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'BLAZE' AT BUCKBY: 

A NOTE ON A FORGOTTEN 

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE INDUSTRY 

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE during the 18th Century 
was a celebrated woolgrowing county. Much of 
this wool was exported to otherpartsofEngland; 
some of it, however, stayed at home to provide 
the raw material for the local weaving industry. 
The militia. lists compiled for the county in 1777 
contain the names and occupations of just over 
12,000 men aged between 18 and 45, of whom 
1,150 were employed in weaving.1 The principal 
concentrations of weavers were in the districts 
centred on Northampton itself, Kettering, 
Rothwell, Corby, Welford, Long Buckby, 
Kilsby, Crick, and Middleton Cheney. In some 
places the proportion of weavers ranged from a 
quarter to nearly half of the male inhabitants in 
the age group mentioned previously. Bray
brooke, for example, had 31 weavers out of a 
total of 64 men recorded on its militia list. 

James Donaldson of Dundee, whose General 
View of the Agriculture of the County of North
ampton was published in 1794, described in 
this book the processes whereby wool was 
prepared for the weaving industry of North
amptonshire. According to Donaldson2 : 

'The wool, in the first instance, is bought by 
the manufacturers from the growers or farm
ers in the neighbourhood; it then undergoes 
a very minute assortment, and the different 
kinds of wool which are found in every fleece 
are appropriated to supply the proper markets 
in the different parts of the kingdom, where 
they are respectively manufactured. Thus, 
for instance, the finest is sent into Yorkshire 
for clothing, or to Leicester for the hosiers; 
and some of the longest staple wool is worked 
at home into moreens, tammies, calimancoes, 
and everlastings [different kinds of worsted 
cloth, i.e. cloth woven from yarn made of 
combed wool]. After the wool is sorted, and 
the different kinds are assigned to the respect
ive purposes for which they are best adapted, 
that which is intended to be manufactured at 
home is combed, and then delivered out, in 

A WooLCOMBER AT WoRK 

Note the curiously shaped comb-pot in which 
the combs were heated, and also near the 
window an hour glass to time the operation of 
combing. This illustration is taken from The 
Book of Trades (1st. edn., 1804), frontispiece 
to Part 1. 

1 The Northamptonshire militia lists for 1777 
(Northamptonshire Record Office) are being edited 
by the present writer and Mr. B. A. Bailey, and will 
be published as a volume in the main series of the 
Northamptonshire Record Society. 

Much research on the Kettering branch of the 
Northamptonshire weaving industry has been done 
by Mr. Adrian Randall (University of Newcastle
upon-Tyne), and it is hoped that a summary of his 
findings will appear in a subsequent edition of 
N.P.&P. 

2 Donaldson, 11-12, and also quoted in William 
Pitt, General View of the Agriculture of the County of 
Northampton (ed. of 1809), 241-2. I have used Pitt's 
version because he corrects an obvious error made by 
Donaldson in describing the wool used by the 
Northamptonshire weaving industry. 
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small quantities, to the lower class of people in the neighbourhood, to be spun and reeled, 
for which they are paid so much per pound, according to the fineness of the thread into 
which it is converted; it is then returned home to the manufacturer, who has it wove into 
such kind of stuff as the quality of the thread will best answer. The spinning and reeling 
are chiefly performed by the females, and boys from ten to fourteen years of age. The price 
allowed is from IOd. to Is. 6d. per pound. A tolerable spinner, who is industrious, earns, 
upon an average, 6d. per day. Sorters are paid at the rate of 6d. per tod of 28lb. Combers 
receive 2s. for every 13lb. of wool. A good hand will make 9s. or I Os. per week. A weaver 
from Ss. 6d. to 6s. 6d. per piece for tammies, consisting of 32 yards in length by 22 inches 
in breadth; and, for everlastings, from Ss. to I7s. per piece of the same size, according to 
the fineness; and a good weaver will earn Is. 6d. per day.' 
The militia lists for I777 contain the names of 290 men classified as woolcombers, one or 

more of whom were to be found in 72 villages. The largest concentration was at Long Buckby ( 40 
woolcombers out of I83 men listed) and several neighbouring villages: West Haddon (I4/ISS)3, 

Ravensthorpe (I2/66), Kilsby (11/99), Whilton (9/44), and Crick (7/I88). Other places with 
relatively large numbers ofwoolcombers were Kettering (3I/387), Northampton (I9/80S), Welford 
(II/I58), Kislingbury (9/90), Spratton (7 /67), Stoke Albany and Flore (S each), East Farndon, 
Rothwell, Cold Ashby, Holcot, Cranford St. Andrew, Harpole, Byfield, Geddington, Marston St. 
Lawrence and Wappenham (4 each). 

The object of combing was to cause the fibres in the wool to lie roughly parallel with each 
other. 4 This was accomplished with a pair of hand combs, T -shaped implements not unlike rakes 
but possessing several rows of teeth. A comber would fix one of the combs to a post, and place in 
its teeth a quantity of wool whieh had been cleaned and oiled. He then pulled the other comb 
through the wool. After a while the position of the combs was reversed, the combing operation 
being continued until the fibres could be drawn off and laid out as a sliver of wool a few feet in 
length. In order to keep the wool flexible, the combs had to be heated by charcoal stoves which 
were known as 'comb pots'. The fumes given out by these stoves were noxious, and woolcombing 
was an unhealthy occupation. 

Nevertheless, journeymen woolcombers were craftsmen who possessed much loyalty 
towards their craft and its traditions. They earned wages which compared favourably with those 
of agricultural labourers. Donaldson, it will be remembered, stated that a good comber in North
amptonshire was paid '9s. or I Os. per week'; according to the same writer the wages of labourers 
were I/- a day in winter and I/-4d. a day in summer.5 Like other craftsmen at this period, wool
combers were active in the promotion of friendly societies and other forms of mutual benefit. 
They were also pioneers in the organisation of trade unions; one of the earliest references to labour 
unrest in Northamptonshire occurred in I774 when the master woolcombers of Kettering were 
in dispute with their journeymen over what was known as the double-combing of wool. 6 

Just as Crispin and Crispinian were regarded as the patron saints of shoemakers, so St. 
Blasius (otherwise Blaise or Blaze) was venerated by woolcombers, not only in Northamptonshire 
but also in other parts of England where woolcombing was undertaken extensively. St. Blasius 
had been a bishop of Sebastea in Armenia who was martyred in about A.D. 3I6.7 Before beheading 
him, his tormentors scraped his flesh with iron combs, and in ecclesiastical iconography he is 
usually shown holding a large comb. The feast of St. Blasius is celebrated on 3 February. According 
to Anne Elizabeth Baker, whose Glossary of Northamptonshire Words and Phrases was published 
in I8S4, this feast 'was formerly commemorated every third or fourth year by a procession of 
masters and journeymen engaged in the trade, in the several towns and even villages, in the county 
where any branch of it was carried on'. There are three accounts of such celebrations in North
amptonshire: at West Haddon in I777 (Northampton Mercury, I7 February I777), Long Buckby 

a The 1777 list for West Haddon omits most of the 
occupations. These figures, therefore, have been taken 
from the list for 1774. 

4 A good account of woolcombing will be found in 
Herbert Heaton, The Yorkshire Woollen and Worsted 
Industry from the Earliest Times up to the Industrial 

Revolution (2nd. ed., 1965), 333-5. There were, of 
c<;mr~e, . varia~ions of technique according to the 
distnct m which the wool was being combed. 

5 Donaldson, 44. 
6 Northampton Mercury, 21 & 28 Nov. 1774. 
7 Butler's Lives of the Saints, I (ed. of 1956), 239. 
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in 1779 (Ibid., 22 February 1779), and Northampton in 1804 (Glossary, Vol. 2, 417-21). Here 
is the account of the Long Buck by celebrations in 1779 :-

To the PRINTER 
SIR, 

The 3d of February being BISHOP BLAZE, the same was observed by a Society of 
Woolcombers at Long Buckby, in Northamptonshire, noted for making Har~teens [a kind 
of worsted cloth]. 

The said Body paraded the Streets in the following Order: a large Flag, near eight Feet 
square-on one side the Bishop, full robed, and a Mitre on his Head, a Book in one Hand, 
and a Comb in the other, with a Comber at Work on each Side ofhim,-with this Motto: 

My numerous Charge I taught, and fed, 
And gave my Children's Children Bread. 

On the reverse Side, Britannia, seated on a Wool-Pack, under an Oak, crowned with 
Laurels,-on her right Hand a Lion, the Emblem of Superiority, a Lance in her Hand, 
Shield by her Side, and a Sword on the Ground, with Cannon and Balls, Anchor and 
Drum, all which allude to the martial Spirit of the · Nation;~under her left Arm hangs a 
Fleece ofWool,-she is looking to the Stern of a Merchant Ship, named the.Commerce;
on that Side is the Horn of Plenty, filled with the Fruit of the Earth, alluding to the Fertility 
of the Soil ;-in the Ship may be supposed those Bags of Spanish Gold brought in return 
for her Wool, one of which is pouring its _Contents at her Feet, with this Motto: 

My Strength in War, and Wealth in Peace, 
Arises from the Golden Fleece. 

The Flag being carried before the Procession, made a noble · Appearance, attended by a 
Band of Music,-after the Flag a grave Person rode, in imitation of the Bishop, followed 
by the Orator,-the Masters' Sons first in Procession~ then the Journeymen, decorated 
with Jersey [wool] Wigs, crossed Sashes, pink and blue Tassels on their Shoulders, and 
Wands in their Hands, ornamented with Tassels, which made a grand Appearance, to a 
vast Number of Spectators. _ 

The Gentlemen Masters being pleased with the Order of the Procession, afterwards 
retired to two Public Houses, where a noble Entertainment was provided by them, in 
Honour of the Day. 
The following Lines were proclaimed to the Honour of the Right Rev. the Bishop, Founder of 
the Woollen Manufactory: 

Now -Sons of Blaze your Flag display, 
In Honour of the Annual Day: 
This is to show how much we prize, 
The Gains that from our Trade arise. 
Fam'd Goddess [Britannia], and the Blaze, declare 
This Day adopted Sons we are; 
In Order join'd, let nought invade, 
Thus dress'd for Shew in grand Parade. 
Our reverend Father, learned Sage, 
In Church and State did stand engag' d; 
Superior Rank, but deign'd in Thought 
To view the Fleece that Jason brought. 
Seeing the Flock spread o'er the Plain, 
The golden Gift would not disdain; 
Establish'd Trade in Britain's Isle, 
Which makes ten Thousand Poor to smile. 
This Prelate from Armenia came, 
That Dawn of Trade, Britannia's Fame; 
The Art diffus'd to different Hands 
Whic?- Neptune wafts to foreign Lat?-ds. 



"BLAZE" AT BUCKBY 

Spinners and Weavers, numerous Throng, 
And various Hands thereto belong; 
Where all the whole connected stand, 
Great Manufactory of our Land. 

Not Arts and Science found in Greece, 
Can equal with the Golden Fleece; 
Nor Athens' Greatness were it told:-
'Tis Trade that doth our State uphold. 

Generous Masters, fraught with Wealth, 
In grateful Thanks we drink your Health; 
May Fortune condescend to aid,-
God bless the King, Success to Trade. 

J.L. 
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The identity of 'J.L.', who wrote this account of 'Bishop Blaze' and sent it to the North
ampton Mercury, is, unfortunately, unknown. It will be noticed that the celebration was organised 
by a 'Society ofWoolcombers'; this society was probably a friendly society which had been formed 
by and for the woolcombers of Long Buck by and district. In 1779 Great Britain was engaged in 
the American War of Independence, hence the allusion to the 'martial Spirit of the Nation'. The 
writer of the poem seems to be saying that 'Blaze' himself established the woollen industry in 
Britain, 8 although there is not a scrap of evidence that the bishop ever visited the western provinces 
of the Roman Empire. The public houses to which the master woolcombers retired were perhaps 
the 'Bishop Blaze' and the 'Woolpack'; licensed premises with these appropriate names existed in 
Long Buckby at this period.9 

'Fraught with Wealth' is likely to have been a poetic exaggeration when applied to the 
master woolcombers of Long Buckby in 1779. But at least one of their number was in comfortable 
financial circumstances when he died a few years later. William Mawby, whose name appears on 
the militia list for 1777, and whose will was proved in 1791, left behind him an estate valued for 
probate at 'sub £2,000' (i.e. between £1,000 and £2,000), a substantial sum when compared with 
the wages of a journeyman woolcomber.10 However, his father-in-law, Thomas Robinson, who 
was also a master, appears not to have been so afHuent; his estate was valued for probate in 1801 

· at 'sub £100'.11 

. It is probable that the celebration of'St. Blaze' in 1779 took place at the sunset of prosperity 
for woolcombing at Long Buck by. Donaldson refers to the cruel slump which hit the Northampton
shire weaving industry at the outbreak of war with France in 1793,12 but there is evidence that 
business had been slack for at least a decade before that date. A depression in weaving would 
soon have communicated itself to woolconibing. In 1792, a year when the national economy was 
at the peak of a trade cycle, a combination was formed among the woolcombers in the Long 
Buckby district to obtain an advance in wages. The employers declined to make this advance, 
justifying their decision by explaining that 'as the Wages for Combing were not lowered by us 
during near ten Years bad Trade, which the Working Hands in every other Part of the Trade 
.[i.e. spinning, weaving and their auxiliaries] were obliged to submit to, it is unreasonable to desire 
an Advance on the present Turn of Trade, especially as it is now actually declining, and we are 

8 At the West Haddon celebrations of 1777, it was 
stated in the orator's address that 'Blaze', when he 
came to Britain, took up residence on or near Salis
bury Plain! (N.M., 17 Feb. 1777). This address, 
incidentally, was also used by the orator at North
ampton in 1804 (Glossary, II, 419). 

9 N.M., 6 April 1778 (Woolpack), 2 Feb. 1788 
(Bishop Blaze). 

10 N.R.O., Northampton Archdeaconry Wills, 28 
May 1791. 

11 Ibid., 29 Jan. 1801. References to William Mawby 
and Thomas Robinson will be found in the N.M., 
20 Oct. 1783 and 10 May 1784. 

12 Donaldson, 11, 46. 
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entering on a War, which we have Reason to fear will involve us in all the Distresses we exper
ienced during the late unhappy Contest with the American Colonies' .13 

The decline of woolcombing at Long Buck by was rapid during the first half of the Nine
teenth Century. 208 children were baptised at the parish church between 1813 and 1820, and 
only seven of them had fathers who were woolcombers.14 Between 1821 and 1830 the figures were 
27 4 baptisms and one child with a woolcomber father. Long Buckby turned from woolcombing, 
and also weaving, to shoemaking; at the census of 1851 it had a population of 2,341 persons, of 
whom 324 (14% of the total) were employed in the shoe trade.15 No weavers and only one wool
comber were listed in the census returns; the name of this woolcomber was George Chater, and 
he was 73 years old, a bachelor, and a native of Long Buckby. A little boy carried in the arms of 
an adult, perhaps he had been held up to watch the procession of woolcombers marching through 
the streets on 'St. Blaze' in 1779. 

VICTOR A. llATLEY. 

That the celebrations of 'St. Blaze' were not confined to Northamptonshire is proved by 
Parson Woodforde's Diary, where there is an account of the grand procession at Norwich in 
honour of Bishop Blaze on 24 March 1783 with "the book-keepers, Shepherds and Shepherdesses 
belonging to the different Societies of Combers 12 Companies-seven companies on foot Five 
companies on horseback" .16 

"We were all highly delighted indeed with this day's sight-it far exceeded any idea I 
could have of it. Hercules, Jason17 and Bishop Blaze, were exceedingly well kept up and very 
superbly dressed. All the Combers were in white ruffled shirts with Cross-Belts of Wool of Divers 
colours-with Mitred Caps ori their heads-the Shepherds and Shepherdesses were little boys on 
horseback, very handsomely and with great propriety dressed. Orations spoke in most of the 
principal streets. I never saw a procession so grand, and so well conducted". 

The procession was a combined celebration of the conclusion of peace and the patron 
saint of the Norwich Woollen Trade. · G .I. 

13 N.M., 5 Jan. 1793. The trade boom of 1792 
reached its peak in September of that year (Arthur D. 
Gayer and others, The Growth and Fluctuation of the 
British Economy, 1790-1850 (1953), I, 7). 

A reference to 'Times of public Distress' was made 
in a statement issued after a meeting of cloth manu
facturers and woolstaplers at Kettering in January 
1782 (N.M., 14 Jan. 1782). 

On 6 Oct. 1787 the Northampton Mercury carried 
a letter on the weaving industry from an anonymous 
correspondent in Northampton who declared that it 
was 'a well-known Fact, the Manufacturers in this 
and the neighbouring Counties are daily turning off 
their Hands, which they certainly would not do if 
they could employ them . . .'. He had recently been 
'in a Village but a few Miles from hence [Long 
Buckby?], where, I am credibly informed, there are 
near thirty Combers and Weavers now out of Employ, 
and it is expected there will be many more very 
soon .. .'. 

Writing in the 1780s, Arthur Young stated that 
competition from Lancashire and Yorkshire was 
'forthidable' to the textile industries in the southern 
part of England (Annals of Agriculture (1786), VII, 
134). 

14 Parish Church of St. Lawrence, Long Buckby, 

baptismal register, 1813-74. 
15 Home Office Papers, 107-1742 (Public Record 

Office, microfilm copy at N.R.O.). 
I am grateful to the Rev. J. M. Courtenay, the 

Vicar of Long Buckby, for permission to use the 
registers of his parish, to Mr. H. G. Clifton of Long 
Buckby for much background information on the 
district, to Mr. Donald King of the Victoria and 
Albert Museum for information on the kinds of cloth 
referred to in this article, and to Mr. Joseph Rajczonek 
of Northampton who helped me analyse the register 
and the census records mentioned above. 

Mr. A. W. Alexander of Liddington, Rutland, has 
kindly drawn my attention (12 November 1967) to 
the brief statement in F. W. Bull, Sketch of the 
History of the Town of Kettering (1891), 45, that there 
used to be a procession of woolcombers in that town 
each year on 3 February, and that the last procession 
there took place in 1829. 

16 Diary of a Country Parson, the Reverend James 
Woodforde, II, 65-67 (1926). 

17 J a son, who according to legend brought back the 
Golden Fleece from Colchis, was represented at 
Northampton in 1804 (Glossary), and also in a 'St. 
Blaze' celebration at Bradford in 1825 (William Hone, 
The Everyday Book, 1825, 209-212). 
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GEORGE, FOURTH EARL OF NORTHAMPTON: 

EsTATES AND STEWARDS, 1686-1714 

WE know all too little about the estate steward during the century after the Glorious Revolution. 
There are, of course, exceptions-Dan Eaton at Deene is one such-but, in the main, the steward's 
life and work has gone unrecorded.1 This is a sad gap for he is a crucial figure in the development 
of English agriculture. "As estates tended to grow larger and the problems of management more 
complex, a good steward became ever more necessary. The fortunes of the whole estate turned 
upon his vigilance and fidelity", writes Professor Charles Wilson.2 It is fortunate then that so 
much material has survived dealing with the Compton estates in the later Stuart period: doubly 
fortunate that the fourth Earl of Northampton, their ·owner, was closely involved in the adminis
tration, improvement and enlargement of his inheritance. The Castle Ashby papers tell much of 
the running of the great aristocratic estate and are particularly revealing for the relations between 
landowner and steward. 3 

Born in 1664, the childhood and upbringing of George, fourth Earl of Northampton remain 
obscure.4 In February 1682, he became a Master of Arts at Christ Church, Oxford and, on 27 
April, left England on his Grand Tour.5 He was to stay on the continent for over three years. His 
father, the third Earl, had died in 1681 and his widow managed her son's estates during his 
minority and absence abroad. Soon after his return, on 9 May 1686, Lord Northampton married 
Jane, daughter of the great Stuart financier, Sir Stephen Fox. It was an excellent match. Sir Stephen 
was fabulously rich and as father-in-law proved an invaluable asset to ,the Earl. Already by Nov
ember 1686 he was mulling over the Compton estate accounts, suggesting rules for the future and 
praising the Dowager Lady Northampton's management, "whose example I hope yr Lopp will so 
follow as to know all parts ofyr estate ... ".6 Sir Stephen was to continue to advise his son-in-law 
until his death in 1716. · 

The advice was generally heeded. Throughout his life, Lord Northampton was intimately 
concerned in the organization of his household and estates. Not a load of coals could be stored, 
not a tree felled without his particular consent. He was in this as in everything both energetic and 
methodical. Every account and every bill came before his searching scrutiny and they were all 
sorted and preserved. He had a passion for detail. Of strong physique-Macky describes him as 
tall and lusty-his portrait reveals an aimiable if somewhat undistinguished man. 7 This impression 
is reinforced by his. letters which are mild and kindly in tone. Yet he would not be put upon and, 
when crossed, reacted with firmness and vigour. 

1 For Dan Eaton see The Brudenells of Deene by 
J oan Wake. London. 1954. Miss J oan Wake is now 
engaged in preparing an edition of The Letters of Daniel 
Baton to the Third Earl of Cardigan, 1724-31. This 
will be published by the Northamptonshire Record 
Society in the near future. 

2 • Wilson, C.H. England's Apprenticeship: 1603-
1763. London. 1965. 260. 

3 The author is deeply_ indebted to the Marquess 
of Northampton both for permission to examine his 
family papers and to allow the results of that examin
ation to be reproduced here. He is also indebted to · 

the Marquess' A History of the Comptons of Compton 
Wynyates. London. 1930. 

4 Cockayne, G. E. The Complete Peerage, new ed. 
revised and enlarged by Hon. V. Gibbs and others. 
13 vols. in 14. London. 1910-59. 

5 Ibid. 
H.M.C. Rutland II. 71. Viscountess Campden to 

Countess of Rutland. (27 April1682). 
6 C.A. MSS. 1093. Sir S. Fox. 9 November 1686. 

(For letters addressed to Lord Northampton, only 
the writer is acknowledged in the footnote). 

7 Macky, J. Memoirs of the Secret Services. London. 
1733. 86. 
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The estates over which Northampton took control in 1686 were extensive and· during his 
lifetime he was to increase their size .yet further. 8 The Compton estates in Northamptonshire 
formed a compact group· of lands with the family seat at Castle Ash by their geographic as well as 
their administrative hub. Castle Ashby manor with its adjacent hamlet of Chadston was North
ampton's and the advowson was in his gift. The vicarage tithes were in his -hands for which he 
paid a yearly composition of £86 to the ·vicar.9 He also owned the royalties of fishlng.10 To the 
south, Yardley Park and Chace were his, "being 16 miles round, & consisting of above 2000 Acres 
of U nderwood besides the herbage together with ye M ann or of Yardley Hastings to wch. diverse 
Townes adjacent owe suit & service and pay 'Quitt' Rents" .U Northampton increased his power in 
·the Chace when, in 1693; he purchased the freeholders ofYardley out of their rights of commons 
there.12 Again, he possessed the advowson. South west of Ash by lay the village of Denton, the rec-

. tors ofY ardley and Whiston performing the duties of Den ton Church on alternate years, and sharing 
the tithes.13 Dentonmanorwas divided, with Northampton owning one moiety and-Lord Leominst~r 
the other.14 Here the Earl continued his father's policy ofpurchase, a policy maintained by the 
Dowager Countess during his minority. In 1682, she had bought a homestead, close, and three 
yard lands there. These, in 1685, her son purchased from her.15 He contin:ued to buy. Between 
February 1687 and November 1700 he expended £2,177, purchasing a farm, lands, five cottages, 
two houses and the White Horse Inn.16 North of Ashby, across the Nene: lay the parish of Earl's 
Barton, where Northampton owned certain land and Hullock Mills on the river bank. · Here too he 
possessed the royalties of fishing the Nene, "from Potters Ford near Whiston to the bottom of 
Kellum Lake", the rights of the profits froin flags and rushes, ·and the right to keep swans.17 In 
1700, William Whitworth sold Northampton his lordship of the manor of Earl's Barton, ofDelapre 
manor and Holdenby manor, all within the parish of Earl's Barton.18 Across the river from Earl's 
Barton and north east·of Ashby lay the parish ofGrendon, another of Northampton's manors. He 
also·possessed nearby Sywell·Woods, while just across the border in Buckinghamshire, to the south 
of Yardley, he leased· Olney P~rk and its house from the Crown at a nominal rent. 

The Compton estates in Warwickshire again were a close-knit group of manors, with 
Compton Wynyates at its centre. Northampton was lord of the manors of Compton Wynyates, 
Winderton, Burmington; Tysoe, Whatcote, Great and Little Wolford, and Long Compton. He 
owned the advowsons of Compton Wynyates, Tysoe, and Whatcote. At Compton, as at Ashby, 
he paid an annual £46 composition for the tithes.19 There were woods at Long Compton and Great 
and Little Wolford, an i.Inportant mill on the Stour at Burmington, and, north of Winderton, in 
the parish of Brailes, the· farms of Upper and Lower Chelmscote. The only increases in North
ampton's Warwickshire holdings were in this area for, in 1696, he purchased the tithes of Chelms
cote and, in·1701, bought sonie land -in Winderton.20 

-While these Northamptonshire and Warwickshire estates made up the bulk of the Compton 
inheritance in Lord-Northampton's hands, there remained odd properties in other counties. There 
was the small Som~rset estate, comprising the three manors of Long Sutton, Pitney and Wearne. 
At Long Sutton, ib December 1695, Northampton purchased the tithes from Edward Stroud.21 

In Gloucestershire, at -Chipping Campden, he owned a few houses, a barn and the "Green 
Dragon". 22 

8 C.A. MSS. llll(f). An Account of Lord North
ampton's purchases. Between 1687 and 1714, North
ampton purchased property and land worth £8,410. 
(This includes £4,500 which the Earl paid to Sir John 
Brownlow for his house in Bloo~sbury Square, sub
sequently called Northampton House). 

9 C.A. MSS. 1006. Estate Accounts. 1689-91. 
10 C.A. MSS. llll(d). "A Particular of the Earle 

of Northampton's Estate .. .'~(c. 1686). 
11 Ibid. 
12 C.A. MSS. llll(f). This cost him £342. 
1 3 V.C.H. Northamptonshire. 

14 Bridges, J. The History and Antiquities of North-
amptonshire. 2 vols. Oxon. 1791. Vol. I. 355. 

15 C.A. MSS. 751, 753 & 1369. 
1 6 C.A. MSS. 1111(f). 
17 C.A. MSS. 1229(b). Lord Northampton v. Whit

worth & others. 1698. 
18 C.A. ·MSS. 1247. An abstract of Lord North

ampton's writings. 1709. 
~ 9 C.A. MSS. 1199. Warwickshire bills and receipts. 

1691-1714. 
2° C.A. MSS. llll(f). 
21 lbid.-
22 C.A. MSS. 1006. Estate Accounts. 1689-91. 



100 NORTHAMPTONSHIRE PAST AND PRESENT 

There were also the Compton lands in Middlesex, Buckinghamshire, and Huntingdonshire. 
These, however, were settled on the Dowager Lady Northampton and she administered them 
herself. Her son had nothing to do with these properties until her death in 1719.23 

In the general administration of his estates Lord Northampton was served by a group of 
loyal and able men. Appointed in 1686, John Knight remained his accountant for many years. 24 

He worked closely with George Paske, the chief steward, who had responsibility for the households 
in London and in Northamptonshire and who exercised a controlling hand over the Warwickshire 
steward. The air at Ashby, however, did not suit him and, in 1694~ he left the Earl's employ to 
join the Archbishop of Canterbury's household at Lambeth.25 Thereafter, his responsibilities were 
divided. Thomas Newton, the Northamptonshire steward, took over the supervision of his War
wi~kshire counterpart, while James Glasford superintended the Ashby household and gardens. 
Glasford was a competent man. From being an Ashby gardener, he eventually rose to be the 
Northamptonshire steward upon Newton's retirement in 1704.26 

Newton was one of the gentry. He lived in Yardley Park House, kept a carriage, and he 
and his wife frequently dined with the family. He was an extremely astute steward. Sardonic and 
shrewd, he seldom missed a chance to better Northampton's interests and he pursued poachers 
with as ready a zest as he made new contracts with the tenants. When Leach, the Earl's lessee at 
Olney Park, began systematically removing the manure from the property to feed lands of his own, 
so beggaring Northampton's, Newton promptly. had him arrested for non-compliance with his 
covenants.27 In March 1698, Newton and Glasford pushed the Earl into prosecuting a party of 
men who had illegally fished the Nene at Earl's Barton. Newton's cunning and the blandishments 
of the steward's table at Castle Ash by were to result in their condemnation by the House of Lords. 28 

But if he was sometimes a trifle unscrupulous he was always sensible. Re-negotiating the lease of 
a farm with one Matthew Clarke, Newton "gave him the best enterteynment my house would 
afford, & used all the art I could to bring him to your Lops price of 60 1.; I could not for 3 houres 
advance him a penny, but just upon his going away I raisd him 16 s. wch brings his rent to 57 1. 
and more he will never be brought to give ... ". Newton advised Northampton to close with 
Clarke for he was a good tenant, "being perfect honest & substantiall wch are quallityes very 
valuable in these crazy times". 29 

Unfortunately, while the Earl's interests were well served in Northamptonshire, he could 
not rely upon the like for his Warwickshire estates. Here, his steward was Thomas Middleton 
and there was already trouble in April1688 with Middleton sending bad money up to Town.3o 
By the spring of 1693 the situation had become wholly intolerable. Lands were being left unlet 
and properties falling into decay. When in April, Northampton's friend and adviser, Henry Parker, 
trying to redress some of the damage, on the Earl's instructions concluded an agreement with 
Francis Capell for a lease of Chelmscote Ground and Meadow, it was only to discover that 
Middleton had let it to his younger son.31 In May, Northampton himself went over to ·compton, 
finding many of his lands either unlet or let disadvantageously. "In other grounds he joiced in 
his own stock & would not suffer any other to be joiced that the grass might be better for his own 

23 C.A. MSS. llll(d). The Dowager Countess' 
jointure was worth at least £2,000 per annum. 

C.A. MSS. 1220. Deeds re Marriage Settlement 
of January 1663. 

24 C.A. MSS. 1009. Estate Accounts. 1697-98. 
2s C.A. MSS. 1048. f. 48. G. Paske. n.d. 
26 C.A. MSS. 1012. Estate Accounts. 1703-05. 
2 7 C.A. MSS. 1097. T. Newton. 13 Jan. 1704. 
2s C.A. MSS. 1229(b). ff. 1-33. 

· House of Lords' Journals. 
H.M.C. House of Lords. n.s. III. 146. 

29 C.A. MSS. 1097. T. Newton. 20 Jan. 1704. 
3o C.A. MSS. 1091. G. Paske to T. Middleton. 

11 April 1688. 

31 C.A. MSS. 1094. H. Parker. 6 May 1693. Lord 
Northampton was Lord Lieutenant of Warwickshire, 
Parker one of his Deputy Lieutenants. The Earl 
relied on him for advice on Lieutenancy matters and 
Parker kept an alert eye on his Warwickshire estates 
and their management. This was a useful and not 
unusual means whereby landowners kept a check on 
the stewards of their more distant estates. Sir Henry 
Parker was the Earl's neighbour at Honington, four 
miles from Compton. He built the house there in 
1682, and died in 1713. (Information kindly supplied 
by Lord Northampton, see N. Pevsner, Buildings of 
Warwickshire, p. 313). 
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Cattle. These and such like Complaints are made of him", he wrote to Sir Stephen.32 His rents 
were greatly in arrears. At Michaelmas 1693, Lord Northampton was owed £1,517 in back rent, 
much of it uncollected since Lady Day, 1686.33 The situation was made more complex with 
Middleton and his family being the most considerable Warwickshire tenants. With lands at 
Compton Wynyates worth annually £310 and other properties in Winderton and Tysoe, in 1689, 
Middleton and his son, Edward, were paying £460 a year in rents to the Earl. 34 In 1693, with the 
father leasing more land in Compton and his son Chelmscote Ground, their rents had risen to 
£625.35 Perhaps it was this increase in their holdings which finally determined Northampton to be 
rid of Middleton for in July he was dismissed. 36 

Sir Stephen was gloomy about prospects of a new steward, but Parker, temporarily m 
charge, was more sanguine.37 Several applied for Middleton's post including a certain Daniel 
Mander. With an estate of his own worth £100, "he offers his service and to take 200 li. or 300 li. 
a yeare ifyor Ldpp pleases".38 In the event he took lands in Compton Wynyates for rather more 
than this and, by 1697, was paying £389 a year in rents.39 Middleton-whose leases had been 
mainly on a yearly basis-was left with the Great Farm at Tysoe and some land at Winderton 
while his son continued to hold Chelmscote Ground and Buryfields, also at Winderton. 40 On 
4 May 1694, Mander and his family moved into part of Compton Wynyates, original home of the 
Comptons, now unused, and, later in the month, he sealed a bond for £1,000 promising faithfully 
to collect and pay Lord Northampton's rents.41 With his appointment, the Warwickshire properties 
ceased to perplex the Earl. In Mander he had found a conscientious steward who was to serve 
him devotedly for years to come. 

It was the administration of the small Somerset estate which was to give Northampton 
the greatest difficulty. Again, he was initially saddled with a rascally steward, John Stock er, and, 
in May 1693, the Earl was writing to Sir Stephen asking him to examine the Somerset accounts, 
"and things settled as you shall judge best, wheather by continuing him or by employing an 
other".42 Not only were the rents in arrears but Stacker had involved himself in a tiresome lawsuit 
with Mr. Stroud of Long Sutton, the charges of which he felt Northampton should defray.43 It 
was later to transpire that he had let a small parcel of Northampton's land near Yeovil, himself 
appropriating the rents for twelve years.44 Sir Stephen, advising his dismissal, might well observe 
that "all agree hee is a better steward for his own profit then for his master".45 

In Stacker's stead, on his father-in-law's recommendation, Northampton appointed Charles 
~rowne of Redlinch in Somerset, Fox's own Somerset steward.46 The choice was not to prove a 
happy one. Browne, while honest, loyal and conscientious, was also dogmatic, opinionated and 
tactless. A clash was inevitable. In July "1695, Browne wrote to Knight in London, protesting 
against the Earl's decision to abandon copyhold tenures. He suggested Northampton should 
consult "some experienc'd stewards ... before he determine to destroy his coppiholdes ... I have 
been well inform' d that the destroying of Coppiholds is of greater prejudice to Lords of Mannors 
then they are awar!! of"Y Northampton; of course, in common with the more advanced land
owners of his day, was anxious to convert from copyhold, with its customary restraints, to the 
more impersonal leasehold, allowing as it did for greater financial flexibility and freedom.48 In 
this, it was the steward who was the conservative. But Browne continued obdurate. In August, 
he addressed Sir Stephen a letter overflowing with bitter complaints. He had received no encour-

32 C.A. MSS. 1093. Lord Northampton to Sir S. 
Fox. 30 May 1693. (Draft). 

33 C.A. MSS. 1007. Estate Accounts. 1692-94. 
34 C.A. MSS. 1006. Estate Accounts. 1689-91. 
35 C.A. MSS. 1007. Estate Accounts. 1692-94. 
36 C.A. MSS. 1093. Sir S. Fox. 13 July 1693. 
3 7 C.A. MSS. 1093. Sir S. Fox. 13 July 1693. 

C.A. MSS. 1094. H. Parker. 3 Sept. 1693. 
3 8 C.A. MSS. 1094. H. Parker. (Sept. 1693). 
39 C.A. MSS. 1009. Estate Accounts. 1697-98. 
4° C.A. MSS. 1007. Estate Accounts. 1692-94. 
41 C.A. MSS. 1094. H. Parker. 5 & 16 May 1694. 

42 C.A. MSS. 1093. Lord Northampton to Sir S. 
Fox. 30 May 1693. (Draft). 

43 C.A. MSS. 1098. J. Stacker to G. Paske. 19 Dec. 
1692. 

44 C.A. MSS. 1099. J. Knight. 26 Oct. 1694. 
45 C.A. MSS. 1093. SirS. Fox. 1 & 8 July 1693. 
46 C .A. MSS. 1099. " A Copy of my Grant to Mr. 

Browne to be my Steward in eo. Somersett". 17 June 
1693. 

47 C.A. MSS. 1099. C . Browne to J. Knight. 20 July 
1695. (Copy). 

48 Wilson, op. cit. 134-5 & 253. 
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agement whatsoever for his work from either Lord Northampton or any of his household. He 
hotly denied making great profits from his stewardship as the Earl imagined. Indeed, · unlike 
Stocket, he was ·only charging a fee of thirty shillings for leases and counterparts and twenty 
shillings for copyholds-often less. He concluded with the hope that Northampton would recon
sider his .decision as to copyholds.49 Knight cordially disliked .Browne and invariably posted on 
his letters to the Earl with his own acid reflections on them. In May 1697, he suggested to North
ampton that Browne had spent ridiculously large sums in repairing the chancel of Long Sutton 
Churd~. Northampton queried the expense and Browne once again was indignant and hurt.50 

The situation grew worse when, in 1700, the Earl decided to insist that his Somerset rents 
and fines came up to ~he ·value put upon them in a survey made in 1692. Browne protested the 
survey had been undertaken by Stocker who had since owned to him that he had advanced the 
values so considerably because Lord Stawell was thought likely to purchase the estate and Lord 
Northamptpn would then have secured a better price. 51 As it was, he would be unable to get the 
tenants up to the Sl,lrvey's valuations and, certainly, he did not, for Northampton rejected several 
projecte4 contracts in the summer of 1701 for not complying with the survey. Browne suggested 
the Earl should come down to Somerset and judge the situation for himself, addmg, "if yor Lp 
does not come, in all humility I crave leave to offer this; that yor Lp will putt more confidence 
in me or to make use of some other steward who may be more success full ... ''.52 This letter he 
sent open to Sir Stephen Fox who forwarded it to his son-in-law. He himself, }fe said, had always 
found Browne both careful and honest, but, if Northampton could place no reliance on him, then 
he had better lt~t him go. 53 The Earl seems to have been genuinely startled by the letter but insisted 
on .his right to manage his estates as he felt best. "Mr Newton never made any bargain with any 
Tenant, but it was subject to my approbation, & if I did not agree with it he was not angry ... 
I must beg Mr Browne's pardon & insist upon having the Contracts sent me for my approbation", 
he wrote to Sir Stephen, " & if I do dislike any of them, I may refuse confirming them without 
his being displeased". 54 It is hardly surprising that on 3 September of the following year, Robert 
Allum was appointed steward. 55 

. · Yet this new apj:mintment made little differenc~. All urn shared Browne's view of the 1692 
survey and found it impossible to bring the tenants up to its stipulations, with the result that such 
contracts .as he made were often rejected by the Earl. "I am assuredly satisfied", All urn wrote to 
an unsympathetic Knight, "that it would be much for my Lord's interest to confirme such Bar
gaines as I make for I am well acquainted in his Lordsp's Mannors and with the Tennants of 
Long Sutton Pitney etc; haveing in October next been concern'd there full Eleven Years ... ".56 

But, Northampton, encouraged by Knight, was adamant and thus the situation continued. It is, 
indeed, difficult to avoid the conclusion .that in the conduct of his Somerset affairs, the Earl was 
both misguided and obstinate. Consistently rejecting the advice of his two stewards-both men of 
transparent honesty and both in direct touch with the tenantry-he continued to make his rule an 
unrealistic survey made under peculiar circumstances. Although no Somersetshire estate accounts 
have survived, references in the correspondence suggest a considerable diminution in the Earl's 
West Country revenues. Knight himself admitted as much when he wrote in May 1705, "I wish 
yor Lopp had a good Chapman for ye Estate for I am confident yor Lopp might impFove ye 
money at a much greater advantage then yor Land in ·Somersetsheir". 57 

All this was in sharp contrast to the management of his Northamptonshire and Warwick
shire estates. There was not here the .clash of personalities; the Earl was in much closer contact 
with his properties and the men who administered them; Here, as in Somerset, it was his . policy 

49 C.A. MSS. 1099. C. Browne to Sir S. Fox. 31 
August 1695. (Copy). 

5o C.A. MSS. 1099. J. Knight. 20 May 1697. 
C.A. MSS. 1099. C. Browne. 6 July 1697. 

51 C.A. MSS. 1099. C. Browne to? 7 August 1700. 
52 C.A. MSS. 1099. C. Browne. 9 June 1701. 
53 C.A. MSS. 1099. SirS. Fox. 12 June ·1701. 

54 C.A. MSS. 1099. Lord Northampton to Sir S. 
Fox. 13 June 1701. (Draft). 

55 C.A. MSS. 1099. "Copy of Mr Allum's Deputa- _ 
tion to be my Steward & Receiver in Somersettshire". 
3 Sept. 1702. 

56 C.A. MSS. 1100. R; Allum to (J. Knight). 26 
Sept. 1704. · 

57 C.A. MSS. 1100. J. Knight. 19 May 1705. 
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to let all lands wherever possible. Agistments he did not think profitable.58 In 1693, he wrote to 
Henry Parker that "I should be very glad to lett all the lands I have in hand, finding how little it 
turns to account by taking in Cattell". 59 All the Warwickshire estates were leased and all those in 
Northamptonshire, save certain lands round the great house at Ashby. In 1700, these comprised 
the Park, the Warren, Church Croft, two cow pastures, thirty-seven acres of Ashby Meadow and 
Dorrington Meadow.60 This provided grazing for the horses and milking cows, but barley, wheat, 
oats, straw and even dung (for the gardens) had to be purchased from the tenants.61 Land in 
hand was regarded with extreme distaste and the stewards and bailiffs were incessantly occupied 
in renewing leases, always out for better terms. The Earl was inclined to be sharp over the contracts 
and refused to tolerate mediocre bargains. In the letting of his lands, he preferred the fixed lease 
for years rather than to let for lives. 62 The cottages and small parcels of land were, indeed, often 
let for three lives, but the larger properties, such as the farms, were leased on terms of twenty-one 
years or less, usually with detailed stipulations as to ploughing. 63 The long lease benefitted both 
landlord and tenant alike. It gave the tenant security of tenure and the incentive to improve the 
land. Much sought after, the long lease ensured that, even in depressed agricultural times, the 
more considerable properties were always let and let usually to solid tenants unlikely to renege on 
their contracts. Again, these fixed leases, creating only a chattel interest for the lessee, enabled 
the landowner to exercise a more direct control over his estates, and, to a large extent, obviated 
the danger of his lands decaying. In his employment of the twenty-one year lease, Northampton 
was much in advance of the majority of his contemporaries. 

But were the Earl's estate policies and their implementation financially beneficial to him? 
A document, probably connected with the Compton-Fox marriage negotiations of 1686, had 
suggested that the Compton estates were yielding annually £6,210, and would yield, when im
proved, £8,260.64 This wildly optimistic estimate-surely the opening offensive in a settlement 
battle?-is belied by the Compton estate accounts. Between 1697 and Michaelmas 1714, North
ampton enjoyed an average annual income from his estates of £6,400. During this period, rents 
rose slightly in Northamptonshire. The Earl's purchases in Denton and Earl's Barton were having 
effect and there were small increases at Yardley Hastings. But these gains were largely offset by a 
fall in the Ashby rents. The Earl must have had more land in hand there, especially in 1701/2 
and in 1708/9. The Warwickshire rents also grew, with only those of Compton Wynyates, signifi
cantly the steward's main preserve, remaining static. Small increases were recorded at Winderton, 
Whatcote and Long Compton, but the advances at Tysoe and W olford were more marked, the 
Tysoe .increments jumping from £344 at Michaelmas 1697 to £496 in 1714. Burmington alone 
did not share in the general growth, the rents actually dropping by £4. 

The rise in rents in both Northamptonshire and Warwickshire is reflected in Northampton's 
receipts. The years 1697 and 1698 were both prosperous, but, in 1700, the combined yield was only 
£4,954. There followed four lean years. But, from 1705, the receipts continued to rise steadily. 
They provide no adequate guide for rents, however, for they include fines and sales of wood, both 
liable to considerable fluctuations taking one year with another. In 1691, the Earl sold wood and 
faggots from Sywell Woods and Yardley Chase worth £826, but, in 1713, he only realised £250 
from timber sales in Northamptonshire. Similarly, in 1693, the wood sales at Long Compton and 
Wolford raised a meagre £87 while, in 1700, they yielded £228.65 

It is difficult to estimate the returns from Somerset. Sir Stephen, in 1686, said the West 
Country rents were worth "at least 400 li. p. Ann." and in 1701 the estate yielded £421.66 There
after, as a result of the clash over its administration, the figure was probably lower. But it was 

58 Agistments. Or, as we should say today, "Letting 
the keeping". 

59 C.A. MSS. 1094. Lord Northampton to H. Par-
ker. 29 April 1693. 

60 C.A. MSS. 1010. Estate Accounts. 1699-1700. 
61 C.A. MSS. 1199. Bundle of bills and receipts. 
62 C.A. MSS. 1097. T. Newton. 22 Jan. 1701. 

63 C.A. MSS. 834. Lease of21 years to John Davis, 
Yoeman, of Whatcote, for Chelmscote Ground. 1 
April1697. This is a typical example. 

64 C.A. MSS. llll(d) "A Particular of my Lord's 
Estate given to Sr. Ste. ffox". 

65 The main sources for these two paragraphs are 
the Estate Accounts. C.A. MSS. 1006-1016. 

66 C.A. MSS. 1093. Sir S. Fox. 18 Dec. 1686. 
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only in very bad years that the Earl's landed income would have been under £6,000, while more 
often it would have been considerably above it. It was an income commensurate with his 'quality' 
and aristocratic tastes. 

The management of the main Compton estates, then, was beneficial. Both Northampton's 
property and his income grew. This was no minor achievement, for the years between 1680 and 
1710, with their wide fluctuations in agricultural prices, were tough for the landlord and his tenant 
farmer.67 The Compton estates had prospered because of the Earl's unwavering diligence, his 
deep concern with every aspect of his estates' administration, and his progressive agrarian practice. 
Even so, with bad or indifferent stewards, all this might have been brought to naught. But, with 
men of the calibre of Paske and Newton, of Mander and Glasford, Lord Northampton had little 
to fear. With the exception of the small and distant Somerset property, the successful management 
of the Compton estates between 1686 and 1714 was the product of fruitful co-operation between 
master and servant. 

H. D. TURNER. 

67 Wilson. op. cit. 243. 
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