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NOTES AND NEWS 

IT cannot be often that the Founder of a Society, 
such as ours, lives to see the 50th Anniversary 
of its foundation. This, however, is the case 
with the Northamptonshire Record Society, as 
Miss Joan Wake, who was Hon. Secretary of 
the Society from 1920 to 1962, and General 
Editor of its publications, as well as Editor of 
this journal since its first number until 1960, is 
happily still with us. It was on 10 December, 
1920, that two Committees for Northampton 

, and Peterborough were appointed at a Council 
Meeting held at the Public Library at North
ampton. The membership then stood at 96. 
Now there are over 1,100 members, and the 
Society has produced a long and outstanding 
series of volumes. In addition, we have had 
lecturers of great distinction to address us, 
including Dr. A. L. Rouse, Dr. E. Jacob, the 
late Miss Scott-Thomson, Sir Arthur Bryant 
and others. With the publication of the next 
number of Northamptonshire Past and Present, 
the fourth volume will be complete, and it is 
safe to say that modern research into the 
County's history can never be undertaken 
without consulting these volumes. In the early 
years, of course, the work of the Society was 
largely occupied in preserving the Records of 
the County, which without its existence, might 
well have perished. To all this work Miss Wake 
devoted herself, and it is right and fitting that 
on this occasion tribute should be paid first to 
her. 

As Miss Wake would be the first to admit, 
she could not have done this without many 
helpers. She recalls that Mr. James Manfield, 
founder of the Manfield Hospital, was one of 
her early supporters, and, in answer to her first 
letter asking for support, sent her an unsolicited 
£20 for postal expenses ! The names must also 
be mentioned of the late Sir Frank Stenton, 
who attended the opening at Delapre, and the 
late Mr. Mellows of Peterborough. Mr. Sidney 
Elborne, the former chairman, was one of the 
original members. 

At the Summer meeting in 1971, there will 
be a special commemorative exhibition of the 
history of the Society in its first fifty years, and 

the Council have in hand preparations for a 
suitable celebration, in which, it is hoped Miss 
Wake will take part. It may be mentioned that 
it is anticipated that the publication of Miss 
Wake's edition of Daniel Eaton's Letters will 
coincide with the celebrations. 

There have been two successful meetings in 
1970. The Annual General Meeting, held at 
the Cripps Post-graduate Medical Research 
Centre of Northampton General Hospital, was 
followed by a talk on Market Towns by Pro
fessor A. M. Everitt of Leicester University. 
His specialised knowledge of the subject, and 
the slides which illustrated his talk, tracing 
links between market places and the social, 
economic and religious life of towns and villages, 
made it an interesting and stimulating occasion. 
In the autumn, in place of a lecture, our Presi
dent, Sir Gyles !sham, and his sister, Miss 
Virginia !sham, repeated a Dramatic Recital 
on the life of Queen Henrietta Maria, consort 
of Charles I, which they had given in 1969 in 
Wellingborough in aid of the Tithe Barn appeal. 
This recital, based on the life of the Queen by 
Carola Oman (Lady Lenanton), was made more 
realistic by the loan of a valuable portrait of the 
Queen, from Lord Braye's collection at Stanford 
Hall. The Queen's visit to Wellingborough to 
take purging waters was recommended by her 
doctors to cure her of her childlessness. It was 
certainly after this date that she became fecund, 
although whether the waters ofWellingborough 
had anything to do with it is doubtful. 

Though no new volume was published during 
the year, Dr. Pettit's "Royal Forests of North
amptonshire" continues to be in demand, and 
orders for books come from places as far afield 
as Japan, Denmark, Australia and Canada. 
Amongst other publications of the Society the 
reprint of articles on John J ames Graves 
(1832-1903), the Victorian schoolmaster at 
Lamport and Hanging Houghton endowed 
school, and first President of the National 
Union of Teachers, was of particular interest 
at the latter's centenary celebrations held at 
Lamport in June. On 21 June a special service 
was held at Lamport Parish Church, which 
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was attended by a large number of teachers, 
including this year's President of the National 
Union of Teachers, Mr. C. W. Elliott, who, like 
his predecessor, John James Graves, a hundred 
years before, is a Northamptonshire man. The 
moving address was given by Sir Ronald Gould, 
until recently the Secretary of the N. U. T. 

THERE have been many changes in society 
since John J ames Graves first organised the 
teachers with the aim of making them a pro
fessional body, and these changes have been 
accelerated since the Record Society was 
founded fifty years ago. That times of change 
stimulate greater interest in history is borne out 
by the mounting number of students attending 
the Record Rooms at Delapre, the increasing 
number of queries addressed to the ·staff, as 
well as by the interest evinced in local book
shops about material on the town and county 
of Northampton. We are glad to think that at 
least some of this demand can be met by this 
journal. Moreover, it is no longer a case of 
having, as in the past, to harry likely authors to 
make contributions. Articles are now submitted 
from many parts of the world (not only America, 
but Hong Kong and Denmark have provided us 
with these articles) and cover an ever-widening 
number of subjects. 

SERMONS IN STONES 
WE have drawn attention in the past to the 
needs of the Historic Churches Preservation 
Trust. The Correspondence columns of The 
Times abound with letters on this subject, and 
a number of clerical correspondents, in pro
testing about the clergy and their parishioners 
being regarded as museum curators, seem to 
think that the maintenance of the fabric of the 
buildings in their charge interferes with their 
pastoral duties, and too much emphasis is 
placed on their duty to keep their buildings in 
repair. A great many tendentious arguments are 
advanced to support this view. At the evening 
service at St. Peter's, Northampton (a Norman 
church of great importance, most beautifully 
restored), on 29 May, the Bishop of Peter
borough had this to say: 

"It is appropriate to say something about our 
ancient churches in which our own diocese is 
particularly rich. They are not infrequently re
garded and described by some people, inside as 
well as outside, as Millstones round the neck of 
the Church-very expensive to maintain and to 
heat, unsuitable for twentieth century worship, 

burdens which divert the thought and money of 
the clergy and laity into the maintenance of 
buildings rather than the work of the Kingdom 
of God. 

"There is some point in these contentions, 
but not as much as is claimed for them. Our 
historic churches are gifts to God, first of all, 
and stand as a witness outwardly visible, un
mistakable and often beautiful to man's rela
tionship to Him. The stones cry out their own 
message. Many of these churches were not built 
with congregations in mind, but as an act of 
worship, and the best that could be assembled 
of material, of skill and devoted craftsmanship 
offered to the Glory of God. They are to be a 
reflection of the citadel of God within the city 
of man's dominion, themselves a city set on a 

1 
hill. A glorious church can speak more elo
quently of God to men than many sermons
even good ones. 

"Our historic churches are also the summary 
of the history of the community in the midst of 
which they stand. They do not belong to any 
particular generation-but to all, past, present 
and future. This is not to say that some of our 
churches could not rightly be declared redun
dant for pastoral purposes-there may be no 
people to care for. But if they are a legacy of 
age, beauty and religious devotion, they are 
ours to cherish and to use. We thank God for 
the way in which parishes and communities 
(sometimes very small) have striven to look 
after and keep in good order their churches and 
churchyards in this diocese. We thank God for 
all who have served this end, and especially for 
our Northamptonshire Historic Churches Pre
servation Trust." 

AN incident in the early history of the Record 
Society. From Lady Stenton's article on Sir 
Frank Stenton in the Proceedings of the British 
Academy, Vol. LIV (1969), p. 384. 

"In 1920 he [Frank Stenton] and Canon 
Foster both spoke at meetings arranged by 
Miss Wake at Northampton and at Peter
borough, the capital towns of the county and 
the Soke of Peterborough, in support of the 
Northamptonshire Record Society. At North
ampton Mr. [J ames] Manfield proved almost 
as strong a supporter of the Society as was Mr. 
Mellows at Peterborough. Surprised that an 
impecunious scholar was prepared to work 
without payment, Mr. Manfield sent Frank a 
dozen of port and a brace of pheasants." 
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JOHN CLARE'S GYPSIES 

}OHN CLARE fell irrevocably in love with nature and with poetry when he was still a boy. He 
took long, solitary strolls in the countryside around the village of Helpston where he had been 
born in 1793; and, using his hat as a desk, he covered scraps of paper with verses on rural 
scenery, fields, brooks, birds, flowers. The Gypsies who camped on Helpston Heath and the 
neighbouring commons formed a colourful part of this landscape, and they are well to the fore 
in several of Clare's poems. 1 

In the youthful and rather stilted sonnet which started off the series, Clare celebrates his 
delight in the spectacle of a group of Gypsies gathered round a fire and expresses a longing to 
join them: 

"When this I view, the all-attentive mind 
Will oft exclaim (so strong the scene pervades), 
'Grant me this life, thou spirit of the shades!"' 2 

This was not simply poetic attitudiniz.ing: Clare early acquired a taste for their company. In the 
autobiography which he wrote between 1821 and 1826, he describes his boyhood thus: "I grew 
so much into the quiet love of nature's perserves that I was never easy but when I was in the 
fields passing my sabbaths and leisure with the shepherds & herdboys as fancys prompted 
sometimes playing at marbles on the smoothbeaten sheeptracks or leapfrog among the thymy 
molehills sometimes running among the corn to get the red & blue flowers for cockades to play 
at soldiers or running into the woods to hunt strawberries or stealing peas in churchtime when 
the owners were safe to boil at the gypseys fire who went halfshares at our stolen luxury."3 The 
Gypsies appealed to his poetic instincts too: "I knew nothing of poetry then yet I noticd 
everything as anxious as I do now & everything pleasd me as much I thought the gipseys 
camp by the green wood side a picturesque & an adoring object of nature & I lovd the gipseys 
for the beautys which they added to the landscape" .4 In the fifth chapter of the autobiography, 
entitled "My First Attempts at Poetry", he tells how his solitary behaviour and his proclivity 
for strange companions set him apart: "my odd habits did not escape notice they fancyd 
I kept aloof for some sort of study others believd me crazd & some put more criminal inter
pretations to my rambles & said I was night-walking associating with the gipseys robbing the 
woods of the hares & pheasants because I was often in their company & I must confess I found 
them far more honest than their calumniators whom I knew to be of that description" . 5 Later 

1 The Gipsies' Evening Blaze, The Gipsy's Camp, 
Langley Bush, The Gipsy's Song, The Camp, two 
sonnets with the title Gipsies, and parts of The Village 
Minstrel and The Shepherd's Calendar (July), to say 
nothing of the many incidental references to them 
elsewhere. The most comprehensive selection of 
Clare's poetry so far published is The Poems of John 
Clare (ed. J. W. Tibble), 2 vols., London, 1935, and 
references are based on that edition (hereafter cited 
as Poems), except where some later text has been 
established from the manuscript sources-The Shep
herd's Calendar (edd. E. Robinson and G. Summer
field), London, 1964, and Selected Poems and Prose of 
John Clare (edd. Robinson and Summerfield), Lon
don, 1967. 

2 The Gipsies' Evening Blaze (Poems, I, p. 116): 
first published in Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and 
Scenery, 1820, p. 191, but written much earlier. 

3 The Prose of John Clare ( edd. J. W. and Anne 
Tibble), London, · 1951, p. 12; hereafter referred to 
as Prose. In this gathering of the main body of Clare's 
prose from the two collections of MSS at Peter
borough and Northampton, the Tibbles transcribed 
Clare as exactly as possible as he wrote. The only 
alteration I make in quoting from this work is to 
follow the example of Messrs. Robinson and Summer
field elsewhere by leaving a gap between sentences to 
assist the reader. Clare did not take kindly to editorial 
attentions; in his Journal he remarked (30 April1825) 
"Editors are troubled with nice amendings & if 
Doctors were as fond of amputation as they are of 
altering & correcting the world woud have nothing 
but cripples" (Prose, p. 146). 

4 Prose, pp. 24-5. 
5 Prose, pp. 32-3. 
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in the same chapter he returns to his defence of the Gypsies against ill-founded accusations. 
"But everything that is bad is thrown upon the gipsies their name is grown into an ill omen 
& when any of the tribe are guilty of a petty theft the odium is thrown upon the whole tribe 
an ignorant iron-hearted Justice of the Peace at Sessions whose name may perish with his 
cruelty sitting in absence of a wise & kinder associate mixd up this malicious sentence in his 
condemnation of 2 gipsies for horse-stealing 'This atrocious tribe of wandering vagabonds 
ought to be made outlaws in every civilized kingdom & exterminated from the face of the earth!' 
& this persecuting unfeeling man was a clergyman!" 6 Such crimes as they did commit were in 
Clare's experience venial. "They are deceitful generally & have a strong propensity to lying 
yet they are not such dangerous characters as some in civilized life one hardly ever hears of 
a gipsey committing murder their common thefts are trifling depredations taking anything 
that huswifes forget to secure at night killing game in the woods with their dogs but some of 
them are honest." 7 Clare had made much the same plea in The Village Minstrel: 

"And you, poor ragged outcasts of the land, 
That lug your shifting camps from green to green, 
He lov' d to see your humble dwellings stand, 
And thought your groups did beautify the scene: 
Though blam' d for many a petty theft you've been, 
Poor wandering souls, to fate's hard want decreed) 
Doubtless too oft such acts your ways bemean; 
But oft in wrong your foes 'gainst you proceed, 
And brand a gipsy's camp when others do the deed." 8 

A number of Clare's poems bring out the Gypsy's important role in the life of the village 
as a provider of music, song and dance, and it was from some Boswells that Clare himself first 
learned to play the fiddle. "At these feasts & merrymakings I got acquainted with the gipseys 
& often associated with them at their camps to learn the fiddle of which I was very fond the 
first acquaintance I made was with the Boswell crew as they were calld a popular tribe well 
known about here & famous for fiddlers & fortune tellers the old Father who was calld King 
Boswell dyd at a great age this year 30 children & grandchildren all grown up following him in 
singular pomp to the grave." 9 One has to look further afield than Helpston for this funeral, 
since there is no record of anyone of the name of Boswell in Helpston's burial register for 1813-
1830.10 We know that Clare had finished the first eight chapters of his projected autobiography 
by the end of 1824. The third chapter can be attributed on internal evidence to 1823. If one 
may assume that "this year" in the passage just quoted from the fifth chapter meant 1824, the 
aged Boswell "king" could well have been the Henry Boswell who was buried at Wittering on 
8 October 1824 after dying "in the Lane near the Barnack Ford" at the age of ninety. Barnack 
is only three miles from Helpston, and Wittering lies a couple of miles further on. (Wittering 
churchyard contains the graves of at least two more Gypsies-Varto Lee, buried on 12 Novem
ber 1804, and Traynet Smith, buried on 22 November 1851.)11 The gorgios were very ready to 
describe the headman of a Gypsy band as "king" on such occasions; and the opening paragraph 
of a recent booklet on Wittering church refers to the former popularity of Wittering Heath (to 
the north of the village) among the Gypsies, and to the fact that "the 'King of the Gypsies', one 
Henry Boswell, was buried at Wittering in 1824".12 

Clare was an assiduous pupil: "I usd to spend my Sundays & summer evenings among 
them learning to play the fiddle in their manner by the ear & fancy in their pastimes of jumping 
dancing & other amusements". 13 Some years later, in 1820, when he was given another fiddle 

6 Prose, p. 35. 
7 Prose, pp. 36-7. 
8 Poems, I, p. 158. 
9 Prose, p. 35. 

Io I am indebted to the Rev. Stephen Grant, Vicar 
of Helpston, for making a search in this register. 

11 F. H. Groome: In Gipsy Tents, Edinburgh, 1880, 
p. 109. 

12 J. Hall: A Community and its Church, Stamford, 
1969. 

13 Prose, p. 35. 
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by James Hessey (partner of John Taylor, his publisher), he felt unable to part with his old 
one, and told Hessey so in his letter of thanks: "I shall not despise my old one I may lay it 
on the shelf but cannot sell it as it is like an old Friend when I behold it. it reminds me of what 
is past many pains and pleasures mingled together in banished days" .14 And soon he discovered 
more than sentimental reasons for keeping it. In a letter to Taylor, he wrote: "a pt:ofessional at 
Stamford tells me she's a valuable instrument & her equal is not easy to be met with in our 
parts so when I go into quarrelsome company I take my own scraper for fear the other shoud 
be broken" .15 

Clare's reputation as a musician lives on to this day among the Boswells, one of whom
Silvester Gordon Boswell-inserts the following remark into an account of his family tree: "My 
great-grandfather Tyso and Sophia had a large family. One of the daughters was called Maria, 
and she was the wife of John Gray, the gypsy fiddler who is spoken of by John Clare the poet, 
who taught him to play the fiddle, for there was a stopping place or camp for gypsies in the years 
around 1815 near Helpston and Wansford. This spot was called Langley Bush, so it's plain to 
see now that John Gray (daughters Dora and Alice) the fiddler, and his wife Maria, who was 
my grandfather Wester's own sister, does connect with the gypsy families visited by John Clare 
the poet at Langley Bush."16 (Langley-or Langdyke-Bush on Ailsworth Heath was a familiar 
subject for Clare's poetry; but Gypsies no longer camp there, the nearby heathland having been 
ploughed over. The area is flanked by two files of massive electricity pylons.) Some of the details 
are questionable in this version passed on to Gordon Boswell by his father, Trafalgar, who was 
the cousin and close friend of John Gray's son, Joshuah. There is no mention of a John Gray 
in any of the writings of Clare, or in anything that has been published about him; and it seems 
unlikely that a Gypsy would have needed to take Clare as his instructor. But the significant 
point is that, in contrast to the silence of the written records, a connection between Clare and 
John Gray lingers on in Gypsy oral tradition, and only there, and it is inherently plausible that 
the two should have come across each other. As it happens, a good deal is known about this 
Jack Gray who married Maria Boswell, daughter of Taiso Boswell and Sophia Heron. His 
father, Fowk Gray, had three sons......-Jack, Piramus and Oseri-all of whom became members 
by marriage of a clan headed by the cousins Taiso Boswell and "No Name" Heron. The three 
brothers followed the traditional Gray occupations-making and vending tinware, and providing 
music for dancing at feasts and merrymakings of all kinds. Oseri was a clever harpist, while 
Piramus is credited with composing tunes; he was none other than George Borrow's "chal of 
the name of Piramus, who, besides being a good shot, was celebrated for his skill in playing the 
fiddle" and was also no mean pugilist.17 When Jack was transported for stealing a horse, it was 
Piramus who inherited his fiddle. By the time this misadventure happened, Jack had fathered 
over a score of children-eight by Waddi Heron, two by her sister Eliza, six by Maria Boswell, 
and five by Harriet Williams (daughter of Maria by a previous partner). These descendants also 
intermarried with, and travelled with, the Boswells and Herons of Taiso's family. 18 

As Clare became more familiar with the Gypsies' ways, he began to consider throwing in 
his lot with them. It was, however, not the Boswells but the Smiths that he had in mind. "I had 
a great desire myself of joining the Smiths Crew & a young fellow that I workd with at a lime
kiln19 did join with them & married one of their gipseys his name was James Mills & he's 
with them still I usd to dislike their cooking which was done in a slovenly manner & the 
dread of winters cold was much against my inclinations."20 This aversion to Gypsy eating habits 
shows through in several of the poems. 

14 The Letters of John Clare (edd. J. W. and Anne 
Tibble), London, 1951, p. 40. 

15 Ibid., p. 76. 
16 S. G. Boswell: The Book of Boswell: Autobiography 

of a Gypsy, London, 1970, p. 169. 
1 7 The Romany Rye, Ch. 7. Cf. T. W. Thompson, 

"Borrow's Gypsies", in Journal of the Gypsy Lore 
Society (New Series), Vol. 3, pp. 162-174 (1910). 

1 8 Cf. T. W. Thompson, " The Uncleanness of 

Women among English Gypsies", inJ.G.L.S. (Third 
Series), Vol. 1, pp. 15-43 (1922); " The Gypsy Grays 
as Tale-Tellers", ibid., Vol. 1, pp. 118-137 (1922); 
and "The Social Polity of the English Gypsies", ibid., 
Vol. 2, pp. 113-139 (1923). 

19 Clare worked at Iimeburning, at various kilns in 
Rutland's limestone country, in 1817-19. 

20 Prose, p . 36. 
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"While, on two forked sticks with cordage tied, 
Their pot o'er pilfer'd fuel boils away, 
With food of sheep that of red-water died, 
Or any nauseous thing their frowning fates provide." 

(The Village Minstrel, in Poems, I, p. 158) 

"It rolls up like a ball or shapeless hog 
When gipseys hunt it with their noisey dogs 
Ive seen it in their camps they call it sweet 
Though black and bitter and unsavoury meat 
But they who hunt the field for rotten meat 
And wash in muddy dyke and call it sweat [sic] 
And eat what dogs refuse where ere they dwell 
Care little either for the taste or smell." 

(The Hedgehog, in Selected Poems and Prose, p. 88) 

"The roasted hedgehog, bitter though as gall, 
Is eaten up and relished by them all." 

(Gipsies, in Poems, II, p. 349) 

"There tainted mutton wastes upon the coals, 
And the half-wasted dog squats close and rubs, 
Then feels the heat too strong, and goes aloof; 
He watches well, but none a bit can spare, 
And vainly waits the morsel thrown away." 

(Gipsies, in Poems, II, p. 3 79) 

In the autobiography, Clare's comments are more restrained: "they eat the flesh of badgers & 
hedgehogs which are far from bad food for I have eaten of it in my evening merrymakings with 
them they never eat dead meat but in times of scarcity which they cut into thin slices & 
throw on to a brisk fire till it is scorched black when it loses. its putrid smell & does very well for 
a makeshift when they can afford it they wash the meat in vinegar which takes the smell out 
of it & makes it eat as well as fresh meat they are more fond of vegetables than meat & 
seldom miss having tea in an afternoon when they can afford it. " 21 

Clare lists a few of the more outlandish of the Christian names favoured by the Gypsies 
of his acquaintance: "I have often noticd the oddness of their names such as Wisdom Doughty 
Lolly Letice Rover Ishmael & are the names of a well-known tribe whose surname is Smith 
many of their names are Jewish but few are Christian Viney Liskey Major They seem to be 
names which have descended from generation to generation as their young bear similar names to 
their parents not generally but almost universally". 22 Most of these are specifically said to be 
Smith names; the three which are not attributed-Viney, Liskey and Major-could also be taken 
to have belonged to Boswells. "Viney" (Vaini or Vaino) is probably an abbreviation of Solivaino 
(or Silvanus), a name attested among both Midland Smiths and Boswells. "Salvino Son of Wis
dom and Han. Smith (Gipsies)" is recorded in the baptisms at Moulton, Northants, in 1798 
(entry for 24 June).23 If, however, the Vaini that Clare met or heard of was a Boswell, he may 
have been the "Viney" Boswell who was later to contribute a substantial vocabulary of Romaru 
to the Rev. Samuel Fox of Morley in south Derbyshire. This Vaini was a grandson of old Jack 
Boswell, ancestor of a sizeable brood of Midland Boswells, and he had several brothers, all less 
amiable than he: one of them, John or "Black" Jack, is indeed reputed to have been the villainous 
"Flaming Tinman" with whom George Borrow had the memorable fight described in Chapter 85 
of Lavengro24• The Christian name "Major" in Clare's list most likely came from a Boswell source, 

21 Prose, p. 37. 
22 Prose, p. 37. 
23 S. J. Madge, The Registers of Moulton, Vol. 

(London: Parish Register Society, 1903), p. 156. 

24 Cf. T. W. Thompson, "Samuel Fox and the 
Derbyshire Boswells", in J.G.L.S. (Third Series), 
Vol. 3, pp. 158-179; Vol. 4, pp. 11-37 (1924-25). 
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since it was to be found almost exclusively among them and the Lovells (though at least one Lee 
was also called Major: this was a nineteen-year-old East Anglian Gypsy transported in 1835). 
The first Boswell known to have received the name was the Major Boswell, born at Bloxham in 
Oxfordshire in 1780, who as a young man wandered north on his own, earning his living as a 
fiddler. At Longton in the Potteries he eloped with a strapping fifteen-year-old gorgio girl, Mary 
Linyon, and was charged with abduction; but Mary affirmed from the witness box that it was 
she who had insisted on the elopement, and Major was acquitted. She is said to have borne 
seventeen children to her husband, who spent much of his life in Staffordshire and died at 
Dresden, near Stoke, about 1877.25 

The indisputably Smith names in Clare's list are less evocative, if only because the pedi
grees of the old Midland Smith families are sparsely documented. (Most appear, however, to 
have had some connection with Northamptonshire; for example, many of them sprang from 
one Absolom Smith, who was born in the county in the latter half of the eighteenth century 
and who became a patriarch noted for his prowess both as a pugilist and as a lover. When he 
was carried to his grave at Twyford in Leicestershire in 1826, he left behind him a wife and 
thirteen children and 104 grandchildren. )26 Wisdom, like Righteous, was a name on the Puritan 
pattern common among the Smith clan in Clare's day, especially among those who haunted 
Northamptonshire, Oxfordshire and· Gloucestershire (all of which lay in the Puritan belt). 
Doughty looks as though it came from the same mould, but it and the remaining names in 
Clare's list are not similarly attested among Gypsies and must have been much less widespread. 

No doubt East Anglian Smiths also turned up from time to time in these parts. It was in 
a green lane near Norman Cross, some ten miles south of Helpston, that the young George 
Borrow had his fateful first meeting with Gypsies in 1810-11, when he found his way into the 
camp of Ambrose ("Jasper Petulengro") Smith's parents, Faden John and Mirelli Smith, and 
created such a sensation with his tame viper. 27 Clare's Smiths were evidently given to travelling 
well outside the Midlands: "their descriptions of their summer revellings & their journeys to 
Kent & their wood rendezvous at Norwood where they got sums of money by fiddling & fortune
telling & them that coud do neither got a high harvest by hop gathering which work they describd 
as being so easy were likely temptations to my fancy". 28 Norwood, to the south of London, was 
for long the best-known resort for Gypsy fortune-tellers; in Clare's own time, Byron had fre
quentea the Gypsies there when he was at school with Dr. Glennie in Dulwich, and despite 
enclosures, police raids and prosecutions Norwood remained a profitable residence for them 
up to about 1830.29 

Even though Clare could not bring himself to a permanent enrolment after trying out the 
Gypsies' camp life, he kept up his friendly visits and must have been on a fairly easy footing 
with them. They obviously did not give him access tb aU their secrets (such as the nature of 
their private language, which Clare dismisses as "things calld by slang names like village pro
vincialisms"), but many of his observations go below the surface. He is one of the very few 
people to comment on their practice around the time of the Napoleonic wars of disabling a male 
child's hand so that he might evade military service. "In my first acquaintance with them I had 
often noticd that the men had a crooked finger on one hand nor would they satisfy my enquireys 
till confidence made them more familiar then I found that the secret was that their parents dis
abled the finger of every male child in war-time to keep them from being drawn for Militia or 
sent for soldiers for any petty theft they might commit which would invariably be the case if 
they had been able men when taken before a magistrate as they lay under the lash of the law 
with the curse of a bad name". 30 David Townsend, the author of a verse account of Gypsy life 

25 Cf. T. W. Thompson, "Samuel Fox and the 
Derbyshire Boswells", loc. cit. 

26 Cf. J. Simpson, "Absalom Smith, King of the 
Gypsies", in Leicestershire and Rutland Notes and 
Queries, Vol. I, pp. 93-5 (1891). 

27 Lavengro, Ch. 5. 

28 Prose, p. 36. 
~ 29 Cf. E. 0. Winstedt, "The Norwood Gypsies and 
their Vocabulary", inJ.G.L.S. (New Series), Vol. 9, 
pp. 129-165 (1916). 

30 Prose, p. 37. 
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in Northamptonshire about 1830 (The Gipsies of Northamptonshire, Kettering, 1877) had similar 
difficulty in finding out anything about Romani, but he too recorded the Gypsies' antipathy to 
military service: 

"They notwithstanding did abhor 
A soldier's life, and hated war, 
And would successfully evade 
The efforts which a press-gang made 
To bring into the battle field 
Such other men as used to yield." 

And in a footnote Townsend added: "I knew a Gipsy quite well who had the fore-finger of his 
right hand shut quite close, he could not open it because the middle joint of that finger was stiff. 
I asked him how it became so, he told me his mother tied it down when he was an infant, on 
purpose to cripple him, so that he might not be pressed into the army". 31 

Clare the naturalist had a special interest in the Gypsies' herbal remedies and he records 
some applications not given by other authorities.32 "They had pretentious to a knowledge of 
medicine but their receipts turnd on mystic charms & spells yet they had a knowledge of plants 
which they give names to themselves & as I had a knowledge of wild plants I usd to be amusd 
with the names they calld them by a little plant with a hard stem that grows in villages & 
waste places one sort bearing yellow flowers & another purple ones these they called burvine & 
reckond famous for the scurvy Waspweed is the water betony growing by brooksides which 
gaind their name by the wasps being invariably attracted to its blossoms getting therefrom a 
glutinous matter for the cement of their combs this is a celebrated plant with the gipseys 
for the cure & relief of deafness Buckbane is the bogbean hiskhead is the selfheal a cure 
for wounds & furzebind is the tormentil a cure for fevers adderbites &c" .33 In this list, bogbean, 
selfheal, tormentil and water betony are all recognizable enough, but it is less certain what Clare 
had in mind in his description of the plant called "burvine" by the Gypsies. This name is not 
included in indexes to popular plant names; nor is it mentioned in G. C. Druce's botanical article 
on Clare in the Journal of the Northamptonshire Natural History Society and Field Club (Vol. 16, 
1912, pp. 183-214).34 An enquiry of the Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, elicits the 
suggestion that it sounds like a corruption of "vervain", also sometimes known as "verbine" or 
"berbine", a plant with purplish flowers, often to be seen in the neighbourhood of villages, and 
formerly much used in rural medicine and magic. And Mr. Daniel Crows on of Helpston confirms 
that one of the local names for Verbena officinalis is indeed "burvain". 

The Gypsy fortune-teller appears in several of Clare's poems. In The Gipsy's Camp,35 it is 
the poet himself who is promised "morts of luck". But elsewhere, it is usually some girl anxious 
to hear of prospective sweethearts. The Village Minstrel shows the game passing beyond harm
less fun: 

"Yet oft they gather money by their trade, 
And on their fortune-telling art subsist: 
Where her long-hurded groat oft brings the maid, 
And secret slives it in the sibyl's fist 
To buy good luck and happiness-to list, 
What occupies a wench's every thought, 
Who is to be the man: while, as she wist, 
The gipsy's tale with swains and wealth is fraught, 
The lass returns well-pleas' d, and thinks all cheaply bought. 

31 Op. cit., p. 30. 
32 E.g. T. W. Thompson, "English Gypsy Folk 

Medicine", inJ.G.L.S. (3), Vol. 4, pp. 159-172; M. 
Grieve, A Modern Herbal, London, 1931; B. Vesey
FitzGerald, Gypsies of Britain, London, 1944, pp. 
138-148 (chapter on Gypsy medicine); and J, de 

Balracli Levy, Herbal Handbook for Everyone, Lon
don, 1966. 

33 Prose, pp. 37-8. 
34 Reprinted in his The Flora of Northamptonshire, 

Arbroath, 1930. 
35 Poems, I, p. 180. 
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In summer, Lubin oft has mark'd and seen 
How eagerly the village-maids pursue 
Their Sunday rambles where the camps have been; 
And how they give their money to the crew 
For idle stories they believe as true; 
Crossing their hands with coin or magic stick, 
How quak'd the young to hear what things they knew; 
While old experienc' d dames saw through the trick, 
Who said that all their skill was borrow'd from Old Nick. 
And thus the superstitious dread their harm, 
And dare not fail relieving the distrest, 
Lest they within their cot should leave a charm, 
To let naught prosper and bring on some pest: 
Of depth of cunning gipsies are possest, 
And when such weakness in a dame they find, 
Forsooth they prove a terrifying guest; 
And though not one to charity inclin' d, 
They mutter blac;k revenge, and force her to be kind."36 

265 

There is a parallel exposition in the autobiography: "In fortune telling they pretend to great skill 
both by cards & plaster & by the lines on the hand & moles & interpretation of dreams but like 
a familiar Epistle among the common people that invariably begins with this comes with our 
kind love at present thank God for it the preface to every lady's fortune was the same that they 
had false friends & envious neighbours but better luck woud come & with the young that two 
was in love with them at the same time one being near & one at a distance one was a dark girl 
& one was a fair girl & he lovd the fair girl the best &c &c the credulous readily believed them 
& they extorted money by another method of muttering over the power of revenge which fright[ ed] 
the huswife into charity I have heard them laugh over their evening fire at the dupes they 
have made in believing their knowledge in foretelling future events & trying each other's wits to 
see who could make a tale that would succeed best the next day". 37 

By now, however, events were in train which would deal blow after blow to the Gypsies' 
former way of life. The map and the social structure of the countryside about Helpston, and many 
other Midland villages, were radically changed by the enclosures of the early nineteenth century 
which helped to produce modern rural England, the "landscape plotted and pieced" about which 
Gerard Manley Hopkins was to write. In his poetry Clare mourns the passing of the sense of 
unbounded freedom which the spectator of the rustic scene had previously enjoyed. Swordy Well 
is made to lament its own spoliation: 

"The gipsy's camp was not afraid, 
I made his dwelling free, 
Till vile enclosure came, and made 
A parish slave of me."38 

And Clare rounds off his observations in the autobiography in similarly elegiac vein. "There 
[are] not so many of them with us as there used to be The Enclosure has left nothing but 
narrow lanes where they are ill-provided with a lodging Langley Bush is the one place where 
they frequent commonly they are very trouble-some to those who are acquainted with them 
always calling to see them & never leaving the house without begging something."39 

The Gypsies turn up again several times in the journal which Clare kept for 1824-25. 
"Mon. 20 Sept. 1824. A very wet day: an occurrence has happened in the village tho not very 
remarkable yet very singular for I have not heard of a former one in my day 'tis a gipsies' 

36 Poems, I, pp. 158-9. 
37 Prose, p. 38. 

38 From The Lament of Swordy Well, in Poems, I, 
p. 420. 

39 Prose, p. 38. 
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wedding Israel Smith & Lettyce Smith what odd names these people have they are more 
frequently from the Bible than the Testament for what reason I know not & more common from 
their own fancys than either the fiddle accompanyd them to Church & back the rest of it 
was nothing different to village weddings-Dancing & Drinking wrote a song for them being 
old friends."40 The entry in the Helpston register of marriages reads :"Israel Smith of this Parish 
-Bachelor and Lettice Smith of this Parish-Spinster were married in this Church by Banns 
with consent of-- this 20th Day of September 1824 by me Charles Mossop-Vicar. This 
marriage was solemnised between us I Israel Smith 

J X his mark 

1 Lettice Smith 
X her mark 

in the presence of {Jaemes Moulds 
John Woodward. "41 

"Wed. 29 Sept. 1824. Took a walk in the fields saw an old wood stile taken away from a 
favourite spot which it had occupied all my life [ ... ] nothing is lasting in this world last 
year Langley Bush was destroyd an old whitethorn that had stood for more than a century 
full of fame the gipsies shepherds & Herdmen all had their tales of its history & it will be 
long ere its memory is forgotten." 42 Langley Bush-destroyed by lightning, according to local 
tradition-still survives, however, for suckers sprang from the roots and grew up in place of the 
original. 43 Clare had long been expecting its end: 

"0 Langley Bush! the shepherd's sacred shade, 
Thy hollow trunk oft gain' d a look from me; 
Full many a journey o'er the heath I've made, 
For such-like curious things I love to see. 
What truth the story of the swain allows, 
That tells of honours which thy young days "knew, 
Of 'Langley Court' being kept beneath thy boughs, 
I cannot tell-thus much I know is true, 
That thou art reverenc' d: even the rude clan 
Of lawless gipsies, driven from stage to stage, 
Pilfering the hedges of the hus bandman, 
Spare thee, as sacred, in thy withering age. 
Both swains and gipsies seem to love thy name, 
Thy spot's a favourite with the sooty crew, 
And soon thou must depend on gipsy-fame, 
Thy mouldering trunk is nearly rotten through. 
My last doubts murmur on the zephyr's swell, 
My last look lingers on thy boughs with pain; 
To thy declining age I bid farewell, 
Like old companions, ne'er to meet again."44 

"Tues. 7 Dec. 1824. Another gipsy wedding of the Smith family fiddling & drinking as usual."45 

The entry in the marriage register reads: "William Smith of this Parish-Bachelor and Salome 
Smith of this Parish-Spinster were married in this Church by Banns with consent of -
this 7th Day of December 1824 by me Charles Mossop-Vicar. This marriage was solemnised 
between us J William Smith 

X his mark 
I Salome Smith 
l X her mark 

40 Prose, p. 107. 
41 Certified copy provided by the Rev. Stephen 

Grant, who comments that the Christian name of the 
first witness is clearly J aemes but that his surname is 
difficult to decipher. 

4 2 Prose, pp. 109-110. 

43 Cf. R. A. R. Wade, "An Old Highway in Gypsy 
Tradition", in J.G.L.S. (3), Vol. 45, pp. 113-117 
(1966). 

44 Langley Bush, in Poems, I, p. 236. 
45 Prose, p. 127. 
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in the presence of f Mary Chapman 
l.J ohn Woodward. " 46 

"Fri. 3 June 1825. Finishd planting my Auriculas-went a-botanizing after ferns & orchises & 
caught a cold in the wet grass which has made me as bad as ever-got the tune of 'Highland 
Mary' from Wisdom Smith a gipsey & pricked another sweet tune without name as he fiddled it."47 

It was this same tune of "Highland Mary" that Clare hummed many years later in 1841 
as he strode northwards during his flight from the private asylum in Epping Forest which he had 
entered in 1837. He also walked part of the way with a tall Gypsy woman he met near St. Neots.48 

She was probably the last Gypsy he ever saw. His escape from confinement was short-lived and 
he spent only a few solitary months at home before being removed to Northampton General 
Lunatic Asylum. There he passed the last twenty-two years of his life, retiring more and more 
into his private dreams. 

ANGUS M. FRASER 

46 Certified copy provided by the Rev. Stephen 
Grant. 

48 Prose, p. 246; Clare: Selected Poems and Prose 
( edd. Robinson and Summerfield), London, 1966, 
pp. 213-4; Selected Poems and Prose of John Clare, 
London, 1967, pp. 188-9. 

47 Prose, p. 151. 

STONE 

Telephone 2113 

will enhance the BEAUTY of ANY 
HOME OR GARDEN 

BUILDINGS or REPAIRS 
OF ALL KINDS UNDERTAKEN 

STONE FIREPLACES 
A SPECIALITY 

-supplied or fixed complete 

TERRAZZO TILES, PAVING 
AND PRECAST PRODUCTS 

supplied and cut to size 

Architectural & Monumental Lettering & Carving 

W. T. COX & CO. LTD. 
St. Peter's Avenue Kettering 



268 

SALE OF HORSES AT LEICESTER, 1598 

A RECORD of a sale of horses on 13 January 1598 which is in the archives of the city of Leicester 
makes an interesting comparison with that of Boughton Green Fair.1 

With only twelve horses recorded it cannot be examined statistically, but the distribution 
of sellers and their vouchers coming from a compact central area whilst buyers may come from 
further afield, is closely similar to that found at Boughton Green, thirty years later. This central 
area is not centred on Leicester itself. It lies to the east, from Loughborough to Illston-on-the
Hill and mainly in the Gartree Hundred. Neither buyers nor sellers came from Leicester. Buyers 
came from Burton-upon-Trent, Staffordshire, and Scarle in Nottinghamshire near Newark, and 
the only out-county seller came from Barton, Nottinghamshire, with his vouchers from Remson. 

Loughborough figures prominently in this record with two buyers and a seller with his 
voucher-four people altogether. Husbands Bosworth is the only parish to appear in both lists, 
otherwise the areas seem to be complementary to one another. The villages of Leicestershire 
which appear in the Boughton Green record, such as Cotesbach, Bitteswell, Ullesthorpe and 
Barwell, are strung out along Watling Street to the west of the area of this Leicester record. 

The function of the voucher is explicitly stated on each occasion, reminding us that the 
voucher was an innovation by Elizabeth to counteract the sale of stolen horses as the market for 
riding and working horses increased with the increasing prosperity of the countryside. This Act 
was passed in 31 Eliz.2, just about 10 years before this sale took place. Comparison of the state
ment concerning the voucher is given below in the examples from Leicester:-

"-----Thomas Benskin of Scison in the said countie 
of I.:eic voutch the said William North to be the 
treu owner of the said gelding e." 

and Boughton Green:-
"-----Voucher Wm Wicke of Haselbiche." 

One particular sale is of interest, as the horse belonged to a child, and two vouchers are named 
with a different phrasing. 

"-----William Bate of Great Glen---William Coxson 
of Kibworth Harcote vouch the said William Coleman (a child) 
hath lawful power to sell the said geldinge." 

In any list one name usually stands out, and in this list Thomas Turlington lives at Scraptoft, 
some 10 miles from his ancestral medieval home, just as at Boughton Green Fair Luke Adstone 
lived at Watford. 

1 Northamptonshire Past and Present Vol. IV, No. 
4, p. 235. 

R. FORDER DENNINGTON. 

2 Owen's New Book of Fairs, London 1808. 



269 

POLITICS AND SOCIETY IN LATE VICTORIAN NORTHAMPTONSHIRE 

(This is an article based on the lecture given to the Northamptonshire Record Society 
on 18 October 1969.) 

ONE of the most striking features of Northamptonshire between the second and third Reform 
Acts was the contrast between borough and county politics. Northampton borough was notorious 
for its tradition of popular Radicalism. "The mildest Liberal in Northampton would be termed 
a Radical elsewhere," wrote Labouchere in 1880, when he first stood as Liberal candidate there. 
He also commented on the political activity of the town's working class: "everyone is more or 
less a politician". The county gentry had little influence in borough politics after 1874, when 
Lord Henley lost his seat. By 1880, Northampton stood for an extreme Radicalism which out
raged county society, Whig as well as· Conservative. Bradlaugh, in particular, espoused a number 
of causes which deeply shocked the gentry: atheism, republicanism, divorce, birth control, votes 
for women. One Liberal squire, Sir Herewald Wake, threatened to use violence against any of 
Bradlaugh's supporters who distributed their "blasphemous and obscene literature" on the 
Courteenhall estate. 1 In the county, however, the gentry and aristocracy still reigned supreme. 
Until 1885, the four county M.P.s were invariably Northamptonshire landowners, and almost 
always Conservatives. The Hon. C. Robert Spencer, who won a seat for North Northamptonshire 
in 1880, was the first Liberal county M.P. for 23 years.2 Frequently, M.P.s were returned without 
a contest, as in 1874, when none of the county seats was contested; and when one of the Whig 
landowners, a Spencer or a Fitzroy, did challenge the Conservative monopoly, the contest was a 
struggle between the influence of rival families, in which the personal loyalties of the electors 
played a greater part than party politics. The same landed families controlled Quarter Sessions, 
the authority responsible for county administration. The economic life of the county had long 
ceased to depend on agriculture. The 1881 census showed that only 9.2% of its population were 
employed in agriculture; the footwear industry was expanding rapidly in the second half of the 
nineteenth century, and it was still in part a cottage industry, employing village labour. Welling
borough and Kettering had become sizeable shoemaking towns, with populations of 13,000 and 
11,000 respectively. Yet until 1882, the county bench included no resident of Wellingborough 
or Kettering, no nonconformist (and well over half the church-going population of Welling
borough and Kettering were nonconformists), and only one representative of the Northampton
shire manufacturers-Picketing Phipps, a Conservative brewer.3 While the economic and social 
character of the county had changed considerably in the first three-quarters of the nineteenth 
century, politics and local government remained frozen in an eighteenth-century pattern. 

There were several reasons why the growth of industry in the county had little impact on 
politics before 1885. The county franchise qualification, the 40s freehold or £12 tenancy, tended 
everywhere to preserve the electoral influence of the agricultural interest. Northamptonshir~ 
was not exceptional in its preference for local Conservative landowners as M.P.s; in 1874, the 
Conservatives won over six times as many English county seats as the Liberals. Again, it was 
generally true that the system whereby county magistrates were nominated by Lords Lieutenant, 
at their own discretion, tended to prolong landed control of local government. But it was not 

1 W. L. Arnstein, The Bradlaugh Case (Oxford, 
1965), pp. 24, 28. Northampton Mercury, July 18 
and August 1, 1885. 

2 Northamptonshire elections between 1880 and 
1895 are discussed more fully in my article "The 

Liberal Revival in Northamptonshire", in Historical 
Journal, 1969. 

3 Northamptonshire Guardian, March 25, 1882. 
The Nonconformist and Independent, February 2, 1882. 
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always the case that businessmen were excluded from public life so completely as in Northamp
tonshire. In the older, more prosperous centres of industry, like Middlesex, the North West, 
and the West Riding of Yorkshire, it was common to find industrialists on county benches. 4 The 
structure of Northamptonshire society, however, differed from these areas in two ways. On the 
one hand, there was an unusually large number of resident landed families; as Oldfield observed 
in 1816, "the nobility are more numerous in this county than in any other of the same dimensions 
in England". 5 The growth of the footwear industry, on the other hand, was a relatively new 
phenomenon, and as the county produced mainly cheap, low-quality boots and shoes, its manu
facturers did not make large fortunes. Moreover, many of them were nonconformists, and their 
style of life was very different from that of the gentry. J. T. Stockburn, for example, the Kettering 
corset manufacturer who became Chairman of the county's first Liberal Association, never wore 
a collar. 6 As George Watson put it, the social position of these small town manufacturers was 
"vastly appart" (sic) from that of the gentry, and this bred mistrust. In 1879, H. M. Stockdale 
urged the Lord Lieutenant, the 5th Earl Spencer, not to appoint to the Wellingborough bench 
anyone "who had been long mixed up with and under the influence of the petty local concerns 
of the town". Sir Herewald Wake expressed the prevailing view of Quarter Sessions--when he 
wrote, "there is no doubt that at present the bourgeois class are excessively vulgar in their notions, 
that is to say they are respecters of persons, and therefore hardly qualified as a rule to administer 
justice impartially. Besides that, if disgraced, they have nothing to lose, there are no particular 
honourable traditions of family or class to guide them and no liberal education and little travelling 
and mixing with the world to replace the want of a legal training". It was felt that businessmen 
would make corrupt magistrates, and that country gentlemen would find it disagreeable to work 
with them. When Lord Spencer broke with tradition in 1882, and nominated three nonconformist 
businessmen as J.P.s, George Watson protested that "the harmonious and cordial working 
together which so distinguishes the Northamptonshire bench of magistrates ... will be at once 
destroyed". 7 If political change in the county had not kept pace with its economic development, 
the explanation lay not only in the law of the land, but also in contemporary social attitudes. 

For some years before the third Reform Act, the townsmen had been asserting their claim 
to a voice in county politics. In the Northern part of the county, they achieved some success. 
In 1877, Liberal Associations were formed in Wellingborough and Kettering, to work for the 
election of representatives more in sympathy with the political and religious views of the towns 
than the existing Conservative M.P.s. In 1880, after a campaign to get more urban £12 house
holders on the register, they persuaded Lord Spencer to allow his half-brother to contest the 
seat. Yet although Robert Spencer's victory gave satisfaction to the Liberal Associations, Whig 
influence still dominated the election; without the backing of the Whig county families, no 
Liberal candidate could have been elected. In South Northamptonshire, the Liberals of Daventry 
and Towcester failed to obtain Lord Spencer's approval for a contest in 1880, and were not 
able even to field a candidate against Sir Rainald Knightley and F. W. Cartwright. Some resent
ment was expressed after the election at the Whigs' disregard for the political ·aspirations of the 
towns. In a speech to the Daventry Liberal Club, E. F. Ashworth Briggs urged local Liberals to 
show more independence: "They found out long ago that if they trusted to county families they 
should be leaning on a broken reed. (Cheers). Family arrangements, private agreements, the 
necessity of avoiding a breach between families which were privately connected, would, no doubt, 
account for their not having had a Liberal candidate in South Northamptonshire for the last 13 
years .... He said that the people had too long been led by the nose by the aristocracy, and 
dazzled by hereditary titles." But while the county franchise remained weighted in favour of the 
landed interest, the people of Daventry and Towcester could not hope to gain much influence in 

4 J. E. Lee, Social Leaders and Public Persons 
(Oxford, 1963). 

6 Quoted in E. C. Forrester, Northamptonshire 
County Elections and Electioneering (Oxford, 1941), 
p. 5. 

6 A. Fox, History of The National Union of Boot 
and Shoe Operatives (Oxford, 1958). W. R. D. Adkins, 
Our County (1893), p. 34. 

7 Spencer MSS, Stockdale to Spencer, November 
1, 1879; Wake to Spencer, March 7, 1882; Watson 
to Spencer, March 8, 1882. 
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constituency politics. They were consulted by the Conservative gentry even less than by the 
Whigs. The South Northamptonshire Conservative Committee, formed in 1882, included only 
one member who was not a landowner-and he was a land agent. 8 

The new Liberal Associations, and the three "bourgeois" J.P.s of 1882, were, however, 
portents of change. By the early 1890s, the regime of the county families had come to an end, 
and the sharp contrast between borough and county politics had disappeared. The Franchise 
and Redistribution Acts of 1884-5 radically altered the balance of power between agriculture 
and industry. The county electorate now included all resident householders; the shoemakers, 
ironstone miners, railwaymen and engineering workers gained the vote, as well as the agricultural 
labourers, and the new electors outnumbered the old by two to one. Northamptonshire was 
divided into four single-member constituencies, one of which, the Wellingborough division, had 
an overwhelmingly industrial electorate; about half the population of the constituency lived in 
Wellingborough or Kettering, and the division also included large manufacturing villages, like 
Rushden, Earls Barton, Finedon and Higham Ferrers. The Wellingborough division now 
became as safe a Radical division as Northampton itself. Changes in the system of local govern
ment also had important political consequences. County Councils, established in 1888 to take 
over the administrative functions of Quarter Sessions, gave industrial districts the opportunity 
to select their own representatives in .county government. In 1894, the old Boards of Guardians, 
constituted to favour the influence of the wealthier ratepayers (with cumulative voting and ex
officio representation of J.P.s), were replaced by democratically elected District Councils. 
Finally, in the same year, Parish Councils were created. The poorer householders thus gained 
a voice in village politics, and in the administration of public health and the poor law. 

The first result of these constitutional changes was to increase the influence of business 
and professional men in county politics. They rose to prominence chiefly through the Liberal 
party, and their rise was made more rapid by the movement out of the party of the Whig gentry 
and aristocracy in the 1880s. Some traditionally Whig families, like the Fitzwilliams, had broken 
with Gladstone by 1885; others, like Lord Northampton, Lord Henley and the Duke of Grafton, 
became Liberal Unionists in 1886. After the Home Rule split, the Spencers were the only 
aristocratic family in the county who supported Gladstone, and they had only one ally among 
the gentry, H. 0. Nethercote of Moulton. As Northamptonshire Liberalism lost its landed 
leadership, middle class Liberals who had formerly taken second place now gained control of 
the party almost by default. Robert Spencer continued the Whig tradition as M.P. for the Brix
worth division, but in the other county seats, a new type of Liberal candidate appears from 1885; 
professional men with Radical views and no connexions with the local gentry. F. A. Channing, 
M.P. for Wellingborough, and David Guthrie, who won the Towcester division for the Liberals 
in 1892, exemplify this trend. In local government elections, too, most Liberal candidates neces
sarily came from the business and professional classes. In some respects, this was a source of 
weakness to the party, for the old prejudices against small town manufacturers still survived. 
In 1889, before the first County Council met to elect aldermen, Lord Spencer approached the 
leader of the Conservative councillors with a suggestion that the parties should avoid a contest 
on political lines, and allocate the aldermanic seats by agreement among the best men in each 
party. To this proposal, Stopford Sackville replied, "I believe my object is much the same as 
yours, viz., to get the best men possible elected as Aldermen, without much regard to party 
considerations, but I am bound to add that after thinking over as impartially as possible the 
names of all those who appear qualified for the position, I find a very preponderating majority 
in the Conservative ranks". On this occasion, rank and position prevailed; 10 of the 17 aldermen 
chosen were Conservative or Liberal Unionist landowners. But among the 51 councillors elected 
directly by the ratepayers, the middle classes were better represented. Of the successful candi
dates, 19 were engaged in manufacturing or trade, 5 were professional men, 13 were farmers, and 
only 14 land-owners. 9 In W. Ryland Adkins' book, Our County, published in 1893, which gave 

8 Ibid., C. C. Becke to Spencer, March 28, 1880. 
Northamptonshire Guardian, March 18 and July 29, 
1882. 

9 Northampton Mercury, January 26 and February 
2, 1889. Spencer MSS, Spencer to Sackville, January 
20, 1889; Sackville to Spencer, January 21, 1889. 
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short sketches of the prominent men in Northamptonshire public life, names like Stockburn, 
Woolstone, W estley, Sharman and Judge appeared, alongside those of the gentry and aristocracy. 
Such a book could not have been written ten years earlier. 

The second striking change in county politics in this period was the growth of political 
consciousness, and of effective pressure groups, among the poorer householders who gained the 
vote in 1885. Contemporaries had anticipated that the Wellingborough shoemakers would take a 
lively and independent interest in politics. When it was suggested that Robert Spencer might 
stand for the Wellingborough division, his election agent warned that his moderate Liberal 
views might alienate the voters there: "I much fear that Mr. Spencer's position would be much 
like what Lord Henley's was in Northampton, he would find his constituency too advanced for 
him and would eventually have to give way to a much more radical candidate".10 The same 
degree of popular interest in politics was not, however, expected in the other three county seats. 
The general opinion before 1885, according to Robert Spencer, was that "all the country people 
were Conservatives"; that they would be influenced by the Conservative alliance of land, Church 
and public house; and that they would tend to be apathetic.11 These expectations proved wrong. 
In the elections of 1885, 1892 and 1895, no county division polled less than 83% of the electorate, 
and sometimes the turn-out was as high as 90% . The village shoemakers were no more amenable 
to landed influence than their urban counterparts, and personal pressures on agricultural voters 
were much less effective than they had been before 1885. The Northampton Mercury still reported 
allegations that the village authorities attempted to influence votes; in 1885, for example, Lady 
Knightley was accused of frightening the labourers by asking them to promise support for her 
husband in the presence of their employers. But there were also reports of labourers who resisted 
this kind of pressure openly, like the labourer on the Cartwright estate who had his wheelbarrow 
painted red in 1892, at the substantial cost of 4s, to show that he did not intend to vote for his 
landlord.12 The Conservative party retained only one safe seat in Northamptonshire after 1885, 
the Oundle division; Brixworth returned Robert Spencer until 1895; and the Towcester division 
became a marginal constituency, narrowly held by Sir Rainald Knightley in 1885, but won by a 
Liberal in 1892. The size of the Liberal vote in the more rural divisions, the high turn-out, and 
the lively contests which took place in local government elections after 1888, show that popular 
politics were not confined to the towns. 

This growth of political consciousness was brought about partly by the activities of the 
constituency parties. The local press reported an enormous growth in the scale of party organi
sation and the number of political functions after the third Reform Act. For the Conservative 
as well as the Liberal party, constituency associations with open membership and numerous 
local branches now became the rule. The Primrose League mushroomed in the villages, and 
political working men's clubs were opened in the towns. These bodies did not confine themselves 
to the prosaic business of listening to speeches and. collecting funds, but also worked to make 
politics entertaining to the ordinary voter. Conservative working men's clubs were criticised 
from the bench in 1895 for allowing drinking after hours. The Primrose League Fete at Blisworth 
in the summer of 1894 was such a popular attraction that special cheap trains were laid on in the 
afternoon and evening. The programme included a cricket match between the ladies and gentle
men, the latter playing with broomsticks held in their left hands; acrobatics, tightrope walkers, 
a cartoonist and Mr. Driver's string band; and after an hour's Conservative speeches at 6.30, 
the evening ended with dancing. The Liberal party organised the same kind of festivities, though 
on a more modest scale. The annual Liberal demonstration at Harpole, for instance, held in the 
same summer, consisted of a meat tea for 350 people, followed by speeches and a procession with 
the Wesleyan and National Temperance Bands.13 Politics brought a new gaiety and excitement 
to the Northamptonshire villages. 

There was, however, a more serious side to popular politics. The new electors had 
grievances of their own, and election campaigns provided an opportunity to bring them to the 

10 Ibid., C. C. Becke to Spencer, January 10, 1885. 
11 Northampton Mercury, December 2, 1882. 

1 2 Ibid., November 28, 1885; July 15, 1892. 
13 Ibid., June 8 and July 27, 1894; January 18, 1895. 
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attention of the party leaders. The way in which local conflicts could stimulate interest in politics 
is seen in the Towcester election contest of 1892. Many of the issues on which this general 
election was officially fought, such as Irish Home Rule, disestablishment in Wales and Scotland, 
and temperance reform, meant little to the voters of Towcester; the issue which raised passions 
locally was compulsory vaccination, and newspaper reports show that this issue dominated the 
campaign. The movement against compulsory vaccination for smallpox was not, of course, 
confined to South Northamptonshire; the Acts aroused widespread opposition, from people 
who objected to vaccination on conscientious grounds, or from fear of its effects, or those who felt 
that compulsion was an infringement of individual liberties. But it became a particularly important 
issue in Towcester in 1892 because of the record of the Conservative candidate, Thomas Cartwright, 
who not only supported compulsory vaccination, but also sat on a Board of Guardians which 
implemented the law vigorously, and on the bench which fined parents who refused to have 
their children vaccinated. A strong Anti-Vaccination League opposed Cartwright and contributed 
to his defeat. As the Northampton Mercury commented, "there seems to be a lot of persons who 
have been sentenced by Mr. Cartwright for sticking to their principles on this matter. They were 
among the first to vote, and although some of them were Conservatives, they recognised the 
force of the old adage, 'Revenge is sweet'" .14 Shortly afterwards, the policy of the Brixworth 
Board of Guardians was also to come under attack. That Board had earned its unpopularity by 
strict administration of the poor law: refusal of outdoor relief even to the very old or sick, 
elimination from the workhouse diet of "luxuries", like the occasional glass of beer, and insistence 
on the labourer's duty to support his aged parents (at a time when agricultural wages in the 
county averaged 12s a week). In 1893, a Brixworth Outdoor Relief Association was formed to 
fight this policy; in 1894, it won several seats on the Board of Guardians and in the general 
election of 1895, the candidates for the Brixworth division were forced to discuss Old Age 
Pensions and Poor Law reform.15 In the W ellingborough division, too, the shoemakers insisted 
on bringing labour grievances into politics, even at the cost of splitting the Liberal party. The 
source of conflict here was not the conduct of local authorities, but conditions in the footwear 
industry. The industrial unrest of the 1890s soured relations between middle and working class 
Liberals, and in the parish and district council elections of 1894-5, official Liberal candidates 
were opposed by independent Labour representatives. The lock-out which closed shoe factories 
for six weeks in the spring of 1895 became an issue in the general election in July; and Francis 
Channing, the man invited to Wellingborough in 1885 to represent middle-class Radicalism, 
found it increasingly difficult to avoid taking sides against the employers.16 The poorer house
holders thus gained a new influence in county politics in these years. 

Bradlaugh's supporters of the Northampton Radical Association adopted as one of their 
principles "Government of the People, for the People, by the People". By the end of the nine
teenth century, this democratic ideal had made its mark on the county as well as the borough. 
It should not, of course, be implied that the men who had formerly governed Northamptonshire 
were blind to the needs of the people, or set out to rule in the interests of their class. One 
country gentleman wrote, "I only admit the existence of two classes, namely, those who are 
good fellows and those who are not"; and even the Liberal Mercury admitted that Quarter 
Sessions had managed county business efficiently and with impartiality.17 The conflicts in the 
footwear industry were caused by technical progress and fluctuations in the market, rather than 
by any ill-will on the part of employers, many of whom, like the popular Daniel Sheffield of 
Earls Barton, regarded themselves as the friends and leaders of the working men.18 Compulsory 
vaccination was supported by medical opinion, as the only way to eliminate a dangerous and 
disfiguring disease. Even the Chairman of the Brixworth Board of Guardians, the Rev. William 
Bury, rector of Harlestone, had a deep concern for the welfare of the poor. He worked hard to 

14 Ibid., July I, 8 and 15, 1892. See also R. M. 
Macleod, "Law, Medicine and Public Opinion; the 
Resistance to Compulsory Health Legislation", in 
Public Law, 1967. 

15 Northampton Mercury, November 1894 to May 
1895, passim. 

16 F. A. Channing, Memories of Midland Politics 
(London, 1918), pp. 161-3. A. Fox, op. cit. 

17 Northampton Mercury, December 15, 1888; 
January 18J 1895. 

18 Ibid., January 18 and 26, 1895. 
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promote medical clubs, co-operative societies and education in the county, and to expose bad 
housing and sanitary conditions. In 1885, he went so far as to publish an article entitled "Squires, 
Spires and Mires", which denounced the Northamptonshire gentry for "culpable indifference" 
to the condition of labourers on their estates. His campaign to cut down poor relief was inspired, 
not by a desire to save the ratepayers' pockets, but by his conviction that outdoor relief brought 
no real benefit to the working classes, as it encouraged employers to pay low wages and weakened 
family ties and the sense of personal independence among the labourers.19 But when Liberals 
in the 1890s rejoiced in the passing of "the old system of class government",Z0 they were not 
suggesting that the old county authorities had lacked public spirit; rather, that they were often 
out of touch with public opinion, and that they had tended to assume that rank and position 
conferred an exclusive right to rule. By the end of the century, parliamentary candidates and 
aspiring local councillors had to compete for the approval of Northamptonshire householders. 
The election of 1895 again saw Conservative country gentlemen returned in three of the county 
seats; but two of these candidates had pledged support for Old Age Pensions and Poor Law 
reform,Z1 and in 1898 the Conservative government repealed the most unpopular provisions of 
the Compulsory Vaccination Acts. Whichever party was in the ascendant, Northamptonshire 
politics could never revert to their traditional pattern of landed oligarchy: county politics had 
caught up with the development of county society. 

J ANET HowARTH 

19 Fortnightly Review, March, 1885. See also Bury's 
evidence to The Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, 
1895. 

20 Northampton Mercury, November 23, 1894. 
21 Ibid., February 22, 1895. 

IN THE AUTHOR'S STUDY 

Short Rules to be observ'd by all who on the B ....... k [Brigstock] Vicar call. 
Whoe'er within this roof doth come, 
Let him the robe of mirth put onJ 
For brow austere and looks demureJ 
The master of it can't endure. 
If he should be in studious fitJ 
Why! in the study he may sit: 
But if inclin'd to laugh and talkJ 
Then in the parlour let him walkJ 
And in the wheel of each narration 
Put in this spoke of conversation: 
Let those who thus shall honour meJ 
Be as at homeJ and just as free. 
Know thenJ a flower in ev'ry room 
Here growsJ in full eternal bloom: 
Hearts-easeJ 'tis call'd: and may each guest 
Pluck off that leaf he likes the best. 

From Miscellaneous Pieces: Original and Collected; by a Clergyman of NorthamptonshireJ late of 
Trinity CollegeJ Cambridge. London (1787)J 31. 

The "Clergyman of Northamptonshire" was the Rev. Talbot KeeneJ Vicar of Brigstock with 
StanionJ 1773-1824. A copy of his Miscellaneous Pieces is included in the Dryden Collection at 
the Northampton Public Library. 

V.A.H. 



275 

A TRUE STORY OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

As related to the Rector's wife at Orlingbury. The names are fictitious 

MRs. H's account of how she reconciled her son 
and his wife who had run away with the lodger. 
He was a foreman over navvies somewhere 
down the line. 

"My son and his wife as run away from him? 
Yes, ma'am, they're livin' together again and 
'appy. How did they come together again? 
Why this is how it was. 

"Of course she took the youngest child with 
her when she went off with the man, and left 
them other two por little things behind with 
the father. 

"Well, she lived with the man for a little time 
but not long, then she went back to her mother 
at Burton, and her mother she says to her, 'Mary 
Jane, you shall go over and see Herbert's mother 
at Orlingbury', and she says 'I durstn't for she'd 
be on to me'. However, she says 'Go you shall'. 
So one day as I was in the 'ouse here, sitting as 
I might be doing now, Alice come in (she was 
a'hanging out clothes), and she says to me, 
'Mother,' she says, 'who do you think is a' com
ing up the yard ? Why Mary J ane' ! 

"I felt, ma'am, you don't know how I felt all 
over, but I went out to meet her, and I says 
nothing but one word to her, I says, 'Mary Jane,' 
I says 'how could you go for to do it ?' 

"That was what I said, ma'am, 'how could 
you go for to do it ?' And she says, 'I don't 
know how it was'. 

"Then I says, 'come in and set down and I'll 
get you a cup o'tea. So they comes in, she and 
her mother, for her mother was with her, and 
I gets them a cup o'tea. And when they was 
going I says to her_, 'Mary J ane', I says 'You 
might come and stop a day or two'. 

"So she came, and when she'd been here a 
day I says, 'Mary Jane,' I says, 'I'm a'going to 
write to Herbert and tell him where you are'. 
'Then I'm off,' she says,'for I'm frit to death to 
see him, he'd kill me.' 

"'Gal,' I says, 'he wouldn't.' 'Yes he would,' 

she says. So the next day she says she'll go back 
to Burton. * 'Then you won't go alone,' I says, 
'for I shall go with you, if I have to be druv.' 

"So we went, and in the afternoon after we 
gets there, we was a settin' in the little back 
parlour (her mother keeps a shop) and I looks 
through the glass door and I sees Herbert come 
into the shop. 

"I couldn't tell you, ma'am, how he did look, 
and he comes in if you'll believe me, ma'am, on 
his hands and knees, and he says,'! come as soon 
as I got Mother's letter, I didn't stay for no 
breakfest, and when I got to Wellingborough I 
come straight over hedges and ditches till I got 
here'. And he says, 'Mary Jane, how could you 
do it? If there'd been anything as you didn't 
like about me, you might a' told me, but as you 
should go off with a lodger, and one as I'd drove 
into the Infirmaryt myself when he'd hurt him
self on the line, and took him in again when he 
come out, and him going about on crutches to 
beguile you. Mary Jane,' he says, 'how could you 
do it ?' and she doesn't say anything. 

"And he says, 'I can't live with you no more, 
but I'll give you money to keep you, and you 
can live with your mother, and I'm off,' he says. 

"Well, ma'am, I was all of a tremble, with 
such feels all over me, but I couldn't let him go 
like that, so I says, 'Come and let us reason 
together, saith the Lord,' and we set down and 
talked it over. 

"Then I said to her mother, 'Let's you and 
me go out into the bit of yard at the back, for 
maybe as they've something as they'd like to 
say to each other'. 

"So we went out at the back for a bit, and 
when we come back he says, 'Mother,' he says, 
'I'm off, but I'll provide for her, and she can 
live with her mother. I'll come home with you'. 

"So I says to her mother, 'I can't go back,' I 

* Burton Latimer. 
t Now known as Northampton Hospital. 
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says, 'without a cup o'tea, and me dragging over 
here and back again in one day, and Herbert 
ain't had no breakfast neither'. 

"So she gets us a cup o'tea, and when we'd 
finished, Mary J ane says, 'Well if you're going, 
I may as well go with you,' and he says, 'You 
can't walk back again and carry the child,' and 
she says, 'If you're a'going too, you can carry 
the child'. 

"And I felt, ma'am, as it were that word as 
had done it, that word as I spoke-'Coine and 
let us reason together, saith the Lord'. 

"Well, when we got back to Orlingbury it 
were dark, and I says, 'Me and Alice can have 
a bed down here, and Father can go and sleep 
with Jim, and you can have the front room,' 
and he says, 'Mother,' he says, 'I can't never 
no more'. 

"But I says, 'My boy,' I says, 'you've forguv 
her and you can'. So they takes the child and 
goes up to bed, and me and Alice slep' down 
here. 

"And in the morning he come down, and he 

says, 'Mother,' he says, 'can you lend me a 
pound?' and I says, 'My boy,' I says, 'I don't 
know as how I can, for it cost me a pound and 
more when I come over to them two por' little 
children when you was left alone, and I don't 
see as how I can'. 

"But he says, 'Mother,' he says, 'I come off 
without stopping for money, and now I must 
get back, for the men won't know how to be 
going on'. So I lent him the money. 

"And when Mary Jane comes down she says, 
says she, 'I'll take the child and go with him as 
far as Isham station,' and Alice says, 'Mother, 
can I go too?' and I says, 'Yes, my gal, you can'. 

"So they starts, and after a time Alice comes 
back alone, and I says, 'Where's Mary J ane ?' 

"And she says, 'She's gone with him, and 
took the child. When they gets to the station, 
he says, "May as well take two tickets," so 
they're gone'. 

"Happy? ma'am. Why, I don't think there's 
a happier couple living." 
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