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THE MEDIEVAL FISHPONDS OF NORTHAMPTONSHIRE 

"And many a breem and many a luce in stuwe." 
Chaucer, Prologue 1.350 

THE recent decision of the Rothwell Urban District Council to reverse their policy of filling in 
and destroying the medieval fishponds a few hundred yards to the south of the church aroused 
public interest in a little known aspect of medieval life. An attempt will be made here to review 
the place of fish and fishponds in the medieval economy of Northamptonshire. Very little study 
has been done on the subject of fishponds. Allcroft, as long ago as 1908, produced a short account 
of them1 and recently several air photographs have been published.2 In 1966, B. K. Roberts 
produced an interesting study on a group in the Forest of Arden at Tamworth and he pointed 
out that not only were they very thick on the ground in his area but they were clearly not a 
seignorial monopoly and represented an investment of capital which had a prospect of yielding 
substantial returns.3 

The interest of medieval people in eating fish was partly a matter of supplementing a 
salt meat diet, as was pointed out by Dr. Williams-Freeman.4 "A diet of salted meat with only 
watercress, pot herbs and a little cabbage for fresh vegetables produced as might be expected 
much illness ... scurvy and leprosy-loose terms of course, including nearly all skin diseases
were the scourge of all classes and fresh fish was as great a necessity for a rich man's house as 
was the deer which he enclosed in his park." It was also, however, considered virtuous to eat 
fish in preference to meat. At Winchester the first Norman prior, Simeon, found the brethren 
eating meat and weaned them from it by exquisitely prepared dishes of fish ( exquisita piscium 
parari cibaria et dari eis).5 Fish was required for Lent and for meals on Friday. Monastic fish
ponds are a well-known adjunct to many monasteries. It seems, however, that they were equally 
found attached to great lay houses, small manorial establishments and villages, and Northampton
shire can furnish examples of each. The most abundant source of information for their construc
tion maintenance and function is not surprisingly to be found in the royal records, particularly 
the Close and Liberate rolls of the thirteenth century. Naturally, most of this evidence refers to 
establishments belonging to the crown and there were a number of royal houses in the county 
which had fishponds attached to them. 6 Some of the most impressive surviving earth works, 
however, are of baronial or manorial origin and here documentary evidence is not so readily 
available. 

There is a wide variety of pond forms. 

A valley might be selected with a moderate slope to the sides and a fairly flat bottom 
with ideally a slight narrowing where the dam was placed. The stream would have to be a slight 
one to avoid the danger of flooding and at times it was diverted around the pond by means of a 
trench cut deeply in the valley's side, a technique which can be detected by the characteristic 
dog leg in the stream course. This has happened at Pipewell, Yardley Hastings and Kingscliffe. 
A second method was by excavating a shallow rectangular basin and lining it with banks, two 

1 H. Allcroft, Earthworks of England, London, 
1908. 

2 M. W. Beresford and J. K. S. St. Joseph, 
Medieval England. An Aerial Survey, 1958. 

8 The Amateur Historian, Vol. 7, No. 4, 1966, pp. 
119-126. 

4 Dr. Williams-Freeman, Field Archaeology of 
Hampshire, 1915, pp. 224-5. 

5 Dom David Knowles, The Monastic Order in 
England, 1963, p. 459. 

6 The History of the King's Works, ed. H. M. Colvin 
London, 1963, Chapter XIV. 
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parallel with the stream and two across it. Good examples are at Silvers tone, W elford, and 
Maidwell. They often occur in pairs, as at Rothwell, where the embankments enclose two 
roughly rectangular ponds on a slight slope. More frequently the pairs are created by three 
parallel dams across a narrow steep-sided valley, as at Stoke Albany, Wilbarston and Brampton 
Ash. They may occur in sets, a main pond having subsidiary ponds for breeding linked with it. 
Two exceptionally fine sets are at Harrington and Braybrooke, and there is a set of three at Pilton. 
A feature which occurs in a number is a small rectangular island situated in one of the main 
pools, as at Stoke Albany, Welford and Braybrooke. The dams were revetted with stone and 
this stonework could be quite monumental in character, as at Pipewell, or simply consist of 
coursed rubble. There were sluices (now represented by breaches in the dams) to cope with the 
swelling of the stream. 

Of the original construction of the ponds we know little beyond that in a number of cases 
the works were already in existence in the twelfth century. The sheriff of Northampton and 
William Fitzwilliam account for expenditures of 4ls 8d and 65s respectively on work connected 
with the fishpond at Brigstock in the first extant pipe roll,7 The desire to build fishponds some
times brought out a certain ruthlessness in their makers. "There is another strain of evil doing 
which, God willing, the Abbot will work out with tears of penitence, that one transgression 
should not blacken out such a multitude of good deeds. He raised the level of the fishpond at 
Babwell by the new mill to such a height that owing to the holding up of the waters there is no 
man, rich or poor, having lands by the waterside from the Towngate to the Eastgate but has 
lost his garden and orchards. The cellarer's pasture on the other side of the bank is destroyed, 
the arable land of neighbours is spoilt. The cellarer's meadow is ruined, the infirmarer's orchard 
is drowned owing to the overflow of water and all the neighbours complain of it. Once the cellarer 
spoke to him in full chapter concerning the greatness of the loss but the abbot at once angrily 
replied that he was not going to lose his fishpond for the sake of our meadow."8 The King 
(Richard I in this case) was sometimes more considerate when his building of fishponds inter
fered with men's rights, and he compensated the priory of Luffield in exchange for a meadow 
which had been included in his fishpond at Silverstone.9 

There is much evidence for vigorous expenditure on fishponds in Henry II's reign in 
other parts of the country-at Cannock (Staffs), where in 1162-3 £8 was spent on the stew ponds 
attached to the hunting lodge,10 and Clipstone (Notts), where in 1176-80 over £500 was spent on 
works, including the building of a chamber, a chapel, the construction of a fishpond and the 
formation of a deer park.U A new vivary or fishpond was made at Feckenham (Worcs) in 1168-9 
and its repair cost over £40 in 1203-4.12 They necessitated frequent maintenance and repairs 
and from references to these we can build up a picture of what was involved in the construction 
of the ponds. Considerable quantities of timber were used. Alan de Zouch, the forest justiciar 
this side of Trent, was ordered to repair the King's ponds at Kingscliffe and had to hand over 
six oaks (sex quercus ad stagna regis de Clive inde reparanda).13 Hugh de Goldingham, forest 
seneschal of Whittlewood, was ordered to hand over to the Sheriff of Northampton ten oaks 
for the works of the king's fishpond at Selveston14 (sic). On other occasions simply timber 
(justa or maeremium) is commandeered for the repair works. The forester at Kingscliffe is ordered 
to provide timber causing as little damage as possible for Robert Basset, the Sheriff of Northamp
ton to repair the king's fishponds of Brigstock and Kingscliffe.15 As well as repairs, they 
needed to be cleared out and Master Henry de Lacy and his bailiffs have to drain, clean out the 
ponds at Brigstock and to cause the breach in the dam of the pond to be repaired without delay.16 

There were bays of the ponds mentioned and sluices. William of St. Adoneo, bailiff ofWoodstock, 

7 Pipe Roll, 31 Henry I, p. 88. 
8 The Chronicle of Brakelond, concerning the acts 

of Abbot Samson of the monastery of St. Edmund, 
trans. by H. E. Butler, 1951, p. 131. 

9 Luffield Priory Charters, Northamptonshire 
Record Society, Vol. XXII, p. 89. 

10 Pipe Roll 9, Henry II, p. 27. 

11 The King's Works, op. cit., p. 918, Plan, p. 920. 
12 Pipe Roll, 15 Henry II, p. 137. 

Pipe Roll, 6 John, p. 89. 
13 Cal. Close Rolls, 47 Henry III, p. 224. 
14 Cal. Close Rolls, 36 Henry III, p. 20. 
16 Cal. Close Rolls, 35 Henry III, p. 380. 
16 Cal. Close Rolls, 47 Henry III, p. 215-216. 
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was asked to repair the bays of both the fish stews and the dam ( calcicium) of the lower stew by 
the sluice (closarium). 17 Similarly, John de Neville was ordered to provide timber for the sheriff 
of Northampton to make a bay of the royal fishpond of Brigstock (ad baiam vivarii regis de 
Brikestock faciendam). 18 Walls were sometimes ordered to enclose the ponds, as at Kingscliffe, 
where the sheriff of Northampton was directed "to make a wall from the corner of the hall to 
the new kitchen and thence to the brook so as to enclose the stew which is before the chapel ... 
to clean out the stew".19 At times the banks were strengthened, as when the bailiff of Kenington 
was ordered to make an abattis (haiam bate(ciam)) at the causeway of the head of the pond ofthe 
King's stew in the park there; to buy a large quantity of osiers (maximam partem osearum) and 
plant them at the head of the stew and the like of willows and to plant the ditch outside the park 
therewith. 20 

Once the pond was built, how was it stocked and what with ? We find frequent references 
to the practice of transporting live breeding fish from pond to pond, as when the bailiff of Wood
stock is asked to buy 1,000 pike wherever he can find them to stock the king's stew at Woodstock21 

and also it was customary to make gifts of breeding stock. Peter de Rievaulx, for instance is 
ordered to hand over to William de Aubigny ten small pike and ten small bream (x parvos lucios 
et x parvos bremias matrices) in the fishpond of Rowell to stock his fishpond at Stoke by the gift 
of the king. 22 

Similar gifts are recorded at Brigstock, when 40 bream (bremias vivas) were given away 
to Roger de Clifford23 and at Kingscliffe when six bream were handed over to Imberto de 
Munferaunt.24 An indication of how they were carried comes from the order of Henry Ill to 
the bailiffs of Marlborough to carry 50 live bream from Marlborough to the king's park at 
Windsor to stock his stew25 and "in purchase of two tuns with canvas and nails to line them in 
repairing them to carry the bream and in placing the bream in the stew". 26 

The methods of catching the fish varied with the pressure of the demand. We know that 
at times it was a co-operative effort. The abbot of Fountains had a fishery in "Codric" and no 
one might fish in his lake without his license and when he wished to fish himself he caused a 
horn to be blown so that his neighbours might come and help; for their help the fishers had half 
the fish taken, but if any big pike of 4 or 5 feet fell to their nets the abbot might buy it from 
them for 6d. 27 -

Illustrations from medieval manuscripts and wall paintings sometimes suggest catching 
techniques. There is, for instance, a bottle-shaped wicker work eel trap in the drawing of the 
mill race in the Luttrell Psalter (folio 181). A fisherman with rod and line sits on the bank in the 
picture of St. Christopher Shorewell Church, Isle of Wight. 28 Further illustrations of apes or 
men fishing with rods and lines are noted by Randall.29In one the ape, fishing with a bowl behind 
him from which a fox is stealing the catch, has a rod with several hooks on it and some fish have 
already swallowed the bait. 30 Good illustrations of nets in use are in the Queen Mary Psalter, 
where three men in a boat are using a long rectangular net with floats on it. 31 • 

When large orders were required, nets were obviously used. The Sheriff of Oxford was 
ordered to search out nets in the town of Oxford with which William, the king's fisherman (whom 
he was sending to Silverston), might fish in the King's stew there and to carry them to Silverston.32 

17 Calendar Liberate Rolls, 33 Henry Ill, p. 245. 
18 Cal. Close Rolls, 19 Henry III, p. 138. 
19 Cal. Lib. Rolls, 33 Henry Ill, p. 248. 
2° Cal. Lib. Rolls, 31 Henry Ill, p. 108. 
21 Cal. Lib. Rolls, 25 Henry III, p. 34. 
22 Cal. Close Rolls, Henry Ill, 1231-1234, pp. 187, 

209. 
23 Cal. Close Rolls, 53 Henry Ill, p. 26. 
24 Cal. Close Rolls, 53 Henry Ill, p. 20. 
25 Stewe, "A Fish Pond" (Middle English Dictionary, 

F. M. Stratmann). 
26 Cal. Lib. Rolls, 29 Henry III, p. 281. 

27 Quoted by Salzman, L. F. English Industries of 
the Middle Ages (1923), p. 267. 

28 Journal of British Archaeological Society. iii, 85. 
29 Lilian M. C. Randall, Images in the margins of 

Gothic Manuscripts (California, 1966), figs. 44, 45, 46, 
47, 57, 438. 

so Randall, op. cit., fig. 47. 
31 Queen Mary Psalter, introd. by Sir George 

Wemer (1912), Plate 126. 
s2 Cal. Liberate Rolls, 30 Henry Ill, p. 82-3. For 

an illustration of nets see B.M.Ms. Roy 2B VII, 
Queen Mary's Psalter. 
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Five years earlier we hear of another or 
possibly the same William, the King's 
fisherman, who is being sent to Silver
ston; help is requested for him from the 
bailiffs of Silvers ton and he is to send the 
fish that he shall catch to the King with
out delay. 33 Although nets were used 
often, another and cruder method was 
to set up traps, bottle-shaped traps of 
wicker work and stake nets were set up. 
The sheriff of Northampton was to 
have enough timber for making stake 
nets (ad hay as stagni regis) for the royal 
fishponds at Silverston as was necessary 
for the royal works at Kings cliff e. 34 

Once caught, there was the prob
lem of transporting the fish so that they 
arrived in an edible condition for the 
table. The problem of preservation was 
solved in a number of ways. Sometimes 
the fish were carried live to their desti
nation, presumably in barrels. 

William, the King's fisherman, 
for instance, was sent to Brigstock to 
catch 20 pike in preparation for the feast 
of Saint Edward and to carry them live 
to Westminster and hand them over to 
"Custodibus lardarii regis". 35 Another 
methpd was to put them in "paste" or 
bread. William was sent to Kingscliffe 
to catch 12 pike and 60 bream and to 
salt the pike (lucios illos saliri) and to 
put the bream in bread ( bremas illas in 
pane poni) to be delivered to the King' 
kitcheners.36 The effect of the latter must 
have been similar to frying the fish in 
batter-a technique developed first in 
the beginning of the nineteenth century 

fit11utttt fft COl~ ttott rotnottrbr . ' 
run~ 'tcutt tttUttuuS?Juos·--, 
. ( ( 

BqY OR APE FISHING 

Bodleian Library, M.S. Douce 118 f. 128v. (Psalter, France, 
late 13th Century). 

MEN FISHING WITH A NET. 

British Museum Ray. 2.B.VII f. 

when London fishmongers were faced with a glut of fish and needed to be able to keep the fish 
for some days to find a sale. Bream from Stafford were sent in this way to London37 and bream 
from Taunton were sent to Woodstock38 We hear of salmon being put in pies. The sheriff of 
Gloucester was asked to buy 60 salmon for the king's use and salt them: to make 150 pies of the 
best of them: to buy and salt 100 shad; to buy as many lampreys as possible and to send the 
whole to Westminster the Sunday before Christmas. 39 The third method, that of salting the catch, 
was probably the most usual and accounted no doubt for the fifteenth century schoolboy's lament: 
"Thou wyll not beleve how wery I am off fyshe and how moch I desir that flesh were cum in 
ageyn for I have ate non other but salt fysh this Lent and it hath engendyrde so moch flewme 
within me that it stoppeth my pyps that I can unneth speke nother brethe". 40 The sheriff of Stafford 

33 Cal. Liberate Rolls, 25 Henry Ill, p. 31. 
34 Cal. Close Rolls, 36 Henry Ill, p. 40. 
35 Cal. Close Rolls, 42 Henry Ill, p. 283. 
36 Cal. Close Rolls, 40 Henry Ill, pp. 444-445. 
37 Cal. Liberate Rolls, 33 Henry HI, p. 223. 

38 Cal. Liberate Rolls, 25 Henry Ill, p. 31. 
39 Cal. Liberate Rolls, 25 Henry Ill, p. 12. 
40 Nelson William ed. A Fifteenth Century School

book, Oxford, 1956, par. 30. 
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FISH SERVED AT A BANQUET. 

British Museum Roy. 20.A.V. f. 80. 

FRAGMENTS OF FISH DISHES FROM THE 
13th-14th CENTURY POTTERY AND 
DESERTED MEDIEVAL VILLAGE OF 
LYVEDEN. 

These fiat bottomed boat shaped dishes 
were shaped to take the fish. 

Photograph by H . Atkinson, F.R.P.S. 

• 

was ordered to take 30 pike and 100 tench from the King's stew at Stafford and to clean and salt 
them and carry the whole to Westminster.41 A further method seems to have been something 
akin to dehydration because "powdered" salmon are mentioned when the sheriffs of London were 
ordered to buy in their town 100 cutlets (Karnellos) of the best whale meat, 25 pieces of sturgeon, 
2 porpoises, 12 powdered salmon, 4 salmon in paste and 4 gallons of good oil and send the whole 
with speed to the king at Winchester. 42 

I have dwelt on the place of the fishpond in medieval life; it could also, however, hasten 
death. Thomas de Cherletan "commisit feloniam de se ipso submergendo se in viravio suo in 
Hasele". 43 

The only extensive archaeological investigation of a medieval fishpond site known to me is 
that carried out at Washford near Redditch by Mrs. Margaret Gray in 1968 for the "Worcester
shire New Towns Archaeological Committee" with assistance from the University of Birmingham 
School of History. The fishponds were owned by the Knights Templars in the 13th century. 
The natural bend in the stream formed two sides of the fishpond area and the water was channelled 
in from the N.W. and out again into the stream at the S.E. A bank built along the side of the 
stream prevented flooding. There were three major ponds and several fish breeding tanks. The 
ponds were very shallow, never deeper than lm in the centre and sometimes only 75cm. There 
was evidence for a small building with daub walls within which was a small furnace, possibly 
used for smoking or drying of fish before transporting. At the bottom of a small (3m x 2m) breeding 
tank whose depth was 1.25m there was found a wooden circular shallow "sieve" with a woven 

41 Cal. Liberate Rolls, 33 Henry Ill, p. 223. 
42 Cal. Liberate Rolls, 30 Henry Ill, p. 28. 

43 Cal. Close Rolls, 47 Henry Ill, p . 237. 



SILVERSTONE. 

The stream flows from right to left. The main dam, 170 
paces long, spans the narrow valley and created a pond of 
immense size. 

Photograph by Dr. J. K. St. Joseph 
of Cambridge University. 

HARRINGTON. 

The smaller of the two ponds. The overflow channel lies 
on the far side. 

BRAYBROOKE. 

The "castle" is in the centre where the farm now is. The 
breeding tanks are to the right and in the middle distance. 
The earthworks in the far right suggest that the village may 
have shrunk since the Middle Ages. 

Photograph by Dr. J. K. St. Joseph 
of Cambridge University. 

MAID WELL. 

Inside the pond. Ahead is the breached dam. 
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rush base. This would probably have held small fish to transfer them to the larger ponds or for 
catching them to send away to other ponds. 

Some examples of Northamptonshire fishponds. 

Brampton Ash SP793875 
This set of fishponds has been cut through by the A427 Cor by-Market Harborough road 

but originally it seems to have consisted of a narrow valley which has been embanked in two 
places, forming a quadrilateral main pond in which water lies during the winter time-a minor 
rectangular depression in the broad bank separating the two main ponds may be a breeding tank. 
The upper pond is divided in half by the main road which is causewayed across it. The stream 
which supplies the water comes in from the North East via a small pond and is culverted now 
for most of its course in the vicinity of the earth works but appears in the hedgerow below the set. 

Braybrooke SP846768 
The Castle44 which Camden says was built in the reign of King John and which Bridges 

points out was first expressly mentioned in the reign of Edward I when "Thomas son and 
successor to John de La timer obtained license from the crown to embattle his manor house of 
Braybroke"45 was surrounded by extensive earthworks which make little military sense but which 
are much more likely to be fishponds. The very large lake does not give protection to the rect
angular platform on which the supposed castle would stand but would make an admirable fish 
pond and the small islands which the Victoria County History describe as "peculiar and as may 
be seen by the sections their summits are lower than the height of the ramparts protecting them 
on the south"46 are)ikely to be breeding tanks. 

Brigstock Site unknown. 
There was a royal hunting lodge here throughout the Norman and Angevin periods and 

attached to it a fishpond which involved expenditures of 41s 8d and 65s in repairs, 1129-30.47 
Further repairs were ordered in Henry Ill's reign.48 Both pike and bream were apparently kept 
in it. William the king's fisherman was twice sent to take 20 pike from the royal fishpond at 
Brigstock-on the second occasion they wen~ to be carried live to Westminster in preparation 
for the feast of St. Edward. 49 Roger de Clifford was given 40 live bream from Brigstock to stock 
his own fishpond. 50 The ponds were surveyed soon after the succession of Edward I and found 
to be in good order though in need of some minor repairs. There seem to be no traces left of 
either the pond or the lodge. The field names fail to afford a clue. 

Harrington SP772804 
"One of the most extensive groups of ornamental earthworks in the Midlands."51 It is 

uncertain whether the ponds are connected with the Knights Hospitallers who possessed the 
manor from 1228 until the Dissolution or with the Earls of Dysert who erected a house here. 
There was evidently a preceptory with a chapel of the knights' hospitallers here. 52 The main 
fishpond is trapezoidal in shape and is supplied with water from two channels coming in from 
the east; a further supply of water comes from the stream to the south, which is now mainly 
culverted. A relief channel for surplus water runs outside the eastern banks of the upper and 
lower ponds, the upper chamber, rectangular in shape, is much smaller and may well have been 

44 Thanks are due to Mr. Hakewill and Mr. Clive 
Underwood of Braybrooke for help and permission 
to survey the Castle. 

45 Bridges, op. cit., vol. ii, p. II. 
46 Victoria County History of Northamptonshire, 

vol. ii, pp. 414-5. 
47 Pipe Roll, 31 Henry I, p. 88. 
48 Cal. Close Rolls, 47 Henry III, pp. 215-216. 

Cal. Lib. Rolls, 30 Henry III, p. 79. 
49 Cal. Close Rolls, 40 Henry III, pp. 444-5. 

Cal. Close Rolls, 42 Henry III, p. 283. 
5° Cal. Close Rolls, 53 Henry III, p. 26. 
51 M. W. Beresford and J. K. S. St. Joseph, 

Medieval England. An Aerial Survey, 1958, p. 69. 
Thanks are due to Miss Jean Holt and Mr. Henry 
Warner for help and permission to survey the fish 
ponds. 

52 Bridges, History and Antiquities of Northampton
shire, vol. ii, p. 32-3. 

Cal. Close Rolls, 12 Henry III, p. 56. 
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used for breeding. A further supply channel approaches the smaller pond from the east. To the 
south-east are more earthworks, terraces and a sunken garden or lawn at the lowest level. These 
are likely to be Elizabethan in date. 

Kingscliffe TL003971 
In the village was the site of one of the King's houses in Northamptonshire and the 

fishponds attached to it were already in existence in Norman times. 53 Bridges points out that 
"Westward of the old house is a small meadow called the fish pools and a raised ground, supposed 
to have been the head of them. One of them still remaining named the Piskies (Piscinae) is part 
of the glebe. The sluices were standing not many years ago". 54 The main dam is 105 paces long 
and at its broadest in the middle is 12 paces wide. It is 12ft high and in general compared with 
the dam at Silverstone for scale. There are considerable remains of limestone revetting on the 
western side of the bank where the ponds were: to the east are depressions which may be old 
stone pits unconnected with the ponds. The site is now overgrown with trees and it is difficult to 
photograph effectively. 

References in the pipe rolls of Henry II are merely repairs to an existing house and 
fishponds. £44 Ss 4d were spent on repairing the house and heightening the fishponds. They 
required attention again in 1216 wh~n the constable of Rockingham Castle was commanded to 
distrain upon the tenants of Clyff view for their part towards assisting the tenants of the manor 
in the repairs of them. 55 Repairs were ordered in Henry Ill's reign involving six oaks and four 
oaks and other timber. 56 Mention has been made already of the walling around and cleansing of 
the stew .57 Gifts of bream from the ponds here and the visits of the King's fisherman who took 
12 pike and 60 bream on one occasion and 16 pike and 20 bream on another show that the ponds 
were well used. 58 Bridges notes that "upon a view of the state of the manor in the first of Edw. I 
the fish pools were reported to be well stocked with fish, but that the head of the bay would 
require xxi to put it in proper order and the king was to supply the materials for that purpose 
from his own wood". 59 

Maidwell SP747767 
This fine rectangular fishpond situated to the south of the village is very similar in size 

and situation to the one at Welford and is fed by the stream which rises half a mile north of the 
village. It flows now along the outside of the bank, 270ft long, which encloses the pond on the 
east: the pond narrows slightly to the south from 188ft to 158ft. The 30ft wide dam is breached 
and is 7ft high- .There are three slight mounds in the middle of the pond which is now dry but 
apparently water lies in it during the winter. 

Pilton TL024844 
This set of three ponds, stepped on the hillside a few hundred yards to the south of the 

church and manor, are an interesting variant on the usual design. The top one, still full of water, 
is a rectangle some 62 X 110ft and is separated from the next by a bank 15ft thick which has a 
good deal of small limestone rubble in its build, containing sherds of shelly medieval pottery. 
The second pond is almost square, 60 X 55 ft, and is now full of weeds: a bank 25 ft thick separates 
it from the third, 40 X 75ft, which is now overshadowed with trees and its bank riddled with 
rabbit holes. Each of the three ponds has a bank to the south, but is cut into the sloping hill on 
the north. Further sherds of medieval shelly pottery were picked up in the rubble below the 
retaining bank by the easternmost pond. An overflow stream flows down a channel to the south 
of this bank. 

53 R. Alien Brown, H. M. Colvin, A. J. Taylor, The 
History of the King's Works, vol. II, p. 969. 

54 J. Bridges, History and Antiquities of Northamp
tonshire (1791), vol. ii, p. 429. 

55 Bridges, op. cit., p. 429. 

56 Cal. Close Rolls, 35 Henry III, p. 379; 35 Henry 
III, p. 380; 47 Henry III, p. 224; 51 Henry III, p.330. 

57 See footnote 16. 
58 Cal. Close Rolls, 53 Henry III, p . 20; 40 Henry 

III, p. 444-5; 42 Henry III, p. 283. 
59 Bridges, op. cit., vol. ii, p. 429. 
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Ralph de Camois, who died in the fifth year of Edward I, seized of the manor of Pilketone 
left "in demesne five virgates, each virgate containing twenty four acres, an assart of twenty four 
acres, six virgates in villeinage, a free fishery". This, however, could refer to the Nene fishery 
and probably did. 60 

Rothwell SP817810 
These two fine rectangular banked ponds, 200 yards south of the church, were threatened 

with destruction in the winter of 1969-70 but after one had been filled with soil and debris from 
road workings the urban district council realised their historical interest and ordered the preser
vation of the remaining one and gave assurance that the more easterly of the two would be marked 
out. The ponds in the early thirteenth century formed part of the inheritance of the Clare family, 
earls of Gloucester, and the lands fell under the guardianship of Hubert de Burgh during a 
minority.61 Stock was twice taken from the ponds at Rothwell during the wardship. Ten small 
pike and 10 small breeding bream were given to William d' Aubigny on one occasion, as has 
been mentioned. Bald win de V er was also granted 10 bream by the gift of the king from the 
fishpond at Rothwell. 62 

Silverstone SP668443 
There are two fishpond sites here: the first, SP668443, a small rectangular em banked 

pond is immediately to the north of the churchyard. The feeder stream approaches from the 
village and flows in a north-westerly direction. The main bank is 12 feet high and is 40 paces 
long with a central sluice. The pond is 110 paces long with the sides cut back into a slightly 
sloping hill. It has a central mound like the one at Stoke Albany. Water still lies in the bottom, 
especially at the northern end. 

The second, SP678447, is much more substantial, the dam here is perhaps the most 
impressive in Northamptonshire, being 170 paces long from east to west, 26 paces broad at the 
foot and 12-15 feet high. It spans a narrow valley and the pond so created was of immense size. 
The stream feeding it has two tributaries, one coming from the village and the other rising a 
mile away near Blackmires Farm. The dam has traces of limestone revetting in the sluice gap 
and medieval pottery of the sandy Potterspury type was found lying at the foot of it. 

Bridges thought that the site of the King's house was in the neighbouring parish of 
Syresham63 but the presence of the fishponds suggests otherwise. Richard I was evidently 
encroaching on monastic land here when he granted to the Priory of Luffield renders of 30s 
from land belonging to Norton in exchange for the mez.dow of the priory "quem inclusimus in 
vivaria nostro de Selverstune". 64 Extensive building operations and repairs are mentioned in the 
reigns of John65 and Henry Ill. Ten oaks were used on the works "ad operaciones stagni vivarii 
regis de Seleveston" and later in the reign two oaks were released "ad reparaccionem baii vivarii 
de Sulveston (sic)". 66 Stake nets were apparently employed as one means of catching fish here 
and William, the King's fisherman, was sent here to supervise the taking of the !Jsh.67 

Stoke Albany SP808878 
The pair of ponds here is likely to have belonged to the manor house which stands above 

them a little to the west. William d' Aubigny is recorded as possessing the manor in the reigns 
of John and Henry Ill. He obtained grants "of enclosing his park in Estokes named the Lund 
with all the privileges belonging to it and the privilege of hunting foxes and hares in Rockingham 
forest". 68 It has already been mentioned that he was supplied with 10 small pike and 10 small 

60 J. Bridges, History and Antiquities of Northamp
tonshire, vol. ii, p. 374. 

61 Bridges, History and Antiquities of Northampton
shire, vol. ii, p . 57. 

62 Close Rolls, Henry III, 1231-1234, pp. 187, 209. 
63 J. Bridges, History and Antiquities of Northamp

tonshire, 1791, vol. i, pp. 243-4. 
64 Luffield Priory Charters, Northamptonshire 

Record Society, Vol. XXII, p. 89. 
65 Piperoll, 13 John, p. 84. 
66 Close Rolls, 36 Henry Ill, p. 20. 

Close Rolls, 50 Henry Ill> p. 190. 
Close Rolls, 36 Henry Ill, p. 40. 

6 7 See footnotes 32, 33 . 
68 J. Bridges, History and Antiquities of Northamp

tonshire, 1791, vol. ii, p. 339. 
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bream to be installed in his fishpond at Stoke. 69 The ponds have two dams which enclose a 
narrow valley. The more southerly is 70 paces long and there is an overflow channel to the east. 
The stream, a tributary of the Welland, flows through the central breach. The main pond, 
enclosed on the north by a bank parallel to the other, has a rectangular mound 20 X 32 paces 
with a channel flowing round it. The northerly bank has slightly diverted the stream to the west. 

Welford SP640808 
This fine rectangular pond, quarter of a mile north-west of the village, is in a field deeply 

scored with earthworks which seem to be the remains of house platforms and sunken ways, 
probably the site of the former extent of the village, of which the present buildings are the 
shrunken remains. A stream rising about a mile to the south-west now runs along the north 
edge but the original arrangement was that it flowed into the pond at the south-east corner 
through a feeder channel 160ft long, embanked on both sides; an overflow ran along the south
eastern side. The size of the pond is 340ft X 180ft and it is half full of reeds, half full of water. 
There is a rectangular island in the middle. The dam which encloses the valley is particularly 
massive and measures 48 ft across. 

Wilbarston SP811882 
The design of these ponds is .very similar to the pair at Stoke Albany and this may be 

connected with the fact that William d' Aubigny held both places in the reigns of King John 

69 See footnote 22. 

SPORTING ACTIVITIES WHICH INCLUDE FISHING WITH ROD 
AND LINE AND NET. 

British Museum Harl. 34 69 f. 29. 
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and Henry Ill. 70 A narrow valley with a stream which forms a tributary of the Welland and 
runs south-north has been dammed in two places. The south bank is 44 paces long and the south 
pond is cut across by the Market Harborough-Corby road. The north pond which is an irregular 
parallelogram about 60 X 40 paces, is bordered by a dam to the north which has traces of lime
stone rubble revetting in the centre where there is a breach or sluice. There are traces of further 
embanked channels to the north but woodland obscures the original form a good deal. The 
stream now flows to the east of the site and cuts into the bank on the side near the church, a 
quarter of a mile away. 

Yardley Hastings SP873583 
Site has been measured and drawn by A. E. Brown, consists of a dam 210 paces long, 

built at right angles to the stream which it has diverted in the form of a dog leg. There are traces 
of flaggy limestone revetting in the central breach or sluice: also where the stream has cut into 
the bank. This has exposed an interesting section of alternating layers of dark brown soil, orange 
soil with some limestone, light brown soil and so on. A secondary series of earthworks below the 
main dam may well be breeding tanks. 

The site is permanent pasture and is in good condition. 
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70 J. Bridges, op. cit., vol. ii, p. 361. 

HARRINGTON FISH PONDS 

Umber trapped dreams 
wrinkle the pool's skins 
where bodies ring cascades 
of squamous sequins. 

but neglected pools shrink 
cattle crush fircone mails 
where finfrond bones unfurl 
on blood fringed scales. 

Now hollowed fields are dry; 
only grass traces 
where fishes used to fly 
in sunken places. 

NINA STEANE 

J. M. STEANE 
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