
OCTAVIA HILL (1838-1912) 

 

The view from Mariners Hill is one of the finest along the greensand ridge; a 

green quilt of woodland and meadow ranging from east to west with the distant 

blue rise of Ashdown Forest dominating the south.  It’s a peaceful, uncrowded 

view, all the more welcome when you realise that it’s less than 25 miles from 

Hyde Park Corner.  As a vantage point so close to the city, it has few rivals.   

 

This is free-range country, accessible to all 24 hours a day, seven days a week 

throughout the year, thanks above all to Octavia Hill who, over a nine-year 

period more than a century ago, managed to acquire the crown of Mariners Hill 

on behalf of those who feel ‘the need of quiet, the need of air, the need of 

exercise [and] the sight of sky and of things growing [which] seem human 

needs, common to all men.’  

 

With her marble effigy next to the altar and her remains beneath a yew tree in 

the Holy Trinity churchyard, Crockham Hill’s own saint was one of the great 

Victorian visionaries, a co-founder of the National Trust, a housing reformer 

and champion of the poor who became a legend in her own lifetime. 

 

Born in the Cambridgeshire town of Wisbech on 3rd December 1838, she was 

the eighth daughter (and ninth child) of corn merchant and one-time banker 

James Hill.  A supporter of Robert Owen’s socialist utopianism, her father 

established the town’s first newspaper and built an Infants’ School run by her 

mother, Caroline, who followed the radical theories of Swiss educationalist, 

Johann Pestalozzi.    

 

In 1840 James was declared bankrupt and later suffered a nervous breakdown.  

The family fell on straitened times and moved away from Wisbech.  Caroline 

took her children to Finchley – then little more than a country village – where 

she educated Octavia and her sisters at home with the financial support of her 

father, Dr Thomas Southwood Smith, physician at the London Fever Hospital 

and a pioneer of sanitary reform, from whom Octavia inherited his concern for 

the conditions among which the poor were then living,   

 

The Hill girls were lively, energetic children who were always ‘up in the 

hedges, leaping ditches and climbing trees’ in all weathers.  In later life Octavia 

recalled: ‘There was always something to see – fields full of flowers, hedges 

full of one treasure or another.’ 

 

Of James and Caroline’s daughters, Octavia was the dominant personality, a 

born leader with the certainty of purpose that would prove to be one of her 

many virtues.  At the age of 14 she was plucked by her mother from a carefree 



childhood and put in charge of the workroom at the Ladies Guild, a Christian 

Socialist cooperative in central London.  Managing a group of toy-makers from 

a Ragged School (so called because of the tattered clothes worn by the 

children), Octavia discovered for herself how thin the line between poverty and 

ruin could be, and was shocked by the appalling slum conditions in which the 

girls existed.  Instead of freedom and fresh air, such as Octavia and her sisters 

enjoyed, these girls knew only how to survive. 

 

In 1853 she met John Ruskin who, when the Ladies Guild was forced to close, 

employed her as a copyist working in Dulwich Art Gallery and the National 

Gallery.  Ruskin’s love of nature and beauty in all its forms struck an accord 

with Octavia, and before long the two had formed a close bond of friendship 

that would last more than 20 years. 

 

When he inherited a large sum of money in 1864 and asked what she would do 

in his position, Octavia told him: ‘Something to provide better homes for the 

poor,’ for she had decided by then that her vocation was to be social housing.  

As a result, Ruskin invested some of his inheritance in Octavia’s dream and 

bought for her to manage a terrace of three slum cottages known as ‘Little Hell’ 

in Paradise Place off Marylebone High Street.  There followed five more houses 

in the ironically named Freshwater Place whose ‘one dirty water butt provided 

drinking water.’ 

 

The homes were cleaned and repaired, and from the start Octavia herself 

collected the rent and encouraged her tenants to discuss their problems with her.  

She became the friendly face of landlordism, firm yet compassionate with her 

aim to make ‘lives noble, homes happy and family life good.’  Due to careful 

management the housing stock in her care yielded a return of 5%, which made it 

an attractive investment, enabling her to increase the number of properties so 

that by 1874 she had some 3,000 tenants in housing schemes in Lambeth, 

Deptford, Walworth and Notting Hill.  All of this was more than one person 

could manage on her own, so she recruited a team of women to be her fellow 

workers.  

 

Believing that ‘the healthy gift of air and the joy of plants and flowers’ were 

vital to her tenants’ well-being, she created a playground for children, and 

sought disused graveyards to turn into public gardens with Ruskin providing 

trees and creepers and even loaning the services of his gardener.  

 

Knowing the potential for improved health through fresh air and exercise, she 

arranged outings for her tenants to Hampstead Heath, to Wimbledon and 

Woodford, so when common land and open spaces within the city were 

threatened with development, Octavia was ready to fight for their preservation.  



One of her first campaigns was to save Swiss Cottage Fields to the west of 

Hampstead, in which she joined forces with solicitor Robert Hunter from the 

Commons and Footpaths Preservation Society (now the Open Spaces Society). 

 

The campaign failed, and this, combined with overwork, a public dispute with 

Ruskin and the ending of her brief engagement to barrister Edward Bond, 

brought Octavia close to a breakdown.  Suffering from acute exhaustion, her 

family found her a companion, and in 1878 she and Harriot Yorke (eldest 

daughter of the Rev’d Charles Yorke, vicar of Shenfield in Essex) set off for a 

lengthy recuperation in Europe.  

 

On her return, Octavia became more involved with the Commons and Footpaths 

Preservation Society, fighting to protect not only open spaces within London, 

but farther afield too.  Along with Hardwicke Rawnsley, the clergyman who had 

helped collect rents for her in London before moving to a parish on the edge of 

Windermere, she campaigned to save the Lake District from rampant 

development, and became active in preserving footpaths and viewpoints along 

the greensand hills of Kent which she had come to know intimately. 

 

Octavia’s sister Gertrude, and her husband Charles Lewes, had by now 

discovered The Warren on Crockham Hill Common and were spending many 

weekends and holidays there, sharing their new-found love of the area with 

family and friends. 

 

This was Octavia’s introduction to the greensand ridge, which led to the 

building of Larksfield on the edge of the Common not far from The Warren, 

from which she would encourage visitors to walk the local footpaths equipped 

with ‘at least a pair of secateurs, probably an old sword, and a pair of pliers’ to 

dispose of any obstacles in their way.  She also conducted a survey of all 

footpaths, commons and rights of way in Kent and Surrey, knowing that 

accurate information was vital to any legal battle.  Footpaths, she claimed, were 

‘one of the great common inheritances to which English citizens are born’ but 

many were being lost by ‘judicious planting.’ 

 

A love of the countryside born during childhood among the fields of Finchley, 

reached maturity at Larksfield where she spoke of the wealth of beauty all 

around, ‘the blue of the Ashdown Forest range … seen across the slopes of wild 

hyacinth or meadow grass, the sight of sunset or moon rise.’   

 

Out of this love of the countryside, and the need to protect it, was born The 

National Trust, co-founded by Octavia in 1895 with Robert Hunter and Canon 

Rawnsley, with the aim of preserving places of natural beauty and historic 

interest.  Harriot Yorke was its first treasurer. 



 

Today the National Trust has more than 3 million members.  In its care it has 

historic houses, castles and monuments; it protects over 700 miles of coastline 

and some 617,500 acres of countryside. 

 

All along the greensand ridge where she spent some of her happiest days, 

hundreds of acres are cared for by the Trust – Toys Hill (‘the first beautiful site 

in England dedicated as a memorial’), Ide Hill (‘the breezy hill, wide views, 

woodland glades, tiny spring’) and, of course, Mariners Hill. 

 

Mariners Hill was her own personal gift.  The western edge was bought first, 

and there she erected a seat in memory of her mother.  Slowly she acquired 

more of the hill until only the eastern slope was left.  ‘If we do get this,’ she 

wrote, ‘all our view to the East will be unimpeded land and sky giving delicious 

sense of space. Imagine the joy of that hilltop with all its view and air; leave it 

free for those that love it, and will find joy and peace there for years to come.’ 

 

The day before she died of cancer in 1912, she received a cheque that 

effectively secured the rest of Mariners Hill for the National Trust - for you and 

me and for generations to come.   

 

It serves as a lasting testament to the work and vision of a remarkable woman - 

Crockham Hill’s own saint, Octavia Hill.   
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