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WITH ILLUSTRATIONS BY THE LATE W. B. SHOOSMITH

IN these columns last year I gave some memories of Northamptonshire newspapers and
politics, starting three-quarters of a century ago. At about the same time I began eager observation of local government: ' there is perhaps no one else now living who, so long since, attended
urban and rural council meetings in the county.
There were two contrary policies in local government during the 19th century and I saw
both in full operation. Under the first the practice was to have a separate public authority for
each of some important services: Boards of Guardians for the Poor Law, Highway Boards for
rural roads, School Boards for elementary education, and so on. Towards the end of the century
opinion turned against these ad hoc bodies and, one after another, they disappeared. 1
The public authorities I knew seventy years ago and over were a curious jumble. County
Quarter Sessions, biggest of them all, was in the main hereditary-a sort of House of Lords
-for the justices of the peace who' comprised it were landowners, and when the heir succeeded
to the estate he became a justice almost as a matter of course. Town Councils and School Boards
were elected by ballot. For Boards of Guardians, Highway Boards and some others there was
plural voting and no ballot; voting papers were left at the electors' houses and collected a day
or two later. For Guardians, who existed to save the very poor from starvation, those with the
highest rateable value could give as many as . twelve votes.
School Boards did not exist everywhere. They were established only in areas, large or
small, where there was a deficiency of school aGcommodation. In one respect the method of
their election was peculiar. Each elector had as many votes as there were members of the Board.
If there were eleven members, as in Northampton, and thirteen candidates he might give one
vote each to eleven of them, or all eleven to 'one, or distribute them as he chose. This was
called the cumulative vote. It was difficult to organise and party agents rejoiced when it
disappeared . .
The Boards of Guardians, set up under the Poor Law Act of 1834, represented groups of
adjacent parishes whJch might be all rural or all urban, and usually comprised some of both.
They were often given a bad name and it was a trying ordeal for any indigent person to appear
before even the most considerate of them. Here is a stray memory of the Towcester Board over
seventy years ago. A timid little woman was shown into the room and stood facing the chairman,
a good-natured farmer named Messenger. When he asked what she wanted she bobbed and said
in a low voice, "I've come to see the Boord, sir." He glanced round the room with a grin and
replied, "Well, look at it then !" There was a roar of laughter but what amused the members
frightened the poor 'creature who had come for their help. The old Duke of Grafton, who sat at
one end of the long table, saw nothing to laugh at. Applications for relief; by the way, were not
reported in the papers.
C,?unty Quarter .Sessions was the most independent public authority in the country, even
including Parliament. As its members were nominees of the Crown there were no elections,
1

Highway Boards were abolished in 1894, School Boards in 1902 and Boards of Guardians in 1929.
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and it was free from Government control until, after 1856, in respect to the police. Unquestionably
it was the most competent of local governing bodies. The average quality of its members may
" Borough Council but a few were incomnot have been much above that of the Northampton
parably superior land many were men of leisure.
Yet no one thinks today that Lord Spencer ("The Red Earl," then Lord Lieutenant) was
premature when towards the mid-1880's, he took the initiative in bringing into Quarter
. Sessions a few men outside the landed class. The first, I think, were N. P. Sharman of Wellingborough and J. T. Stockburn of Kettering. Though they were both men of standing in the
public life of the county their appointment was for a time bitterly resented in some quarters. I
was there when they first appeared at an administrative meeting of Sessions and remember how
isolated they seemed to be, until Robert Spencer,2 whose political friends they were, left his
place and sat by them. Hostility to them soon vanished and in a few years the doors were thrown
wide open. Under an Act of Parliament passed in 1888 the administrative functions of the justices
were transferred to the new County Council which has never had any class barriers. The new
Act, however, did not touch their most ancient functions. They were still "of the peace." Petty
Sessions and Quarter Sessions went on as before and landowners nearly monopolised the bench
for a time longer. Democratic politicians, of course, denounced this, and there was caustic irony
in the couplet that was familiar in every village:
"God bless the squire and his relations,
And keep us in our proper stations."

But there was, I think, no general and substantial grievance against the justices except in
relation to the game laws. Ordinary decent folk, who had no sympathy with the poacher, felt
that the dice were loaded against him when game cases at petty sessions were tried by game
preservers. That, of course, has long ceased to be true: a generation has passed since the Bench
became as free from class barriers as the County Council.
Even before these changes began, the official duties of County justices, administrative as
well as magisterial, were not the most important of the functions that were squarely fixed on
their shoulders. How the whole framework of life and industry in rural England was under their
governance I briefly outlined long ago in a few sentences:
"The squire owned most-it might be all-of the real estate in the parish. Land could not
be tilled, houses could not be lived in, without his leave. If his parishioners broke the law, he
and other squires were their judges. Only with their licence could the village inn be kept open
or the pedlar ply from door to door. Quarter Sessions being the police authority, the local
policeman was his chosen instrument. As the patron of the living he nominated the parson ;
and his consent 'hlight b~ necessary in the appointment of the schoolmaster. Socially he was
the overlord."
Such was the authority of the county justices, not in the plenitude of their strength, but
in what remained to them when they had already been stripped of much of their old powers. No
wonder that landowners, with squires as their main body, were for centuries the master-class
in English politics and government.
\.
2 The Hon. Charles Robert Spencer would have
borne the courtesy title of Viscount Althorp if he had
been the son of the Fifth Earl Spencer; they were
half-brothers and after he had been in the House of
Commons for twenty years they were in the House
of Lords together for five years. His title was Viscount
Althorp but it was a new peerage conferred upon

n
I

him when he became Lord Chamberlain. Two
Vis counties of Althorp are now attached to the
earldom: the first, created in 1765, is of Great
Britain, the other (1905) . of the United Kingdom.
Robert became the sixth Earl Spencer in 1910 and
then also . succeeded his half-brother as Lord
Lieutenant.
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We do not think of them as intellectuals, though leaders of culture ~ppeared among them
now and then. There was one of these in Northamptonshire at the time of which I am writing:
Sir Henry Dryden of Canons Ashby, one of whose ancestors was elder brother of John DrydenJ
the greatest writer the county has produced. Tudors were the reigning dynasty when the family
came here from Cumberland and they have been at Canons Ashby for four centuries. A
baronetcy was conferred on one of them over three hundred years ago, and when it became
extinct, there was another creation, and the Henry Dryden I knew was the fourth holder of the
title in this second line. He was already a veteran and, when he died in 1899, had taken a worthy
part in public life for nearly sixty years. As long ago as 1844 he was High Sheriff when Queen
Victoria made a remarkable progress through the County. She was visiting the Marquess of
Exeter, and the most convenient station on the new
railway was Weedon, whence the Royal party travelled
about forty-five miles by road through Northampton to
Burghley House. _Sir Henry rode the whole distance
behind the Queen's carriage.
From then on Sir Henry was tireless in a wide variety
of"public work: in and around charming Canons Ashby,
on the local Bench and at Quarter Sessions, upholding
Toryism in his part of the county,3 and in diligent
research which made him one of the most accomplished
antiquaries in the' Midlands. His lectures, lively and
gay ~s well as informing, were heard with the greater
delight because he liked to shock people: by him,
indeed, they rather liked to be shocked. I remember
an archaeological meeting one Saturday afternoon in
what is now the Gold Street Conservative Club and
was then occupied by the Religious and Useful Knowledge . Society (called by scoffers "The Religious and
Useless"). Another meeting in the same room had
ended shortly before and a few clergymen . who had
attended it were talking father noisily at the back. '
SIR HENRY DRYDEN
After milder and ineffective expressions of his annoyance
o
Sir Henry exclaimed: "Will you damn parsons keep quiet!" They did.
Another memory shows him in his own country. I was it passenger on the railway that then
ran (with some occasional aberrations) from Blisworth to Stratford-on-Avon. On this occasion
there was a protracted halt at Moreton Pinkney. I looked out of the window and found the old
station-master leaning over the gate at the level crossing. To my inquiry why we were so long
delayed he replied, "Whoy, Sir 'enry ain't come yit !" Then, turning his back .o n me, he resumed
his watch of the road from Canons Ashby. His patience was soon rewarded by the arrival of
"Sir 'enry", sitting bolt upright and driving himself in one of the highest gigs I ever saw. Next
only to the poet he was the most famous of all the Drydens ; and there hks been no one like him
in this century.
3 The Drydens were not always on the Right in
politics. One of Sir Henry's ancestors was iin-

prisoned for refusing a loan to Charles 1. Two
Dryden baronets were stout supporters of Cromwell.
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The old order did not die in 1889 but rather was merged with the new. The best of the
justices were then el~cted members of the County Council, and some of them remained members to the end of their lives. Lord Spencer was tlie first chairman, and when, three years later,
he again became ~ Cabinet Minister, he was succeeded by S. G. Stopford Sackville, himself of
Cabinet calibre. As he was, at the same time, chairman of Quarter Sessions he was fully typical
of the old regime. It was fortunate also that H. P. Markham, who for long had been the chief
County official, became the first clerk of the new Council.
H. P. Markham was one of a family of solicitors which for generations had been influential
in town and country. While still a young man he was Under-Sheriff and then, for nearly all the
rest of his working life, Clerk of the Peace, an office which made him legal adviser of Quarter
Session~ alike in its administrative work and as a court of law. It seems very remarkable now that
an official of such importance, acting for the whole County (except the Soke) was a part-timer.
Not only did he continue in private practice and bec~me head of his family firm, but he was
an active Tory politician in the Borough of Northampton, a member of the Town Council for
many years, and once Mayor. He had fortunately withdrawn from that field when the election of the first
County Council gave opportunity for the most notable
exercise of his public spirit. Though over seventy, he
was persuaded to accept the clerkship, and well earned
much of the credit for the smooth transfer of power
from the old authority to the new. There was no more
likeable man in the public service.
Of the new men in the Council, J. Rennie Wilkinson
became, perhaps, the most influential. He was a very
exceptional person. The son of a prosperous Yorkshire
manufacturer, he came south when a young man and
bought a small landed estate at Addington near Thrapston. Apart from the demands of a bank directorship,
he was soon giving the whole of his time to public
affairs. He was a devout Christian, a practical philanthropist, in character blameless, and in manners gentle.
MR. H. P. MARKHAM
With aofirst-class brain he soon mastered the chief
CLERK OF THE PEACE
problems with which the Council had to deal. His
ability and fair~dedness so impressed his colleagues that, after three years, he succeeded
Stopford Sackville as vice-chairman, a remarkable compliment for a newcomer to the County.
The ablest of the young men in the first COUncil, Ryland Adkins, remained a member until
his death in 1925 and was chairman in his last five years. He was highly gifted, versatile and
ambitious. His mind moved swiftly and he both wrote and spoke with ease: a handicap on the
platform, though not in writing where he must be concise. I mentioned a year ago his charming
studies of forty Northamptonshire men in "Our County," published in 1893. He was aware of
his flair for such appraisals, and in after years wrote perhaps as many more that are now ,buried
in the files of the Mercury.
i\
Though a poor lawyer, he was a brilliant advocate, but did not allow his practice at the Bar
to interfere overmuch with his political and other interests. For sixteen years he was the Liberal
member for a Lancashire division in the House of" Commons. In Northamptonshire constitu-
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encies he was an omnipresent wirepuller who Gould not be happy if a Pa~liamentary candidate
was adopted or magistrates nominated without his guidance. 4
Though the town Liberals disliked his managing ways, he could not stand aloof even there
when candidates were wanted; and it was on one of those occasions in the summer of 1909
that I witnessed what was surely his most audacious exploit in getting his own way. He was
backing a London barrister Ca close friend of Asquith) and arranged a small dinner party at the
Grand Hotel to follow a meeting in a village near by. The meeting was so prolonged that he and
his friend did not arrive at the hotel until just before closing time. Dinner, he was told, could
not be served then.
"Nonsense!" Adkins exclaimed. Three borough magistrates and a solicitor were among
his guests and he straightway applied for an extension of hours until twelve o'clock. There was,
I think, no oral decision. But we had our dinner and at midnight two teetotal justices were
peering up and down Gold Street to make sure that no one saw their exit. I have always thought
that two K.C.'s, a solicitor, three justices and an editor might have been convicted for being
unlawfully on licensed premises that night.
In Parliament Adkins rather disappointed his. friends. His speeches were admired and
talked about; he was knighted and made Recorder of Birmingham Cone of the best of the
Recorderships), but Government office, the reward M.P.'s most covet, never came to him. He
made some enemies but, though I gave him much political provocation, my own friendship with
him was never weakened.
While Northampton towp-, in relation to the county, was no less important seventy-five
years ago, it was in all material respects much smaller than it is now. The population did not
exceed 50,000; the area of the borough was so restricted that a good pedestrian could walk from
centre to circumference in ten minutes. On the Harborough Road it ended in Kingsthorpe
Hollow. To the West and South the river was the boundary. There was no residential area on
the Billing Road beyond St. Andrew's Asylum. From the middle of West Street, off Wellingborough Road, a pleasant path across fields led to the isolated and privately owned Abington
Park. Off the Kettering Road houses extended only here and there as far as the Racecourse,
though beyond it the Kingsley Park suburb was already built.
"It'is the ideal size for a town," a friend used to tell me. "Churches and chapels, Town
Hall, places of entertainment, the chief shops and the great Market Square are all within easy
reach of the whole population." And, of course, people must live near to their work. Against
those advantages must be set the ugly fact that the existing area meant overcrowding and slums.
The bicycle was beginning to give some relief, but a quarter-of-a-century passed before the
motor car and motor 'buses on main roads made it possible for the town to stretch outwards.
Of the half-dozen public authorities 'whose meetings I attended in Northampton not one
then had full-time chief officials. Even the Town Clerk, William Shoosmith, was a part-timer;
it was to his' firm's office at the bottom of Newland that I went once a month to see the minutes
of Corporation committees. The School Board's clerk, member of an old Northampton family,
4 In the larger boroughs appointment as a justice
was the most acceptable reward for party political
services. The grab for it, especially after elections,
was sometimes scandalous, and Lord Chancellor ·
Lorebum put an end to this in 1914 by setting up
Advisory Committees in Counties and County

Boroughs. These Committees consisted of party
representatives whose confidential recommendations
shared the spoils on an agreed basis. The Lord
Lieutenants, or in Boroughs the Recorders, finally
decided on the lists to be submitted to the Lord
Chancellor for appointment.
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was J. B. Hensman: his office was in St. Giles's Street and he was also clerk to the Borough
magistrates. William 'Tomalin, the Clerk to the Board of Guardians, which did its business at
the Workhous'e, appeared on Saturdays as clerk to me County Petty Sessions for the Northampton
division. The oV~lrseers' office was in Newland. In the St. James's district, then outside the
municipal Borough, there was a Local Board which met at the office of its clerk, Mr. Walker,
on the Market Square. Far Cotton, also extra-municipal, had a School Board which very properly
met at its one and only school.
.
And there was the parish vestry, oldest of all local public authorities and regarded ·by many
as though it still exercised functions in local government. For centuries, of course, it did. Through
its officers, churchwardens and overseers, it long administered the Poor Law, and within the
memory of middle-aged people, it could levy a rate on the parish in aid of church expenses. In
the first half of last century this caused violent controversy. By common law, all householders
in the patish could attend and take part in vestry meetings and, while the church rate was still
a lawful imposition, the right was freely exercised by members of all denominations. That was
now a thing of the past: the church rate was abolished by Parliament in 1868. But the ugly
spirit survived here and there and I remember in Northampton some crewded and disputatious
Easter vestry meetings that had little relation to the Church's welfare. s
Town Council election records establish one very interesting fact. While its functions now
affect the lives of the people vastly more, the electors' interest has diminished. The much smaller
electorate of seventy years ago had a higher standard of responsibility : the percentage voting
was often nearly twice as large as it has sometimes been of late. it may be, perhaps, that householders who were the voters then' still poll largely and that most of the absentees are among the
vast number enfranchised since. The Borough then consisted of only three wards : the South
always a Conservative stronghold ; the West where the Liberals were easily dominant ; and
the East in which both sides had a sporting chance. It was . the East, therefore, that gave a
majority to one party or the other .. Though the borough nearly always sent Liberals to Parliament-two then-, there were considerable periods in which Conservatives controlled the Council.
Petty bribery still lingered in the slum qllarters of the West and the South. It was said of a
young member of a well known Liberal family that, before beginning polling day operations
in the West ward, he went to his bank for twenty pounds worth of half-crowns and gave warning
that he might need more in the afternoon. There was most bribery in Parliamentary contestsI am not thinking here of Northampton-and, after nearly all general elections, the Courts had
to consider petitions for unseating some elected members. It was the widening of the suffrage
that ended this form of corruption : the number of voters became too large for election results
to be influenced by it.
The relatively large polls then may have been stimulated by election rowdyism. This. was
worst in the West Ward: young hobbledehoys often howled down Conservative speakers and
not infrequently broke up the meetings. The motive sometimes, perhaps, was less partisan than
sheer love of mischief. On one remarkable occasion-not in a poll of the electors but at a Town
Council meeting-it was rollicking fun .with no trace of malevolence. Back in the Middle Ages
when there was a wide mUnicipal franchise the Mayor was elected in the nave of St. Giles's
I

5 The Open Vestry which existed in all ancient
parishes was the most democratic English organisation concerned in any way with government.
It was based ,on the assumption that all people
belonged to the Church, and all inhabitant house-

holders were of right members of the vestry. Select
Vestries with restricted membership have, under
statutory authority, been established in very many
new parishes, beginning early in the last century.

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE

MEMORIES-I!

181

Church or sometimes, legend says, in the open air. The nearest approach to that in our time
was election in the large assembly room of the Town Hall. I was present at what was the last or
nearly the last occasion on which it took place there (in the mid-'80's) and it merits a short
description.
The time for the election was fixed by statute: it was at noon on the Ninth of November.
Half-an-hour earlier the hall was close-packed with men, all standing for every seat had been
removed. They were mostly shoe workers, wearing the badge of their tribe on special occasions
-a clean apron so folded and tucked in as to show a narrow white band below the bottom of
the waistcoat. Rarely have I seen so effervescent a
crowd. They laughed, sang and shouted friendly insults
to aldermen and councillors as these came on the platform where the election was conducted. Between whiles
they ragged one another. As the climax of these preliminary proceedings a small ring was formed in the
middle of the hall anq a fight staged which brought a
furious charge of young bloods from the corridor to
rescue a supposed friend.
The election was in dumb show: reporters moved
about on the platform so as to hear the speeches. At
one time I was sitting by the side of Dr. Buszard who
spoke with great energy but was heard only by a few
who were near to him. When he rose a well known
tune was struck up and "continued all the time he was
on his feet. "The words were familiar and thought to
be appropriate :-"To be well shaken Before taken."
Repair of the ha,ll soon after prevented repetition of
that hilarious entertainment; and it was never renewed.
Dr. Buszard was, perhaps, the most eminent figure
among the men of note in Northampton at that time,
"THE COUNTY PHYSICIAN"
one of a long succession of physicians who practised
in the town with patients over half the county. They
were in a tradition which began when London was a day's journey on horseback, and it might take
more than half a week to bring a specialist down. Through many generations men of Buszard's
stamp represented the medical profession at its best in Northampton. He was a tall man of fine
physique, highly charged with energy, the surplus age of which carried him into politics. While
his brother was Liberal candidate for Stamford, the doctor was an aggressive Tory. His manners
varied with his changing roles-in the sickroom gentle with a perfect bedside approach, on the
platform always a fighter who never spared his opponents. He was, liked everywhere and his
combative Toryism never diminished the number of his Liberal patients.
Among lawyers in the town there were three notable Shoosmiths. The elder, William, had
become Town Clerk at a time when only a favourable majority in the Council gave him security.
While local politics became no less bitter in that generation, the growing importance of the
office-and general satisfaction with Shoosmith-gradually brought agreement that it should
be above party. His two sons, Thurston and W. B., also became solicitors and his partners. Both
of them might have achieved high reputation as artists. Thurston's water.:.colours won con-
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siderable vogue, and still have admirers. W. B.'s pen-and-ink portraiture could have given him
first-class standing in that highly specialised field. But they were singularly unpushful and the
law held them.
A friend who read my newspaper recollections last year has asked me how, over seventy
years since, Northampton reporters covered long distances in the collection of neWs. Without
either telephones or motor vehicles there were difficulties of communication as well as of travel.
One of my very earliest Mercury memories is of a great storm in January 1881 when two of our
reporters were snowbound, one at Rothwell and the other at Brixworth. When, next morning,
the sub-editor was clamouring for their copy no one knew where they were; one of them should
have been at the Assizes that day. Cycling was as yet no relief and a year or two passed before
my fellow apprentice, Charles W. Atkins, became the first local reporter to ride a bicycle. (Long
after, he was for many years chief of the Central News Parliamentary staff).
.
Reporters' expenses were, in the aggregate,a heavy charge, and the Mercury treated us as
well as could be expected. Within a small radius of the town we walked with an allowance of
sixpence a mile for shoe leather! We used the railway, of course, if it would take-us to our
destination, but there were no late trains on the branch lines and these,. therefore, could not
bring us home at night. The alternative, within a radius of about fifteen miles, was the dog-cart
-an open tWo-wheel vehicle which we hired from livery stables. Horse and trap cost a minimum
of about seven shillings rising to ten or eleven shillings for the longer journeys. When the
Mercury and Herald were both attending the same fixture they shared the conveyance and so
halved the cost for each. Our most frequent out-of-town night engagements were at WellingboroJ.lgh and Kettering, and it is rather odd that, though both are within the prescribed limit
for the dog-cart, we never drove to either but always stayed the rught at an hotel.
Beyond the fifteen miles it was sometimes a case of taking pot-luck. One night at Clips ton
I missed a conveyance that was going late to Market Harborough and was given a bed in a
farmer's very pleasant house. In London forty years later I lunched at the Reform Club with
Waiter Haddon, one of a well-known Clipston family. We reminisced and I told him how well
his village treated me. "I was that farmer !" he said. At about the same time I was in Kingscliffe,
at the eastern end of the old Rockingham Forest, and found a charming inn, though it did not
look like one. There I was given a simple but delightful supper, a cosy, spotless bedroom and a
substantial breakfast. In reply to my inquiry the old landlady timidly hoped that half-a-crown
might not be too much! That was exceptional of course. A good country hotel usually charged
5/6 for bed and breakfast; luncheon ("the ordinary") was 2/6; tea ninepence or, at the outside, a shilling.
As typical of remoter night engagements I give two of my own in the general election of
1885 (I was then not quite twenty). The first was to the opening of the Conservative campaign
on the first floor of the Market Hall in the middle of the High Street at Brackley. I left Castle
Station by train early in the afternoon, changed at Bletchley and then through Winslow and
Buckingham on to Brackley, where I stayed the night at the Crown Hotel; and, returning by
the earliest train in the morning, arrived at the Mercury office with a pile of copy at about eleven
-very late for an evening paper. Several weeks later I went to the close of the Conservative
campaign in the North division, with the chief meeting on the first floor of the Market Hall in
the middle of Oundle's main street. The tedious r~lway journey there began at Bridge Street
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Station, I stayed the night at the Falcon. Hotel and next morning was again a late arrival at the
office. At both places I luckily escaped personal trouble; but that is another story.
W. W. HADLEY.

OLD RAMAN, THE NORTHAMPTON LAMP-LIGHTER

(Reproduced by courtesy of Northampton Public Libraries Committee).

"His ability and agility will make a m'an laugh,
As he lights 18 lamps in an hour and a half,"
is the verse on the print (indistinguishable in the reproduction). This works out at five
minutes per lamp, not. too slow on a windy night, with a ladder to carry from lamp post
to lamp post, the lamps to be filled with oil, and before the days of matches.
Mr. V. A. Hatley informs me that he has been unable to identzfy Old Haman, and
adds that if the pencilled date on the print (1773) is correct, it would be interesting to
know who employed him, for the first public lighting system did not come into existence
until 1778. By 1790 there were 320 lamps in the borough, which were kept burning for
six hours each evening from the latter end of September to the end of April, except for a
few nights before and after the full moon. The lamp-lighting was done by contract, as we
know from an advertisement in the "Northampton Mercury" of 24th July, 1790.
The drawing is attributed to '']. Read," whom Mr. Hatley has been unable to trace.
The engraver (T. Roberts on the print) he has, however, identified with Timothy Roberts,
who was working in College Street, Northampton, as an engraver in 1790 and 1796.
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AMERICA! For -so many years I had wanted to go there. But what had America meant
to me since first it filtered into my consciousness? In the 1890's I heard of it as the country of
-beautiful women, as rich and as witty as they were beautiful, who came over as the brides of our
aristocracy to add something fresh and rather exciting to English life; then as the land of the
millionaires who arrived with their families to hire country houses for the hunting season from
our impoverished landowners, as, indeed, in 1892 one of them hired my own home. In my schoolroom days there was George III and George Washington, the Boston tea-party an:d all that (from
the Liberal view-point, be it noted); then in the years before 1914 the visits of a charming cousin
from Virginia. Between the two wars, while working in London, I had the privilege of meeting many
distinguished American scholars, among them Hope 'Emily Allen, Professor Andrews, Bertha
Putnam, Nelly Neilson; Professor Gay, Mildred Campbell, Professor K. G. T. Webster and
many others. They would arrive in a flock like the swallows at the beginning of the long vacation,
and like the swallows suddenly disappear from their suinmer haunts at the British Museum and
Public Record Office towards the end of September, but during their stay life was enriched and
lasting friendships were formed. Then came the chasm of separation caused by the second world
war, during _which wonderful parcels streamed across the Atlantic in an easterly direction. Year
after year went by ... and it will be understood that I had long wanted to go to America. At last!
In 1957 the chance arrived.
Yet I climbed into my aeroplane at London airport on April 6th in some trepidation. I
had undertaken to lecture and did not know what my audiences would be like. Would they be
interested in the English point of view? Would they see my jokes? ("English and American
humour are so different"). I had been frightened-( a) by my English friends-"You must go to
admire" ;-(b) by my American friends, who had warned me to speak slowly on account of my
English accent. And then my clothes: should I go as the typical dowdy Englishwoman which
would have been easy, or try to dress up to our smart American cousins? Finally, I had had from
- the other side a serious warning of the rough reception I would get at New York from the airport
officials ... But by this time the engines had revved up and we were taxi-ing round the airfield,
and it was too late to do anything more than pray, in the words of the drunken private of the
Buffs, "that not through me, Should England come to shame".
On arrival 17 hours later at New York airport, I sleepily put my watch five hours backwards to 7.0 a.m., and a coal-black porter seized my luggage. How strange 'it was ! In a foreign
country 3,000 miles from home and everybody speaking English! The officials were kindness
itself; in two minutes I was through the customs and in a short time in another plane (from which
I caught a distant view of New York) on my way to Oneida in New .York State about 100 miles
from the Canadian border. Here I stayed with my friend, Miss Hope AlIen (the well-known
authority on English medieval mystics), in the Mansion House at Kenwood, which a century
ago was the home of the Oneida religious community, and is now the very comfortable residence
of their descendants in Oneida Ltd., the well-known silver-plate manufacturing company.
It snowed for a week after my arrival, and then in a brief 24 hours the temperature rose
and spring burst upon us. We went for drives past the rolling grass dairy farms into the beautiful
hilly country beyond, visiting among other places the charming little towns of Clinton and
Hamilton, each with its college (Hamilton and Colegate) as the centre of its life. I insisted on
going to Peterborough as an important link with Northamptonshire, but alas! I found but a
village with only one shop, founded not long ago~ (by English standards) by one Peter Smith. The
road to Peterborough was lin~d with sugar maples, each tree with a bucket slung round it to
1
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catch the sap slowly dripping from the end of a peg driven higher up into the trunk. This sap is
boiled down into maple sugar.
A visit to the silver-ware factory with its 3,000 employees was of great interest, and the
thousand huge cars of the work-people in the car-park was impressive. I was greatly struck with
the local newspaper-the Oneida Daily Dispatch-which is successfully run on a circulation of
about 7,000. It has excellent reports and fully reflects the life of the district to the satisfaction of
its readers. Mr. John Tuttle, the editor, whom I had the pleasure of meeting, fought as an officer
in the Kings Royal Rifles through the greater part of the last war. I was sorry to leave Oneida
and this group of kind and hospitable people, in which, while the eccentricities of the early days
have been dropped, the Christian idealism of the original settlement has so evidently been
preserved.
A flight of a couple of hours and a motor drive of 30 or 40 miles took me to Northampton,
Massachusetts, to stay with Miss Esther Lowenthal, Professor (now retired) of Economics at
Smith, the famous College for women at Northampton. Now here was a very real link with our
County Town, for John King, who emigrated from Northampton, England, as a young man, was
in 1654 one of the founders of this quite charming American town, now of about 30,000 inhabitants. Apart from one or two streets of "terraced" houses, it is really more 1ike a garden city with
its attractive unfenced wooden houses dotted about on smooth green lawns, all in the lovely
setting of the Connecticut valley. The College buildings are extensive and of fine architectural
design. I had the privilege of lecturing to the history students and the pleasure of seeing Miss
Jean Wilson, and of meeting other members of the college faculty. At Mount Holyoke, another
women's college near Northampton, I went to see Miss Bertha Putnam, who, though suffering
from a serious accident, talked with all J:ler old enthusiasm of her English friends and former
students.
After two delightful days at Northampton I drove with Mrs. Kenneth Webster (Deborah
Jones of the old Chelsea days at Crosby Hall, and widow of Professor Webster, the Arthurian
scholar) the 95 miles to her captivating home at Milton, 15 miles short of Boston. Here I had the
thrill of seeing for the first time my American god-daughter, Deborah Webster, whose 16th
birthday happily coincided with my visit. She took me to the first performance of Henry IV
I had ever seen (and a very fine performance it was), given by her school-mates at Milton Academy.
A common passion for Gilbert and Sullivan very soon made us firm friends.
At Northampton Miss Lowenthal had given me my first taste of New England, where
education and the love of learning have taken deep root, and, in truth, the academical institutions
in Massachusetts are alarmingly thick on the ground. I have mentioned Smith and Mount Holyoke. Between Northampton and Milton there are Amherst College and the University of
Massachusetts, both at Amherst, Clark University at Worcester, and nearer to Milton, Wellesley
College. In addition to Ha:uvard and Radcliffe in Cambridge (and woe betide you if, as I did, you
place Harvard in Boston, Boston and Cambridge being like Higham Ferrers and Rushden, only
physically united) there are at least six colleges in Boston. And yet, "crowded with culture" as
they are, among all the very delightful people whom I met, I encountered not a trace of highbrow affectation!
I was greatly impressed by the very pleasant domestic and ecclesiastical architecture, both
in Massachusetts and in· New York State. The houses as a general rule are detached, even in the
towns, and nearly all of wood. Having to be repainted frequently they seem to be new, though
very many are a century or even two centuries old. The classical influence in public buildings is
very strong, but also noticeable in domestic architecture, where Ionic columns lend grace and distinction to so many houses. The churches, so often of wood, though sometimes of brick, are almost
invariably-whether Baptist, Presbyterian, Anglican or of some other persuasion-in the classical
style. At every turn I was reminded of St. Clement Danes or of St. Mary le Strand. How
appropriate it is, I thought, that the line: "The glory that was Greece and the grandeur that was
Rome" should have come from the pen of an American poet.
While at Milton I lectured on "Three Centuries of an English Family" to the girls at
Milton Academy, and on "The English Social Revolution of the 20th Century" at Emmanuel
College, Boston. Mrs. Webster took me to the annual conference and dinner of the Medieval
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Academy of America at Cambridge, where I heard some very interesting papers, and was bold
enough to discourse myself to this learned and distinguished audience on the subject of Northn
amptonshire records.
From Milton I was taken to Plymouth and introduced to the Plymouth Rock, whichdare I say it ?-was something of a disappointment. I had imagined the disembarkation on it of
the whole of the crew and passengers of Mayfiower I, but doubt very much whether three--or
even two--of the Pilgrim Fathers, hanging round each other's necks, could have balanced on it
with any degree of stability. However, there it is-surrounded with its railing, facing lovely Cape
Cod Bay, and properly regarded with great veneration--one of the famous stones of history.
Plymouth, by the way, was eagerly awaiting the arrival of Mayfiower 11, which at that moment
lay becalmed in the middle of the Atlantic.
Plymouth is naturally very conscious of its history, and in the Hall of the Pilgrim Society
is a most interesting collection of records, pictures, furniture, clothes, books, etc. The most
thrilling object to me was a second edition (1592) of William Lambard's Eirenarcha, an early
treatise on the office of Justices of the Peace. Bound in brown calf, the book is embossed with
the arms of William Cecil, first Lord Burghley, to whom presumably it originally belonged. 2 As
the catalogue states, Burghley was the colleague of William Davison, Secretary to Queen Elizabeth I, and Davison, in turn, was the early patron of William Brewster, one of the founders of
Plymouth, Mass. It was, therefore, quite possibly William Brewster who brought this book over
in the Mayfiower, where it is known to have been for long in the possession of the "Trial Justices"
(Justices of the Peace) for Plymouth. Be that as it may, we have here a concrete example of the
way in which this famous institution, which had worked so successfully in the mother country
since the 14th century, was carried with the flag not only into this "remote, heathen and barbarous
land" (as America is described in Queen Elizabeth's Letters Patent to Sir Humphrey Gilbert),
but into all the three other continents, where, in a modified form it has in many places survived,
even since the flag has been withdrawn.
About ten miles south of Plymouth, buried deep in vast woods, is the summer residence
of Mr. and Mrs. John Lord, whom I had met in Northamptonshire, Mrs. Lord being sister to
Squire Brudenell of Deene. I spent a night with them in their tiny little house in a beautiful
glade of the forest, looking across a grassy slope to a large artificial lake which is used to flood
the cranberry bogs in frosty weather. We passed some of these bogs as we came through the woods,
for cranberry growing and preserving is carried on extensively in this district, as well it may be
if 150 million people are to have cranberry sauce with their roast turkey on Thanksgiving Day.
On May 4th I flew by day the 3,000 miles across the continent from Boston to California,
catching a glimpse of Chicago as we sailed over the southern tip of Lake Michigan. At Los Angeles
I was met by Mrs. Godfrey Davies (myoid friend Peggy Gay of Crosby Hall days), who drove
me to the Athenaeum Club at Pasadena, where I stayed very comfortably for the fortnight of my
visit. Godfrey Davies, alas ! had been seriously ill for some time, but was able to see me once or
twice, and we had some good talks which I greatly enjoyed. He most kindly gave me the use of
his room at the Huntington Library during my stay.3
It is hard indeed to pack into a few words an impression of my experiences 'in California.
Here I found myself in a sub-tropical climate, with gigantic palms, and orange trees in fruit and
flower. The architecture (though even here there is Greek influence) is strongly reminiscent of
southern Spain. The weather was perfect (I had just missed a heat-wave) and I proceeded to
devote myself for several hours a day to the search for records of Northamptonshire in the Huntington Library at San Marino. For the information of my English readers I must explain that this
important library and art gallery was founded and endowed nearly 40 years ago by the late Henry
E. Huntington, a railway ~agnate of fabulous wealth. He fined it with a splendid collection of
early printed books, literary and other MSS., early Italian and 18th century English paintings,
2
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The same arms, within the Garter, could have been used by his son and grandson, the 1st and 2nd Earls
of Exeter, but the style suggests the period of the 1st Lord Burghley.
He died shortly afterwards, to the great loss ' not only of his friends but of all students of 17th century
history.
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furniture, china"and objets d'art. He surrounded it with a superb garden, and provided it with a
highly qualified staff, well-equipped search rooms and a good restaurant.
Thanks to the many kindnesses received from Mr. Pomfret (the Director) and the
charming members of his staff, I was able to get out of these collections the last ounce of information and pleasure that was possible in the time at my disposal. I was chiefly concerned with the
Ellesmere manuscripts (acquired c.19l9 from Lord Ellesmere, who was then disposing of some
of his Northamptonshire estates). I made lists of MSS. relating to Wollaston, Kings Sutton, Brigstock, Kelmarsh, Great Billing, Cogenhoe, and many other villages from Tudor times. I found
many court rolls, surveys, leases, inclosure agreements, forest papers, and early regulations of
village agriculture; a draft will of the great Lord Burghley containing detailed instructions for
his funeral at Stamford; the epitaph of an early Duke of Grafton; and a letter concerning the
goods ofWilliam Lawton the Wollaston sexton, who in 1664 hanged himself on a bell-rope in the
parish church. Space does not permit the mention of more than a fraction of what I found, but
I am glad to say that arrangements are being made for these records to be micro-filmed and made
available to students in the Northamptonshire Record Office.
About 20 miles from Pasadena is Claremont with its group of colleges-an important
centre of advanced education. Here I was entertained by Dr. and Mrs. Hard and Mr. and Mrs.
Gleeson, and had the pleasure of lecturing to the students of Cripps' College on the English Social
Revolution. I hope I did not bore them, but they seemed to like the quotation with which I
illustrated one aspect of my subject:
"The King was in the laundry washing out his shirt,
The Queen was in the kitchen, sweeping up the dirt,
The maid was in the parlour, eating bread and honey,
When in came a neighbour and offered her more money".

At Claremont is a fine library which serves all the colleges. An unforgettable drive 5,000 feet up
into the grand range of mountains on the landward side of Pasadena and San Marino, with wild
ceanbthus in full flower in great abundance on the upper slopes, and rose-coloured mists wafted
up in waves from vast gorges three thousand feet below; and a visit with Professor and Mrs.
Clinton Howard to the University of California with its 30,000 students, and the drive back at
night over a range of hills in the middle of Los Angeles, with the myriad lights of the city shining
on either hand over an area seemingly as big as an English county, were two very wonderful
experiences.
On May 16th I left California, and in the front seat of a huge plane was swept up into the
sky and for a short turn over the Pacific before we headed south-eastwards for Washington. Soon
to the north we saw the snow-covered peaks of the southern Rockies sticking up through the
clouds far below. Then we forged along at 300 to 400 miles an hour and at an altitude of about
23,000 feet, over a thousand miles of arid rocky desert, above us "The spacious firmament
on high, With all the blue ethereal sky"; not far below immense seas of cloud stretching for
hundreds of miles, sometimes in great rolling banks, with blue shadows; sometimes in vast flat
snowfields glistening white in the brilliant sunshine; sometimes in curling, pearly masses tinged
with pink and gold, ethereal and unsubstantial, with huge rents through which was visible
the earth, so incredibly distant that mankind and motor-cars had quite faded out of sight,
even houses looking like pins' heads, and every now and then some effect of light reflected on the
adamantine rocks of the desert glowing like clusters of brilliant jewels, or the sun shining through
a stained-gla.ss window. This god-like view of the world carried one in imagination back to the days
after the creation, "when the morning stars sang together and all the sons of God shouted for joy".
We passed south of the Grand Canyon, and saw the Mississippi curling along like a shining
snake for quite a while beneath us, and then travelled over the enormous wheat farms of Texas
known as the pan handle of America. Then the light failed and after an hour or so in darkness we
dropped down on Washington after a non-stop flight of 2~500 miles in 7 hours and 10 minutes.
Of the four or five cities that I saw in the United States, Washington, to my mind, is the
most beautiful. The spaciousness, the light, the noble public buildings, culminating in the Capitol,
in their superb and confident classicism, I found very impressive and satisfying to the eye. Here
I visited the Library of Congress, the National Archives, and the Folger Library, (where I found
some more Northamptonshire records), and after three nights went on by plane to Richmond,
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Virginia, to stay with Mrs. John Cecil and her sister, Miss Cary, where my cousin, Evelyn Sitwell,
whom I had not seen for thirty years, was also staying. My lecturing over, I was able to relax,
and a very merry time we had, in spite of a temp~l'ature of 90° in the shade. My kind hostesses
drove me 70 miles to beautiful Williamsberg and to Jamestown on the huge Potomac river where
the first emigrants' landed in 1607, (beating the Mayflower people by about 15 years). Here I saw
the very fine exhibition, in connection with the 350th anniversary of the settlement, visited later
by the Queen and Prince Philip. The Virginians have a great sense of history. The Confederate
Museum, full of relics of the Civil War, and the collections of the Virginia Historical Society,
both at Richmond, are of tremendous interest. The Society is a member of the Northamptonshire
Record Society, and as its hon. secretary I received a warm welcome, and was shewn with great
pride by the librarian a superb edition of Bridges' History of Northamptonshire. I was so sorry
that I had not time to visit more than two or three of our many American institutional members
during my tour. But everywhere I found a marked enthusiasm for local history, and came home
laden with many interesting publications.
From Richmond I went further south to stay with my cousin Colonel Fitzroy Sitwell and
his sister (whose grandmother lived at Grafton Regis~ at Fancy Farm near the little town of
Bedford, and was delighted to find the Colonel wearing shoes by Dolcis of Kettering and Padmore
and Barnes of Northampton. He motored me to the top of the beautiful Blue Mountains, where
we found masses of wild pink rhododendrons in flower, and he gave me the photograph of Queen
Victoria at luncheon which is reproduced on page 203. Virginia has preserved more traces and
relics of royalty and Englishry (particularly in the names of the counties) than possibly any other
State, which is not to imply that the present Virginians are not good Americans, but there are
many people' of English descent who seem to value their connection with the old country. I met
many very charming people here and one of them said to me : "I always look upon England as
my mother".
'
And so, after two brief au revoir visits to Oneida and Milton, and five hours in New York,
I mounted my broomstick for the last time, and by the light of a brilliant moon, flew non-stop
over the Atlantic and over the little fields and villages of western England, arriving safely and
punctually at London Airport on the morning of June 10th, with a bundle of medieval Shropshire
documents safely stowed away in my suitcase. 4 I had flown 13,000 miles in nine weeks, and never
once stepped on board a train.
I have not been able in the space available to give more than a very brief account of my
tour, or to mention by name more than a few of those from whom I received very great kincb1ess
and hospitality. If any of those wh m I met should come across this article, I hope they will
realise how grateful I am to them, and let me assure them that the many very happy memories of
my first visit to America will remain vividly with me for the rest of my life.
JOAN WAKE.
8
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These were a noble gift from Mrs. Webster, whose husband had bought them 40 years ago in an antique
dealer's shop in England. They are now in the local record office at Shrewsbury.
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