
Most of the oben sbaces -
commons, woods, greens - that
exist in South London remain

today because they were
preserved from development by

collective action. Whether by
rioting, tearing down fences 5;
re-opening up enclosed land, or
by legal agitation, many of the
commons Ã1 barks we know and

love would have been lost if
they hadnôt been actively

defended.
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Those deprived not only lost traditional ways of making a living, or inmany
cases ways of topping up incomes as labourers or craftspeople; they were
experiencing the change in class relations at first hand, losing everything
bar the ability to sell their labour... ñIn an increasinglyl legalistic age, on
unwritten agreement counted for little in the face of the new low

óTorbeare to nunt, chace, molest or hurt the
kingis stagges. . . *"*ô

This process of course did not take place without massive upheavals.
Traditional rights of access to the commons had always been a battle-
ground, not a happy interdependence between landowner and tenants.
One of the biggest areas of dispute was poaching; especially in royal wood-
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' *"ói"ôr;-WI-ilóiiii*.e;l animals, reserved for hunt-

, _- r l ing by aristos. Game Acts,
1 A: like that of 1671, reserved

hunting for the rich and
titled, banning even the pos-

 , session of nets, snares, even
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l e st";
I" oh. 'óii

.1-""ó'

-1"

""""*-I--._f

R

:tr
Lti

""1óñ"óñ --~s..,.__,,, M ~- certain types of dogs. As the
poorôs diet was often short of
meat, poaching was always
widespread. in many areas it

l transcended an individual
- survival technique & grew
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N-17551? HUNTERS (15 P045//535). 1729  into mass collective resist-
 I. it   ance,as in Windsor Great

Park or Cannock Chase, where large numbers would go disguised to poach
en masse. in South London, Dulwich Wood (much larger then than the
woods of that name that survives) was a royal playground: locals were
ordered to "forbeore to hunts, chace, molest or hurt the l<ingôs stagges
with greyhounds, hounds, gunnes or any means whatsoever". Well thatôs
sorted then. No poaching here.

LEVELLERS AND UIGGER5

The first great wave of enclosures of the commons took place in the late

16th to mid 17th centuries. Pressures for greater profits had already led
to "the seizure, of landys ñowned by uthe monasteries by forward-looking
nobles & the rising richer peasantry. Kicking thousand off the commons,
however, meant they kicked back. Already in 1549, there had been mass
rebellion in Norfolk &, elsewhere against enclosures. As enclosure
increased, so did resistance to it. The early 17th century brought mass
open warfare against enclosing landowners: most famously in the midlands
in 1607, where thousands of the landless poor fought the militia, destroy-
ing fences, & breaking open enclosures. Interestingly this was where the
names of Levellers & Diggers were seeminglyfirst adopted or used to
describe these poor rebels. Later of course these names would assume
huge political significance.

SYDENHAM COMMON: ñAbove 500 poore house
holders.. . greatly relieved by the sayde Common. ò
As part of this wave of rebellion, a long anti-enclosure fight was beginning
for Sydenham Common. y
Sydenham Common no longer exists: it covered a large area between mod-
em Sydenham and Forest Hill. The battle against enclosure began around
1605, as a local squire, Henry Newport, attempted to fence a large part
of the common offfor óimprovementô. At this time there were large num-
bers of squatters on the common, encouraged by the lack of restrictions
there on grazing of animals. They supported themselves almost entirely by
raising pig5,.,cows and sheep: "above 500 poore householders with wives
and manye children greatly relieved by soyde Common and would be
utterly undonesyf yt should be unjustlly token from them. ò.
After years of inconclusive legal wrangling',"Newport and his allies tried to
violently evict the poor and enclose the land around 1614. Locals appar-
ently led by the vicar of Lewisham, Abraham Colfe, tried -legal methods of
challenging this, going to court & marching en masse to petition the king
in 1614. But although the court in fact ruled the enclosure illegal, Newport
wouldnôt budge: this led people to adopt the preferred tactic of tearing
down his fences and filling in his ditches. Every time he put fences up
again crowds gathered to break them down. Their men "drove out and
killed sundry of the cottell of the inhabitants.ò But the locals fought
pitched battles & successfully, at least for a while, prevented the enclo-
sure taking root. Eventually the Privy Council ruled that the enclosures
were illegal. & put a stop to them in 1615. Part of the reason why local
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landowners opposed
the enclosure was the
prospect of skint
evicted squatters '
becoming a burden on
the taxpayers of the
parish! Colfeôs more
legal approach was
obviously an attempt
to tone down the via
lent resistance of
local squatters. Not
for the last time,

vicar and other ~Ä;~ó7ñ\ ñr

legal and violent tac-
tics ran in parallel.

BARNES
STORMING

"-'IIIr-p
""' lIn:\

Around the same H
time, a similar
process was under- l
way on Westwoods -
Common, in Barnes.
The monaste that     

had been dissolved in Sllýlýiýflliþfþllilþlfýl.
1531; since then a struggle had been taking place between locals deter-
mined to maintain rights to common pasturing, while new landowners
attempted to enclose land to improve it, ie increase its productivity and
thus its profitability. In 1614a new owner enclosed the whole common,
digging ditches and removing cattle. 100 villagers marched to petition the
king, and a court hearing eventually reversed the enclosure.

Enclosures were often opposed by a section of the establishment.
Especially in the 17th century, the king & certain sections of the nobility
sought óallies among theó rural population against the rising merchant &
improving classes. In this power struggle, pressure could sometimes be

 

put on the authorities, to stop enclosures. There was also an ideological
divide: protecting the poor against too-extreme exploitation as part of a
paternalist, vertically interdependent society opposed to ruthless
destruction of social ties that could lead to mass upheaval.

RICHMOND PARK:  
ódiverse outrages and disordersô

Ruling out some enclosures by lesser mortals didnôt stop king Charles I
from trying his hand at enclosure: always short of cash, he not only
attempted to raise money throughagricultural improvement, but was also
fond of creating vast new hunting parks~._, In the 16205 he established
Richmond Park by simply seizing common land from several parishes
(Richmond, Petersham, Mortlake & small bits of Kingston and Putney
Commons were enclosed) & even annexingô property from wealthy
landowners. Locals lost access to wood cutting & other fuels, to water
supplies, grazing land. Even the kingôs supportersthought this a bad move:
one advised him that such behaviour was likelyto bring about rebellion.
Which of course it did. When Charlie lost his head, Richmond Park, like
other royal property, was seized by the Commonwealth, but the
Restoration led to it being enclosed again. This grievance burned locally
for over 100 years. c s
In the 18th century, the Park was farmed out toilrich politicians 8; royals,
who took the post of óPark Rangerô, which guaranteed a large income for
them (around Ã6,500 a year, a huge sum then) and the crown. Prime
Minister Robert Walpole (a master of. using offices to increase his vast
wealth) effectively held the position (his son was officially the Ranger), and
resisted calls to allow access to the park. The park became a resort of the
nobility and royalty, let in on a ticket or key system: commoners were
excluded. Ladders over the walls were replaced byssman-traps (ouch!)
As the park was full of deer, rabbits and hares, poaching was a local way
of life, especially as neighbouring Wimbledon Common was a notorious
haunt of poachers, deer-ó-stealers & robbers. The enclosure of the Park
stepped up these struggles to bitter heights: between 1723 and 1725 there
was a mini-war between deer-stealers & gamekeepers, involving arson of
keepersô houses, and ódiverse outrages and disordersô. At least 2 poach-
ers were executed. John Huntridge, landlord of the Halfway House Inn on
the wall of the Park, near Robin Hood Gate, was charged with harbouring
deerstealers, but he wasacquitted, to popular acclaim. Walpole backed






























