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jUSTICES OF THE PEACE IN NORTHAMPTONSHIRE, 1830-1845 

Part 11 The Work of the County Magistrates 

4. Crime and Poverty: The Judicial Role 
of the Justices 

In 1841 a Kent magistrate, in the introduction to his The Practice of the Petty Sessions~ 
surveyed the role and authority of justices of the peace. He recognized that magistrates performed 
two general functions in their counties, which he described as "judicial" and "ministerial". 
They acted within boundaries defined more or less clearly by law. But the scope of their duties, 
he thought, had been even at that time "most extensively enlarged" .1 

And as they have become more arduous and responsible, and required greater 
talent, and more matured habits of business for their proper and efficient discharge, 
highminded and well-informed country gentlemen have not been wanting to perform 
them; and, at the same time, to sustain the dignity of their station, and command respect 
for the laws, by their honest and impartial administration. 

An inspired commentary, to be sure, but in Northamptonshire, at least, it bore some measure 
of truth. 

The judicial duties of Northamptonshire magistrates in this period were indeed extensive. 
They were assigned the task of enforcing law and order throughout the county. Occasionally 
they were called upon to intervene in public disturbances and riots. Some took it upon them
selves personally to apprehend offenders. But most magistrates relied upon their parish and 
county officers for such tasks. They confined their routine judicial activities to sitting on the 
bench at quarter sessions and to acting individually or in small groups at divisional petty sessions. 
Their interest in the maintenance of social order, however, extended far beyond their delibera
tions on criminal and civil cases. Throughout this period the magistrates were seeking practical 
solutions to the control of rural crime and poverty. 

Rural crime and unrest in Northamptonshire during this period was confined for the most 
part to minor offences against persons and property. Though the general social unrest of 1830-31 
did not entirely by-pass the county, it was never a serious menace to public order. 2 It soon died 
away and was never resumed on any scale for the following fifteen years. 3 This relative stability 
meant that the commission of the peace as an effective institution was never put to an extra
ordinary test. It dealt instead with such routine matters as petty theft, vagrancy, bastardy, settle
ment, assault, and game law offences. The proportions of various offences tried before the mag
istrates did not change remarkably through the period. Larceny and theft remained in the fore
front. They were followed in number by charges against persons who had fallen financially 

1 John Stone, The Practice of the Petty Sessions, 
London: Robert Baldock, 1841, 3-4. 

2 This fact is well illustrated by a table showing 
the distribution of disturbances by counties in E. J. 
Hobsbawm and George Rude, Captain Swing, Lon
don: Lawrence and Wishart, 1969, Appendix I, 304-
305. Lord Althorp noted that disorder in the county 
was "trifling" in comparison with other parts of the 
country. Nonetheless, the county militia and mag
istracy were mobilized into feverish activity at this 
time. Northampton Mercury, January 8, 1831. 

3 Northamptonshire County Record Office, Clerk 
of the Peace Miscellaneous Papers, Box X 1990, 
Charles Markham to 2nd Marquess of Exeter, August 
22, 1842. Markham, the clerk of the peace, reported 
that "an attempt or two, but of a feeble nature has 
been made for a Meeting of the Working Classes' but 
entirely without success ... I hope to trust & have 
re.ason to bel~eve that our present happy state of quiet 
Will not be mterrupted by any outrages of similar 
~ature ~th those ~hich have so unhappily prevailed 
m Counues bordermg upon us". 
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dependent upon parishes. The proportion of prosecutions under the game laws did increase 
substantially in the period, particularly after the revised Act of 1831, although it had always 
been high. 

Though the nature of rural crime varied little, the number of prosecutions rose sharply 
through the period. The trend can best be seen in the increasing number of cases brought before 
quarter sessions. In the early 1820's an average quarter sessions in Northatp.ptonshire heard 
perhaps five or six cases. Criminal business could be dispatched quickly. By the early thirties 
the number of cases had more than doubled.4 There were still occasions upon which the chairman 
might allude to a light or a heavy calendar. By the 1840's such distinctions were no longer mean
ingful. It had become necessary to divide the court for hearing criminal cases and appeals, and the 
time so consumed at quarter sessions had still increased by one full day. 

Magistrates in Northamptonshire met this rising quantity of work, in petty as in quarter 
sessions, by improving upon their apparatus of judicial administration. In the early thirties 
petty sessions were conducted, from all accounts, in haphazard fashion-one or two justices, 
acting without the use of specified regular sessions, sitting at local inns or in their own parlours. 
By the 1840's petty sessions assumed a more business-like appearance. They were generally 
attended by at least three or four magistrates, one of whom presided regularly as chairman and 
whose duty it became to pronounce judgments as well as to instruct the court on matters of 
local concern. The court of petty sessions in all eight administrative divisions of the county 
now met at regular intervals in prescribed buildings-usually the county hall or local police 
offices-which were open to public attendance and report. 5 Magistrates, acting alone or in petty 
sessions, relied more heavily upon the use of summary convictions. According to the Webbs 
the authority of justices had been severely curbed by 1835. In fact the growing pressure of judicial 
business demanded that magistrates be given, in this area at least, even greater discretionary 
and summary powers.6 

Although the justices acting in Northamptonshire during this period were a semi-exclusive 
body with sizeable interests to protect, there were few direct relationships between a justice's 
personal interests and his judicial activities. These men applied themselves to their tasks in widely 
varying degree. Magistrates from some aristocratic families were prominent on the bench of 
quarter sessions. Earl Spencer as chairman,7 the Marquis of Northampton, and the Earl of 
Euston attended this court frequently and played an active part in its deliberations. Other peers 
came only on ceremonial occasions or when some special matter of county business lay on the 
agenda. None was especially active at petty sessions. They appeared from time to time, prosecuting 
minor offences, but it seems unlikely that their participation at this level was ever of much 
consequence. 

Magistrates from among the great gentry families of the county always formed an important 
group on the bench at quarter sessions. Those with long records of experience in judicial matters, 
frequently the barristers, were often appointed chairmen of the courts at specific sittings. But at 
petty sessions they too were largely inactive. It was instead the lesser gentry of the county, men 
with perhaps a thousand or fifteen hundred acres, with close personal ties to their neighbour
hoods, who of all lay magistrates acted with persistence. 8 

But even their zeal did not match the pervasive concern of the clergymen. Many clerics 
attended the criminal business of quarter sessions with great assiduity. At some sessions in the 

4 Parliamentary Papers_, 1833, XXXII, 80-81. 
5 Returns relative to petty sessions administration 

appear in Parliamentary Papers, 1845, XXXVI, 320-
321. 

6 See, for example, a bill to "regulate and enlarge 
the summary jurisdiction of justices of the peace", 
Parliamentary Papers, 1839, V, 407. 

7 "He made an admirable chairman", his bio
grapher wrote, "not only in presiding over the 

Criminal Court, for which he took great pains to 
qualify himself, but in conducting the County busi
ness". Sir Denis Le Marchant, Memoir of John 
Charles, Viscount Althorp, third Earl Spencer, London: 
R. Bentley and Son, 1876, 249. 

8 Records of attendance have been compiled from 
both Northampton Mercury and Quarter Sessions 
Order Books, 1830-1845 in the County Hall, North
ampton. 
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1830's they equalled the number of gentry on the bench. But it was in the everyday business of 
administering justice and keeping the peace in the localities that clerical magistrates played so 
predominant a role. Though a minority on the bench, they were far more active at petty sessions 
throughout the period than their noble or gentry counterparts. In the early thirties clergymen 
acted upon three-fifths of the cases brought before petty sessions, and frequently acted alone. 9 

In 1840 clergymen were chairmen in four of the eight petty sessional divisions.10 Their influence 
was felt not only in the outlying and sparsely-populated divisions of the county but also in rural 
areas near the largest towns. 

The reasons underlying this disproportionate activity are not difficult to perceive. The 
aristocracy and greater gentry may well have viewed their role as magistrates within a much 
broader ideal of county service directed mostly toward matters of social control and order at 
the highest judicial level-through quarter sessions. The lesser gentry and clergy, on the other 
hand, took up the task for which, by virtue of their intimate acquaintance with local residents 
and conditions, they were best suited. They dealt with crime on a parochial basis. Zealous 
clergymen no doubt bore the greatest measure of concern. 

Acting from somewhat less exalted motives, many of the aristocracy and gentry were also 
anxious to be free from the inconveniences of humdrum judicial responsibility, particularly 
when hunting became their ruling passion, or when politics intruded. Increasingly they shifted 
the duties of guardian of the peace onto the resident clergy. In some instances clerical preferment 
actually depended upon a clergyman's willingness to undertake a larger share of the work, while 
his gentlemanly neighbours reposed in isolated splendour. Not all clerical magistrates accepted 
this practice with equanimity. "I must positively declare I cannot continue. to act if more assistance 
is not obtained", the Rev. H. L. Manse! complained. "My house is continually beset with com
plainants . . . It rarely happens that I get my breakfast finished without being told that I am 
wanted on Justice business, & thus my mornings which ought to be otherwise employed are 
continually swallowed up." The rector of Cosgrove was not to be deterred, he threatened, "being 
convinced that with a Clergyman, the Magisterial Duties must give way to those more important 
ones which are due to his Parish & his own family" .11 

As landed proprietors most Northamptonshire magistrates had a vested interest in pro
tecting their own properties and privileges. Recognition of this fact has led historians to suppose 
that such men acted with great partiality in the administration of justice within their counties. 
No better example of such interest has been found than in their vigorous prosecution of offenders · 
under the game laws.12 Yet this assumption, while far from unfounded, bears closer examination. 

Poachers and trespassers were actively prosecuted in Northamptonshire during this period. 
They were taken before magistrates, usually at petty sessions, and often received heavy fines or 
sentences which ranged from a few weeks to several mon~s' imprisonment. A large proportion 
of these justices bought game certificates; many were active preservers as well as sportsmen.13 
Evidence that justices acted unfairly or maliciously as an interested group in this matter is not 
however, entirely convincing. One account was given before the Select Committee on the Gam; 
Laws in 1846 by a Mr. Richardson, attorney at Oundle in the northern part of the county.14 
Richardson had been engaged for several years as defence attorney by many poachers in the 
area. He testified that several of the active justices in Oundle di~sion were preservers and they 
were more relentless in their prosecution of game offences than m almost any other area. The 
evidence against poachers at these sessions, he thought, was often slim. But Richardson was 

9 Returns in Northampton Mercury of magistrates 
acting in petty sessions appear to have been fairly 
complete for the period 1830-34. Thereafter, though 
the cases continued to be listed, the magistrates' 
names did not. 

10 Parliamentary Papers, 1840, XLI, 375. 
11 Northamptonshire County Record Office, Clerk 

of the Peace Miscellaneous Papers, Box X 1983, Rev. 
H. L. Manse! to Charles Markham, December 22, 

1830. 
12 See Chester Kirby, "The English Game Law 

System", American Historical Review, XXXVIII, no. 
2 (January 1933), 240-262; Webbs, Parish and 
County, 597-599. 

13 Based upon game lists published annually in 
Northampton Mercury. 

14 Parliamentary Papers, 1846, IX, part 1, 727-758. 
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forced to admit that most justices seldom attended the sessions during which offences committed 
on their own properties were tried. When they did so, they took no part in the deliberations. 
Preservers certainly did try offenders, occasionally in large numbers, under the game laws. 
Nonetheless, both the returns from petty sessions in the early thirties and evidence before the 
Select Committee have indicated, in Northamptonshire at least, a revealing fact. Those clerical 
magistrates who were neither sportsmen nor preservers and who had no apparent interest at 
stake were, in fact, the most vigorous in their prosecutions of game offenders throughout this 
period. 

The justices of Northamptonshire were interested above all else in preserving social order 
and the "peace of the county". They did not sit idle where they perceived new groups and new 
ideas threatening not only tranquility in the county but even the very fabric of traditional rural 
life. Such threats were few indeed through this period but, where they seemed to exist, the 
justices were quick to respond. 

So it was that in 1834, for example, the chairman of quarter sessions addressed the assembled 
magistrates on the dangers of class unrest. "There are persons going about the country," he 
warned, "under the name of Delegates from Trades' Unions, swearing in persons to join these 
unions. The evil has not found its way much into agricultural districts, but in some parts it has 
a little extended even among the agricultural labourers". Magistrates at the time had sufficient 
powers to suppress these agitators, and the chairman reminded them that "their duty to themselves 
and to their country required them to check such proceedings immediately" .15 This commentary 
is significant because it seems to confirm the popular image of early nineteenth century magistrates 
as reactionary figures, blindly using their judicial powers to suppress demands for social better
ment. 

Yet Northamptonshire justices, for all their social conservatism, showed throughout this 
period more than passing concern with the interrelation of rural poverty and crime. The mag
istrates, in fact, had their own solution. They reasoned that the principal sources of crime lay 
among two groups; agricultural labourers who comprised nearly a third of all employed persons 
in the county.16 and the unemployed but able-bodied poor. According to the magistrates what 
labourers lacked was their "old spirit of independence and industry" .17 What they required most 
was not so much higher wages and certainly not trade unionism but rather a stake in the county 
itself. 

The justices therefore urged the adoption throughout all agricultural parishes of an allot
ment system as a means of preventing crime.18 Under the plan landowners and farmers would give 
their labourers a strip of land to cultivate for their own use. Of course, distinctions were to be made. 
The magistrates agreed that nothing could be more reasonable than "to give the industrious and 
sober labourer a reward more highly proportioned than that allotted to the less deserving". But 

_humanity must also be served. Simply because a man was idle and dissolute, they could not let 
his wife and children "starve on that account". The belief underlying the plan was that a man 
busily engaged for his own gain was less likely to be involved in crime. The idea was common in 
agricultural society during the early thirties but in Northamptonshire it seems to have received 
unusual attention.19 

The justices were equally concerned with conditions of employment in the county. W. R. 
Cartwright, speaking at quarter sessions, philosophized that crime was the result of "idleness 
and want of employment".20 He emphasized that landowners had a duty to employ wherever 
possible the surplus population of their neighbourhoods. Earl Spencer reminded both his fellow 
justices and the farmers on the jury that it was in their self-interest to pay an adequate wage. 

15 Quoted in Northampton Mercury, April 12, 
1934; they quickly proceeded to this "duty" at a 
subsequent petty sessions on May 1Oth. 

16 Whellan, Directory, 89. 
17 Northampton Mercury, Apri113, 1833. 
18 Ibid., April 7, 1832. 

19 Parliamentary Papers, 1833, XXXII, 228. The 
plan was adopted in 46 of the 306 parishes in the 
county. Northamptonshire was one of a very few 
counties which adopted it at all. 

20 Quoted in Northampton Mercury, October 17, 
1835. 
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Social order was at stake; furthermore, a labourer not paid enough for his support "must be 
maintained wholly by the parish". 21 . 

What we see during the 1830's in Northamptonshire is a body of thoughtful magistrates 
who were concerned, not only with the maintenance of order and prosecution of crime, but also 
with the very roots of social disorder. Their response was not imaginative but traditional. Their 
efforts were directed, however unclearly, toward the better integration of a stable agricultural 
society. On the whole they were not successful. The incidence of crime continued to grow in the 
period so that, by the late thirties, justices began to shift their attention away from underlying 
causes and toward better methods of law enforcement. 

Primary responsibility for the apprehension of criminals and maintenance of order had 
long rested with parish officers. Constables were appointed from among the parishioners, were 
unpai~, and were generally un~ill~ng to serve. 22

• In the 183~'s the parish. constables ~f Northamp
tonshire were probably consctenttous enough m performmg their duties. But their experience 
was limited. The range of their authority extended only to the borders of their parishes. Repeatedly 
~hey seem to have been the unwary victims of assault. As an effective police force they had become 
Increasingly inadequate. 

Consequently, from the later years of the eighteenth century, landowners and farmers 
began to band together in small protective associations. Such groups as the "Northampton 
Association for the Apprehension and Prosecution of Robber~, Swindlers, and Thieves" continued 
to grow and function through this period. They met semi-annually, employed the services of 
paid informers, and posted attractive rewards. Many of the active justices during this period 
were themselves members. 23 But neither these bodies nor the parish constables could combat 
the apparent rise in crime. What clearly was needed was a well co-ordinated and dispersed county 
police force. 

The reorganisation of the rural police came in 1839. It followed an extensive report of 
commissioners and was instigated by the whig ministry of the day. 24 Unlike the control exercised 
by Whitehall over the constabulary in London after 1829 and in the boroughs after 1835, however 
the organisation and administration of the rural police was left very much to the discretion of 
county magistrates. 2s And though it was not their own creation, many welcomed the plan 
enthusiastically. , 

Northamptonshire justices responded with mixed hopes and reservations to the scheme. 
They informed the government in 1839 that, in their opinion, the parish constables constituted 
a force which was "not sufficient for the wants of the coun~y''. They agreed that a paid constabulary 
force, "appointed by and under the control of the magistrates of the county", was desirable. 26 

But there were those who felt otherwise. Despite the general concern for an improved means of 
keeping the peace, a few magistrates feared the consequences. Arch-tories like Sir Charles 
Knightley and the Rev. Francis Litchfield denounced the constabulary as "to all intents and 
purposes, a military force and highly unconstitutional". 27 Despite their objections the plan was 
ultimately adopted. 

The first draft of the proposed Northamptonshire force was by every standard a modest 
one. It was much smaller than most proposed by other counties, providing for only twenty-nine 
~onsta?les in a county of 306 parishes with nearly 180,000 pop.ulation.28 Within a year of its 
Inceptton in April of 1840 the force had been nearly doubled m size.29 

21 Ibid., January 5, 1839. 
22 Webbs, Parish and County, 15-19. 
23 The members and accounts of these associations 

~ere published periodically throughout the period 
In Northampton Mercury. 

24 Parliamentary Papers, 1839, XIX. 
25 Some stipulations on the proper employment of 

the force were made, however. See Jennifer Hart 
"Reform of the Borough Police, 1835-1856" English 
Historical.Review, LXX (July 1955), 417-420. 

26 Parltamentary Papers, 1839, XLVII, 520. 
27 Nort~ampton Mercury, April 11, 1840. 
28 Parltamentary Papers, 1840, XXXIX 239 
29 Ibid., 1841, XX, 302-303. ' . 
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Most magistrates held out great hope for their police establishment during its formative 
years. Earl Spencer predicted that, although it would increase county rates, the new force would 
greatly reduce the loss from crime. 30 Before long this optimism had turned to disappointment. 
Magistrates began to complain that their divisions were insufficiently protected under the plan. 
There were calls for better if not for more constables. 

The general dissatisfaction came to a head at the April quarter sessions of 1842. The Rev. 
Mr. Litchfield had circulated a questionnaire among the clergy and magistracy hoping to obtain, 
he claimed, a "mass of invaluable statistical information" on the subject of "crime in Northamp
tonshire". 31 In fact the survey was followed up with a mass of ninety-seven petitions designed to 
crush the entire establishment. The debate which followed was long, fierce, and to some extent 
rooted in political animosities. Some magistrates vigorously defended the force and said crime 
was decreasing in their neighbourhoods. Most were forced to admit that, as an agency in the 
prevention and prosecution of crime, the county constabulary had not lived up to their expecta
tions. Neither were they prepared to abandon it. The Mercury probably summed up well the 
feeling of most magistrates on the bench when it declared editorially :32 

We are no blind eulogists of the County Police system, or the policemen them
selves ... But we approve of a County Police, because it secures on the one hand a control 
over the persons employed in preserving the peace of the county to a far greater degree 
than any plan hitherto sanctioned by law; and on the other affords means of considerable 
efficiency for the prevention and detection of crime, which the parish constabulary has 
been shown by long experience not to furnish. 

In the four years which followed, magistrates continued to experiment with their admini
stration of the county police force. At the end of 1843 they reorganised it, maintained its size, 
but provided it with new facilities.33 They were at all times an active and interested supervisory 
body. 

5. The Magistrates as Administrators of 
County Affairs 

In administration as in the law the active justices of the peace were leaders in North
amptonshire society. Consider, for example, the wide range of their responsibilities in 1830. 
They supervised relief of the poor and levied the poor rate. They acted as trustees for turnpikes 
and canals. They directed the construction and maintenance of highways and bridges, gaols and 
other county buildings. They granted (or refused to grant) a myriad of licenses-game licenses, 
ale-house licenses, licenses to open hospitals, licenses to hold fairs. They kept a check upon the 
practices of trade. To finance many of these services, they levied the county rate; to ensure its 
proper application, they audited the county accounts. In short, the justices of the peace performed 
functions very similar to modern-day bureaucracies as well as state or provincial assemblies. 
By 1845 the scope of their authority and activity, far from being diminished, was at least as 
extensive as it had been fifteen years before. 

County administration was largely woven within the framework of the judicial courts. 
The justices conducted major county business at quarter sessions. But a vast part of their work 
must have taken place in the petty and special sessions of various divisions. Their proceedings 
in those minor courts were not systematically recorded or published. As a contemporary mag
istrate's manual explained: "The gratuitous duties of county magistrates had indeed become so 
onerous from the length and frequency of their sittings in Petty Sessions that they cannot be 
expected to add unnecessarily to the tedium already imposed on them".34 

The evidence at this level is therefore less comprehensive. Occasional notices appeared in 
the Northamptonshire papers stating that two justices in a division had decided to divert a road, 

30 Northampton Mercury, Aprilll, 1840. 
31 Ibid., April 2, 1842. 
32 Ibid., April 2, 1842. 

33 Ibid., October 14, 1843. 
34 Stone, Petty Sessions, 87. 
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or that several had met and agreed to change the boundaries of their division in order to improve 
administrative efficiency. The names of justices were always prominent in the published lists of 
turnpike or canal trustees. Nonetheless, few direct accounts of business conducted at this local 
level are available.35 It appears likely, however, that at the parochial and divisional level in 
Northamptonshire it was the small gentry and clergymen who again were most concerned with 
administering local affairs, for judicial and administrative duties went hand in hand. 

At quarter sessions, by contrast, it was the greater and more distinguished magistrates 
who played the leading role in deliberations and decisions upon the county business. Peers and 
other members of long-established county families, who seldom if ever attended the criminal 
proceedings of the court, were often present the following day when matters of local government 
came before the justices' purview.36 Some clergymen and lesser gentry were active here as well. 
But with few exceptions the most vocal and influential participants were the titled and the largest 
landed proprietors. Their activity can well be understood within the structure of a tradition
oriented agricultural society. They were the justices with the most substantial interests, the 
longest tradition of service and experience in county and even in parliamentary affairs. By their 
fellow magistrates no less than by the county as a whole these men were probably judged the most 
capable trustees of the local interest. 

The justices of Northamptonshire employed a number of officers to carry out the routine 
administrative functions. By far the most important of these was the clerk of the peace, an attorney 
who had been appointed in 1823 and who continued to serve in that capacity until his death iq 
1848.37 He kept the records of both criminal and business proceedings, published all notices of 
the court, qualified the magistrates, filed returns with the central government, and frequently 
offered his advice on points of law to the justices at quarter sessions. The clerk was not paid by 
salary but rather by fees and emoluments which varied widely from year to year. In the early 
thirties his income averaged about £225 per year. 38 With the growth in scale of county business 
during the period, however, his position became a much more lucrative one. By the 1840's he 
was earning, on the average, well over £700 per year.39 The two other principal officers were 
the treasurer and the county surveyor. The treasurer kept the county accounts and received only 
a small salary for his services. The surveyor, who drew up plans for the building or repair of 
highways and bridges and who personally supervised those activities, was paid in proportion to 
the work he performed. In at least one year during the early thirties his income equalled that of 
the clerk of the peace. These men, together with divisional clerks of the peace, prison attendants, 
and minor parish officers, constituted a necessary and invaluable local government bureaucracy. 
Through this small but responsible apparatus the justices conducted their county business. 

The Northamptonshire justices faced throughout most of this period a considerable social 
and financial dilemma. On the one hand was a county which had not yet recovered from the 
general recession in agriculture. A witness before the Select Committee on Agriculture in 1833 
explained that productivity in the county had fallen dramatically during the previous decade. He 
attributed this condition to "the incapability of farmers, from the want of capital, to cultivate 
their land" and increase its produce. 40 However exaggerated their pleas of distress, farmers 
clearly were undergoing a time of crisis. The response of magistrates as landowners in reducing 
rents on their estates or in encouraging the allotment system, offered little genuine relief. More
over, many . localized and domestic industries throughout Northamptonshire suffered sharp 
decline in these years. Such conditions aggravated the problem of poverty. The cost of poor 
relief continued to climb through the middle and late twenties, reaching its peak in 1832.41 Rate-

35 One special petty sessions on weights and mea
sures was fully reported in Northampton Mercury, 
June 2, 1832. It was attended by most magistrates in 
Northampton division, who declared their intention 
"to inflict the highest penalties ... to protect the 
poorer classes of persons from (excessive) imposi
tions". 

36 Based on reports of quarter sessions proceedings 
in Northampton Mercury, 1842 and 1843, at which 

time the attendance at criminal court and county 
business sessions were separately listed. 

37 Parliamentary Papers, 1845, XXXVI, 266-267 ; 
Walford, County Families, 669. 

38 Parliamentary Papers, 1833, XXXII, 80-81. 
39 Ibid., 1845, XXXVI, 266-267. 
40 Ibid., 1833, V, 460. 
41 Ibid., 1839, XLIV, 4. 
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payers complained bitterly against the growing impositions. In a petition to the House of Commons 
in 1830 one parish in Northamptonshire declared that, of its 4,000 inhabitants, over a quarter 
were on the rates. There were 827 ratepayers in the parish; all but 330 had been reduced to 
distress and were unable to pay; another 151 of these paid less than £2. They concluded that 
"nearly the whole burthen falls on the remaining 179 persons".42 

On the other hand, the justices were faced with a growing burden of expenditure in county 
administration. In the early thirties the average annual cost of maintaining county services was 
about £7,000. Near the end of that decade it had climbed to over £9,000.43 By 1845, with a. county 
constabulary to support and new county gaol to finance, the costs had increased to about £18,000.44 

Earl Spencer, when he announced at quarter sessions in 1841 a revision of the county rate; sug
gested that magistrates had adopted the course because the old rates were "very unequal and in
accurate". He conceded at the same time that "heavy expences" were being incurred.45 

The justices met their growing financial responsibilities with an overriding concern for 
economy. They spent as little as possible and tried to make it go far. They followed a traditional 
policy of financial conservatism; but it was not mere niggardliness on their own part. Spencer 
best described their feelings when he emphasized to his fellow magistrates that they must at all 
times act with great care because, as he said, "we are dealing with county money, and not only 
our own". 46 His was always the voice of caution in county expenditure. It was applauded as well 
by his political opponents on the bench. "I beg to remind the court," said W. R. Cartwright, 
"that this is one advantage of having a Chancellor of the Exchequer in the chair."47 

To ensure economy in providing county services, the justices kept a wary eye on all aspects 
of administration. They paid their officers sparingly and seldom revised their salaries. They gave 
the treasurer only £50 per year for his services throughout the thirties and it was not until well 
after the introduction of the county constabulary that they felt obligated to increase it.48 When 
the governor of the county gaol retired, they used the opportunity to lower the salary of his 
successor. The magistrates carefully perused all the designs of the county surveyor and sometimes 
reproached him for carelessness and extravagance. On one occasion when he proposed that a new 

· bridge be built, Spencer reminded him that the magistrates had their hands full maintaining the 
old. "If once we are to improve". Spencer warned, "there is no knowing where we are to stop". 49 

It would be unfair to see these magistrates acting only as social and economic conservatives, 
labouring awkwardly over every small detail of expenditure. In many ways they were "men in a 
hurry", wishing to secure maximum benefits in the shortest possible time and at the lowest 
possible cost. Their impatience was well illustrated during both the building of a new county 
gaol-the largest single item of expense in the period-and in the organisation of the new county 
police. 

The old gaol in Northamptonshire had become inadequate to the needs of the county, 
no longer conforming to the stringent new requirements laid down by Whitehall, and the justices 
in 1841 decided to rebuild. They carefully studied a large number of plans and quickly contracted 
for its construction. The new gaol would c.ost close to £25,000, an enormous figure for the county 
budget to absorb. But Spencer negotiated reasonable loans in London and personally guaranteed 
the entire venture. Progress at first proceeded slowly and the magistrates were unwilling to wait. 
They threatened to fine the contractor twenty per cent of his bid price. A few magistrates actually 
helped to supervise the work themselves. In the end their energies were rewarded; the new gaol 
was completed within a very few months of the specified time. 50 

42 S. A. Peyton, ed. Kettering Vestry Minutes, 
1797-1853, Kettering, 1933,205-206. 

43 Parliamentary Papers, 1839, XLIV, 15. 
44 Ibid., 1846, XL, 102-103. 
45 Northampton Mercury, October 23, 1841. 
46 Quoted in Northampton Mercury, January 7, 

1843. 
47 Ibid., October 15, 1842. 
48 Northampton Mercury, April 6, 1844. 
49 Quoted.in Northampton Mercury, April1, 1843. 
50 Taken from reports of quarter sessions pro-

ceedings in Northampton Mercury, 1842-43. 
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The magistrates had met the proposal of a county constabulary with some reservation. 
One of their chief concerns was the great expense which this force would impose upon rate-payers. 
When they first devised' their plan, they calculated the annual cost to the county at about £2,200.51 

In the first year of operation, however, the expense amounted to nearly £3,700.52 It continued 
to rise until, by 1845, the force was costing over £5,400 to maintain. 53 The increasing dissatisfac
tion with the force in its early years was the result of unfulfilled expectations. The magistrates 
had anticipated a rapid reduction in crime and yet, as costs rose, so did the volume of criminal 
business. A committee of magistrates in 1843 recommended proposals they hoped would render 
the force "more efficient and not more expensive".54 It was illusory to expect results from so small 
a constabulary in so short a time. But the justices had made conscientious efforts to grapple with 
a new plan they were anxious to have succeed, and succeed cheaply. 

The Northamptonshire magistrates conducted their county business as practical men 
whose aims were both efficiency and economy. They applied themselves to their tasks with 
considerable energy and a penchant for detail. Though they were not innovators, neither were 
they afraid to bend the law to changing needs. As one justice had said, "if we were to administer 
every Act of Parliament according to the letter, we would act with the most mischievous 
injustice". 55 

Throughout the period the scale of services the justices administered continued to grow. 
Their range of authority changed very little. Although after 1834 they were no longer the 
principal arbiters of the poor law, they continued to take an active part on boards of guardians, 
continued to adjudicate in cases of settlement, and continued to prosecute for non-payment of 
the poor rates. And, in 1839, they were invested with a new and important area of jurisdiction
the county constabulary. 

6. Conclusion 

A country gentleman or farmer who had lived in Northamptonshire in 1845 would 
have been astonished to read that justices of the peace no longer possessed the power or assumed 
the responsibility they had had fifteen years before. He would have exclaimed that these men 
were indeed active in every area of county life. He probably would have felt that they administered 
justice honestly and with tolerable efficiency, that they conducted the county business with 
caution and good sense. From his point of view, he would not have been so very far wrong. 

During the years 1830 to 1845 the magistrates rationalised their judicial and administrative 
activities. Frequently they used their courts as forums for the expression of social purpose. The 
effect should not be exaggerated. They thought and acted within a wide range of personal 
interests and a narrow range of ideas. In the face of new institutions and new responsibilities they 
relied upon traditional habits of mind. In Northamptonshire historical continuity was maintained. 
Those justices with a stake in the county, with family traditions of service, with experience in 
governing, continued to be relied upon in county affairs. 

51 Parliamentary Papers, 1840, XXXIX, 239. 
52 Ibid., 1841, XX, 302-303. 
53 Ibid., 1846, XL, 102-103. 

R. w. SHORTHOUSE. 

54 Northampton Mercury, October 14, 1843. 
55 Quoted in Northampton Mercury, October 18, 

1845. 
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A VILLANELLE FOR KIRBY HALL 

Its ruined walls and arches dream and wait, 
Knowing the glory gone and that, outside 
The iron fox is barking at the gate. 

The yellow gilly-flowers bloom desolate 
Upon the stonework and the martins glide 
Across the empty halls that dream and wait. 

Beyond the lawn, as though to intimidate, 
Its haunches squatting on the countryside, 
The iron fox sits barking at the gate, 

Insatiable, eager to mutilate 
The woodland, claw the farmland gaping wide; 
Whilst Kirby's empty hallways dream and wait. 

If stones could speak, what tales they could 
relate . 

· Of Hatton's splendour and a craftsman's pride. 
But now the fox is barking at the gate, 

Impatient to enter. How can we separate 
The rights and wrongs when two such worlds 

collide? 
Whilst ruined walls and arches dream and wait 
The iron fox sits barking at the gate. 

TREVOR HOLD. 

First published by Kettering Poets in their collection 
of poems for Kirby Hall Poetry Reading 1972. It won 
first prize. 

Banquets: 
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RESTAURANT 
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Get into the Saxon habit 
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LUXURY MOTOR HOTEL 
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Tel: Northampton(o6o4) 22441. Telex : 3II142 
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THE RISE OF INDUSTRIAL KETTERING 

IN the mid-eighteen seventies it was suggested 
that 'Dr. Smiles ought to write the industrial 
history of Kettering; it is a subject worthy of 
his pen. Never have the advantages of temper
ance and thrift been more significantly illus
trated than in the histories of some of those who 
now preside over the industrial destinies of the 
town-men, who, but a few years ago, were 
working on the seat are now the promoters of 
large factories'. In the interests of strict accuracy 
the writer was careful to point out that 'none 
of these ... are on a gigantic scale, but they are 
all busy and prosperous. There are factories 
devoted to the production of boots and shoes; 
stays and clothing; agricultural implement 
works; and even a sewing machine manufac
turing establishment. '1 By then Kettering was 
well into the process which transformed a small 
market town in north Northamptonshire into a 
bustling industrial centre-a Leicester or Nor
thampton in miniature. In 1861 Kettering had 
just under 6,000 inhabitants; by 1901 its popu
lation had grown to almost 29,000. The chron
ology of its expansion can be followed by look
ing at the percentage increase of the population 
decade by decade. In the sixties it grew by 23 
per cent; in the seventies by 55 per cent; in 
the eighties by 75 per cent; and in the nineties, 
when the expansion started to slacken, by a 
mere 4 7 per cent. 

Kettering's industrial progress from about 
1860 is the more remarkable when considered 
against the prolonged stagnation of the town in 

. the previous half century and more. In this 
period its economy had limped along in the 
aftermath of the swift decline of worsted weav
ing, the town's staple industry in the eighteenth 
century. In 1784 there had been some thirteen 
manufacturers of 'tammies and lastings' in the 
town and another eight in villages close by.2 

These masters were part of an industry which 

1 Unidentified press cutting in the Bull Scrapbook, 
Kettering Public Library, n.d. but probably 1875 
or 6. 

2 Bailey's British Directory 1784, Vol. 2, pp. 381-3. 
3 Pigot & Company's London and Provincial New 

was centred on Norwich and which spread into 
Lincolnshire, Rutland, Cambridgeshire, Hunt
ingdonshire and Buckinghamshire as well as 
Northamptonshire and Norfolk. In Kettering 
and the surrounding villages it gave employ
ment to an army of spinners, woolcombers and 
handloom weavers. By the end of the 1790s, in 
an astonishingly short time, this trade was all 
but dead, a victim of the fierce competition 
from Bradford and the West Riding of York
shire. 

The industrial history of the town in the first 
quarter of the nineteenth century was summed 
up in an 1824 directory: 'There was formerly a 
very considerable trade carried on here in the 
woollen manufacture of serges, tammies, etc. 
This has become very nearly extinct, and the 
weavers are now employed in the crape, Persian 
sarcenet, bombazeen, ribbon, silk shag and 
linen manufactures. Woolstapling and combing 
is still carried on, on a large scale; and there 
are also two extensive brush manufacturies, but 
the principal trade now, is that of leather; a 
great number of men are employed in currying, 
and making of shoes, for the foreign and home 
market'. 3 In that year the Kettering leather and 
footwear trade was concentrated in the hands 
of one firm, that of Gotch. It had been founded 
by Thomas Gotch in 1778 and he had built it 
up on army and navy contracts. In 1806 it 
passed to his son, John Cooper Gotch. For 
Kettering the most important fact about the 
firm was that not only was it the originator of 
the trade but until 1857 it remained the only 
footwear firm in the town. 4 

John Cooper Gotch was Kettering's foremost 
citizen in the early nineteenth century. In addi
tion to employing five hundred or so hand-sewn 
shoeworkers in and around the town he was 
also the proprietor of the town's bank. At the 
vestry or any public meeting in the town he 

Commercial Directory, 1823/4, p. 69. 
4 Ray Church 'The Firm of Gotch and Sons, 

Tanners, Curriers, and Shoe Makers 1797-1888', 
Journal of the British Boot and Shoe Institution, 1, 
No. 11, pp. 479-488 and No. 12, pp. 506-512. 
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JoHN COOPER GOTCH (1772-1852) 

was automatically called to the chair. He was a 
. pillar of Fuller Baptist Chapel, and, being an 
ardent dissenter, was a prominent Reformer in 
politics. Dying in 1852 he did not live to see the 
remarkable growth of his native town in the 
second half of the century, but his sons and 
grandsons played active parts in the life of 
Victorian Kettering. 

It is clear that whilst some of the Kettering 
handloom weavers turned to shoemaking in the 
early nineteenth century, many did not; the 
weavers long held to the hope that better times 
would return and they would be able to go back 
to the happy position that existed before the 
Napoleonic Wars and the coming of the power 
loom. Meanwhile they turned to weaving other 
textiles than worsted. As early as 1810 the 
overseers of the poor had introduced linen 
weaving as a 'make-work' scheme for the un
employed5 and after the Napoleonic Wars 
London silk masters, seeking cheaper and less 
organized labour than was available at Spital-

5 See advertisements for 'Kettering Strong Linens' 
in the Northampton Mercury, 5, 12 and 17 July 1819. 

6 Abstract of Answers and Returns under the Popu
lation Act 1 Geo. IV c. 94 Enumeration 1821, footnote 

fields, set up in Kettering, the two principal 
firms being those of Benjamin Riley (who 
opened factories in Kettering, Rothwell and 
Desborough) and Stephen Waiters who built 
one in School Lane, Kettering. 

It is clear that shoemaking, silk and plush 
weaving, and small trades like brushmaking, by 
no means filled the vacuum left by the demise 
of the old staple trade. The one fact above all 
others which dominated life in the town down 
to the 1850s was that of poverty. Widespread 
unemployment and underemployment reached 
crisis proportions on several occasions in the 
early part of the century. In 1821 literally half 
of the total population of the town were in 
receipt of poor relief, and the vestry were faced 
with the problems of supporting the poor of 
the parish in a town where there was but a 
small proportion of viable rate payers to total 
population. In 1830, faced with a poor rate 
which reached the hitherto unknown figure of 
twenty shillings in the pound, Kettering peti
tioned parliament: 'that the whole number of 
inhabitants in this parish does not exceed 4,000 
persons, the number actually receiving paro
chial relief amounts to 1,066 ... that only 330 
are able to pay their rates [and as 151 of this 
number are assessed under two shillings each 
nearly the whole of this burthen has fallen on 
the remaining 179 persons]'. 6 

What held Kettering back in the early 
Victorian period? Apart from the obvious fact 
that there was no future in silk weaving and no 
growth in shoe making two major obstacles 
faced the town: poor communications, and the 
problem of copyhold tenure. Early railway 
development in Northamptonshire-the Lon
don and Birmingham railway of 1839 and the 
Blisworth to Peterborough line of 1845-by
passed Kettering, and the town remained un
connected to the vital markets of London and 
the Midlands. In 1847 it was observed 'if the 
traveller wants to go to Leicester, a distance of 
26 miles, he has to make the circuit of Welling
borough, Blisworth and Rugby, a distance of 
more than 60 miles, at an expense by second 
class of ten shillings; and after the most toil
some and sagacious exploration of "Bradshaw's 
Guide" let him not expect to reach his destin-

p. 225, and S. A. Peyton (editor) Kettering Vestry 
Minutes, 1797-1853, Northants Record Society, 1933, 
appendix, p. 205. 
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LEICBST- &BBDI'ORD 
RAILWAY. 

A TO'fi!!!H~eeting 
THE BOYS' NATIONAL SCHOOL ROOM, 

THIS ErE.NilWJ, .!IT SErE.N O'CLOCK, 

To tnl\e into eonsidea·ntion the pa•opricty of 
PETI'I'IOl'' ING the HOUSE of LORDS, 
in fnvoua· of the ubove Line. 

K£TT£1U.SG, June 251h, 1846. 

J . TO!.Ll::~tTTI:R I~G. 

POSTER ADVERTISING THE START OF THE FIRST ATTEMPT 
TO BRING THE RAILWAY TO KETTERING 

ation in less than half a day'. 7 In 1846-7 
Kettering's hopes were raised by the Midland 
Railway Company's plans for a line from 
Leicester to Hitchin, which Thomas Hudson 
steered through parliament, the act receiving 
the royal assent in 1847. Kettering people confi
dently numbered the days of the 'Royal Mail' 
coach and 'the Wonder' (the former running 
from the Royal Hotel to W ellingborough and 
the latter from Uppingham through Kettering 
daily to the same station). Their confidence was 
premature. The Midland Company's project 
fell victim to the aftermath of the 'railway 
mania' of 1845-6: faced with falling profits and 
dividends the company shelved its plan and in 
1850 the provisions in the Act for a Leicester 
to Hitchin line were allowed to lapse. 

In early Victorian Kettering most shop
keepers and businessmen would have agreed 
that the incubus which held it back was the 
fact that land and property in the town was 
entirely copyhold. 8 Whatever the advantages of 
this form of tenure in the past, in the nineteenth 
century its drawbacks were increasingly felt. In 
1834 a committee was set up in the town to 
meet Lord Sondes and the Duke of Buccleuch, 
the joint lords of the manor, and to try to get 
them to agree to a system of 'enfranchising' 
copyhold land and property, that is, on pay
ment of a sum to them to turn it into freehold. 

7 The Citizen, August 1847, [NRO pamphlets 
617a-g,]. 

8 An advertisement in the Northampton Herald, 
5 March 1842 offered two lots in Hog Leys for sale 
and noted 'The two messuages in this lot are the only 
freehold houses in the town of Kettering, they have 

The committee argued that the fine payable in 
the manorial court on every alienation whether 
by death or sale was arbitrary: no property 
could be let on lease without the consent of the 
lords of the manor: and stewards' fees increased 
the expense of making titles to property. As a 
consequence copyhold tenure was a check upon 
all improvements to property, sales could not 
be effected as freely as they otherwise might 
have been, and difficulties were thrown in the 
way between landlord and tenant. 9 Lord Sondes 
received the town committee sympathetically; 
the Duke of Buccleuch less so: eventually the 
committee was informed that he had been 
advised by his legal representatives that 'as 
being Tenant for Life only of your share of the 
Manor without any power of exchange you are 
unable to enfranchise' .10 He suggested that they 
wait for the proposed Act of Parliament. And 
that is what they had to do. 

In the 1850s the fortunes of Kettering began 
to improve. In the first place a way out of the 
copyhold difficulty was made possible by the 
Copyhold Act of 1852. As a result of the efforts 
of William Garrard, a Kettering solicitor, who 
'almost single handed ... fought the battle of 
copyhold tenure with the lords of the manor 
and the copyhold commissioners,11 and who 
acted for the owners of most of the principal 
building allotments that were brought onto the 
market when the expansion began, this great 
obstacle to the development was overcome. 

If one was asked to name specific years in 
which the fortunes of Kettering took a turn for 
the better, one would surely say 1856 and 1857. 
It was in 1856 that the sewing machine, which 
was to have an important effect on the economy 
of the town, was first introduced by Robert 
Wallis and his brother-in-law John Turner 
Stockburn. They were drapers by trade and in 
1856 set up as stay and corset manufacturers. 
Wallis died the following year, but Stockburn 
built up a prosperous business, opening a large 
factory in Northall Street in 1876. Stockbum 
was an Independent by religion, worshipping 
at Toller Ch~pel. As a boy he went to school at 
Leicester where he lived at the house of the 

recently been erected .. .'. 
9 NRO G(K) 172. 

10 NRO G(K) 170. 
11 Kettering Leader and Observer, 11 September 

1896. Obituary of Garrard. 
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Reverend Edward Miall, then minister of Bond 
Street Chapel and later editor of 'The Non
conformist'. It was there that he imbibed his 
political faith, for he lived to be 'the Grand Old 
Man of Northamptonshire Liberalism' .12 If 
John Cooper Gotch was the foremost Kettering 
citizen of the first half of the nineteenth century 
John Turner Stock burn was surely the foremost 
of the second. 

JOHN TURNER STOCKBURN (1825-1922) 

In 1856 another Wallis, Frederick, set up a 
clothing business with three Grover and Blake 
chain stitch sewing machines in the empty silk 
mill of Waiters and Sons. Two years later he 
took John Linnell as a partner and the firm of 
Wallis and Linnell commenced. In 1864 the 
mill was burned down and they replaced it with 
a new factory, equipped with the latest mach
ines, and opened a warehouse in Birmingham, 
which Linnell went to manage. By that year the 
firm employed 150-200 workers, mainly women. 
Thereafter the firm expanded so rapidly that 
by 1871 it had been obliged to open branches in 
Burton Latimer, Rothwell, Brigstock, and Cot
tingham to find the (female) labour that was no 

12 Kettering Leader, 3 February 1922. Obituary of 
Stockburn. 

13 ibid, 18 February 1916. Obituary of Linnell. 

longer available in Kettering. By 1906 the firm 
had six outlying factories and employed up
wards of a thousand workers.13 By 1862 the 
underwear and clothing industries were well 
established in the town, and Stockburn and 
Wallis and Linnell were having to face compe
tition from two other manufacturers. 

The introduction of the sewing machine in 
1856 was responsible for the start of engineering 
in Kettering, the first firm being that of Owen 
Robinson. Robinson was born in Desborough 
in 1833 and his life experience was typical in 
many ways of that generation which was in
volved in the rise of industrial Kettering. He 
started work for a Desborough fariner at the 
age of six, and from then until he was twenty, 
when he moved to Kettering, he worked alter
nately as a farm worker and as a silk weaver for 
Riley's. He was persuaded to come to Kettering 
by a chance meeting with the minister of Fuller 
Chapel and started off as a weaver at Waiters 
and Sons' Mill. He soon gave that up, tried 
shoemaking and carpentry for a spell, but found 
his real vocation with machinery. He first 
started as a repairer of clocks and watches, but 
the turning point in his life was when Wallis 
and Linnell asked him to repair some sewing 
machines, and then retained him to service all 
their machines : fifty years later the association 
with the firm was unbroken. Robinson soon 
adapted the sewing machine for the shoe trade, 
and built up a machine making business, grad
uating from a small factory in 1872 to a larger 
works in Victoria Street. Later he branched out 
into other forms of engineering, most notably 
printing machinery.14 By the year 1870 there 
were, in addition to Owen Robins on, three other 
engineering firms-Frederick Mobbs, George 
Lewis, and Salmon and Company, the latter 
two specializing in agricultural implements. 

The easy acceptance of the sewing machine 
into the clothing industry was not repeated in 
the case of shoemaking. Kettering shoemakers 
in early 1858 agreed with the Northampton 
men that there would soon be too many workers 
chasing too few jobs if the sewing machine was 
allowed to replace hand stitching in the closing 
process.15 For more than a year the anti
machinery movement obstructed its introduc
tion into the trade in the town. By early 1860, 

14 Long interview with Robinson, Kettering Leader, 
16, 23 and 30 June 1905. 

15 South Midlands Free Press, 16 January 1858. 
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however, it was observed that 'closing machines 
are now becoming in general use, most of the 
manufacturers being in possession of them; 
they are much appreciated for the accuracy of 
the stitching, as well as for the firmness and 
expedition with which work is executed' .16 The 
manufacturer who first introduced them was 
Charles East. 'He struggled through the perse
cution that attended the introduction of boot
closing machinery into this county, and per
sonally suffered the severe opposition of those 
who at that time did not see that such a revo
lution in the trade' would bring benefits to 
Kettering.17 This 'severe opposition' included 
having the machines thrown through the win
dows of his workshop, if oral tradition is to be 
trusted. East died in 1875 but his business was 
carried on by his wife and sons, and became in 
time the biggest in the town. 

The struggle of East and others to utilise 
closing machines took place just after one of 
the greatest shocks suffered by Kettering in the 
nineteenth century-the collapse of the Gotch 
bank in 1857. Mter John Cooper Gotch died in 
1852 his businesses were taken over by two of 
his sons: the bank by Thomas Henry and the 
shoe business by John Davis. Five years later, 
on the 9th of June 1857, the bank suspended 
payments and collapsed into bankruptcy with 
liabilities of £132,000 (against assets of only 
£82,000).18 

1857 was a year of bank crises elsewhere in 
the country, but it seems that the Gotch affair 
had little or no connection with them. The 
Debtors' Book19 of the bank clearly reveals the 
cause of the collapse: two clients, John Warden, 
farmer and shoe manufacturer of Little Har
rowden and the Reverend A. Macpherson of 
Rothwell, borrowed some £46,000 without put
ting up anything like adequate collateral. When 
both went bankrupt they pulled down the 
Gotches. In the extensive bankruptcy hearings 
it was Macpherson who fascinated the public 
and the irony of hitherto cautious Baptist 
bankers being led by the nose into financial 
disaster by a plausible parson was not missed. 
Macpherson had a curacy of £120 a year and 
a sinecure of £200 as a chaplain in the East 
India Company. He raised a series ofloans from 
Thomas Gotch without collateral on the 

16 Northampton Mercury, 11 February 1860. 
17 ibid, 6 November 1875. Obituary of East. 
18 The following account is based on press cuttings 

stren~ merely of 'expectations of a legacy', 
and high hopes of a series of patents'. The 
Rothwell parson had the somewhat unclerical 
dream of turning nightsoil into gold. An 
amateur sanitary engineer, he took out a series 
of patents with which he hoped to make his 
fortune in the insanitary cities of Europe. As 
his debts mounted Macpherson prudently 
took up residence in Belgium in 1853 and over 
the next few years addressed some four hundred 
stalling letters to the increasingly anxious 
Gotch. Extracts were read out in the Court of 
Bankruptcy in May 1858: the batik was in
formed of the purchase 'of the Belgian, Dutch 
Austrian, Bavarian and Saxon patents, and with 
all the patents of addition, so that I am now 
the sole proprietor of seven patents for the 
purification of gas'. Another occasion he des
cribed 'taking out a patent for "peat charcoal" 
(laughter in court)' £14's worth of which (he 
calculated) 'when ~ixed with nightsoil, will 
make upwards of six tons of manure equal to 
guano, and realise a clear profit of £10 per ton 
(renewed laughter)'. It was no wonder that the 
judge declared that the recklessness of the 
~everend Mr. Macpherson '~as of so grossly 
mfatuated a character that It seemed like a 
romance'. 

About nine hundred creditors, mostly local, 
~ere affected ~y th~ collapse. ~ot only indi
viduals lost their savmgs, but fnendly societies 
and clubs in Kettering and some nineteen 
villages around. Immediately after the bank
ruptcy proceedings the Gotch properties were 
put up for sale-three farms, the bank premises 
on the Market Place, Chesham House which 
was the Gotch family home and shoe warehouse 
combined, the curriers' shop, the tan yard and 
sundry properties including eleven cottag~s. 

Severe though the Gotch affair was for their 
creditors it was not an unmitigated disaster for 
Kettering. Paradoxically it created opportun
ities and acted as a galvanizing shock to the 
tow!! economy. The collapse of the shoemaking 
busmess meant the end of a virtual monopoly 
in the trade in the town, however benevolent 
and respected. 'It began to dawn upon some of 
the managers and foremen that they might 
perhaps venture to start in business on their 
own account. They did so, and have never 

in the Bull Scrapbook, Kettering Public Library 
19 In the possession of F. A. Moore Esq. · 
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GOTCH BANK NOTE 

regretted the step then taken'. 20 The first to 
move into the vacuum left by the Gotches was 
William Hanger, closely followed by East. The 
son of a shoemaker, Hanger started his working 

. life as a weaver, and then turned to shoemaking. 
He lived frugally and saved a modest sum 'but 
owing to the bank failing he determined to 
invest his remaining capital in business and 
embarked upon his own account in the shoe 
trade'. His first premises were in a former silk 
weaving establishment and later he moved into 
a little factory he built himself in Havelock 
Street.21 In 1871 he was the second largest 
employer in the town. 

One perhaps surprising result of the affair 
was the fact that the Gotch brothers were soon 
back in business as manufacturers, re-com
mencing in 1863: by 1871 they were once more 
the largest employers of labour in the town. It 
is not clear how they were able to raise the 
capital to start again after their bankruptcy
possibly their respected position in the Baptist 
network was a help-but it seems likely that 
people were able to distinguish their worth as 
shoemakers from their shortcomings as bankers, 
the footwear side of the firm having remained 
profitable right up to the time of the 1857 

20 Leicester Evening News, 23 January 1903. 
21 Kettering Leader, 30 May 1890. Obituary of 

crisis. In addition they behaved honourably: in 
1865 it was observed that they 'had signified 
their intention to present a donation of some 
£200 to the various benefit societies which had 
suffered loss in consequence of their bank
ruptcy'. 22 And indeed it may well be that the 
view expressed by their friends-that they had 
been stampeded by an 'unscrupulous group of 
their creditors', who had insisted on bankruptcy 
proceedings even though the shoe firm was 
profitable-was widely accepted in the town. 

The temporary absence of the Gotches from 
the trade in the years between 1857 and 1863 
was important, for it was in these years that 
the first machines were introduced into Ket
tering. The Gotches were not, and never had 
been, innovators. They had no incentive to be 
so because they were almost entirely govern
ment contractors and the Admiralty and War 
Office long insisted on hand-stitched footwear. 
This traditionalism persisted even after they 
came back into business : except for an eyelet 
punching machine they eschewed machinery 
down to their closure in 1888. Though there is 
no firm evidence for this, it is very likely that 
the withdrawal of the Gotches from the trade 
was a factor in persuading the hand-sewn shoe-

Hanger. 
22 Northampton Herald, 22 April 1865. 
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makers of the district to accept the closing 
machine in 1859. 

In 1857, counterbalancing the shock of the 
Gotch bankruptcy, Kettering's fortunes re
ceived a great fillip for the long desired railway 
at last came to the town. The project for a 
Leicester to Hitchin line revived when a depu
tation of businessmen and property owners 
approached the Midland Railway Company in 
1852. The driving force was Samuel Whitbread 
of Bedford, across whose land the projected 
railway was to run for some eight or nine miles 
and who offered his land to the company at 
£70 an acre-'its simple agricultural value'. 
The company, too, had a strong interest in 
seeing the line built: in 1852 its track stopped 
at Rugby and from thence some 325,000 tons 
of coal a year was carried to the metropolis by 
a rival concern. A further stimulus to the pro
ject was the re-discovery of ironstone deposits 
in the county and the rebirth of ironmaking.23 

The necessary Act was obtained from Par
liament in 1853 but there followed a period of 
anxiety occasioned by the difficulty of raising 
capital. With the Crimean War looming the 
money market was cautious, and Midland Rail
way shareholders apparently considered the 
Hitchin line an unacceptable risk. In early 1854 
everything depended on whether sufficient 
capital could be raised locally, and whether the 
landowners could be persuaded to part with 
land at prices cheap enough to encourage the 
company to proceed. In a letter to William 
Garrard, the agent of the company in the 
district (and who was also working for copyhold 
enfranchisement at this time), the Bedford 
agent declared in 1854 'I have Mr. Whitbread's 
authority to say that in the event of from 
£80,000 to £100,000 being raised by subscrip
tions to the Guarantee Stock along the line the 
railway will at once be formed, but if it is not 
it is almost a certainty that the matter will drop 
through'.24 By the end of February that year 
enough land had been secured and stock sold 
for the project to proceed and it was let to a 
contractor. The building of the line was a 

u F. S. Williams, The Midland Railway: Its Rise 
and Progress, Nottingham, 1886, pp. 102-3. 

24 In the possession of F. A. Moore Esq. 
25 Midlands Free Press, 21 February 1857. 
26 This is clear from the trade directories. In 1861 

10 manufacturers and 9 master shoemakers were 
listed. In 1864 4 and 9, in 1869 8 and 15, in 1870 21 

considerable engineering project and it took 
three years to complete. The official opening 
on 14th of May 1857 was celebrated as a great 
event in the town's history. And rightly so: it 
was a most important breakthrough in improv
ing the fortunes of Kettering. Coal and raw 
materials could be brought in more cheaply and 
in greater quantities than hitherto and the town 
was immediately in direct communication with 
London, Leicester, Nottingham, Derby, Shef
field, Leeds and Bradford. 25 

The period 1857 to 1870 saw the beginnings 
of the growth of the footwear industry in 
Kettering, but there was nothing spectacular 
about the process. What was happening was 
not an industrial revolution, but the modifying 
and expanding of a craft industry. In the 
sixties shoemaking was stimulated but not 
radically changed by the sewing machine, nor 
by the introduction of capital on any great scale, 
nor by a significant extension of the division of 
labour leading to a factory-based method of 
production. These were all characteristics of 
the eighteen nineties rather than the eighteen 
sixties. What happened in Kettering was that a 
number of small masters came into the trade to 
fill the vacuum left by Gotch. Needing as they 
did only a modest amount of capital to start up 
there were at any one time in the sixties about 
twenty of them active in the trade in Kettering, 
about eight of whom could accurately be des
cribed as wholesale shoe manufacturers.26 In 
these years the characteristics of the Kettering 
footwear industry emerged: it became a town 
of small firms, the proprietors of which had 
often risen from the seat or been shopkeepers 
who had put their savings into leather, and 
who were keenly competitive for a share of the 
cheaper end of the footwear market. 

Shoemaking made slow progress in the early 
part of the sixties, there being a serious shortage 
of work in 1861 and 1862, unemployment being 
made worse by the demise of silk weaving: in 
early 1863 it was reported that 'scores of 
weavers are out of employment and those few 
at work toil hard from morn till night to gain a 

and 6. Sources: Melville & Co.'s Directory of North
amptonshire, 1861, Kelly's Post Office Directory for 
Northamptonshire, Hunts ... Oxon, 1864, Post Office 
Directory for Northamptonshire, 1869, and Mercer and 
Crocker's Directory and Gazeteer for Northampton
shire, 1870. 
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mere scanty subsistence'.27 By 1869 the silk 
weaving trade was 'almost altogether defunct' 
and the shoe trade 'which has become the staple 
manufacture of the town . . . is now in so 
depressed a state that some firms are working 
short time'. 28 What carried Kettering forward 
into a period of rapid growth was its share of 
the orders placed in Northamptonshire in late 
1870 by the French army for the war with 
Prussia. 

was a rise in the number of wholesale manu
facturers from eight to twenty-four, the new 
manufacturers being largely recruited from the 
ranks of the master shoemakers. One firm which 
illustrates this process is Meadows and Bryan. 
John Bryan was the son of a silk weaver who 
had been an apprentice and journeyman of 
John Cooper Gotch. With his savings he pur
chased some land on which he intended to 
build two cottages when an incident occurred 
which altered his plans. In 1859 he quarrelled 
with the factory manager and started up as a 

This brought a tremendous amount of busi
ness to the town. Between 1869 and 1871 there 

27 South Midlands Free Press, 23 March 1861, 26 
April1862 and 31 January 1863. 

28 Northampton Herald, 11 December 1869. 
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}OHN BRYAN (1834-1910) 

wholesaler himself 'but he soon found he was 
not properly trained for that' so he opened a 
retail shop instead. This prospered and then 
ten years later he entered into a partnership 
with William Meadows, a Kettering grocer and 
chemist, and John J enkinson. The firm com
menced in the old Ebenezer Chapel which had 
belonged to Jenkinson's father and uncle, Cal
vinistic Baptist preachers. 29 The firm came into 
the market at a fortunate time: according to 
Jenkinson in the period 1869 to 1874 they made 
no less than 237,000 boots.30 

The Franco-Prussian war ushered in a period 
of expansion which was virtually unchecked 
until the early nineties. Kettering shared in the 
nationwide booms of the early seventies and 
the early eighties, and it seems that the severe 
slump of the late seventies was milder in 
Kettering than elsewhere, nor was the town 
badly hit by the depression of 1885-7. Indeed 
it was said that in Kettering in 1886 there were 
'fewer bankruptcies than in any centre of the 
trade elsewhere'.31 It was not until the slump 
of 1891-6 that the great expansion slackened: 
and by then conditions in the footwear trade 
began to change. It became thoroughly indus-

29 Kettering Leader, 8 April1910. 
30 Jenkinson letters to Kettering Guardians, NRO 

YZ5542. 

trialized, work moved into the factories, units 
became larger, and industrial relations altered 
as well. 

In 1871 none of the 24 firms manufacturing 
footwear operated on a large scale. Only six of 
them employed 100 or more workers, by far 
the largest being Gotch. A further 12 firms 
employed between 20 and 70 workers, and six 
less than 10.32 By 1871 Kettering had not yet 
overtaken Wellingborough as the second foot
wear town in the county: but it was to do so in 
the eighteen eighties. 

Mter the initial boost of the Franco-Prussian 
War the shoe trade in Kettering continued to 
expand for a number of reasons. In the first 
place it began to produce footwear at a time 
when British working class living standards 
started to rise and there was an increasing 
demand for footwear as for other items of 
clothing and consumer goods. Perhaps the best 

STONE FROM THE WALL OF MEADOWS AND BRYAN'S 
FIRST FACTORY IN EBENEZER PLACE, KETTERING 

illustration of this is the experience of William 
Timpson, Kettering's most famous business 
man in the nineteenth century. Timpson was 
born in Rothwell in 1849, the son of a poor silk 
weaver. At the age of eleven he migrated to 
Manchester to join his brother who had started 
a shoe shop there. Mter a spell back at home 

31 Kettering News, 31 December 1886. 
32 Compiled from the Census Enumerators Sche

dules for 1871 (PRO RG/1494) by F. A. Moore Esq. 
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learning to make shoes young Timpson re
turned to Manchester and at the age of sixteen 
opened a shop in partnership with his brother
in-law. Five years later, in 1870, he started on 
his own account at 97 Oldham Street, Man
chester. In his first year he made £1,000 profit. 
In the boom of the seventies he opened another 
four shops in Manchester and Salford. By 1902 
he had a chain of 37, mostly in Lancashire. 

When he was about thirty Timpson became 
ill and his doctor advised him to return to 
Northamptonshire, where, having married a 
Kettering girl, he came to live in the town. For 
forty years his pattern of life was that every 
other Tuesday he left on the train for Man
chester returning on the Friday or Saturday, 
staying at Kettering for the next ten days. In 
Kettering he soon decided to start manufac
turing, his first premises being in his own 
garden. In 1883 he acquired a workshop in 
Market Street and by 1896 he was producing 
about 750 pairs of boots a week.33 By 1922 when 
the firm opened a large new factory in Bath 
Road Timpson's were producing 7,000 pairs a 
week, though the firm was mainly a retailing 
organization. 34 

A second reason for Kettering's progress was 
that in and around the town there was a large 

· pool of cheap labour-shoemakers, handloom 
weavers and labourers. The expansion of the 
trade coincided with the final demise of silk 
weaving and the onset of the agricultural 
depression. 'Agricultural labourers rushed in 
from the country around about, and upon 
payment of a small premium-often not more 
than a sovereign-they were taught the "art 
and mysteries" of rivetting, and in a few weeks 
passed as competent workmen'. 35 There being 
few other industries to compete for labour in 
the district wages were lower in Kettering at 
this time than in most other footwear centres. 
A further advantage to employers was the fact 
that because the great majority of the workers 
were outside the factories they long remained 
unorganized, a branch of the union not being 
formed in Kettering until 1885. 

Not only were labour costs relatively low, 

33 W. H. F. Timpson My Father. Stages in the Life 
of William Timpson. Gloucester, 2nd ed. 1947. 

34 Kettering Leader, 22 December 1922. 
35 Kettering Observer, 28 November 1884. 
36 Kettering Guardian, 26 December 1890. 
37 Harrod's Royal County Directory of Bedfordshire, 

Buckinghamshire, Northamptonshire, etc., 1876, and 

the lack of machinery meant that fixed capital 
costs were low as well. It remained relatively 
easy to enter the trade without substantial 
capital; firms were small, competition was keen 
without being cut-throat. This more than any
thing else gave Victorian Kettering its particular 
character, one which differed from Welling
borough's-the trade there being in the hands 
of a small number of firms. Wellingborough too 
specialized in the production of uppers where 
Kettering, being a relative newcomer to the 
trade without a tradition of craftsmanship and 
wide contracts in the market, produced a 
cheaper and rougher boot than Northampton 
or Leicester; 'boots and shoes for the workshop 
and factory, boots and shoes for the million'.36 

In fact apart from firms like Gotch and East 
there was little handsewn work in the town, by 
far the most common work before the eighteen 
nineties being rivetted boots. 

In this period too there was not the difficulty 
over a good supply of cheap raw material that 
was to be experienced later: American leather 
was plentiful. In addition communications by 
rail improved still further: in 1866 Kettering 
was connected directly with Northampton via 
Wellingborough when the Midland Railway 
opened its line, and in 1880 the Kettering to 
Man ton line was opened as a part of the same 
company's project to link Nottingham and its 
coalfield to London. In the continuing boom 
of the 1870s Kettering grew physically, and in 
the new working class districts new warehouses 
and factories appeared, the first notable ones 
being built in 1873 and 1874. By 1876 there 
were some 26 manufacturers in the trade, a 
total which had grown to 44 by 1884 (by which 
year there were also some 54 closers, rivetters, 
finishers and blockers serving the trade in the 
town as well).37 In 1890 it was estimated that 
the 45 wholesale manufacturers in the town 
were turning out some 50-60,000 pairs of boots 
and shoes per week, the largest manufacturer 
being East for whom a large extension to the 
factory in Northall Street was then being built.38 

Although Kettering was overwhelmingly a 
footwear producing town its other trades devel-

C. N. Wright's Commercial and General Directory 
and Blue Book of Northamptonshire, 1884. 

38 Kelly's Directory of Bedfordshire, Huntingdon
shire and Northamptonshire, 1890, and the Kettering 
Leader and Observer, 19 December 1890. The 
Kettering Guardian, 26 December 1890, estimated 
the output at 70,000 pairs a week. 
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THE PREMISES OF THE FIRM OF CHARLES EAST, NORTHALL, in 1890. 
First opened in 1862 it was enlarged in 1869 and in 1882 the block at the front (on the left) was added. 

The final addition was the large block on the right, built in 1890. 

oped in this period of expansion. We have 
already seen how the clothing trades expanded, 
and the four engineering firms in 1870 had by 
1884 increased to eleven, producing agricul
tural machinery, sewing machines, and, in the 
1880s, a range of new machinery for the foot
wear industry. One of the most notable entrants 
to the trade at this time was Charles Wicksteed. 
The son of a Leeds Unitarian minister, after 
serving an apprenticeship at a locomotive 
engineering firm there, he started up for him
self in the steam ploughing business at the age 
of 21. After three years in Norfolk he opened a 
small works in Kettering in 1876 in the Stam
ford Road. 'Never clever at complicated 
machinery, his strength lay in the manufacture 
of simple machine tools and in his insistence 

upon their perfection'. 39 In addition to steam 
ploughing equipment in the early years Wick
steed produced bicycle stands, self-feeding tube 
expanders and tube benders. Hampered by 
lack of capital the firm grew slowly in this 
period, though Wicksteed himself, a passionate 
and opinionated Radical, played a prominent 
part in the life of the town. Another firm which 
was to have an important future in Kettering 
was Mobbs and Lewis which in 1885 opened a 
foundry in Carrington Street to manufacture 
its patent 'Easy Exit' iron lasts for the footwear 
trade. In the seventies the Kettering Coal and 
Iron Company came into existence putting two 
furnaces in blast near an ironstone quarry on 
the north west edge of the town in 1878; a 
third was added in 1889. · 

39 Hilda M. Wicksteed, Charles Wicksteed, London 1933, p. 71. 
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As a result of these industrial developments 
Kettering grew rapidly in the period after 1857. 
Its growth was anything but symmetrical; west 
of the old town there was very little building, 
and to the south the main development was 
middle class villas, along such roads as Head
lands, Broadway and Station Road. The work
ing class districts of new Kettering with their 
streets of terraced houses were entirely built to 
the north on both sides of the Rockingham 
Road, and to east of the old town. -

The early stages were fraught with the copy
hold difficulty, for even after the 1852 Act had 
been passed there remained the problem of 
actually enfranchising the plots as they came 
onto the market. The first of these struggles 
was waged by the Kettering branch of the 
Northampton Town and County Freehold 
Land Society, which had been formed in 1851. 
In 1857 on a plot ofland at the 'north extremity 
of the town' the Society laid out the first streets 
of the new Kettering: the upper parts of Wood 
Street and Havelock Street running east from 
the Rockingham Road. 40 They were soon lined 
with the first terraced houses of Victorian 
Kettering. 

Several of the men who were responsible for 
the economic development of the town were 

· also involved in its physical growth. Rather 
than bank their profits Kettering entrepreneurs 
often put them into real estate, purchasing land 
as it came onto the market and then selling it 
off advantageously as building allotments. The 
first of these was John Turner Stock burn who 
first bought land just east of the centre of the 
town in 1865 on which Mill Road, Albert and 
Alexandra Streets were laid out. Another was 
Thomas Bird. In partnership with M. C. Wilson 
in 1903 he owned four estates which had been 
rapidly developed in the 1890s. But by far the 
most considerable of the developer-manufac
turers were William Meadows and John Bryan. 
In 1876 they purchased a large estate of almost 
70 acres east of the Rockingham Road. Because 
of the worsening economic climate in the late 
seventies they wisely did not try to sell it all 
for building on at first, developing fourteen 
acres near the Rockingham Road to start with. 
They continued Wood Street and Havelock 
Street eastwards and laid out the upper parts of 
King Street and Princes Street. On one of the 

40 Northampton Mercury, 15 February 1851, South 
Midlands Free Press, 10 April 1858. 

THOMAS BIRD 
Entered into partnership with George Abbott in 1864 
and after it was dissolved in 1889 continued on his 

own account as a footwear manufacturer. 

plots they built a new factory for themselves, 
Nelson Works, into which they moved from 
their old converted chapel in Ebenezer Place. 
The rest of the estate was sold in 1883 when the 
partnership was dissolved. 41 On the hundreds 
of building plots on these long straight streets 
running from Rockingham Road to Bath Road 
were built good quality terraced houses, shops, 
factories, chapels, schools and few licensed 
premises. 

Mter his partnership with Meadows was 
dissolved, Bryan continued in the shoe trade 
very successfully, and in 1895 bought and laid 
out another estate-'Bryan's West End Estate' 
-the only one built on the west side of the 
old town. The Trafalgar Road, Commercial 
Road and Cromwell Road districts were built 
up, and Bryan erected his second Nelson Works, 
this time appropriately in Trafalgar Road, 
moving his business from Havelock Street. 

Even before they had gone into the land 
development business Meadows and Bryan had 

41 Kettering Leader, 8 April 1910. 
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THE GROWTH OF KETTERING 1857-1900. 
1. The upper parts of Wood Street and Have

lock Street developed by the Northampton 
and County Freehold Land Society 1857-8. 

M & B. The Rockingham Road estate of Meadows 
and Bryan. 

JT S The Alexandra Street, Albert Street and 
Thorngate Street district developed by 
J. T. Stockburn. 

B 'Bryan's West End Estate' 1895. 
BW The four estates owned by Bird and Wilson 

in 1903. 

been involved-\vith the actual building of new 
Kettering. In 1872 such was the rate of exp~
sion in the shoe boom the town faced a bnck 
shortage. The two established concerns. were 
simply not producing sufficient fo! the bmld~rs, 
and millions of bricks were havmg to be Im
ported from Northamptm~, Mark~t Harborough 
and Huntingdon. So, usmg their profits from 
the French Army contracts M~adows and 
Bryan started a brick making b~smess: How
ever, in the same year the Kettermg Bn~k a1:1d 
Tile Company also opened and faced With I!S 
competition Meadows and Bryan only stayed m 
the brick making business for a few year~, before 
buying their Rockingham Road estate m 1876. 

In 1885 it was remarked that something like 

42 Kettering Observer, 6 February 1885. 
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ninety per cent of the owners of houses on the 
Meadows and Bryan estate so far were working 
men.42 And there is no doubt that in addition 
to wishing to make a profit by investing in 
property masters like Meadows and Bryan and 
Stockburn were also anxious to create free
holders for other reasons. The Particulars of 
Sale of freehold property in Kettering in these 
years always carried the slogan VOTES FOR 
THE COUNTY. At the election of 1880 John 
Bryan, it was said, 'marshalled the forty shilling 
freeholders on the Rockingham Road estate and 
marched them to the polling booth at eight 
o'clock in the morning to vote for Robert 
Spencer'. 43 

Nineteenth century Kettering was an in
tensely political town. It was a stronghold of 
Radicalism, in the first place because it was 
conscious that it was a Liberal island in north 
Northamptonshire, a fastness ruled over by 
great Conservative landlords. Secondly it was 
a town of self-made men, who saw in themselves 
the epitome of the spirit of self-help and free 
enterprise. There was, moreover, in Kettering 
no great social gulf between masters and men, 
certainly before the eighteen nineties. Men like 
Hanger, Bryan, and Owen Robinson had risen 
from the ranks of the shoemakers and handloom 
weavers and tended to share the democratic and 
progressive ideas of the more politically con
scious of their workmen. It is, of course, 
important not to overstress the sense of the 
community of interest between masters and 
men; although they tended to vote Liberal, if 
they had a vote, the working men were not 
slavish followers of the bosses. The Chartist 
tradition was remembered in Kettering, and 
the Co-operative Movement, (which was after 
all essentially an alternative to private enter
prise) developed strongly in the town from its 
foundation in 1866. Not all Kettering business 
men were self-made. Some, like William 
Meadows, the Wallises, the Gotches, Stockburn 
and Charles Wicksteed were the sons of shop
keepers or professional men and did not start 
at the bottom. Their Radicalism almost always 
was fuelled from an additional source: they 
were the conscious heirs of a Dissenting tradi
tion which had been politically revitalised in 
the early nineteenth century. 

This combination of free enterprise capital
ism, working class democracy and noncon-

43 Kettering Leader, 8 April 1910. 



FACTORY OF .ABBOTT AND BIRD. 

Built with the first bricks from the Kettering Brick 
and Tile Company's kilns in the boom year of 1873. 
The original factory was extended later in the century. 

formity created the particular brand of Liber
alism of Victorian Kettering. The men who 
were the town's leading businessmen and who 
literally built the new Kettering were also its 
political leaders, dominating the Local Govern
ment Board and its successor, the Urban 
District Council, in the years from 1872 down 
to the Great War. When the third Reform Act 
was passed in 1885 they entered the political 
promised land. The Kettering Liberal Asso
ciation played its full part in making the new 
constituency of East Northamptonshire into one 
of the very safest Liberal seats anywhere in 
the country. 

The great expansion of Kettering began to 
slow down in the depression of 1891-6. With 
the depression came unemployment, and 
changes in consumer demand for footwear at 
that time meant that Kettering was forced to 
produce a lighter, better quality product, which 
increased competition with older centres of the 
trade. In this period, too, manufacturers were 
having to face rising costs both in the raw 
material, forced up by American Trusts, and 
in machinery. To facilitate economies of scale 
and the standardization of the product de
manded by the mass market from about 1885 
machinery began to play a bigger part in the 

44 Kettering Observer, 1 January 1886. 

trade than ever before. In that year Owen 
Robinson brought out a heeling, paring and 
breasting machine, Salmon a heeling machine, 
and Mobbs invented his patent iron last.44 In 
the later nineties the different processes were 
being brought inside the factory. By 1907 the 
process was almost complete and it was 
remarked that 'the division of labour is a great 
thing with the manufacturer now and nobody 
works above two minutes at a shoe' and 'com
pared with some years ago there are twenty less 
~anufacturers in the town. The trade is getting 
mto fewer hands, but more boots are being 
made in Kettering than ever'. 45 

In the eighties industrial relations· began to 
change as well. In the great days of the expan
sion the masters had a vast reserve of un
organized and cheap labour to tap. In 1885, 
however, the rivetters and finishers demanded 
the same wages as elsewhere in the trade and 
formed a branch of the union. It made slow 
progress at first and it was not until 1890 that 
the clickers and rough-stuff men formed the 
'Number Two' branch of the union in Ket
tering. By that year the masters had also feder
ated in the town, as they were doing elsewhere. 
The organiz~tion of both sides of industry did 
not necessanly worsen relationships right away. 
On the contrary it did much to bring them 
together. In 1887 the Arbitration Board was 
set up in the town and by 1890 it was Union 
policy as well as employers' to get the men into 
the factories, despite the fact that most still 
preferred to work at home. But the depression 
of the early nineties brought an increase in 
industrial conflict. 1892 was a year of unrest 
and disputes, especially over the 'boy question' 
and in 1895 amicable relations between 
employers and the union came to an end. At 
the close of 1894 the Masters' Federation with
drew from the National Conference which had 
been formed to prevent strikes and lock-outs in 
the trade and in 1895 there was a serious 
national strike. The shoe trade inside Kettering, 
as well as elsewhere, was entering a new and 
more difficult stage in its development. 

R. L. GREENALL 

45 Kettering Leader, 27 Dece~ber 1907. 
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