
 
 

 
 
A Brief History 

Purley-on-Thames is a historic riverside parish and former village, now largely integrated into the 
Reading urban area. Its history is one of riverine industry, aristocraƟc estates, and suburban 
transformaƟon. Situated on a strategic loop of the River Thames, its narraƟve spans from a Saxon 
fishing seƩlement to a centre for milling, brickmaking, and wealthy Victorian villa development, 
before its final absorpƟon as a modern suburb. The parish's character has been successively shaped 



by the power of the river, the wealth of the manor, and the pressure of urban expansion, creaƟng a 
layered landscape where rural past and metropolitan present intersect. 

Terrain 

Purley occupies a disƟncƟve meander of the River Thames, with the village core situated on a 
low gravel terrace within the loop, and later development spreading onto the higher London 
Clay and river gravels to the south. The geology creates a landscape of flat floodplain 
meadows within the meander, rising to gently sloping, well-drained terraces ideal for building. The 
river itself, a constant presence, provided transport, power, and later, recreaƟonal and scenic value. 
Historically, the low-lying land was prone to flooding, while the higher ground offered security and 
prospect, a duality that dictated seƩlement paƩerns. 

What stands out 

The most defining characterisƟc of Purley is its evolving idenƟty and fragmented landscape. It 
retains a disƟnct historic core around St. Mary's Church and the manor (Purley Hall), with elegant 
18th and 19th-century houses. This is juxtaposed with the substanƟal 20th and 21st-century 
suburban housing estates that now dominate the parish. The presence of the Thames Path and the 
river itself provides a conƟnuous green corridor and a reminder of its pre-suburban past. Key 
features include the remnants of its industrial heritage (mill sites, wharves) and the legacy of the 
landed estate in the form of parkland and mature trees now surrounded by housing. It is a place 
where history is preserved in pockets amidst modern development. 

Ancient Trackways 

Purley lay on an important north-south crossing point of the River Thames, with a ferry (and later a 
lock) connecƟng it to Sulham and the Oxfordshire side. An ancient trackway likely followed the line 
of the modern Purley Rise/Purley Lane, descending from the higher ground of the Berkshire Downs 
towards this crossing. This route connected the Thames Valley to the downland parishes to the 
south. Another track ran east-west along the riverbank, part of the long-distance towpath and 
Thames-side route. The ferry made Purley a minor but consistent node in the local transport 
network, especially for movement between Berkshire and Oxfordshire. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

 Mesolithic: Evidence would be found on the higher, drier gravel terraces away from the 
floodplain. 

 Neolithic: The ferƟle river terraces would have aƩracted early farmers. 

 Other Historic Sites: St. Mary's Church (medieval origins, rebuilt 1859). Purley Hall (18th-
century mansion on the site of a medieval manor). Site of Purley Mills (corn and later paper 
mills). Purley Park (landscaped parkland of the Hall). The historic ferry and lock site (Purley 
Lock). Remains of 19th/20th-century brickworks along the river. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Prehistoric finds include Neolithic flint tools and Bronze Age poƩery, typically discovered during 
gravel extracƟon or building work on the terraces. Iron Age finds suggest possible seƩlement on the 
higher ground. Roman finds are present but not dense, indicaƟng farmsteads rather than a major 
seƩlement. Medieval finds are concentrated around the church and manor site: poƩery, metalwork, 
and evidence of fishing and milling. Post-medieval finds are rich and varied, reflecƟng its industrial 



and genteel phases: industrial ceramics from the brickworks, fine poƩery and glass from the Hall, 
and artefacts from the ferry and lock. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. St. Mary's Church, Purley: A Victorian Gothic church in a picturesque churchyard, the historic 
heart. 

2. Purley Hall and Park: An 18th-century Palladian mansion set in surviving parkland (now a 
conference centre). 

3. Purley Lock and Weir: A key Thames navigaƟon point, operaƟonal since the 18th century. 

4. The Thames Path and Riverfront: The defining recreaƟonal and scenic corridor. 

5. Site of Purley Mills: On the riverbank, indicaƟve of the village's industrial past. 

6. The Ferryboat Inn: A historic pub marking the site of the old ferry. 

7. Pockets of Victorian and Edwardian Villas: Remnants of its first suburban phase. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 
Early farming on the ferƟle river terraces. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 
ConƟnued seƩlement; the river used for transport and ritual. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 
Part of the Atrebates territory; seƩlement on defensible higher ground likely. 

꾅 Roman & Saxon Era (1st–9th Century CE) 
Roman farmsteads in the area. The Saxon period is foundaƟonal: "Purley" derives from the Old 
English Pirige-leah — "pear-tree wood or clearing." A fishing and farming seƩlement was established 
within the river loop. 

꾅 Medieval Period (11th–15th Century CE) 
Recorded in Domesday as Porlei, a manor held by the Bishop of Winchester. A church was built. The 
manor controlled the river fisheries and a mill. It was a small but valuable agricultural and fishing 
parish. 

꾅 17th–19th Century CE 
The manor house was rebuilt as a grand country seat (Purley Hall). Milling expanded. The Thames 
navigaƟon was improved with the construcƟon of Purley Lock (1787). In the 19th 
century, brickmaking became a major industry, exploiƟng local clay. The arrival of the Great Western 
Railway (1840s) to the south began its transformaƟon, aƩracƟng wealthy commuters who built 
villas. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The layering in Purley is one of successive overlays and parƟal erasure. The medieval layer is faint 
but present in the church site and manor locaƟon. The 18th-century layer of polite landscape (the 
Hall and its park) is significant. The 19th-century layer is strong: the industrial brickworks, the lock, 
and the first commuter villas. The 20th-century layer is dominant and transformaƟve: large-scale 



suburban housing estates built from the 1930s onwards, which engulfed farmland and fragmented 
the historic landscape. It is a classic example of metropolitan fringe development, where each new 
phase parƟally obscures the last. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

 Prehistoric/Medieval: Riverside farming and fishing parish. UƟlisaƟon of floodplain 
meadows and higher arable land. 

 Post-Medieval (17th–18th C): Estate village and milling centre. Dominated by the manorial 
estate. Water-powered industry. 

 19th Century: Industrial village and early commuter seƩlement. Brickmaking, milling, and 
riverside trade co-exist with villa development. 

 20th–21st Century: Metropolitan suburb. ResidenƟal funcƟon becomes uƩerly dominant. 
Industry disappears. The river and parkland become leisure ameniƟes. A dormitory for 
Reading and beyond. 

Strategic Role 

Purley's strategic role was localised to the river crossing. Controlling the ferry provided a tacƟcal 
advantage for local movement across the Thames. It was never a site of major conflict but could have 
been a minor military objecƟve for controlling river traffic. 

TacƟcal influence 

The river was a tacƟcal barrier. The ferry was a controllable crossing point. In later periods, the lock 
and weir could have been sabotaged to impede navigaƟon. The higher ground offered observaƟon 
points over the river valley. 

PosiƟoning 

PosiƟoned for mixed uƟlity: within a defensive river loop, with ferƟle land, water power for 
mills, clay for industry, and proximity to a major transport corridor (the Thames and later the 
railway) which eventually led to its urban absorpƟon. 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

 Civil War (1642-1651): Purley may have seen minor acƟvity due to its river crossing and 
proximity to Reading (a major garrison). Skirmishes or foraging parƟes are likely. 

 World War II: The Thames was part of the GHQ Stop Line, a defensive network against 
invasion. Purley's riverside locaƟon and the higher ground would have been incorporated 
into this plan, with pillboxes and anƟ-tank obstacles. Its proximity to Reading made it part of 
the air raid zone. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Transport & Crossing: Ferry point, lock on the Thames. 

 Industry: Milling (corn, paper), brick and Ɵle making. 

 Agricultural: River meadow grazing, market gardening. 

 Estate: Centre of a landed estate (Purley Hall). 



 SeƩlement: A village transformed into a suburb. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

Purley represents the northernmost edge of the downland influence, squarely in the Thames 
Valley. It was an outlet for downland produce (wood, grain) via the river to London. Its economy was 
always more aligned with the Thames corridor than the pure downland, acƟng as a transiƟonal 
parish where valley trade and industry met the agricultural hinterland. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The route to the river crossing and the Thames towpath. 

 Sacred Geometry: The church's posiƟon near the manor house reflects the tradiƟonal 
manorial order. The later villa development ignored this, creaƟng a new, secular landscape. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Folklore mixes river tales and estate legends. Stories of the ferryman's ghost, drowned millers, and 
buried treasure on the riverbank. Tales of the grand parƟes at Purley Hall in the 18th century. The 
strong community idenƟty of the old village was diluted by suburban expansion, but is maintained 
through local socieƟes, the church, and the primary school. The annual Purley FesƟval is a modern 
aƩempt to foster community spirit in a changed landscape. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000–4,500 BC) 
Hunter-gatherers on the gravel terraces. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500–2,500 BC) 
Early farming on the river terraces. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500–800 BC) 
SeƩlement conƟnues; river used for transport. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC–50 AD) 
Farmstead on higher ground. 

Roman Period (c. 50–410 AD) 
Farming estate. 

Saxon Period (c. 410–1066 AD) 
"Pear-tree clearing" estate established. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066–1500 AD) 
Manorial centre with church and mill. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 St. Mary's Church, Purley 

 Purley Hall & Park 

 Purley Lock and Weir 

 The Thames Path 



 Site of Purley Mills and Brickworks 

 The Ferryboat Inn site 

 Pockets of historic housing (e.g., around Church Lane) 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

Archaeology in Purley is reacƟve and salvage-based, due to intense development 
pressure. Watching briefs and evaluaƟons during housing construcƟon have uncovered prehistoric, 
Roman, and medieval remains, proving deeper history beneath the suburbs. Industrial 
archaeology studies the mill and brickworks sites. Historic building recording documents the 
remaining old houses before alteraƟon. Landscape analysis tries to reconstruct the pre-suburban 
field paƩerns and estate layout. Here, archaeology acts as a correcƟve to the amnesia of rapid 
urban growth, recovering a lost rural and industrial past. 

Industry 

Prehistoric/Medieval: Farming, fishing, milling. 

Post-Medieval & Modern (–2000 AD): Milling (flour, paper). Thames navigaƟon (lock-keeping, barge 
work). Brick and Ɵle making (19th century major industry). Market gardening (supplying Reading). In 
the 20th century, all industry declined. The railway enabled commuƟng, which became the de facto 
industry. Late 20th-century development is purely residenƟal and service-based. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

Purley has a moderate number of listed buildings, clustered in its historic core: 

 Grade II*: Purley Hall. 

 Grade II: St. Mary's Church; The Lodge to Purley Hall; several 18th and 19th-century houses 
and coƩages near the church and along the river (e.g., Ferry CoƩage, Lock CoƩages); Purley 
Lock and associated structures; the bridge over the lock cut. 

WarƟme History through the ages 

Civil War: Minor involvement due to river crossing. 

World War I: Men from the parish served; local industry may have contributed. 

World War II: Purley's locaƟon was strategically sensiƟve. The Thames was a major part of the GHQ 
Stop Line. Defensive structures (pillboxes, tank traps) were built along the riverbank and on key 
roads. The area was vulnerable to air raids targeƟng Reading's industry and the railway. The 
community experienced blackouts, evacuees, and Home Guard acƟvity. Its riverside locaƟon shiŌed 
from an industrial asset to a defensive line. 

 


