
Storrington & District Museum
Preserving Yesterday for Tomorrowr

In the late 'sixties we bought a house at Loxwood, a pleasant but undistinguished village just over the Surrey - Sussex border. It is a
much-visited place now since a long section of the Wey-Arun junction canal has been re-opened and pleasant trips in narrow boats
are regular summer treats. Next door lived three elderly people - a sister and her two brothers. They were seldom to he seen or heard
and, apart from being taken away by car every Sunday, seemed never to leave their house. We had previously lived in a commuter-
dominated village in Surrey and were not used to seeing so many elderly and soberly dressed people as in Loxwood. They seemed
never to join in such as passed for jollities in the village so that the atmosphere as a whole was, to us, strange but not unpleasing.
Strange too, was the line of shops on the main Guildford road. There was a feeling that they were survivals from other days; days of
pots and pans, chicken food, hard brushes and moth balls. Tesco and Sainsburys had not yet reached Horsam or Guildford but all that
was required for a basic life-style in the manner, perhaps of the nineteen thirties, was available.

The tumultuous days of the 19 th century had passed hardly noticed in the Lower Weald on which Loxwood stands. No railway, no
industrial revolution, no labour disputes; only the coming of the Canal - for the few years it operated successfully - disturbed the
traditional calm of the wholly agricultural economy of Loxwood and its near neighbours. Perhaps it was for that very reason that a

shoemaker from London loaded
his few possessions on a hand
cart with his ailing wife on top,
and pushed it the forty- odd miles
to Loxwood. There he came to
rest as did St.Cuthman at
Steyning feeling, perhaps like
Joseph Sinith at the Salt Lakes,
that here was the right place to
give the Christian faith a new
start. He began to make boots for
the agricultural workers and
talked to a few curious people at
public outdoor meetings. He was
John Sirgood.

His task was not easy at first,
partly because anyone from
London would he treated with the
same suspicion as might a
foreigner today. Most opposition
came from the local landlords and
tenant farmers. who were also the
magistrates, of course. Stories
circulated that the new cult -
called Dependants - had loose
morals. Again, there is a parallel

Jim IHcImeII. one of the Ia;st "Cokeler;s", at
.Luga;shall in 1936.
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with the Mormons but different of
course. The Dependants saw
marriage, in any form, as not
something to encourage but equally
not to be abhorred; brothers and
sisters should make their own
decisions but marriages were not
celebrated in the chapels Sirgood set
up. His views on marriage and
cohabitation generally was probably
shaped by the evidence on all sides
that large families inevitably led to
grinding poverty and early death for
working class people. One of his first
recruits was a boy who was the
youngest of seventeen siblings.

His early efforts were rewarded but
slowly as the initial opposition, from
employers and the generality, forced
the 'Cokelers' as they were dubbed by
others (the origin of the name remains
a mystery) to hold their meetings in
secret and in other people's houses.
This had its own dangers because the
new brothers and sisters were often
living in tied cottages from which
they could be evicted instantly at the



whim of their employers. But this threat and that of losing employment lessened for the good reason that those employed by the great
magnates - the Norfolks and the Onslows especially - were usually both skilled and conscientious, and amused tolerance became the
normal attitude.

Sirgood was not a typical religious reformer, convinced that he alone knew the answers to human problems. He had none of the
impact of the Wesley brothers for example, nor the messianic fervour that usually accompanies religious conversions. He once
dreamt, while a member of the Plumstead Peculiars (the name comes from the original meaning of the word; "special" or
"particular") that some villages in Sussex were in need of the sort of message he could deliver. His message was fairly basic - God
created all things and only He could tenninate all things. The world would come to an end whenever God so chose. The fact that it
had not already occurred was by His choice and was not to be questioned. John perhaps wished for the day of deliverance from man's
misery and in some of his letters to his flock he would write something like "'hoping to see you tomorrow in Heaven, but failing
that, in Warnham next week".

There is little written history of the Dependants, possibly because the movement, beginning with John's arrival at Loxwood in 1850,
was largely peopled by uneducated country folk who had little or no knowledge of the Bible other than had been read to them in
church. So Sirgood kept contact with his growing number of adherents, whether in private homes (but called chapels") or in the
growing number of real chapels. Like Paul he sent regular letters to the elders of each and usually included a hymn or a poem;
simple but within the understanding of his flock. He wrote hundreds of hymns which the leaders of the chapels would first read to
the congregation so that they would he able to sing - usually to a familiar tune.

During the early years he won the grudging respect of his powerful opponents acting, on occasions, as his own lawyer and eventually
establishing the Dependants as an accepted part of all the villages in which they lived. His skill is shown in a letter he wrote to H.F.
Napper, the main objector to the Society. 'If you can show me, from God's word, that our meetings are illegal, 1 shall be one of the
first to thank you, and obey ,
By the tine of his death in 1885, Sirgood had made himself and the society not only accepted by the inhabitants of all the villages
where chapels were built but also as a shrewd man of business on his followers behalf. In a poor part of Sussex he had set up shops -
called combination stores - in several villages including Loxwood, Northchapel, Kirdford and Warnham. The shops served three
purposes. They provided members and other villagers with their goods at reasonable prices, they provided the society with income
and, very important, the sisters with the only alternative to domestic service. In a way, the word 'combination" is an alternative to
'cooperative'; the goals being much the same as those of the Rochdale Pioneers.

It would be expected that the society would have difficulty in surviving the loss of a leader so vital and dominant as John Sir good
was. But his leadership and many skills had established a society that was as resilient as it had been before. Members continued to
elect their leaders and gathered each Sunday at their respective chapels and for the "Big Meeting" at which members from all the
chapels- as far apart as Warnham and Lodsworth - Coolham and Haslemere, would converge on Loxwood, often walking all the
way. A question arises about the source of their finances. They seemed to have no rich backers and wages in Sussex in the 19 th
century could hardly have left enough for the buildings of chapels and shops. Members would no doubt have claimed that 'God will
provide' - and did. The building work was probably done by the Brothers but what of the materials and furnishings?

Inevitably for a society that placed marriage so low on its scale of virtues, ( as did the Shakers in America ), the "Cokelers' were
doomed. The shops were sold and the Chapel in Spy Lane, Lowwood, was taken over by another sect - the Union of Evangelist
Churches. The outlying properties all went eventually to other people with other priorities, like the Combination Stores on Guildford
Road, Loxwood; now a group ofumelated enterprises.

Could the Dependant Society he described as 'unique'? Certainly it was in West Sussex, but the whole history of the Protestant
Church is heavy with new splinter groups, themselves the splinters from other splinter groups. What makes the "Cokelers' at least
unusual is that it did not itself split; the creed of John Sirgood died with its last adherent - one who is probably at rest in an
unmarked grave behind the Chapel in Spy Lane, Loxwood.

THE VILLAGE OF AMBERLEY
by

Nigel Foxell

The first evidence of habitation in the parish of Amberley came
from the excavation of a pair of huts near the top of Amberley
Mount. These, dating from the Late Bronze or Early Iron Age,

are now lost to view again, but there is a long barrow, plain to
see, beside the South Downs Way. Just above it there is a dew
pond. This may not be seriously old, but there was doubtless one



in ancient times. Fresh water, on the other hand, had to be
brought up from the springline. This stretches along a low ridge
to the north, overlooking Amberley Wildbrooks, and it is here
that the present-day village grew, basically a single street with a
loop in the middle. One cannot say when the first family took the
risk of descending from the more defensible heights, but the
rabbits in the churchyard have unearthed things and bits of
things that date back to Roman times.
Almost all the old dwellings have wells, and the grumble in this
traditionally farming community has been that water was only
too plentiful; in winter the air is damp; moreover, as the villagers
were long known for their webbed feet, we may guess the state
of the lanes before they were metalled; and though the Arun in
flood never reaches the level of any doorstep, the cellars can
become water-logged. In A Vicarage Family Noel Streatfeild,
whose father was Vicar from 1897 to 1902, wrote that her elder
sister, who was asthmatic, was sent away every winter to stay
with grandparents. There was no central heating; and my wife
and 1, who live in one of the older cottages, are still without any:
we have mildew instead.
But imagine the cottagers with threadbare thatch and holes in the
wattle and daub. No less a health threat was overcrowding, and
not until the end of the Second World War was the problem
eased - with a spate of building that makes this new Amberley
almost as large as the old one. And yet the population has
remained static, at about 600.
Amberley Mount descends to the B2139 and further, along the
first few yards of School Road. Then it reaches the valley
bottom, with the primary school on the right, before rising again;
and rising quite steeply, so that The Square, though it slopes, is
flatter than Nature made it; and High Street rises through a
cutting in a south-north direction, levelling off on reaching The
Black Horse. Here there is aT-junction, East Street to the right,
Hog Lane to the left. Ahead is Kennards, a thatched, half-
timbered house of 1630, the only one in the village to have
decorative braces. Its garden, like that of every house on either
side of it, rises as far as the edge of the escarpment, where the
drop to the Wildbrooks, if rarely vertical, is never less than
steep.
Steep, too, is High Street because it climbs the ridge, but the
other thoroughfares run the length of it. As a consequence,
though they are generally somewhat sunken, they tend to have a
retaining wall on the north side only.
It is ironic that the stretch of Church Street immediately to the
east of the church where the first dwellings must once have
stood, should have the same grass banks as the roads where the
new
developments have risen. But within little more than a hundred
yards we reach that defming characteristic of Amberley, a
retaining wall with its cascade of plants, which does for this
downland village what fountains do for Italian cities.
If we are intent on keeping approximately to the peak of the
ridge, we must leave Church Street half way along it and turn
left into Hog Lane till it meets the top end of High Street, where
we carry straight on into East Street.
If, however, we had continued along Church Street till it
debouches into The Square, we would have found ourselves near
the southern base of the ridge. Here too there is a retaining wall
on the north side, so that we may loosely speak of a ridge that is
terraced, as if some conical hill-fort had been strung out in a line.
Most people, unless hikers, approach Amberley from the
contrary direction, namely the B2139. If they are coming from
Houghton Bridge they turn off this main road into School Road,
but this was itself once the main road: whoever drove from
Arundel to London passed along it, into the Square, up High

Street, and right into East Street.
No wonder, then, that shops arose along this route and in the
eastern part of Church Street. They have all gone, and the village
now has two shops where none were before: Amberley Village
Stores in a barn off High Street and a working pottery that
occupies the former Congregational Chapel in Church Street.
There are, as one would expect, dwellings with tell-tale names
that include the word 'Old', such as 'The Old Bakery'. But life is
not always so simple: in High Street, near the top, is Bacons: no
bacon was sold there, but Albert Bacon, a preacher at the above-
mentioned chapel, cobbled shoes of all denominations and laid
out their wearers when they died. All day he sat in the window
on the right of the front door, while his wife, who sold textiles
and china, displayed her wares in the bay window on the left.
Diagonally opposite is Southdown House, so called because it
was once a butchers, selling Southdown lanib. Next to it, in The
Square, is Martins - house martins nest in the eaves - which was
once the Harrods of Amberley, with front and sides rendered and
painted, but not the rear, which gave onto a farm. A fine barn
still stands, now serving as stables for the horses of Mrs Maas,
who drives round the village in her 1911 wagonette. Stream
Cottage, also in The Square, had a pocket-sized shop beneath the
lean-to. Next door was the smithy, now a one-day-a-week
surgery, where my wife would watch her pony being shoed. The
windows are modem, but the stone walls speak of its ancient
origin. Quite low, it contrasts with the three-story house
opposite, 'Old Posting', whose name tells you all.
It emerges, then, that Amberley was much more urban than it is
now, a mini-town. But it was also more rural: in 1900 it still had
ten farms; in 1950 five. In 2000 the last was sold for
redevelopment, but of this the cows, quite clearly, have not yet
been informed: there they are, a reminder of those centuries
when livestock were everywhere, in the lanes, the yards, the
hovels, even in the dwellings. A reminder too are the
farmhouses, as are the barns, even though they have mostly been
converted.
Why did Amberley's farmers not sell up their village holdings
and rely on their parcels of surrounding land? That was what
happened elsewhere. But, in order to sell, you must find a buyer,
and who would want to live in damp Amberley? Moreover,
Amberley Mount was too steep for the horse-drawn plough, and
in winter the Wildbrooks were too wet for pasture.
Did Amberley's conservatism playa part, too? Perhaps. Most
families, even within living memory, still kept pigs and hens. In
the census of 184 1, when the parish had eight pubs - we must
now make do with three - only one man gave his occupation as
'publican'. Publicans were small farmers, and in busy times they
would tell their customers to pour their own beer.
Another instance of conservatism is the brick coign. Without
exception, or almost, three long rows alternate with three short
ones. This, you will say, is what one would expect, having been
a convention since the reign of Queen Anne. Here, however, we
would be hard pressed to find any of the variants that the
Victorians introduced, such as a single long row that alternates
with a single short one. Such uniformity!
'Uniformity' is not the word one often applies to this medley of a
village, to which Ian Naim in The Buildings of England even
went so far as to attribute a very 'anthology of building
materials' - citing thatch, tile, brick, flint, half-timber, Burgate
stone and flint. Houses, mainly flint or stone, and cottages,
mainly half-timber, juxtapose each other; and since 1500 the
tendency has been not so much to build larger as to add on:
houses, generally speaking, favour an extra bay, cottages a lean-
to. The materials are local, the methods traditional. However



much the forms may vary, they are all vernacular: there is not a
dwelling in the entire village that one could unhesitatingly
grace with the word 'architectural'. Oh yes, a detail here and
there, but no more. This accounts for the harmony by which so
much diversity is bound.
Another inducement to conservatism is doubtless Amberley's
isolation: even when the main road ran through High Street and
The Square, the chief thoroughfare, Church Street, was a no
through road: it widens on approaching the churchyard, as if in
sympathy with The Square at the other end; then piously veers

to one side, dwindles into a lane, a track, a path, before losing itself
in the wetlands of the Arun valley.

Ed.:-
Professor Foxell is author of Sardinia without Lawrence, published
in 2005 by Hearing Eye, London, 100 pages, price £7.95, ISBN
1870841 867. Portions of it are devoted to D.H. Lawrence in
Greatham. It has been awarded the new international prize for a
travel book, Premio Letterario Lawrence. He also wrote Amberley
Church: A Critical Appreciation. (see Issue No. 23 )

Museum Society News:-
There have been two resignations that affect the
Society in general and the committee in particular.
Ron Ham who, with Joan, was chiefly instrumental
in the establishment of our Museum, has retired from
the post of Chairman. Until the appointment of a
successor, at the next A.G. M., the vice -Chairman,
Philip Beaumont, will preside.
It is difficult to believe that Ron could ever
completely divorce himself from our Museum, and
his huge range of contacts, acquired over many
years, will not be easy to retain. Ron admits that he
needs a break from museums having had, with his
early support for the Amberley Industrial Museum,
about twenty years of very active work. Thank you
Ron!
Nominations for the new Chairman should be sent to
the Secretary at 2, Brow Close, Storrington.
Our second resignation concerns Helen Whittle who
has been our Curator from the start in 2000. She
intends to study for a Ph.D which will need
considerable effort over the next few years. Helen
carried out her duties in very restricted conditions
and the present high standard at the Museum is a
measure of her skill and devotion. Good luck for the
future Helen.
The Assistant Curator, Gina Wilmshurst, has been
appointed as Curator and can always be contacted on
01903892210.

Museum Society Committee:-
Acting Chairman & Vice Chairman:
Philip Beaumont
(Contact No. 01903 744388 )
Secretary: Kate Wise
Treasurer: John Wharmby

Programme Secretary: Pauline Archibald
Membership Secretary: Jean MacWhirter
Publicity Officer: Joan Ham
Education Officer: Sue Chiswell
Members: Trish Colebrook, Meg Everitt, Gena
Grenney, Ron Ham, Ann Hurst, Barbara Lansdown,
Michael Taylor, Brian Walter (St.& SuI. Parish
Council Rep.)

Future Activities:-
Monday, September 11 th- at the OLD SCHOOL:-
"West Sussex Pictures Past", by Martin Hayes
Sunday,September 24:-Victorian Harvest Home-tO a.m. - 4 p.
m.
Monday, October 9:- "The Crop Circle Mystery" by Andy
Thomas
Monday. November 13:- "West Sussex; Past, Present & Future",
by Peter Brandon.
Monday, December 11:- "A Storrington Childhood" by Eric Hues.
Monday, December 18 - Museum Supper
January 8, 2007, "Strong in the Arm, Thick in the Head" by Steve
Harris.
February 12, Amberley Church & Village -by Prof. Nigel Foxell.
March 12, A.G.M.

Future Exhibitions:-
September/ October Exhibition:-
"Victorian Harvest"
November / December Exhibition:-
"Spirit of Christmas"
Finally - A reminder that we still need helpers
to act as Stewards at the Museum, once a month.
If you can help please ring 01903 744388.
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