The George Inn, 46-50 High Street, Steyning – Part 2

Janet Pennington

Part 1 of this article ended with the George (not at 138 High Street, but an earlier
George to the west of the present Post Office), formerly the Swan, sliding down the
social hierarchy of drinking establishments in Steyning. From having been one of the
prime town inns, situated on the north side of the market area, it was poised for
another name change in the first quarter of the 18th century, this time to the King’s
Head. A William Burnett had been running the White Horse inn, dying in 1690 and
by 1699, Mary Burnett, probably his widow, was running the George on the other
side of the High Street. She was there when depositions of witnesses in a law suit
were taken and in 1714 when the Adur River Commissioners met. Mary died in 1720
and in 1726 the building was ‘late an Inne known by the name of George’. 1
A probate inventory survives for all the goods and chattels that belonged to Mary
Burnett at the time of her death. 2 Two neighbours listed and valued all her movable
belongings on 25th July 1720, a legal necessity to prove the will. The inn had four
bedchambers, a kitchen, a shop and a hall, the latter a room rather than an entrance
hall. There was a cellar, with a room over it, a garret (attic room), with a stable and
brewhouse in the yard. The kitchen-cum-drinking room contained a large table, a
dresser, a cupboard, four joined stools (made by a joiner), a settle, two benches, six
bullrush-bottomed chairs and shelves for the pewterware. The hearth had three spits,
ten iron skewers, a toasting iron, various fireirons, a frying pan, a basting ladle and an
egg spoon, the latter being a much larger spoon than we use today. There was a jack
with its weight and lines for turning the spits, together with two brass chafing dishes
for keeping food hot, and an iron kettle. A kettle was an open pan for boiling water,
not a tea kettle, which would have been described as such had Mary owned one.
There was a cruet and a pair of tobacco tongs, the latter for taking a glowing ember
from the fire to light the tobacco in a clay pipe. A well bucket and rope were listed
too.
The lighting equipment was gathered in the kitchen for the appraisers to list,
comprising 17 iron candlesticks, with one of pewter and two of brass. There was also
a lantern for trips to the inn yard. The drinking equipment was divided into two
sections, one for beer and the other for wine. Mary had 14 beer glasses, five pewter
quartern pots (a fourth part of a pint) and 11 pewter pint pots. There were two pewter
basins and a punch bowl. For the wine drinkers there were two pewter wine quarts
(each with a two pint capacity), five pewter wine pints, two pewter half pints, two
quarterns and a half quartern. She also had a coffee pot, seven knives and a dozen
forks. Travellers usually carried their own knives and spoons. There were plenty of
pewter plates and dishes, together with a cheese plate, a pie plate and two salts (dishes
holding salt). She had 43 table napkins and 11 tablecloths, revealing that catering was
important at the inn, especially on market days.
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Left: ‘Copy of Map used in obtaining the Act for the turnpike Road from Horsham to Steyning in
1763’. Note that Church Street has been omitted. Right: Close-up of 1763 map, showing the Market
House (demolished in 1771) in the middle of the High Street. The George inn was in the area above
the ‘n’ and ‘g’ of ‘Steyning Town’. WSRO, Add. MS, 37,521.

Much of the eating and drinking would have taken place in Mary Burnett’s first floor
‘Great Chamber’ which doubled as a meeting room with its leather, bullrushbottomed, ash and alder chairs, together with various tables. The inn also served
coffee, which would have been an expensive and fashionable drink at this time. The
cellar contents at Mary’s death in 1720 are typical of many country town inns in the
early-18th century. She had five hogsheads (51-54 gallons of beer in each), eight half
hogsheads, three keelers (shallow tubs), four stallages (stands for casks), three butts
(the equivalent of two hogsheads each), three pipes (usually for wine, casks of c.105
gallons each), seven firkins (a cask of nine gallon capacity), two powdering tubs for
salting meat and nine dozen bottles for decanting the wine. No spirits are mentioned,
but the punch bowl hints at them. The inn had a brewhouse containing two furnaces, a
mash tub, a malt stirrer, coolers, sieves and buckets.
The bedchambers could sleep 16 people or more and her inn servants probably slept
in the garret. There were feather beds with plenty of sheets, blankets and coverlets,
looking glasses and window curtains. The shop is a bit of a mystery, containing a bed,
table, bench, flasket (a long shallow basket) and window curtains, so was doubling as
an extra guest chamber, though what business, if any, was carried on there is
unknown. Often innkeepers had another occupation, butchery, baking and barbering
being some of the linked trades. The stable at the rear of the inn contained horse
cloths, three halters, a curry comb and other related equipment, but also two bowls
and nine pins, as well as six pairs of slippers. So ‘skittles’ would have been played,
and the slippers were for riders to change into, taking off their muddy boots as they
entered the inn.
In 1722, two years after Mary’s death, the George was sold to Thomas Swain, tallow
chandler, for £250 (about £20,000 in modern terms) with its ‘…barns, stables,
outhouses, orchards, gardens and 2 closes of meadow or pasture land with 3 acres in
Steyning …[now] in occupation of William Burnett and Edward Young or their
assigns.’ 3 William Burnett was probably the son of the deceased William and Mary,
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and it sounds as though the building was in two tenancies. Swain was soon in trouble,
owing at least two year’s arrears of rent to the Duke of Norfolk, who owned the inn
until 1869. 4 Swain took out a mortgage of £100 from a Brighton mariner in 1733,
dying two years later. Thomas Swain junior borrowed more money and finally sold
off the three acres of land, Highland Crofts, in 1749 for £120 (about £10,000 today)
and in 1750 assigned the mortgage to a Hailsham yeoman. In 1752 ‘…the George inn,
now the King’s Head…’ was sold to James Tilly, another tallow chandler, for £99
12s. 6d. (about £8,500 today), at a considerable loss. So between Mary Burnett’s
death in 1720, and James Tilly’s purchase of 1752, the inn’s name had been changed
from the George to the King’s Head. A ‘new’ George then presumably opened up in
the medieval building at 138 High Street and readers may remember it closing in
1958. 5
The last known reference to the King’s Head on the 46-50 High Street site is in 1805.
‘Tenement formerly called the George inn, afterwards the King’s Head inn, with all
stables, outhouses, buildings, etc. belonging, purchased by James Tilly, late father of
John Tilly, a grocer, from Thomas Swain’. 6 The selling and mortgaging of the
building between 1722 and 1752 is complicated to say the least, and anyone interested
can read the details at Steyning Library or Museum. 7 The building eventually became
three separate shops and dwellings, no doubt connected with the corrupt voting
practices in the town. Steyning was a ‘Rotten Borough’, one of the many English
towns that returned Members of Parliament on a small number of votes. Steyning
usually returned two MPs on less than 100 votes. 8 Amongst other criteria, voters had
to live in houses built ‘on old foundations’ and many of the older houses in the town
were gradually split up. This was known as ‘faggot voting’, each dwelling supposedly
containing a chimney with an oven, which was frequently not the case. The main
property owners in the town, the Dukes of Norfolk of Arundel, the Honeywoods of
Horsham and the Gorings of Wiston, used this disgracefully corrupt system to return
their own chosen MPs, at least until the Reform Act of 1832. Split buildings became
more valuable to their owners as voting assets. Often just one part of a building
continued trading as an inn, which is what probably happened to the old inn in which
the King’s Head became just one of the several tenancies. 9
It is difficult now to imagine an imposing timber-framed inn next to the Post Office,
with the market house outside in the middle of the street causing problems for horsedrawn traffic coming through the town. The former Swan/George would have
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originally taken up the whole range of 46-50 High Street, with an entrance somewhere
into the stable yard.
The shopkeepers kindly gave me access to their buildings during the summer of 2010.
I was able to look into the roof of Morgans (no.48), and to go into the adjoining
cellars of Morgans and Steyning Pet Shop (no. 46) which are well-built in brick, with
a big relieving arch under no. 46 that would have made good storage for wine bottles.
These were usually stacked on their sides one above the other. The Sussex Produce
Company (no. 50) does not have roof access, neither does the Pet Shop, though
timber-framing can be seen on the ground floor of the latter. The Charity Shop (no.
52) has plenty of timber-framing, though it was not possible to access the first floor or
roof.

52 High Street on the left of the former George inn, with an entrance to the former inn yard

The Charity Shop was probably part of a medieval house that extended over the area
of what is now Bunce’s (no. 54), and was later joined to no. 50. When the timberframing is analysed, the shop at 52 High Street stands at an angle to the inn range,
which has been much rebuilt. Part of the roof of no. 48 has a ridge board, showing
that it was built in the mid-18th century or later, though many of the re-used roof
timbers are much older. The Laceys considered that the ‘three shops…have been
reconstructed from an earlier 3-bay building by including the space next Aubreys
[now the Charity Shop] even though the two buildings were not in line. The original
structure remains unknown’. 10 And so it does. While the documents speak volumes,
the buildings remain silent. Interestingly all four shops are still in one ownership.
There is a timber-framed section at the back of no. 48 that must be part of the 17th
century inn, and an even older section remains in the former inn yard, which has not
yet been examined. So, hopefully there is more to discover. I could ask myself which
part or parts of the present building’s footprint might have been the inn before and
after it had been split up. It is hard to say, and I think all one can do is to continue to
shop in all parts of the former Swan/George/King’s Head and listen out for the clink
of pewter pint pots.
Again with many thanks to:- Mrs. Kate Barton, Steyning Pet Shop, 46 High Street;
Chris Morgan, Fishmonger, 48 High Street; Nick Hempleman, The Sussex Produce
Company, 50 High Street (and Ben who carried the ladder); Rachel, the relief
manageress of Cancer Research UK Charity Shop at 52 High Street.
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