys. Bereaved and perhaps
despondent, she entered upon
her useful life’s work - the humble
work, sometimes of a beast of
burden - to emerge after many
years married, wrecked, worn
out, dreadful, with the marks of
parching summers and ruthless
winters ineradicably branded
upon her.”

“It was a little one-storyed place of three rooms, built so closely into the side of the
lane as to allow of no back door or even back window, and from the doorway of the
living room one stepped out immediately into the lane itself.” GS
Fred and Lucy Grover’s Cottage in Stream Lane, that I walked past everyday on my
way to school in the early 1960s.
This is one of a handful of original cottages that still survive in the village.The stream or
“bourne” was known to Grover as “The Lake” running dry in summer and flooding in
winter, as it still does but the new builds are protected by flood defences.
The lane has hardly
changed since I was a boy
but whilst the Grovers
would recognise the
bank and ditch they
would be baffled by
the overgrown garden
hedges to the left.
Here there stood a line
of willows above the
open meadows of the
only farm in the valley.
Secrett’s Farm became
a housing estate in the
1960’s.

Farnham’s sole surviving hop
ground at Puttenham still grows
hops for the local, Hog’s Back
brewery.
Writing in 1822, William Cobbett,
another son of Farnham, insisted
that Farnham hops were the
most sought after in the country
and he, Sturt and Grover all tell
tales of the annual hop fair held
at Weyhill where farmers met
buyers and labourers socialised.
As a boy I remember Farnham
being surrounded by hop grounds
or hop gardens as they are called
in Kent. But, by the 1960’s the land
became more valuable as plots
for ugly new housing estates, the
brewery closed and the hop kilns
fell derelict before finding a new
lease of life as character homes.

Village Childhood

Lucy was born into the ancient
self sufficient lifestyle so her
childhood was curtailed as soon
as she became useful as an extra
pair of hands.
There were cattle to take out
and bring home, chickens to feed,
bracken to be collected from the
common for the stalls, firewood
to gather and vegetable plots to
hoe. In late summer there were
garden crops as well as berries
and nuts to harvest from dawn
to dusk. Older children would
have looked after the babies and
toddlers as responsibility was
democratically shared in peasant
families.
My brother and I grew up in
this quiet village at a time when
children could leave home after
breakfast and not be expected
back before dusk. We played
sport on the village green, which
was still common land in Sturt’s
day, and explored every corner of
the woodland to the South, “The
Clumps”, and the valley to the
North where Grover’s cottage
nestled against the sandy banks
that rose up towards Farnham.
Our playground was Lucy’s
working world, we made camps
where she collected fire wood
and played in the meadows where
she was hired out to clean the
swedes.

The End of a Civilisation

The common was enclosed in 1861 ”I can remember when all that was open common
and you could go where you mind to. Now ‘tis all fenced in, and if you looks over the
fence they’ll lock ye up.. And they en’t got no more right to it than you and me have! I
should like to see the woods all go up in flames.” FG

The Clumps were our playground but had been the
peasants’ livelihood.

My brother and me (right) at 2 Old Frensham Road in 1955, the
village green can been seen in the background.

For hundreds of years life in The Bourne valley had
hardly changed.The squatter families came and went but
the sandy, infertile soil of the common was worthless
so no one paid them much attention. However, in 1861
their ancient way of life came to an abrupt end with
the enclosure of the common. Sturt tells us that a few
adjacent landowners obtained the lion’s share, while the
cottagers came in for small allotments.These allotments,
being of little use to sustain the peasant lifestyle, were
often sold to new cottagers who drifted into the valley.
This state of affairs existed until about 1900 when
the valley was “discovered” as a residential centre for
Farnham and a water company built the pumping station.
Speculators started buying plots and a small building
boom ensued. Between 1850 and 1910 the population
rose from, perhaps, a few hundred to over two thousand
and the common and the lifestyle it had supported since
medieval times was gone.
The collapse of, what Sturt calls “this civilisation”,
destroyed the social and economic structure of the
valley. Men and women who had only occasionally
worked for local farmers, now needed a steady wage.
Erstwhile peasant farmers became gardeners at the new
“villas” that were springing up in the valley, their wives
took in laundry or became cleaners and many men
started to commute to Farnham, Alton or Aldershot to
find work or to join the railway gangs.
The economy of the valley became highly dependent on
the thriving hop industry that was centred on Farnham
with women making withies to tie the hop bines, men
cutting hop poles from the new plantations on the
common and the whole family joining the harvest in
September.

Vine Cottage, the home of George Sturt and his two sisters
from 1891 and where the aging Fred Grover found work as a
part-time gardener in 1896.
“With an easy job and someone to talk to Grover was in his
element. He is an oldish man, and not ill looking, strong yet in
the back and arms” GS

Rockville, 27 Lodge Hill Road, one of the new “villas” that
sprang up after The Bourne was discovered by property
developers. My family moved here in around 1958, it was the
first house my parents had ever owned. It was originally built
in 1905 and divided into two houses after WWII.

There appears to be no trace of Fred Grover or of me in the
village. Neither of us seems to have left a physical mark on the
place. Perhaps somewhere there is a tree where I carved my
name or a forgotten toy buried in a garden.
The nearest I came is this photo of me in the fifties trying to
push a lawnmower at 2 Old Frensham Road and the remains
of an even older mower that I found behind the rubbish heap
in the old graveyard where Fred Grover is buried.

The Bourne School where I began my education in 1957. It has now been much extended but the new buildings mostly follow
the style of the structure I remember.
The outside toilets have gone but the old gate posts survive. Girls and infants shared an entrance and the playground now
mostly covered by the play area shown here. The boys had their own entrance down the lane and were confined to a
playground on the other side of the school. We could communicate across a clearly marked no-man’s-land at the side of the
building. I remember that skipping and hand-stands (with their skirts tucked in their knickers) were very popular in the girls’
playground whilst the boys played football and cricket and hunted grasshoppers on the grassed over air raid shelter.

School

My little world changed in 1957 when I stood outside the gates
of the Bourne School for the first time. Until recently The Bourne
School had taken the full responsibility for the education of all the
children in the village but the new Secondary Modern school, on
the outskirts of Farnham, had absorbed the older children so, in my
day, we started as infants and left after sitting the Common Entrance
Examination at the age of eleven.
Entrance into Miss Arnold’s infant class was not especially traumatic
although the only education I really remember is associated with
threading needles and sewing felt. I was never very good at either.
Graduating to the Juniors was a different matter because we
now came under the command of Major “Poppa” Paget, a strict
disciplinarian who was famous for his unerringly ability to hit an
errant child between the eyes with a piece of chalk thrown from
the front of the class. Repeat offenders might expect escalation to
heavier missiles such as a board rubber.
We learnt our “times-tables”, which were recited throughout the
school every morning, never to speak in class and to take our shoes
off in the entrance hall so that the polished wood floors retained a
perfect gloss.
Education was a serious business and we were taught by men and
women, who in their turn, had been taught by Victorians. Life was
very structured and formal but we played sport on the village green
every Wednesday and learned music from the BBC’s educational
radio service which was received on the school radio in the assembly
hall. The nativity play was the highlight of the school year and the
summit of my acting career was reached as an ox in 1963.

My brother and me (left) sometime just before
I started school.
“The (village) children in general are slow of
wit. One notes it in the infant school first, and
especially in the very youngest classes. There,
newly come from their mother’s care, the boys
and girls from five to six years old have often a
wonderfully vacant expression.” GS

Endings and Exits

“She”, he said meaning the machine,
would refuse to cut the coarser tussocks
“why even down there where I bin
cuttin’, see how she took they cuds in
her mouth and spet ‘em out like a old
feller with a chew o’ baccer, he’ll bite and
spet.” GS quoting FG

When I left the village school in 1964 to attend the Grammar School in Farnham I left behind me a village
childhood with its distant echoes of the previous century. As children in a small rural village in the fifties and
early sixties we had a level of freedom that would be unheard of today. We left home after breakfast to spend all
day wandering the village lanes, exploring the wilderness of the woods and heath land, getting into mischief and
building an intense connection with the landscape. The Grammar School was part of a townies’ world, of smart
boys whose fathers owned cars, commuted to London in bowler hats and met for drinks in the Conservative
Club. Village children were recognised as less sophisticated and worryingly working class,, if we were ready to
conform to the middle-class values of our betters, we
could aspire to join them.
The children in Grover’s day had neither the freedom
of childhood nor the right to aspirations. Despite the
enclosures of the previous century my generation had
access to the old common.The Victorian child was fenced
out of this land and watched closely by landowners and
the police because, as Sturt explains, the law believed the
working classes trespassed on the old common with an
intent to commit a felony whereas a gentleman in the
same place was taking a stroll .
The new residents of the valley were exclusively middleclass town folk and saw the cottagers solely as an
useful source of cheap domestic labour. They neither
understood them nor valued them and feared that
education might give them dangerous ideas above their
station. By enclosing the common and opening up the
valley to the towns folk the previous residents were
marginalised and, in Sturt’s words, humiliated. No longer
their own masters they became servants and labourers The Grammar School honours boards are still in the hall of
The Farnham Sixth Form College.
to the middle-classes.

Neither Lost nor Found

Fred and Lucy Grover, left no real mark upon the village, they built no lasting structures and left no descendants
but the very nature of the landscape I shared with them allowed me to glimpse their world. The common which
was so central to their lives and to my childhood is thriving in the 21st century. Many of the alien fir trees that
were planted after the enclosures have been cleared and cattle are again being used to graze and preserve the
native heath.
Surprisingly the lanes that run along the edge of the stream and past the village green to the woods and the
old common are still sandy and pot-holed, Farnham Council never quite adopted The Bourne, so Grover in the
1800’s, me in the 1950s and again in 2014 walked the same bumpy tracks, crossed over the same dirty stream
and climbed up to the common through the stunted native oaks. My visits have reminded me of the unique smell
of the valley, pine resin and damp ditches, heather and dry bracken, the acidic smell of the thin, silver, sandy soil
that offers no nutrients and retains no moisture. Grover, Sturt, my Grandfather and then my Father all tried
to feed their families from this impoverished earth and through their inherited or learnt skills as countrymen,
somewhat surprisingly, they succeeded. The village flower and vegetable show is still held every year so the
tradition continues.
The Surrey peasant is long forgotten,, their cottages are now desirable with indoor toilets, central heating, PVC
double glazed windows and big German cars in the drives. A few of the owners I spoke to knew their homes’
history and a few older residents can point out the squatter’s cottages, a remarkable example of folk memory
150 years after the enclosures.
Sturt describes the suppression of the peasant farmer and the subjugation of the rural labouring class whose
valley only became valuable when living space replaced agricultural output as the measure of land’s worth.

My family are in Frensham Churchyard. The
gravestone is comparatively new because Alfie and Lilly, my Grandparents were buried in
an unmarked plot.The gravestone was added
when my father died in 1999 and was interned in the same plot.

Fred and Lucy Grover still lie in unmarked graves in a corner of the old cemetery in The
Bourne. Lucy died in 1903 and was buried in “ a decent elm coffin, a kind of symbol,
and so a comfort to him, enabling him to testify to his unspoken feelings towards his
dead wife.” GS.
Fred died in 1905.“The thought came to me that he is dying without any suspicion that
anyone could think of him with admiration and reverence.” GS.

The common has never found its way back into public ownership.The Forestry Commission sold, what I knew as “The Clumps” onto
the RSPB who have started to fell the fir trees and encourage the land to revert to the classic Surrey heathland that Grover would
have known. He might be comforted to know that cattle are once again grazing amongst the heather and the wildlife that was driven
away by the fir clad desert is creeping back to our native heath.

Shared Landscapes

The Temperence Hall in Grover’s time, the scout hut in mine.
The butchers, now a hairdresser, probably just a cottage in 1890
The old hop kiln, where Fred Grover probably died
A Cottage in Church Lane near Sturt’s House

The Fox Inn in both our times.
Cottages on the common, now the village green
The clergyman’s house by St. Martin’s Church
A cottage on the common

Shared Landscapes

The farm where Lucy Grover earned 2d a day cleaning swedes.
Cottages on the common, now the village green
A cottage by Stream Farm, the only farm in the valley
Cottages on the common, now the village green

Fred and Lucy Grover’s Cottage
George Sturt’s house where Grover was a gardener
A squatter’s cottage, once the home of my best friend at school
Cottages on Burnt Hill, once part of the common
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