
Medieval 
Farnham 

the Medieval period? 
Although the medieval period is not a topic which is usually 
looked at in-depth until Key Stage 3, it is an excellent period to 
introduce early on, even in Key Stage 1 primary curriculum. This 
stage in history education is when significant events on a      
national scale – such as the Norman Conquest – are addressed, 
which the transformation of the country through the                            
introduction of castle fortifications, Romanesque architecture 
and planned nucleated settlements attest to. At the younger   
level, castles and knights are certainly the most appropriate and 
relatable subject, and lessons can expand to incorporate aspects 
of daily life – domestic conditions, health and medicine,        
industry, social relationships – as well as military technology 
which is the usual focus for castle studies. In addition to Art and 
Drama, the wealth of documents for this period ties particularly 
well to English work, leaving a range of lesson options available. 

Suggested sources (a good internet search will result in more!) 

Historic England’s educational resources - historicengland.org.uk/ 

     services-skills/education  

BBC Hands on history - www.bbc.co.uk/history/handsonhistory/  

British Library - www.bl.uk/the-middle-ages/teaching-resources  

The National Archives - www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/sessions-   

     and-resources/  

Young Archaeologists’ Club - www.yac-uk.org 

Local loans boxes are also available from the Museum, Surrey 
Archaeological Society and Surrey County Archaeological Unit  

 

Want to learn about  Find out more about Farnham’s unique past 

The Museum of Farnham is an accredited and award-
winning museum situated within the Georgian Grade 
I-listed Willmer House. Within its local studies library 
and stores it holds the largest collection of archives 
from the area, and it runs temporary exhibitions and 
events throughout the year, including the regular  
lecture series organised by the Museum Society. 

www.farnhammaltings.com/museum 
 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 

Much of what we know about Farnham’s early past 
comes from the work of local archaeologists in the 
Surrey Archaeological Society, who run fieldwork and 
heritage outreach projects in the Farnham area,     
including the community dig Finding Farnham. 

www.surreyarchaeology.org.uk 

Other links   
Farnham & District Museum Society - www.farnhammuseumsociety.org.uk 

The Farnham Society - farnhamsociety.org.uk  
Farnham Castle - www.farnhamcastle.com 

Surrey History Centre - www.surreycc.gov.uk/culture-and-leisure/history-centre 

Surrey Heritage (Exploring Surrey’s Past) - www.exploringsurreyspast.org.uk 

Wrecclesham History project - wreccleshamhistory.wordpress.com 

Hale History project - www.halehistoryproject.co.uk 
Rural Life Centre - rural-life.org.uk 
Guildford Museum - guildford.gov.uk/museum 
Curtis & Aldershot Military Museum - www.hampshireculture.org.uk 

 

Tile-making 

Although local clay beds make both pottery and tile-making 
expansive industries for Farnham in the medieval period, 
the number of tile kilns from the town suggest its                             
production was particularly large-scale and successful. 

Tile production   
tended to be a rural 
industry, with kilns 
often built where the 
floors were to be laid, 
and it did not come 
into frequent use until 
the 13th century when 
it was still  largely  
confined to royal or 
monastic sites. As the 
tiles could be       
complicated to lay, 
they were never mass-produced and almost always made 
near the site so they could be ‘made to order’.   

Work in the medieval tileries was seasonal, as the required 
clay was dug and left in heaps in the autumn, turned and 
prepared in the winter, and used to either repair or build 
new kilns in the spring. The tile-making then began, though 
this was a time-consuming process, which started by rolling 
the clay onto sanded forming tables, shaping – through  
either shallow wooden forms (moulds) or cutting with a 
template – and smoothing. The tiles then needed to be 
dried, before they were – in some cases – glazed, decorated, 
trimmed and fired. 

Unlike earlier pottery kilns, medieval tile kilns were more 
sophisticated. A rectangular furnace provided insulation and 

support, with arched 
furnace chambers – 
fired from a fire-box – 
supporting the oven.  

Reconstruction of 13th century Borelli Yard tile kiln 
© J Farrant, after N Riall and V Shelton-Bunn 1989  
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For more information, images and pdfs of leaflets visit 
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Activity ideas: 

AD 1066 - 1485 

In October 1066 William of Normandy landed his invasion 
force near Pevensey and – as a result of his defeat of the    
Saxon king Harold at Hastings – began his conquest of     
England. What ensued over the next few years was a gradual 
takeover of territory, with the destruction of property                         
belonging to anyone who tried to resist and replacement of 
Saxon lords by Normans who owed loyalty to the new king.  

One of the most obvious landscape changes was the rise in 
both castle and church building. The newly created lords also 
increased the number of small churches tied to the local   
manors, and many of the French monastic orders – including 
the Cistercians who built their first abbey at Waverley –     
established great abbeys and priories across the country.    
William particularly encouraged those barons loyal to him to 
erect castles – monuments as much for statements of power 
as they were for defence – which ranged greatly in both size 
and form, from small motte and baileys as at Abinger in    
Surrey, to great stone keeps which can be seen at Guildford. 

Market towns – such as Guildford, Farnham and Godalming 
– also sprang up in the 12th and 13th century, and the rural 
countryside was equally productive through farming and    
industries such as glass-making, stone quarrying, pottery and 
tile production. Fortunes changed though in the 14th century 
and the arrival of plague, with the desolated population left to 
either move into the towns for work, or alternatively stay and 
eventually thrive prosper enough to become the new gentry.  

Middle Saxon 

Moated homesteads common 
AD 1135 AD 1066 AD 1399 AD 1485 

(Left) flat roof tiles from Borelli 
Yard (N Riall) and (right) pegged 
tiles from Farnham Park kiln 
(Photo by D Graham) 

The Saxon Period 

Timeline 

AD 1066 - William of Normandy lands at Pevensey and  
     defeats Harold at Hastings 

AD 1066-1150 - Period of castle building in Surrey 

AD 1069-1070 - ‘Harrying of the North’ 

AD 1077 - Bayeux Tapestry is completed 

AD 1085-1086 - Great Domesday Survey is undertaken 

AD 1095 - Pope Urban II calls First (‘holy war’) Crusade 

c. AD 1096 - Oxford University is founded 

AD 1100-1250 - New towns and villages established 

AD 1128 - First Cistercian house in Britain at Waverley 

AD 1135-1154 - Period of civil war (Anarchy) with King  
     Stephen and Empress Matilda vying for throne 

AD 1169 - English conquest of Ireland begins 

AD 1170 - Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, is  
     murdered  

AD 1200-1325 - Moated homesteads become common 

AD 1215 - Signing of Magna Carta, which is sealed at  
     Runnymede 

AD 1312 - Suppression of Knights Templar 

AD 1314 - Battle of Bannockburn 

AD 1337-1453 - Hundred Years War 

AD 1348 - First wave of bubonic plague (‘Black Death’) 

AD 1381 - The Peasants’ Revolt 

AD 1387 - Chaucer begins Canterbury Tales 

AD 1415 - Henry V defeats French at Agincourt 

AD 1476 - Caxton’s first printing press in England 

AD 1455-1485 - Wars of the Roses, ending with Henry  
     Tudor defeating Richard III at Battle of Bosworth 
 

 

Some further sources 

Blair, J. (1991) Early Medieval Surrey: landholding, church and settlement before  
     1300 

Dyer, C. (2001) Everyday Life in Medieval England 

Etienne, R. (1935) Medieaval Farnham: everyday life in an Episcopal Manor 

Heather, P. (2009) A History of Farnham Park  

Hunt, R. (2002) Hidden Depths: an archaeological exploration of Surrey’s Past 

Historic England publications (many intro guides as online PDFs) -  
     historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/   

Build a cardboard 
castle! 

NORMAN KINGS 

Guildford Castle, Surrey, 
built soon after AD 1066 

ANARCHY  LANCASTER/YORK HOUSES PLANTAGENETS 

AD 1154 

New towns and villages widespread  Surrey castles constructed 

Artwork by Victor Ambrus 

http://www.farnhammaltings.com/museum
http://www.surreyarchaeology.org.uk
http://www.farnham.gov.uk/hiddenheritage
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