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41. John Brooks and the Disputed Pew

"A Peiw is a certain place in clmrch incompassed with
walnseott, or some other thing, for severall persons to
sitt in Sogether’ wrote Richard Cough, the Reector of
lyddle, Shropshire in 1701, Before going orn to record
the history of tie cccupants of each pew in his churech,
he explained how a pew could be occupied by cne or more
families, and ¢i ov belong to & person or land, but
to & house. If the house was sold, the geat in church
was included Yappurtenances” and s new house did
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wzy to explain the decline in churchk atiendance in the
17th 18th centuri end the subsequent growth of
nonconfernity. By 1818, the Church Puilding Sceiety was
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Reformation few churches had seszts: those that
nen mainly for the wive: of important men. As
churchwardens exercised the
Lagrl custom of sllocat: then in retura for
substantial rents. These rents formed an impertant part
of the church income. In St Lawrence, Reading in 1607,
men and women sat in separate sections; the rents charged
and position of the seats are all listed. These benches
were different from the later box pews built zccording
to their owners' fancy and olften kept under the lock
and key. Tre paupers were crammed on to deal benches
in odd corners,
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The right to occupy a certain pew sometimes led to 2
dispute. 1In Purley, an old man called John Brooks was
asked in June 1723 1o testify that the "seat next to
the pglplt in Purley Church belonged to Westbury Farm
HOHSG“: .A few days later he added that he "would take
an oath in any court of England” about this pew.



Knap, a former servant (probably a farm bailiff) a
stbury Farm also supported the claim. The reason for
is dispute and the outcome are unfortunately not known.

the time¢ of making his statement John Brooks was
most certainly the oldest inhabitant of Purley and

gd known the parish for more than 40 yesrs, Until he
eased fnrming in the porish about 1707, he had Teen

he second largest farmer. He come from Burghfield in
17 to marry Elizabeth Justice, a rich widow of Purlsy,
om this merriage he heldby right all the land which
ishe had inherited from her first husbends it was

sessed in 1699 ot £25 which was 309 of the perish
otal. |

the 19th century the interior of Purley church was
encumbered with large high pews'., They were all

wept away when the church was rebuilt in 1870 and
;epl aced with "modern fittings™ which were zll free,
oday, those hard bench seats have heen fep_“ceﬁ with
omfortable modern chairs, but the churchwarden or
their deputies the sidesmen, still exercisec tﬂelr right
© allocate people to tiheir seats - this time without
ayment of rent.
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