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H arold Falkner - as the sub-title of Sam Osmond's book suggests - is a 
stranger and less easily categorised architect, whose personali ry cerrainlyexhib­
ited the 'degree of egocentriciry' that Pamela Morin was prepared to grant the 
arrisr: the word 'maverick' is always in the air. Born in 1875, Falkner lived his 
whole life near or in Farnham, in Surrey, where he died in 1963. All his architec­
tu ral work is concentrated in the Farnham area where, Osmond shows, he was 
responsible for some 30 commercial buildings and some 85 houses; the book 
includes a full list with maps showing the locations on his buildings. O smond's 
well organ ised and lively book - in which he makes good use ofFalkner's own 
aurobiographical and architectural writings-begins with a scene-serring chap­
ter on 'British Architecture in 1900' . T hen we have a chapter on Falkner's earl y 
li fe , stressing the significant influence on him of the principal of the School of 
Art, W. H . Allen , who combined an allegiance ro Arts & C rafts principles with 
an interest in Georgian design and craftsm anship. H e decided to become an 
archi tect, beginning his training by spending two years with a local building 
fi rm, where he learnt to carve mouldings. H e then entered the practice ofRegi­
nald Blomfield, who was at the time developing an interes t in the work of Wren 
and the Georgians. At 21, Falkner inherited the large sum of £10,000, and set up 
his own practice in Farnham. His financial securiry meant that he co uld please 
himself about which commissions he undertook, and gave him a certain free­
dom in relation to his clients. An early commission was a house for Alien, but 
in 1907 and, in O smond's view (supported by two illustrations), 'a fi ne example 
of the fashionable "Wrenaissance" style' . O smond goes on ro consider ' Farn­
ham - the Garden Suburb' - and The Small Country House and Country Cot­
tage', showing Falkner's extensive co ntributions ro the neighbourhood and 
noting that his work was commended by the influential Lawrence Weaver in 
Country Lift. The book is amply furni shed with many of Falkner's excellent 
d rawings, many of which were published in architectural period icals. Chapte r 
Five, 'Falkner and D omestic Garden D esign', reveals that he became a close 
friend ofGenrude Jekyll and came to share many of her ideas; from 1900, 'every 
month for the next thirty years she summoned him by postcard to visit her at 
Munstead' though she never worked with him, as shedid with his better known 
local contemporary, Edwin Lutyens. Chapter Six discusses what Osmond calls 
Falkner's greatest achievement , his overseeing 'the piecemeal reconstructio n of 
Farnham's rown centre ro make it more Georgian'. This was an extraordinary if 
contentious accomplishment, in which he was greatly helped by his fri endship 
with the local politician Charles Borelli . Among other things, it involved in the 
1930S the removal and replacement of the 1862 Town H all and of Norman 
Shaw's huge Elizabethan-style bank of 1867 (which Falkner apparently liked in 
itself and carefully recorded). 

Falkner also recycled two ofShaw's great chimneys onto other nearby build­
ings. The recycling of building materials became one of his most characteristic 
practices, which he was able to indulge particularly in what Chapter seven calls 
T he Dippenhall Fantasy'. Between 1920 and 1963 he built nine private houses 
in this area, on land which belonged to his own fam ily. In discussing these 
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buildings, which he concedes were often strucrurally unsound and certainly 
disregarded building regulations, Osmond shows his greatest enrhusiasm: 
'Despite all rhis, they are works of genius , a brillianr combination ofimagina­
tion with his love of old buildings, some magical architectural fanrasies buried 
among the woods and fields'. Falkner's method, we are told, was to find pieces 
of old buildings - or even complete old barns - and reassemble them into new 
buildings that look old. In the well chosen photographs the buildings look 
attractive, and apparently their currenr owners enjoy living in them , but it is 
interesting to try to relate what is here called 'Falkner's magpie style' to the prin­
ciples of Morris and the SPAB. At all events, by the end of the book the reader 
is very glad to have been introduced to the man who m Roderick Gradidge, evi­
dently a great admirer, once ca lled 'that great Farnham original'. But Osmond 
is fair-minded enough also to quote the judgmenr ofGeorgeSturt, who blamed 
Falkner for the 'm ultitude of villas' going up in what had formerly been the 
open country, and described him as 'the evil genius of this countryside'. 

Peter FauLkner 
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