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:-: CHURCHES IN TRUST 

IN many things, no doubt, but in one particu
larly, England is the luckiest of all the countries 
of Europe, and that is in the beauty, interest, 
and number of her ancient churches. Though 
the towns and villages and even the rural land
scape itself have changed out of all recognition 
in the last five or six hundred .years, time which 
has washed so much of the pa~t away has left 
us that miracle. in almost every village, of a 
medieval church, in nearly every case hundreds 
of years older than any other building. North
amptonshire (ecclesiastically the Diocese of 
Peterborough) is very rich in these visible and 
tangible links with the Middle Ages, which, as 
Dr. Hoskins has shown us ' are as much the 
material of the historian as are documentary 
remains to those who will take the trouble to 
learn how to read them. 

These churches have survived many vicissi- . 
tudes-periods of poverty and unrest, of decay 
'and neglect; civil wars, especially in the 17th 
century; changes in religion; and-always going 
on-the natural ravages of weather and time. 
And yet, through the spirit that created them 
in the first place they have survived, but never, 
at any period, without cost, self-sacrifice, and 
hard work. Today many of them stand in grave 
peril. The sad exigencies of war prevented any 
repairs being carried out for several years after 
1939. That fact, coupled with monetary infla
tion and a brand new attitude towards this 
perennial problem makes their future, as the 
late Mr. J. A. Gotch said in 1936 of Fawsley 
and Rushton Halls, "a matter of uneasy specu
lation". The Bishop of Peterborough, however, 
is unwilling that any of our existing churches 

1 The late Professor A. Hamilton Thompson, 
. Visitations of Religious Houses, Lincoln Record 

Society's Publications, Vol. VU, p. 150. 
2 Later Mrs. John Marcon. She was the only 

child of Sir Henry Dryden, Bart. of Canons Ashby. 
She died at Oxford, aged 89, in 1956. 

8 "Austin" is the recognised abbreviation of 
"Augustinian". This Order of Black Canons, com
monly called "monks", was founded in the 11th 

should be lost, and this should fill us with 
hope and encouragement. 

CANONS ASHBY 

On the front cover of this Journal is a 
singularly beautiful photograph-beautiful both 
in subject and execution-of the west front of 
Canons Ashby Church, considered by one well 
qualified to judge as only surpassed among the 
surviving churches of the Augustinian Order 
in England by that of the Priory Church at 
Dunstable.1 . 

Our photograph was taken towards the end 
of the 19th century by Alice Dryden,2 whose 
surname for the last four centuries has been so 
closely linked with Ashby, as she used to call 
it, that we may be apt to forget the Austin 
canons who lived there for another four hun
dred years before the Drydens came upon the 
scene, and who have left nothing but the 
church and their addition to the village name 
behind them.3 

Canons Ashby lies across the road running 
south-west from Northampton to Banbury and 
ten miles distant from the latter place. There 
was a village church here before, in King 
Stephen's reign, the Priory was founded, for 
it was given to the monks by Stephen de Leya, 
the founder, as one of their first endowments, 
probably before 1151.4 Arrived at Ashby, the 
monks started to build their convent by the 
roadside, and also, as an integral part of it, a 
new church to serve not only their own monastic 
purposes; but also to be used in part as .the 

. church of t,he parish. The old church must 
have subsequently been pulled down, left to 

century. Other houses of this Order in the County 
were St. James's Abbey, Northampton, and the 
priories of Chacombe and Fineshade. At Rothwell 
was an Austin nunnery. 

4 G. Baker's History of Northants, U, p. 7. In 
G. Davis, Medieval Cartularies of Great Britain the 
date of the foundation of Canons Ashby Priory is 
given as 1147-51. 
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fall into ruin, or perhaps have been in,corporated 
in the new building . 
. In about 1230 the Bishop of Lincoln-Nor

thamptonshire was in Lincoln diocese until the 
Reformation-gave the tithes of Ashby to the 
Priory and the right and duty of presenting a 
"perpetual vicar" for .the care of the parish, 
for whom the monks were bound to provide a ' 
small stipend, food and drink in the Priory, a 
vicarage outside the gates, a horse, and the 
services of a deacon.5 The parochial services 
were now celebrated, as in some other Austin 
houses, in the nave of the priory churc;h, the 
monks using the chancel. 6 Their new church 
was a large and imposing building, three times 
as long as the present' church which is only the 
western portion of the nave of the original 
building. (This was ascertained in 1828 when 
Sir Henry Dryden excavated the foundations 
of the Priory).7 Additions, alterations and re
pairs were of course Garried out from time to 
time, as in 1304 when the Bishop granted an 
indulgence to all who would subscribe for the 
building and repair of the fabric and bell
tower of the church-the same·tower which is 
illustrated on page 297.8 The western front was 
built early in the 13th century and is a particu
larly fine example of the Early English style of 
architecture. ' 

. In the reign of Henry IV the monks pre
sented the last vicar of Canons Ashby-one 
William Perkyn, who was instituted by the 
Bishop in 1408.9 In 1432 (probably on Perkyn's. 
death) they obtained permission to arrange for 
one of their own number or a secular chaplain 
to be paid by them, to take the parish duty, 
thereby saving the, cost of a vicar's stipend.10 

, In his reply to their petition the ,Bishop wrote 
of "the parish church of Ashby which belongs 
to the foundation of the said monastery", and 
of "the celebration of Mass in the Conventual 
Church when the faithful are p;esent in full 
numbers",11 meaning by this the nave' where 
the parish altar stood". . 

l t was at about this time that, as Dom David 

5 L.R.S. III (Register of Hugh de Welles), p. 204. 
6 L.R.S. VII, p. 231. 
q Baker, op. cit. II, p . .15. 
8 Victoria County History, II, p. 131. 
9 Baker, op. ~it., p. 215. 

10 L.R.S. VII, p. 32. 
11 Ibid., pp. 32-34. 
12 D. Knowles, The Religious Orders of England, II, 

p. 212. He is discussing the episcopal visitations of 

Knowles says, "Canons Ashby was in a bad 
way" .12 Ai a visitation of the Priory by the 
Bishop's Commissary in c.1432 the monks 
were found to be indulging in private feasting 
and games, frequenting , the village inn, evading 
attendance at the services.in the choir, wearing 
"short aild tight doublets with several ties to 
their hose" instead of their -monastic habit, 
and misbehaving themselves in other and more 
serious ways~ To <:;rown all, the Prior, a Cul
worth man, had absconded and wa,s nowhere to 
be found.13 The position of the, Priory on the' 
high road with many travellers passing to and 
fro was no doubt a source of temptation to the 
monks as well as a financial burden. It was an 
old complaint that clerks on their way to study 
at the University of Oxford expected:hospitality 
as well as noblemen with their trains of many 
servants.14 

In 1536 Canons Ashby suffered the fate of 
the 'smaller monastic houses throughout the 
realm and was suppressed: In 1537 Henry VIII 
leased the house and site, the lapds and other 

, possessions of the Priory and also the church, 
belfry, and churchyard (ecclesiam, campanile et 
cimiterium) to Sir Francis Bryan, a great 
favourite of the King who , had sent him to 
Rome in 1528 to try to persuade the Pope to 
agree to his divorce.15 It was Henry's genera 
policy to destroy as "red\lndant" the main 
conventual buildings and monastic churches of 
suppressed houses, and a clause to the effect 
that in making over Ashby church to Bryan, 
the King reserved such parts of it as he should 
decide to pull down is included in the grant: 
In the case of Ashby this would have meant 
the chancel, chapter house and cloisters and 
probably the eastern portion of the nave, only 
sparing that part which was used as the parish 
church, and the. priory house wherein the 
monks' dwelt. The latter was made into two 
farm houses in the 17th century, and was finally 
pulled down by the Drydens in 1710.16 

Bryan only held Ashby for just over a year. 
In 1538 John Cope was in possession of the 

1432 and 1442. In 1442 the Prior asked the Bishop 
to bridle the vehemen~ importunity of the young 
canons who crave to study at Oxford. (L.R.S. XIV, 
p.44). 

13 L.R.S. VII, pp. 32-34. 
14 V.C.H. II, p. 131. 
1,5 Letters Patent, 7 Oct. 1537-(P.R.O./C.66/674). 
16 Baker,op. cit., 11, p. 13. . 
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priory and manor.17 In 1551 he acquired the 
church by purchase from the Crown,18 and 
this eventually passed with the rest of the 
property to the Di'ydens.19 Between 1703 and 
1717 Edward Dryd~n repaired the building at 
his own expense, "putting in new seats, pulpit 
and altar-piece".2o At that date it was called a 
chapel; but though the fabric was clearly 
claimed as private property and has been main
tained by successive Dryden lords of the manor 
as such, they also appointing and. paying the 
successive chaplains who officiated therein, it 
remained in other respects the parish church, 
and the baptisms, marriages and burials of the 
parishioners-now very few in number-were 
duly entered into the parish register which was 
kept at Canons Ashby House.21 Regular Sunday 
services were continued by the ' Dryden family 
until about twenty years ago,22 though Sir 
Henry Dryden in a letter of 8th June, 1854, 
informed the diocesan authorities at Peter
borough that "there is no endowment attached 
to Canons Ashby Church, and no churchwarden 
and that he is not obliged to have duty in it". 23 
His mother, wife of the Rev. Sir Henry Diyden, 
according to an old family story recently found 
in .a letter from Alice Dryden to her cousin 
Major Mundy, when told ,that the Archdeacon 
had com~ to see the church, said : " 'Tell Mr. 
, Archdeacon , the way to the ~hurch is through 
the horse-pond in front of it'. Thus she 
emphasised her personal ownership". 

Inside the church are five fine hatchments of 
members of the Dryden family, and on the 
south wall hangs a remarkable set of heraldic 
objects, consisting of a coa~ of ar!Jls (a real 
coat), a small heraldic banner (its fellow has 
perished), a helmet surmounted by the Dryden 
crest, and below, a pair of gauntlets. 

Of the sixteen monastic houses formerly 
existing in Northamptonshire, the churches of 
only two have wholly .or partially survived. 
One is the Benedictine Abbey of Peterborough, 
appointed by Henry VIII as the Cathedral of . 
the newly created See of Peterborough in 1541; 
the other; over 50 miles away, 'is the remnant 

17 Letters Patent, 28 Nov. 1538. (P.R.O. /C.66/683) . 
. . 18 Letters Patent, 3 Mar. 4 Edw. VI (P.R.O./ 

C.66/834). 
19 See Baker, op. cit., pp. 7-17, for a detailed account 

of Canons Ashby. 
20 Bridges' Northants, I, p. 228. 
21 The parish register has now been deposited by 

the Bishop of Peterborough with the other diocesan 
records at Delapre Abbey. 

of the Priory of A,ustin canons which we know 
as Canons ' Ashby church. 

ST. JOHN'S CHURCH ON BOUGHTON GREEN' 

A village may decay and. disappear and leave 
its church standing by itself in the fields. On 
the famous village green of Boughton, near 
Northampton, th~re was once a very fine 
church dedicated to St. John' the Baptist, which 
is illustrated in Baker's history of the County 
(Vol. IV, p. 80). John Bridges, writing about 
240 years ago, tells us that it was then already 
in rui~s. The village had moved nearly a mile 
away from the' green and is served by another 
church. In 1951 the Bishop of Peterborough 
(Dr. Leeson) held a service at the ruins of St. 
John's which had been tidied up.and cleaned by 
devout parishioners. Though little is now left 
one is grateful that this ancient shrine of wor
ship did not fall a victim to the demolishers. 

FAXTON 

This unfortunately cannot be said of that 
charming little church of simple and unpre
tentious design, which for many centuries 
served the hamlet of Faxton in a remote position 
about two miles to the north-east of Lamport. 
It had the unusual dedication to St. Denis. 
Though mainly of the -Early English period 
(13th century) this church contained within 
itself examples of every period of medieval 
church architecture from its 12th century font 
to the 15th century clere-story. On its Walls 
were two exceptionally fine mural monuments 
of the 17th century, and in 1953 when -its fate 
was hanging in the IJalance some interesting 
early wall-paintings were discovered. Services 
were held monthly until 1939, but in the last 
25 years the alms-houses and the one or . two 
remaining cottages which stood near were 
p~led down. The hamlet had disappeared. It 
was, however, hoped that the church, which 
had been scheduled as an ancient monument, 
would have been saved, but when the lead was 
~tripped off the roof and sold ~ its' fate was 

(Continued on page 301 ) 

22 In 1655 the inhabitants of Canons Ashby certified 
to the Parliamentary Commi.ssioners "that the min
isters there have had a sufficient maintenance yearly 
paid them by the ancestors of Sir John Dryden and 
Michae1 Cope. They added th,at the then minister 
had £50 a year and his diet from Sir John prydeil. 
(Lambeth MSS., vol. 20, quoted by Baker, n, p. 15). 

23 Diocesan Misc. document, No . . 17). 
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CANONS ASHBY CHURCH FROM THE SOUTH-WEST 

(From a block kindly lent by British Timken Division of the Timken Roller Bearing Company, Duston, Northampton) 



298 
I: THE DESTRUCTION 

STAGE ONE 

STAGE Two 

The Jacobean altar rails have been knocked down 



OF FAXTON CHURCH 

STAGE ONE 

Looking west from the chancel, shewing 13th century nave 
arcade and chancel arch, carved capitals to the pillars, and 

also the monuments 

STAGE THREE 

The roof is off; and even the goat turns his head away 

299 

.f. 
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Photo by Alice Dryden 
CANONS ASHBY HOUSE 

THE MONKS' WELL AT CANONS ASHBY 

By courtesy of British Timken Division of the Timken Roller Bearing Company, Duston, Northampton 



CHURCHES IN TRUST 301 

(Continued/Tom page 296) 

sealed. Even then the Bishop was most anxious 
for its preservation as an organised ruin where 
a service might be held once a year, but in the 
interregnum which followed his untimely death 
nothing was done. 

For seven long years visits by officials of 
the diocese, the Ministry of Works and the 
Society for the Protection of Ancient Build
ings, reports and meetings, the protests and 
exhortations of two local societies had resulted 
in nothing but a huge pile of correspondence 
and a devastating waste of time, though a 
tactfully-worded notice board might have at 
least protected the church. It then became the 
prey of hooligans from towns at a distance, 
and in 1958 at the request of the ecclesiastical 
authorities was demolished as a dangerous 
structure, the mural monuments being smashed 

" to pieces in the process. The end of Faxton 
church, which is illustrated in this issue, will 
be repeated elsewhere unless determined steps 
on a national level are taken to prevent it. 

FURTHO 

One more example of this kind is the church 
at Furtho, which stands in the fields between 
Potterspury and Cos grove, with a medieval 
<J.ove-cote older than the church, a few yards 
away. Beyond these the modern farm--:repre
senting the ancient manor-house-and a couple 
of brick cottages are all that is now left of the 
former village. Twenty to thirty years ago-thi~ 
little church drew a Sunday evening congrega
tion from surrounding villages-then it was 
closed for divine service and its doom sealed. 
A stick of bombs fell close to it in 1942 but only 
smashed the windows, and for the rest of the 
war it gave valuable secular service as a store
house for books and all the accumulated .notes 
for future volumes of the Victoria County 
Histories sent down for safety from London, 
which completely filled the nave, the rent paid 
being used in part to mend the roof and make 
the building weather-proof. 

These churches which have survived the 
villages they served are admittedly, for the 
ecclesiasti9al authorities, a difficult problem 
which we understand is now under considera
tion in high quarters. We would emphasise that 
apart from their undoubted historical value--.. 
infinitely more valuable than dry text-books in 
bringing vividly to the minds of children the 
ages of the first Christian missions, the Norman 

Copquest, the Black· Death, the Reformation 
the Civil Wars and the rest,-they are in them
selves products of native art anq. craftsmanship 
within everybody's reach, and often contain 
memorials and tombs of great beauty and 
importance as works of art. These churches 
have been for centuries objects of local affection 
and pride. It may be we cannot afford to keep 
them, but by a nation which lays any claim to 
civilisation and cultUre they are not lightly to 
be thrown away. . 

. ALDWINCKLE ALL SAINTS 

Aldwinckle, near . Thrapston, in the N ene 
valley is the fortunate possessor of two noble 
churches, each of which has been considered 
worthy of a full page illustration in ~he Victoria 
County History (Vol. Ill, pp. 166 and 172). 
All Saints has stood for seven . centuries, St. 
Peter's for eight, and though the population of 
the village has probably never exceeded 200 or 
300, both were kept in good repair and regularly 
used for worship as a matter of course until 
after the union of the two parishes in 1885. 
The structure of All Saints is generally sound, 
bu~ from a recent report the wet is coming in 
through more than one place in the roof, the 
furniture has been removed and the building 
generally is in a sadly neglected state. The 
dignity and fine proportions of this church, 
the lovely tracery of the windows, the inter
esting sculptures of animals, the splendid tower 
with crocketed pinnacles, combine to make it 
a work of art which for its . architectural value 
alone we cannot afford to lose. But it has 
another claim to distinction. John Dryden, the 
poet, was born at All Saints Rectory and 
christened in this church. His grandfather, 
Henry Pickering, was rector here. Only seven 
years ago the late Major Dryden Mundy res
tore~ the tower at his own costs and charges, 
and has left a further bequest of £100 towards 
the repair of the main fabric. It is to be hoped 
that serious consideration will now be given to 
the preservation of this church, but, extra
ordinary to relate, its fate still hangs pre
cariously in the balance. 

CRANFORD ST. ANDREW'S 

At Cranford, near Kett.ering, are two beautiful 
churches, the smaller "of which (St~ Andrew's) 
it has recently been the fashion in some 
quarters to regard as '~redundant". Cranford is 
growing in population and we venture to think 
that when church-going habits have been re-
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covered, every seat in both churches and more 
will be needed. It is most encouraging news 
that the good people of the village, led by the 
Squire, the present ~ector, and Miss Wilson
MacQueen' are now ' making heroic efforts to 
raise funds to put St. Andrew's in repair. It 
has a nave arcade of the 12th century and some 
large and finely sculptured heads of kings 
and bishops supporting the corbels of the roof 
timbers, and is much too good a specimen of 
medieval building to be lost without' a great 
struggle, which we, are sure will succeed, as 
similar efforts have in scores of smaller 
villages. 

, Cranford is not alone in its efforts. Arrange
ments we are glad to say are in hand for the 
continued care and preservation - of Canons 
Ashby church. Many other parishes have most 
willingly shouldered the burden, and splendid 
results are'being attained .. Mter all, Englishmen 
are generous and open-handed; the County, the 
Diocese, and the villages are proud of their 
churches, and we are living in the most gener
ally prosperous era of our history. Last year 
the sum of £86,000 was raised in Peterb~rough 
Diocese for church restoration and repair, and 
this is a matter for great 'encouragement. But 
even so churches in parishes with tiny popula
tions such as Fawsley with its magnificent 
Knightley tombs; and Cold Ashby (recently, 
alas! closed for worship), as well as the fragment 
of All Saints at Barnwell-well worth a visit for 
its wonderful series of Montagu monuments
and, alas! others, are matter for great anxiety. , 

As suggested earlier in this article, the repair 
and maintenance of our parish churches is no 
new problem. It has always been a burden and 
always will be a burden on the laity. But 
hitherto, with very few exceptions, the problem 

. of raising the money has been solved through 
the centuries with a good will and as a matter 
of common duty by one or more of the following 
methods: (1) direct gifts (the best and simplest 
way), often encouraged before the Reformation 
as at Canons Ashby by the grant of indulgences 
by ~e bishops; (2) bequests; ·(3)-again, in 
pre-Reformation times-by village -festivities 
known as "church ales", for just as the Non-

,'conformist churches of the 19th. century were 
largely floated and kept afloat on oceans of tea, 
so the national drink of beer has played a large 
part in the ~istory of church maintenance; 

(4) bazaars, ' sales of work, and garden fetes in 
-our own day. 24 

And how well worth while an intensive study 
-county by county-of our medieval churches 
would be! It is almost incredible that it has not 
yet been undertaken. By it would be brought 
to light, in their relation to the general historical 
process, the local developments of style, the 
activity of church builders from century to 
century, the work and influence of individual 
craftsmen, while the help of our many skilled 
photographers would reveal undreamt of -or 
at least most strangely ignored-beauties of 
carving and sculpture, yes, and marvellous 
series of grotesques as well~wherein our 
ancestors gave play to their imagination and 
sense of humour, as well as to inspiration on 
the highest level. 

The great danger, as it seems to the present 
writer, is the economic spirit which has lately · 
so pervaded the national life that the approach 
to even the most unlikely subjects has been con
taminated, and the imponderable values ' con
sequently ignored. This encourages a hard
headed, practical. "business" outlook, with neat 
arithmetical financial calculations-of this type: 
"So many church-goers, so many seats at a 
cost of £x per seat per parishioner per annum 
for maintenance. Away with the rest-they are 
redundant!". This is not the spirit which has 
kept the four churches at , Cranford and Ald
winckle standing until 1960, or which inspired 
the . medieval craftsmen to place their most 
beautiful sculptures in the deep shadows of the 
roof of Westminster Abbey invisible to mortal 
eyes, but rather that of the men who asked: 
"To what purpose is this waste?" 

. If-economics must beinvoked, there is far 
more money coming into any parish today of 
400 or 500 inhabitants or over in· wages alone, 
(allowing for inflation). than used to come into 
the pockets of any but a few of the very richest 
and largest landowners. That Northamptonshire 
folk will refuse to respond, if given a lead in 
the right direction, we refuse to believe and it . 
is easier to raise £1,000 in 1960 thap. it was to 
raise £200 forty-five years ago. It is a fallacy 
to suppose that the squires alone have kept up 
the churches. They have done their part, of 
course, but the effort has been a communal one 
in which all, even those of other denominations, 
have willingly shared. Moreover, there has al-

24 See Philanthropy in England, 1480-1660 by W. K. Jordan, for the amounts contributed to church main
tenance and repairs. 
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ways been a large proportion of squireless vil
lages whose medieval churches are witness to 
this truth today~ 

We understand there is now a Committee in 
London considering the fate of "Redundant 
Churches". As soon should we dare to call the 
plays of Shakespeare, the symphonies of Beet
hoven or Mozart, or the Passion Music of Bach 
redundant. But on practical considerations 
alone even the remote churches may be needed 
again for worship. After all, on Sunday even
ings folk think nothing of driving ten or twenty 
miles to their favourite public-house. But 
surely, in the main, these churches, hallowed 
by the worship of God on the same spot if not 
in the identical building for a thousand years, 
are a sacred trust which has been handed on to 
us, from generation to generation, from century 
to century, a trust which without a truly 
tragical drop in our standard of living25 we can-
not dishonour. • 

"Where there'~ a will there's a way". In a 
County and Diocese which can boast of such a 
world-famous series as "the Churches of the 
Nene Valley" the will can hardly be lacking. 
To those who believe, as we have been taught, 
that the attributes 'of Almighty God are Good
ness, Beauty, and Truth, the words of Dom 
David Knowles, Regius Professor of History in 
the University of Cambridge, writing in his 
recently published book of "the great but 
imponderable loss in things of beauty devotect 
or at least erected, to the glory of God", "the" 
destruction of things fair and precious" four 
centuries ago, seem painfully apposite today: 

25 And by this we mean living and not cars and 
television sets, beer and skittles. 

"The country and its Church were deprived in 
the space of two or three years of a multitude 
of monuments of architectural beauty . . . The 
loss to what may be called the aesthetic capital 
of the land was very great ... History, which 
tells of the slow rise of civilised peoples, and 
of many fortunate epochs in which things of 
beauty were created in profusion, has also a 
melancholy record of the wholesale destruction 
of the beautiful works of man, all too rare in 
any age".26 

Let us beware lest we fall under the same 
condemnation. 

To get down to ways and means, may we 
respectfully suggest the following procedure? 
If a church needs repair the first thing to do is 
to write to the Society for the Protection of 
Ancient Buildings, 55 Great Ormond Street, 
W.C.I, and ask for an architect's report by this 
Society which has over 80 years' experience 
behind it. With the report will be supplied an ' 
estimate of the approximate cost of repairs. 
The nex·t step is to set · to work to raise the 
money within a limited time, which is most 
important. To let an appeal drag on indefinitely 
is the greatest mistake. Lastly, when the money 
is in hand tenders can be invited and the work 
begun. 

A great effort could put every church in the 
diocese in repair within the next five years, 
and then, if the gutters, downpipes and roofs 
are looked after, they will stand for thirty or 
forty years or more with only a very small sum 
annually required for maintenance. As Bacon 
said: "It is a reverend thing to see a castle or 
building not in decay". 

JOAN WAKE. 

26 David Knowles, The Religious Orders in England, 
Vol. Ill, pp. 387,388. 

* * * * * * * .* 

For the Tooth Ache 

A pinch of flour, pinch of pepper made into a past with a Httle brandy & put into the 
Bole of the Ear & lay down on that side for a quarter of an hour is often of service for 
the tooth-ach. 

To "snuff up" Rum is another receipt for the tooth-Ach. 
(de Capell Brooke MSS.) . 
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Delapre Day. Extracts from Speeches 

to. 

The Earl of Euston, Deputy-Chairman of the Society for the Protection of 
Ancient Buildings, said: 

"1 do not often find that I have to speak at so distinguished a gathering as today's, and I 
am quite particularly pleased to be here for a large variety of reasons. 

The first one I suppose is my family's long connection with Northamptonshire and also 
incidentally with the Wake family. My second is that of being Deputy Chairman of the 
Society for the Preservation of Ancient Buildings, which has fought this battle for the 
preservation of Dehlpre Abbey since 1953, and it is one of the architect Members of the 
Committee, Mr. David Nye, who made the original Report on the building, estimating what 
it would cost to repair it, and it is to him and to the builders, Messrs. Simcock and Usher, 
that we owe the splendid state of preservation you see it in today. I think they have carried 
out an extremely skilful job .... 

It has been a very exdting experience in the Society's Headquarters in London, -having 
prepared the Report on the buildi~g and backed Miss Wake's appeal, to sit in the Office 
receiving a series of stop-press messages from the front almost weekly, saying how the 
campaign was going. The sense of urgency which was brought to the whole campaign has 
been something I certainly have never experienced before. 

While I am mentioning the Minister of Works' grant to this building I would just like to 
remind the audience here today that Delapre is only one of a good many buildings in North
amptonshire which have received grants over the last five or six years, such as Stoke Park, 
Rushton Hall, the Ladies' Club in Northampton, Brackley Town Hall, and others, and I do 
not think the HistQric Buildings Council really can be accused of neglecting Northampton-

. shire. . 

To turn to Delapre Abbey, it does seem to me that it is a link with 800 years of the history 
of Northampton itself. It was for 400 years a medieval nunnery, and was bought after the 
Dissolution by the Tate family, and they started altering it soon after the Dissolution, so 
that Tudor parts still remain. They made important additions in about 1630, and built the 
Georgian wing, and then sold the house in the 18th century to the Bouverie family, who, in 
the course of time, put on Victorian additions, and so it remained in their possession right 
up till 1946 when it was sold to Northampton Corporation. 

When I was first told of the problem of Delapre and the threat to it, I am bound to say it 
always seemed to me that it ought to be comparatively simple to find a solution for two 
reasons; one was that'the house was not in a very bad condition, .and the second was that it 
was so very near to the town. I do feel that the present outcome has been quite a particularly 
satisfactory one, to have saved an interesting house su~h as Delapre for such an excellent 
purpose as the Record Office, and I would like to congratulate Miss Wake and her Committee 
and both the Borough and the two County Councils for their co-operation in this very happy 
solution. ' 

I would like to finish by one plea, which is that the fate of the stables and orangery should 
be considered before they are written off. It seems to me, and I hope you will agree as you 
walk round today, that the house, the stables, and the park do form parts of a very complete 
whole, and I do very much hope that it will be found possible to preserve these two other 
buildings as well. I think that this is really a great day for Northampton, and I would like to 
wish the Record Office a very happy future in its new home". 
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NORTHAMPTON RE-VINDICATED 

MORE LIGHT ON WHY THE MAIN LINE MISSED THE TOWN 

(This article is illustrated by a plan. on page 309) . 

THIRTY years ago, Miss J oan Wake, in collect
ing information for the · editor of the third 
volume of the Victoria History of North
amptonshire, became convinced that the well
known story about the Borough of North
ampton driving away the main line of the 
London and Birmingham Railway was, in fact, 
apocrypha!.1 She subsequently published her 
detailed findings in 1935 under the title 
Northampton Vindicated: or Why the Main 
Line missed the Town. . 

It might be deemed superfluous for anybody 
t6 consider re-opening this controversy; never
theless the writer pleads threefold extenuation. 
Firstly, Miss Wake was refused access to the 
minute books of the London and Birmingham 
Railway, and was forced to rely on extracts 
sent to her by officials at Euston. All surviving 
records are now available for inspection at the 
archives office of the British Transport Com-: 
mission. Secondly, a letter written in 1857 by 
Robert Stephenson, the railway engineer, is 11 

worth consideration in the light of an attempt 
by a Mayor of Northampton to sq~ash the 
legend. Thirdly, notwithstanding Northampton 
Vindicated, the ancient lie, like John Brown's 
soul, still goes marching on; repeated, for 
example, in 1951 by no less a person than the 
then Chief rublicity Officer of the British 
Transport Commission.2 

There · is no easy or obvious route for a 
railway between Lo~don and Birmingham; 
any line must first cross the Chiltern Hills, 
and then negotiate the long, well-furrowed 

1 See V.C.H. Northants, Vol. III (1930), p. 1. 
2 Christian Barman, Early British Railways, 1951, 

p. 19. See also C. Gill (Emeritus Professor of History, 
University of Hull), History of Birmingham, Vol. I 
(1952), p. 285. 
. 3 Northampton Mercury, 7th January, 1837. Giles 

was addressing a meeting in Northampton regarding 
a projected railway from Northampton to Leicester. 
It may also be noticed that Thomas Roscoe in his 
London and Birmingham Railway, (p. 90) (undated 

ridge of high ground formed by the running 
together of the Oxfordshire Cotswolds and the 
Northamptonshire uplands. In the summer of 
1830, Sir John Rennie advised a group of 
railway promoters to proceed via Oxford and 
Banbury. Another engineer, Francis Giles, 
then proposed another route, · this time via 
Coventry. The eminent George Stephenson, 
to whom these alternatives were referred, 
decided in favour of Giles, and the Coventry 
route was adopted in principle by the London 
and Birmingham Railway Company which was 
formed in September, 1830. Giles, however, 
was not employed to make thy detailed surveys 
and pilot the scheme through Parliament; 
instead the appointment was given to George 
Stephenson and his son Robert as joint engin
eers-in-chief. In the event it was Robert who 
did all the practical work, relying on the advice 
of his father when necessary. 

Official documentary confirmation is lacking, 
but according to Giles's own testimony, as 
reported in the Northampton Mercury,3 the 
original Coventry route was planned to run 
through Northampton. If so, Robert Stephen
son soon decided otherwise, for on the 23rd 
October, 1830, he presented a report to the 
Company in which he recommended by-pass
ing Northampton on the west by about four 
and a half miles.4 Undoubtedly he was being 
guided by his cardinal rule in laying out a 
railway: "To select a line on which the differ
ence between the highest and the lowest levels 
is the best [i.e. least] which the character of 

but published in' 1839 according to the English 
Catalogue), remarks that "Mr. Stephenson" (George 
not Robert, who is always "Mr. R.") originally 
intended to take the line through the town, and the 
Northampton Mercury (5th October, 1830) reported 
that they understood that Northampton had been 
recommended as the central point on the railroad 
"by someone in a high quarter". 

4 Minutes of London & Birmingham Railway Co., 
1/27, 23rd October, 1830. 

I 
: I 
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the country will admit of".5 Northampton lies avoiding Kilsby, but with no result. Regarding 
in the valley ofthe River Nene; had Stephenson Blisworth, he was quite definite: the Company 
carried the London and Birmingham line could only expect "a change of difficulties as 
thr<?ugh the town hq.:would have increased the a result of an attempt to carry the lip.e more 
difference in levels on the Northamptonshire to the eastwards" (i.e. nearer to Northampton).9 
section by about eighty feet, thus placing an. Next it was the turn of the Chief Engineer 
additiop.al strain on the puny, unreliable to grapple with these problems. On 2nd 
locomotives available at that time-a fact September, 1831, the Chairman reported to 
recognised by one of the speakers at a pro- his colleagues that "Mr. 'R.. Stephenson having 
railway meeting held in Northampton on the represented that it was possible that a line 
2nd November, 18306• Stephenson may also might be found more to the east of Fep.ny 
have had a second reason for revising Giles's Stratford and nearer to Northampton than the 
route. Another of his railway-building maxims present line, [which] would be clear of map.y 
was "to avoid parks and pleasure grounds of the serious obstacles which oppose them
where possible";7 any railway going to Birm- selves to a railway through Northamptonshire", 
ingham from Northampton was bound to pass permission haq been given for a re-survey, 
within a mile of Althorp, l?ome of Lord but Stephenson was , now "convinced of the 
Spencer, a powerful nobleman whose opposi- impracticability of laying down a line in that 
tion might have been serious when cop.sider- direction with any advantage" .10 Stephep.son 
ation of the line came before Parliament.8 himself confirmed this opinion in a written 

The hostility of most of the larger lap.d- report which he submitted to the directors at 
owners to the London and Birmingham Rail- their next meetip.g: "We have examip.ed other 
way is well known, and the details, amply districts of country by several lines of levels, 
chronicled for Northamptonshire by Miss with a hope that some of the expensive works 
Wake, need not be repeated. Sufficient to say on the present line might be obviated such as 
that by the spring of 1831 the' Company was are occasioned by the high tracts of country 
prepared to abandon whole sections of the at Ivinghoe (Bucks), Blisworth and Kilsby, 
Giles-Stephenson route if acceptable alterna- but the result has been that the line upon 
tives coufd be found. ,The directors were also which we report [substantially his original one] 
uneasy about some of the physical obstacles is the best between London and Birmingham, 
on the way, notably the ridges of high ground keeping ip. mind economy ip. the execution; 
at Blisworth and Kilsby. Richard Creed, the favourable levels for the operation of locomo
secretary, spent several weeks in the saddle tive engines; and ultimate economy in the 
making a rough survey in the hope of finding conveyance of passengers and heavy goods".l1 
something better. One of his suggestions was Nothing could be more definite. 
for a line which would begin at the West India After a long and expensive battle against a 
Docks in London, run northward through multitude of opponents, the London and 
Baldock and Bedford, then swing to the west Birmingham Railway Company succeeded in 
and after passing through Northampton join 1833 in obtaining the Act of Parliament 

, the original route to the east of Rugby. Mother authorismg it to build the line, substantially 
of his projected routes proceeds via Fenny / along the original Stephep.son route of 1830. 
Stratford and Newport Pagnell, then circles Regular train services began in 1838. Neither 
Northampton on the east and north by about in the loCal press, nor in the minute books of 
two miles. Creed also examined the country to the Company, is there the slightest evidence 
the west of Daventry, obviously, in the hope of that Nortlulmpton was by-passed because the 

5 L. & B. Minutes, 1/1, 28th October, 1831. 
6 Northampton Mercury, 6th November, 1830. 
7 L. & B. Minutes, 1/1, 28th October, 1831. 

, 8 So far as their outlying estates were concerned, 
the Spencers were among the small minority of 
landlords immediately favourable to the railway (e.g. 
L. & B. Minutes, 1/27, letter from Captain Moorsom 
28th January, 1831). But a line projected so near to 
'Althorp in 1830 would have been tempting Provi-
dence! -

9 L. & B. Minutes, 1/1 and 1/26 for the Creed 

survey, also Prospectus 1/1, a map on which several 
of the suggested routes have been marked. North
ampton Vindicated, p. 14, footnote, states that" •.. 
the Company's Minutes say distinctly that the line 
left Northampton many miles to the west". The 
wording in L. & B. Minutes, 1/26 is " ... line leaving 
Northampton to the west, passing Bedford. ' .. ". 
Prospectus 1/1 confirms that it passed through Nor
thampton. 

10 L. & B. Minutes, 1/1, 2nd September, 1831. 
11 Ibid. 1/1, 28th October, 1831. 
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inhabitants were adverse. The imputed oppo,.. 
sition of the Corporation ~urns out, on closer 
examination, to be no more than cautious 
reaction in 1830 to advanced notice of the 
line passing over a . municipal · estate at Bug": 
brooke, five miles away. 12 

The Northampton legend was soon born. 
In April, 1838 the Northampton Herald hinted 
that the failure of the London and Birmingham 
Company to provide an adequate station at 
Blisworth was a "punishment" on the town 
for opposing the line in the first place.13 Next 
year the alleged stupidity of Northampton was 
pilloried in Thomas Roscoe's London and 
Birmingham Railway, and thus broadcast to 
the world. Stokers and Pokers by Sir Frands 
Read, a semi-official account of the London 
and North Western Railway published in 1849, 
carried the story to its logical conclusion: but 
for the opposition of Northampton, the Kilsby 
Tunnel would have .been unnecessary.14 In 
1857 this statement was repeated by Samuel 
Smiles in his biography of George Stephenson. 

Not everybody in Northampton was pre
pared to agree that the town had originally 
been hostile to the railway. At a meeting at 
Bedford in 1840, one of tile speakers ventured 
to assert "that the inhabitants of Northampton 
opposed the rail-road to the utmost, and had 
done but one thing since then which was to -
repent". The next issue of the Bedford Mercury 
carried a letter from "A Tradesman of North
ampton" who challenged him to prove it.15 
Even more vigorous was the reaction of Mr. 
William Riggins, Mayor of Northampton in 
1857, to the Life of George Stephenson. Re 
wrote a short but dignified protest to The Times, 
and to clinch his case, quoted a pro-railway 
resolution passed by a meeting of Northampton 
inhabitants in 1830.16 Ris letter appeared in 
the issue of the 23rd September, and was re
printed in the local press. 

One of the readers of Mr. Riggins's counter
blast was Samuel Smiles himself. Obviously 

12 Northampton Vindicated, p. 12. 
13 Northampton Herald, 7th April, 1838. Nicknamed 

"The Lying Herald" and engaged in a spiteful anti
London and Birmingham campaign at the time. The 
origins of the legend are obscure. 

14 The Londdn and Birmingham had been merged 
into the London and North Western in 1846. Head, 
who prints nearly fifty pages of the Company's rules 
and regulations, acknowledges in the preface that "on 

perplexed, he immediately wrote to Robert 
Stephenson for an account of what had really 
happened. Stephenson replied on the 30th 
and this is what he told( Smiles: 

"It may be quite true what the Mayor of 
Northampton says, but it certainly does not 
convey the whole truth. Meetings were held in 
alniost every town on the line, both for and 
against the railway, but Northampton dis
tinguished itself by being rather more furious 
than other places in opposition to railways, and 
begged that the line might be kept away from 
them [sic]. It is true that the low level of 
Northampton presented a very great objection 
to the line approaching it nearer than it does; 
but I had a strong leaning for that direction, 
because it would have admitted of the line 
approaching the Kilsby Ridge up the Althorp 
valley in a favourable manner. I was anxious to 
go in that direction, for another reason, viz., 
that the line would have reached a point better 
calculated than Rugby for commanding the 
midland and northern counties ... "17 

The effrontery of this explanation is breath
taking. In the light of Northampton Vindicated 
the assertion that the opposition from North
ampton was "more furious" than elsewhere 
may be ignored. But that Stephenson would 
have preferred a route up t~e Althorp valley 
is not confirmed by a single entry from the 
London and ' Birmingham Railway's minute 
books; indeed, if it be accepted that the 
original route suggested by Giles ran through 
Northamp~on, then it is certain that Stephenson 
shifted the line away from the town. Nor did 
he show any prejudice against Rugby in his 
report of the 23rd October, 1830, which was 
presented to the Company two months before 
the first protest . meeting of the Northampton
shire landowners. Moreover, a line up the 
Althorp valley, unless diverted on to high 
ground, would have merely rejoined the 
Stephenson line of 1830, ' two miles south of 
the Kilsby Tunnel. (The Northampton loop, 
built in the seventies when locomotives were 
very much more powerful, makes an almost 
right-angled turn at Long Buckby to avoid 
doing so). With his horror of all but the most 
moderate gradients, Stephenson cannot even 
have dreamed of crossing the Northampton-

application to the Secretary" he had been "favoured 
with the slight authorities we required". 

15 Bedford Mercury, 25th July and 1st August, 
1840. I owe these references to Mr. Geoffrey Webb 
of Bedford . . 

16 The . resolution is given in Northampton Vindi
cated, pp. 6, 7. 

17 Samuel Smiles, Lives of the Engineers, Vol. Ill, 
p.304. 
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shire uplands, a formidable land barrier, any
where much to the east of Kilsby, the narrowest 

-point in the whole range. And had he attempted 
to by-pass Rugby by more than two or three 
miles to the north, 'the line would have im
pinged on the spurs of high ground which 
flank the River Swift. 

Samuel Smi1~s was satisfied with Stephen
son's reply; after all, he would not have seen 
the minute books, and it probably never 
~ccurred to him to consult the Northampton 
Mercury of 1830 (0+ a map!). In 1862, three 
years after the death of Robert, Smiles pub
lished the letter as a footnote to his account 
of the two Stephensons in his famous Lives of 
the Engineers. Two years later, the standard 
biography of Robert Stephenson by J. C. 
J eaffreson was issued. This work also pro
claims that it was the opposition of Northamp
ton to the railway which forced the building 
of the Kilsby Tunnel. 

Did Stephenson have a motive for his pre
varicating reply to Smiles? In the opinion of 
the writer he did. The boring of the Kilsby 
Tunnel has always been treated as one of the 
epics of the heroic age of railway construction: 
the unexpected quicksand, the sudden flood, 
the pumps working day and night (according 
to Smiles · they remov~d enough water to fill 
the Thames at high tide between London and 
Woolwich), the miserable death of the original 
contractor, above all the courage and resource
fulness of the two Stephensons. In fact, the 
initial failure to discover the quicksand was a 
terrible miscalculation Which might have bank
rupted a smaller company than the .. London 
and Birmingham, and blasted the professional 
reputation of . a lesser engineer than Robert 

Stephenson. Ultimately all was well, but only 
at a cost of £291,030 instead of the contract 
price of , £98,988.18 Yet Kilsby must always 
have remained a distasteful memory for 
Stephenson: what better excuse could he have 
had -than the convenient story that North
ampton, by its pig-headed conservatism, forced 
the building of the tunnel? That such a sus
picion is not entirely original is proved by a 
letter which appeared in the Northampton 
Mercury in 1859, signed . Senex,although the 
anonymous writer accuses the Railway Com
pany instead of Stephenson. "It is· quite . true 
the Company were free agents to take their 
line where they pleased, but I contend they 
were not at liberty, after committing the 
atrocious . blunder of choosing the Kilsby 
Tunnel and the Roade [i.e. Blisworth] Cut
ting, both in their public and private capacities 
as directors and men of business, to lay the 
blame on the people of Northampton. It is, I 
believe, a conceded point now that Northamp
ton as a town; through its Corporation and 
Chief Magistrate, petitioned in favour of the 
line, and that the only opposition was from a 
few coach proprietors and hotel keepers, whose 
interests were in another direction .... ".19 

The irony of the Northampton legend is that · 
it was Mayor Higgins's attempt to ' tell the 
truth which gave Robert Stephenson the 
opportunity of endorsing· what did not happen 
with all the authority of his name. Had 
Stephenson stuck to hard facts in his reply to 
Sriilles, probably the legend would have died 
a natural death on the publication of the Lives 
of the Engineers. Magna est veritas-but except 
in the longest run it does not always prevail. 

VICTOR A. HATLEY. 

- NOTE 

Since the setting up of this article, the writer has noticed two further references . to the 
"Northampton legend", both in books · published in 1959. Mr. Christopher Savage, Lecturer in 
Political Economy in the University of St. Andrews, writes: "The refusal of Northampton to 
permit the London and Birmingham to pass through it ... [is] well known". {An Economic History 
of Transport, p.43). According to Mr. Ernest Carter " ... the opposition of Northampton, which 

18 Thos. Roscoe. The London & Birmingham Rail
way, table at end of boo~. 

19 Northampton Mercury, 15th October, 1859. Much 
dissatisfaction had recently been expressed in North
ampton with the service provided by the L.N.W.R. 
and it may be presumed that the Company used the 
"legend" in self-defence. 

The 1830 resolution in favour of the railway · 
passing through Northampton was carried by a 
public meeting of the inhabitants with . the Mayor 
as chairman. In view of Senex's accusation, it will 
be remembered that Northampton was first blamed 
for the Kilsby Tunnel in · Stokers and Pokers. 
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the town afterwards whole-heartedly repented, was the cause of much industrial difficulty and 
expenditure, for it involved the con!?truction of the mile-and-a-half-long Kilsby Tunnel on the 
London and Birmingham main line". (An Historical Geography of the Railways of the British 
Isles,p.82). ' V.A.H. 

\ 

• 

REVIEW 

WITH his book Northamptonshire Cricket-A History, Mr. J. D. Coldham has filled a long 
felt want. He takes us from the early days of Northamptonshire cricket to the formation of the 
County Cricket Club; and describes its fortunes as a second class County, and its rise to first 
class status. 

We then follow it through the great year of 1912, the lean years between the wars, and the 
recovery under F. R. Brown, followed by the able leadership and beautiful batting of Dennis 
Brookes. The book leaves us in 1958, when, with many excellent and seasoned players, supported 
by a young and promising ground staff, able administrators, and an enthusiastic Supporters 
Club, the County is a force to be reckoned with. 

To myself the book is of absorbing interest, as it recalls to mind many cricketers, whose 
names, in my youth, were household words in my family. To mention but a few, the Kingstons, 
George Thompson, Billy East and later S: G. Smith, V. C. W. JuPP, E. W. Clark and A. H. 
Bakewell. The great patrons and administrators are not forgotten; again to mention but a few, 
I quote Sir Herewald Wake, Lord Lilford, Mr. A. J. Damell, and Mr. A. Cockerill! 

The book has many excellent illustrations together with a detailed statistical Appendix, 
both of which will be of great interest to all cricket lovers, and especially to those who know and 
support the County. J. R. WETHERALL. 
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