
 In-Common Sites

 #1 Maps

There is an alluring beauty to this 1792 map of the parish of Brighthelmstone. By far, 
the largest portion of the plan details bright and variously coloured strips of land. 
More reminiscent of a rag rug weave than the patchwork quilt that is yet to become 
emblematic of the English agrarian landscape, the coloured bands represent the 
surviving strip-fields of an open field furlong system. 

If you scan down to the base of the chart and veer left, 
you can survey the settlement of Brighton, a grid of 
streets seven across and three to four deep sketched 
in monochrome with a pinkish tinge. Now, zoom in 
on the territory situated to the far left of the town, the 
lands that abut the boundary to the Parish of Hove, and 
examine what looks like consolidated fields daubed 
in green. Skim back to the centre, where the map and 
Brighthelmstone Parish were divided by the valley of the 
Wellesbourne, a small intermittent stream that annually 
flooded the neighbouring grasslands. These greens were 
the common land and currently form one of our fields of 
study, Valley Gardens. In the eye of the map-maker the 
common appears unremarkable, marked out more by 
the boundaries of the adjoining town and field than as a 
geographical feature in its own right. It is top and tailed 
by the cricket ground and the Stein. 

A plan of the Parish of Brighthelmstone in the year 1792 (copy made by David Laing, Surveyor, 6 Waterloo Place, Brighton, 10 Aug 1838)
Thanks to East Sussex Records for permission to use this image. 



Maps, as a means of picturing the worlds we inhabit, 
have from the earliest times depicted both the physical 
features of the landscape and the ways it has been 
transformed by human activity. Looking at this plan, 
you can locate the hill, down and coastline and detect 
the fabricated roads and buildings, parcelled land for 
agricultural use, and boundary of the parish with its 
administrative sphere. In viewing the historical maps of 
our case study commons, I have come to perceive how

such plans not only symbolise a geographical landscape but tell us stories of past social 
and material relations. This map recounts a chapter in the story of Brighton in its 
transformation from fishing and agricultural settlement to a fashionable leisure resort. I 
wonder, then, whether the road names King and Duke Street, formerly known as Cragg 
Lane, signal in some way the advancement of the town now favoured by the ruling elite. 
For over the preceding decade, King George III’s brother, the Duke of Cumberland, and 
son, the Prince of Wales (later George IV), had become regular Brightonian visitors. 

figures of measurements recorded in a precision 
achievable through the tools and practices of a surveyor. 
The necessity for accuracy in marking out the estates and 
boundaries points towards the purpose of the plan as an 
assertion of local property rights. For maps are drawn up 
not only to record the present but to exert influence on 
the future. How might this visual inventory of property 
rights have acted in the yet to come leases, sales and 
bargains of the rapidly expanding seaside resort?

Through the surveillance of detail, I turn my attention to the information that is 
excluded from the ground plan and recall the seemingly indeterminate space in-
between town and field, the common. Here according to right and custom, commoners 
would have grazed their sheep, and fishermen hauled up their boats for storage. In this 
story-map of land ownership, however, these practices of local inhabitants go unseen. 
The common appears featureless, apart from the depictions of two prescribed territories 
of recreation - the cricket ground and the Stein. The latter is sketched out by a double 
line and hatch symbolising, I surmise, the hurdle fences recently erected to enclose the 
green for genteel perambulation. All surplus value remains invisible.

I might speculate that the patchwork of consolidated fields that we noticed earlier to 
the west of the town, which were registered under the ‘green’ ownership of Thomas 
Kemp Esq., nod towards enclosure. The MP for Lewes, Thomas Kemp, was the largest 
landowner in Brighton at the time. Looking in detail at field and furlong, I observe



It is not only in the maps of old that our urban commons and green spaces can 
appear barely visible. Looking over a map of Valley Gardens today, you may see the 
names of nearby streets with their houses marked individually but in comparison 
the gardens materialise as white space, flecked with the occasional built feature and 
dotted line of a pathway. All our case study commons are similarly presented. In this 
contemporary OS map of the Valley Gardens, Brighton, the common shows up as a 
string of interconnected blank zones within a dense field of geographical information 
of the surrounding city. Small sections of green symbolise the trees encircling the Level, 
the build structure of St Peter’s Church is marked by a central beige rectangle and two 
small circles indicate the sites of historic fountains; but otherwise the uses and personal 
attachments of local people is unmarked. All our case study commons are similarly 
presented. Yet, when we have asked city dwellers to map out their urban commons, we 
uncover a wealth of stories and seldom seen features. A tree is rooted in the memory of 
spying a bird’s nest from on top of a mother’s shoulders, a path is recalled locally by the 
name of the dead cat once found there, a hill is characterised by its facility for sledging 
in snow or mud. To help us fill in the blank spaces, we invite you to plot your own maps 
and inhabit them with your personal stories, memories and observations of your urban 
common.

Dr Siobhan O’Neill June 2021
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