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ENCLOSURE AND FARM HOLDING IN BRACKLEY, 1829-51 

J. R. LOWERSON 

Although there have been a number of general studies of the process and influence of the Parlia
mentary enclosure movement, only a handful of detailed investigations have been made in the 
county arguably most affected, Northamptonshire. This paper is an attempt to extend that number 
and to add to the discussion of the immediate changes and some estimation of its longer-term 
influences on the life of one parish. 

Brackley in 1829. 
On the eve of its enclosure, this former medieval 'new town', its prosperity as a woollen centre 
long since departed, was one of Northamptonshire's eleven market towns. Classically situated at a 
road junction in the undulating southwestern corner of the county, it served a hinterland of North
amptonshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire villages, 27 of which were incorporated into the 
new Poor Law Union of 1835 and whose extent gives a limited indication of Brackley's local econ
omic influence. 'Now much decayed from its former grandeur' and with 'but little to recommend 
it to the observation of the tourist; its buildings have no pretension to uniformity or architectual 
taste',l the town seemed static. Basically one parish, St. Peter's, with the additional and decayed 
chapelry of St. James, it had substantial outliers in the adjacent hamlet of Halse and the detached 
dependencies of Sire sham (or Brackley) Hatch and Whistley Wood, several miles northeast along 
the Towcester Road. Brackley proper had ro1,1ghly 2300 acres of mixed agricultural land on a clay 
soil, with extensive water meadows bounding the infant Great Ouse and its tributary streams. 
Halse had another 1770 acres and the forest land 695. 

The market town nucleus, at the southwestern corner of the parish, preserved its medieval 
outline, with narrow burgage crofts abutting at right angles onto a broad High Street, which 
widened out into a market place. From the Banbury road, a Backway ran parallel with the High 
Street behind the crofts; on the southern side, they fell away towards the river. The 'Old Town' 
clustered around the original village nucleus of St. Peter's Church.2 The enclosure award schedule 
revealed a large village pattern of small, closely packed labourers' cottages jostling the larger farms, 
all within the town nucleus, with an added layer of the business premises of a market town, the 
paraphenalia of coaching inns such as the Crown, and the larger houses of local and visiting gentry. 
As a market and fair centre it had long been overshadowed by nearby Buckingham and Banbury, a 
pattern which increased over the next two decades as the latter town benefitted from the early 
railway growth which bypassed Brackley. Its relative decline had already become apparent in the 
rate of local population growth which showed distinct variations from the general national pattern 
of the early nineteenth century. 

Aggregate Populations and decennial percentage_increases, 1801-1851. 

1801 1811 
Brackley 1495 1570 
%change: +5 
Brackley's 

10671 hinterland 10137 
%change: + 5.2 
Banbury: 3810 4173 
%change: + 9.5 
GB% change + 13.6 

1 J. Pigot & Co. London and Provincial New 
Commercial Directory, (1830), p. 609. 

1821 1831 1841 1851 
1741 2107 2121 2277 
+ 10.9 + 21 + 0.7 +7 

12554 13228 14533 13717 
+ 17.6 +5.3 + 9.8 -5.6 
5247 5906 6733 8206 
+ 25.7 + 12.5 + 14.3 + 21.5 
+ 17 + 15.2 + 13.3 + 12.5 

2 See M. W. Beresford and J. K. St. Joseph, Medi
eval England, An Aerial Survey, (1958), p. 209. 



34 NORTHAMPTONSHIRE PAST AND PRESENT 

PLATE 1. VIEW OF BRACKLEY FROM THE SOUTH IN 1765. 
This print gives a good idea of the appearance of the unhedged open fields before enclosure, 

as well as the old enclosures both to the east and west of the road LNorthamptonshire Libraries] 

Only a considerable amount of demographic research could explain these variations, particularly 
the relatively rapid rate of growth within the parish in the decade 1821-1831, when compared to 
the very low rate of its surrounding area. There is little in the limited evidence on local social and 
occupational structures to indicate any major shifts. Brackley was sm~ler than some Northamp
tonshire villages supporting a considerable craft industrial population. 3 The local directories show 
general occupational range to be expected in a town this size with an emphasis on small craft and 
local service occupations blacksmiths, corn factors, attorneys and innkeepers. By 1834, after the 
provision of the 1830 Beerhouses Act, there were 17 licensed premises in the town, one for every 
123 inhabitants. This figure was rather higher than the national ratio of about 1 : 180 but is easily 
explained by the impact of market and fair days and the fact the public houses served a far wider 
range of purposes in a market town than just providing drink. The 1831 census listed 228 crafts
me~, without being specific, but these were most probably scattered throughout a wide range of 
serv1~es. Apart from direct involvement in agriculture, to which we shall return, and some shoe
makmg, the only major single occupation was bobbin-lace making, the female dependents of farm 
labourers' working as an outwork extension of the Buckinghamshire-based industry. The earliest 
available specific figures for this trade are those of the 1841 census, when 18 7 women were so 
employed in what general reports claimed was a steadily declining craft; the number ten years later 
~as 1734 and the trade had practically vanished by the 1870s as machine-made lace superseded it 
m popular fashion. Although a number of the surrounding villages harboured framework-knitters, 
they were part of a steadily shrinking Banbury-based industry with no links with Brackley.s The 

3 
For instance, Long Buckby: R. L. Greenall 

'The History of Boot and Shoemaking at Long 
Buckby', Northamptonshire Past and Present, (1977), 
Vol. V., No. 5, p. 437ff. 

4 Figures based on the Census Enumerator's 
Returns, P.R.O. 1841. H.O. 107/804, 1851. H.O. 107/ 
1835. For a brief description of lacemaking, see 
Victoria County History, Buckinghamshire, II, (1908), 
pp. 106-9, and V.C.H. Northamptonshire, II, (1906), 
pp. 336-9. 

5 See Audrey M. Taylor, Gilletts, Bankers at 
Banbury and Oxford, (Oxford, 1964), P¥ticularly 
Chapter 5. There is an interesting map of the area '1 0 
miles around Banbury' appended to this book. 
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largest single occupation was direct work on the land, 203 people Uust under 1 in 5 of the total 
population) in 1801. The greater detail of the 1831 census showed this as falling to 168, 19 
employers and 149 labourers, (1 in 8) which suggests a small growth in the restricted urban func
tions when seen against the overall population increase. 

As a 'Rotten' Parliamentary borough with a closed, corrupt and practically non-functioning 
corporation, Brackley was among the possesions of the Bridgewater family. The Trustees of the 
late Duke, Lords of the Manor, held it for Viscount Ellesmere and exercised a patronage appropri
ate to the maintenance of a Parliamentary interest, itself already doomed in the political fervour 
which was building up to the 1832 Reform Act, which disfranchised the town.6 Through their 
local agent, the solicitor, Robert Weston, and the tame corporation (12 of the 26 'capital burgesses' 
were non-residents, workers on the family estates elsewhere) they had intervened in the life of the 
town since they had acquired their interest early in the seventeenth century, trying unsuccessfully 
to revive its prosperity by procuring fairs and building an elegant town hall in 1706. But the com
mercial acumen which had led to the exploitation of the Worsley coal mines and to canal building 
and dock managment in Lancashire had not been matched in Brackley which had remained 
obstinately stagnant. Their controlling interest wa~ not so much commercial as built into the tithe 
and rent relationships of the pre-enclosure system. The Trustees' total holding, including 175 acres 
leasehold from Magdalen College, Oxford, was 305 acres; it was their impropriate rectory of the 
great tithes which was far more important, although the income figures from this source do not 
seem to have survived. The other principal landowner in the parish was Magdalen College, which 
held 805 acres of the total area, including a substantial block of nearly 200 acres of old enclosure 
south west of the town itself. The college seems to have left political and commerical influence to 
the Bridgewaters; regrettably, the curre.nt state of its archives, do not allow a reconstruction and 
assessment of its role. The distribution of the rest of the land varied considerably; a Mr. Thomas 
Arnold owned 165 acres and Mrs. Elizabeth Loveday of London about 130, the rest appears to 
have been in small lots, both open_ and closed. Although Brackley gave the appearance of having a 
dispersed, but imprecise, landholding pattern, the concomitant of a classical 'open' or free com
munity, it was to all intents and purposes a 'closed' possession of the ducal interest, whose agent 

6 For a description of its management see L. 
Namier and J. Brooke (eds.) The House of Commons, 
1754-1790, (1964) Vol. I, pp. 343-4. 
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FIG. 1. BRACKLEY BEFORE ENCLOSURE, 1829 
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decided the bulk of its affairs. Only one of the town's tradesmen was a member of the corporation, 
an innkeeper. 

The land-use pattern was a mixture. As Baker observed, 'The old inclosures are chiefly in 
permanent pasture; a considerable part of the open field is mowing land, and the rest is in the usual 
course of common field culture. '7 Apart from the college estates there were some other ancient 
enclosures, chiefly along the brook paralleling the Banbury Road, at the north end of the parish 
and in the 'Old Town' of St. Peter's. The rest of the land lay in uneven strip divisions within 133 
furlongs grouped into the five main 'open' fields: Castle, Middle Castle, Old Town, Middle Old 
Town and High Fields. Common grazing, apart from the fallow, was mainly on the Bimdlands which 
bordered the Ouse south of the town and on the western meadows; rights to this were limited to 

7 Geo. Baker, The History and Antiquities of the 
County of Northamptonshire, (1822-30}, Vol. I p. 
560 ff. 
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the possessors of cottage commons. A survey map made immediately before the reallocation shows 
individual strip holdings but the symbols employed bear no relationship to local names, nor to the 
eventual list of recipients and no key schedule has survived.8 It has proved impossible, in the 
absence of other materials, such as land tax, therefore to link up the patterns of landownership 
and tenancy, but some assessment of the relative size of holdings and the degree of scatter could 
be made by a straight count.9 

Dispersed Holdings in pre-enclosure Brackley, (excluding Magdalen College). 

Symbol on map 
A 
L 
c 
CY 
s 
C+ 
CE 
E 
T 
J 
csw 
c 
M 
m 
R 
CS 
F 
G 
Gill 
Judge 
Bald win 
MA 
Hawkins 
Cave 

Totals 24 

Number of strips 
212 
212 
110 
131 
124 
99 
87 
96 
79 
70 
46 
55 
22 
18 
21 
15 

6 
8 
4 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 

1432 

Old enclosures 
4 
2 
9 
1 

2 
3 

2 
3 

1 

27 

From the limited additional evidence, it was possible to gauge some of the fragmentation of a 
modest holding, although not to reconstruct it entirely on the map because of the lack of sufficient 
surviving furlong names. 

John Yates's Holdings from Magdalen College, 177J.10 

Field Acres. Roods. Perches. Number of pieces. 
Castle 14 34 48 
Old Town 10 1 33 29 
High 21 3 27 58 
Middle Castle 9 3 17 29 
Middle Old Town 13 6 26 

Totals: 69 1 37 140 

The disparity in the different fields demonstrates clearly the considerable variety of strip size 
caused by the lie and quality of the land, which the enclosure commissioner had to take into 
account and the subsequent balancing-out process among claimants made direct links between old 
and new holdings virtually impossible. With such a pattern of distribution in the central area, dis
persed farmsteads were only to be found in Halse and the two outliers; otherwise, the farm build-

8 N.R.O. Map of Brackley 1829. 10 Based on N.R.O., Ag. VIII, 83. 
9 I am indebted for this information to Mrs. M. 

Payne of Brackley. 
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FIG. 2. PRINCIPAL AWARDS AT THE ENCLOSURE, 1830 

ings lay along the town streets. No evidence remains of crop patterns, except for the mention of 
clover in the fallow and the production of butter from pasture grazing, the product going to the 
London market weekly; a two-day carrier's trip for the 65 miles.ll Although the principal access 
and drainage ways of the parish can still be traced there is little remaining surface evidence of strip 
balks or other furlong markers. 

By 1829, this was the last unenclosed territory in a considerable local area; with the 
exception of the enclosure of Greatworth in 1634 the seventeen surrounding parishes had all been 
enclosed by private Acts of Parliament between 1734 and 1808, half of them in the 1760s and 

11 See W. Pitt, A General View of the Agriculture 
of the County of Northamptonshire, (1809), p. 299 ff. 
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PLATE 2. BRACKLEY MARKET PLACE ABOUT 1830 [Northamptonshire Libraries) 

1770s. There is no ready explanation for Brackley's comparative isolation from the mainstream of 
local change, although the principal economic energies of the Bridgewaters had been diverted else
where with the onset of the 'Industrial Revolution'. But its political value was on the wane, arable 
land values were steadily increasing and the pattern of Brackley's land use inhibited the expansion 
both of pasture and cultivated areas. 12 In addition tithe income was an increasingly thorny prob
lem, less readily assessed than a rent~l, and it ?oes not seem to have kept pace generally with the 
direct exploitation of the land, particularly smce tenants probably understated income. Only a 
complete restructuring could ensure optimum levels of profitability for the landlords. 

The Act. 
Baker remarked, 'a bill for inclosure is now in contemplation'. When that contemplation began or 
how long it took to reach fruition no evidence has survived to tell, and there is no indication of the 
manoeuvrings that led up to a petition for a Bill. All that survives is the Act itself and the dry 
record of the House of Commons journals. What they show is that the private measure was steered 
through the lower house by William Ralph CartWI"ight of Aynho, one of the two county M.Ps, 
whose family's influence had earned the local area its popular title of 'Cartwright Corner'. The 
Petition was presented in the Commons on 16th February 1829 by Cartwright who also chaired its 
committee stage. It received the Royal Assent on May 14th.l3 The petitioners were the principal 
landlords the Trustees, The Marquess of Stafford, patron of the dual living, the vicar, (Rev. C. A. 
Sage) and three lesser proprietors, Thomas Arnold, Elizabeth Loveday and a Rev. George Thomas. 
In general terms, the measure incorporated the simplified provisions of the General Enclosure Act 
of 1801. In local terms, it specifically excluded Halse and the old enclosed lands of Magdalen Col
lege. The main provision was for the allocation of land in commutation of the great tithes to the 
impropriate rectors, The Trustees. Land to be allocated was to be in the parish in which open field 
holdings had lain, as was compensation for cottage commons on Bandlands. During the period of 
transition husbandry was to be regulated by the commissioner but there was no evidence of the 

12 For a measure of the increase of local land 
values see the Account Book of the Brackley Feoffees, 
N.R.O. BF60. 

1 3 House of Commons, Journal, (1829), pp. 31, 
126, 159, 190,228, 297. 
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manner of previous agreement. The only test of whether the provisions for parish limitations on 
land allocations made sense was in the useability of the final allotments and their relation to the 
eventual landholding patterns. 

There was to be only one commissioner, Barnett John Hopcraft, Esq., of Evenley, a vil
lage just south of the town. He has proved a singularly difficult individual to trace, and there are 
no directory references to him. In 1831, he had paid 4s. land tax in Evenley for land of his own 
and a further £22.16s.5d. for land he held from the Rev. Gainsford Smith: both quantities were 
unspecified. His landed interests shifted after the enclosure when he appears to have become the 
Trustees' principal tenant, for an unspecified amount of land. By 1841 his son Alfred (see below) 
was farming his father's land: 310 acres, 2 roods and 2 perches in Halse. Apart from this skeleton 
of information, no more has survived. Was a local man chosen on grounds of his known fairness, 
his cheapness and the convenience?14 This reasoning seems also to have operated in the choice of 
the surveyors, Robert Russell and Richard Collisson of Brackley. Hopcraft's expenses were fixed at 
3 guineas a day for the first three years and 2 guineas a day thereafter. In the event, much of this 
provision proved unnecessary. To avoid long disputes all allotments had to be made by the 29th 
September following the Act, although it was not completed in fact until 16th January 1830. Old 
enclosures could be included in the redistribution if the owners so wished and some were. Appeal 
was possible to the local quarter sessions. There was firm provision for protecting common rights, 
provided that these could be proved.l5 

The Commissioner at Work. 

After giving public notice around the town and in the Northampton Mercury, Hopcraft began 
work on 26th May 1829. He held 48 meetings between then and 24th April 1830, when he calcu
lated the total expenses and published the final rate of charges for the allottees. Other documents 
show that he was subsequently involved in valuations and management, but less officially, into the 
later 1830s.16 His first task was the creation of more jobs. As banker, he appointed the firm of 
Bartlett and Nelson of Buckingham (interestingly, not a Banbury concern) and as Clerks, the 
Brackley solicitors, Alfred Hayward and Robert Weston, the Trustees' agent and Cartwright family 
solicitor. He then borrowed £700 to meet the running expenses. 

The valuation began on 27th May and continued throughout the summer. Progressively, 
the working of the open fields was run down, the sheep commons finishing on 11th August. It was 
a long job; Hopcraft usually worked from 9 a.m. into the early evening, recording and dividing 
whilst maintaining the management of the land. 18lbs of red clover per acre kept the fallow 
refreshed. The meetings in the Crown Inn were interspersed with visits to the outlying areas, 
Brackley Hatch and Whistley Wood. Some of his detailed calculations have survived but they were 
revised and adjusted continually and their process is not readily identifiable. By lOth June he had 
begun to work on the road areas which formed a framework for the parish and the allotments. 
Claims for land came in very slowly and the dates for hearing them had to be set back; presumably 
the documentation to justify claims was haphazard or those unwilling to be reallocated were 
employing a not very firm passive resistance. At no time was there any sign of overt opposition 
during the process and there is nothing to suggest any resistance in the evidence. To fill in gaps in 
t.he documents presented to him, Hopcraft was obliged to resort to questioning witnesses and estab
lish customary practices, although these inquiries were referred to in passing rather than specifically 
listed. 

. There were some large scale claims. Both the Duke of Buckingham and Magdalen College 
cla1med parts of Blackhole Riding and Brackley Hatch, but Hopcraft gave greater weighting to the 
evidence of the Lords of the Manor and to the 'Commoners'. There were some smaller claims to 
cow commons and two of these (Thomas Judge and Thomas Wilkins) were disallowed, but there 
was n.o widespread refusal of cow commons. Those at Brackley Hatch were limited to cottages and 
not tied to land. The few counter claims to property rights were settled by compromise. The 
Feoffees of the Brackley Charities claimed I. S. Bartlett's Old Town Close and received 15s worth 
of land as compensation. There were no major disputes to drag the proceedings out. By 13th 

14 For a discussion of this pattern see M. W. 
Beresford, 'The Commissioners of Enclosure', Econ
omic History Review, XVI, {1946), pp. 130-40. 

15 N.R.O. YZ 5652- Brackley Enclosure Act, 
(1829), the General Act of 1801, and Hopcraft's 
Minute Book. 

16 Miscellaneous, but scrappy, accounts survive in 
the collection of H. Stace of Brackley, N.R.O. YZ 
5647-5655. 
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August, he had done the preliminary calculations and apportioned some provisional costs. It 
seemed as if the work would be completed well within the Act's deadline but the small claims 
dragged on for a few months and this minor tidying up was probably proportionally more expens
ive than the major allocations. 

The allotment plan was ready in draft by 14th September but there were unspecified 
objections to the setting out of Backway which impinged on the long crofts of the town and this 
had to be adjudicated by a panel of Justices chaired by the ubiquitous Mr. Cartwright, 'not being 
interested in the enclosure', according to Hopcraft! Cartwright's non-interest turned into a proposal 
for altering the brook between Brackley and his property in Hinton in the Hedges-it seems to his 
advantage. Hopcraft 'deemed it expedient to comply with the proposal' and redrew his map, only 
to find that Cartwright subsequently withdrew his claim. Common rights were finally extinguished 
on 29th September but the work was not yet complete. Small tithe disputes, land exchanges and 
road contracting remained, apart from the fencing and costing. John Bonner of Boddicott con
tracted for fencing, he was allowed 6 years in which to complete it, at a cost of £1.12s. per 22 
yards, but none had come forward to do the roads, probably because Hopcraft's original costing 
was too low. When the prices were raised he contracted with Messrs. Hayward, Bartlett, Barrett 
and East to do the minor roads-more remuneration for local interests. The turnpikes remained 
more or less unaltered. George Cave of Boddicott became Road Surveyor at £10 a mile. By the end 
of October, meer stones had been laid along the allotment boundaries and the footpaths, bridle 
and private roads had been delineated. The decisions of the Commissioners were more or less fin
ished, what remained for the autumn and winter was the fencing and roadmaking. There was no 
further documentary evidence of how the transition affected cropping and work patterns during 
this time. Hopcraft worked out the final costs and presented them in April 1830. The proprietors 
approved and only payment remained to be made, although there is no indication of the speed 
with which the bills were settled. 

The Redistribution. 
Hopcraft parcelled out 2284 acres, 2 roods and 14 perches. 98 people received land under the new 
arrangements and the major beneficiaries are listed below: 

Principal Allottees, 183017 

Name Acres Roods Perches Share of Rate Cost 
£. s. d. 

1. Trustees of Duke 1029 3 739. 19. 2. 
2. Edward Bartlett 257 2 6 492. 2. 11. 
3. Magdalen College 157 2 4 29. 3. 7. 
4. Thomas Arnold 133 1 20 248. 15. 2. 
5. Rebecca Love day 104 2 17 279. 2. 3. 
6. I. S. Bartlett 98 2 19 244. 0. 8. 
7. Rev. C. A. Sage (Vicar) 78 1 36 
8. Thomas French 66 1 23 33. 13. 4. 
9. Exors. of John Yates 57 3 14 151. 16. 

10. Trustees of Catherine Jones 37 3 26 99. 7. 6. 
11. Brackley Charity Feoffees 28 1 26 63. 7. 11. 
12. Rev. Thomas George 27 3 13 80. 19. 9. 
13. Thomas Collier 25 3 33 75. 4. 10. 
14. W. K. Malins 13 27 42. 11. -
15. D. Malins 12 39 34. 5. 11. 

Total: 2129. 1. 23. 2625. -. 2. 
(93% of total) {90.6% of total) 

In addition to these, there were 83 awards of land under 10 acres, distributed as follows: 5-10 
acres, 4. 1-4+, 19. Under 1, 60. The distribution of costs in this group is discussed in the next 
section. 

1 7 Based on the enclosure map and enrolled copy 
of the award in County Hall, Northampton. 
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The actual size of the initial allocation is no indication, as we shall see, of the importance 
of the recipients in the local farming community, since cross-renting and the arrangements of sub
sequent leases give rather a different picture. What does emerge is the obvious significance of the 
larger landlord and the way in which the Bridgewater interests in terms of legal dues had now been 
consolidated into landed property. 

The distribution of the individual allotments was very important. The larger units on fig. 
2. were soon replaced by internal fencing and hawthorn hedges to give the familiar field pattern of 
roughly 5 acre units, many of which seem to have preserved the shape of earlier furlongs. The plots 
of lesser recipients were frequently little more than the confirmation of existing holdings, cottage 
land, closes etc. in the town itself. There was some relationship of the larger plots to the then exist
ing farm buildings but this was not an overriding consideration in view of the location of the settle
ment in relation to the size of the parish. This can be contrasted with Crick, near Rugby, enclosed 
in 1777, where the village was much more central to the land which funnelled in towards the indi
vidual yeomen's farmsteads dating from the seventeenth century or earlier. In Brackley, the long 
term but not immediate result was the movement of specialist farm buildings and houses out into 
the subdivided holdings of tenant farmers. From the census enumerators' returns, this appears to 
have taken place in the 1850s, the first decade of 'High Farming'. A comparison of nineteenth 
century maps shows this and is backed up by the trade directories. For instance, of the five farms 
shown in the parish on the 1955 6" O.S. map only one, Burwell, lay within the purlieus of the 
town. The others, Brackley Grange, Brackley Fields, West Hill and Old Glebe were on redistributed 
land and did not appear on the enclosure maps. 

The Costs. 

The final total costs came to £2907.2s.6d., made up of Hopcraft's fees (£520.16s.1d.), those of his 
aides, the fencing of the main new allotments and road construction where necessary. Related to 
the total acreage, it was slightly less than one pound per acre, circa 19s.lld. This can be compared 
with average Warwickshire enclosure costs for the same period: J. M. Martin averaged 8 enclosures 
in that county between 1801 and 1865 at 6s.9d. per acre. Wolverton, Brackley's near contemporary 
cost 122s.7d. per acre in 1831, but this was far higher than the regional norm. 18 R. A. Martin has 
recently shown Kettering's overall costs, for 1805, as £1.17s. per acre.l9 Brackley's medium price 
can be explained variously; one, not several commissioners; the presence of a number of small 
existing enclosures which were 'reallocated' to their existing owners and did not require fencing; 
together with the turnpike system which comprised the parish's main roads. Using local talent 
seems to have been an important factor in cutting costs. Hopcraft's calculations were based on a 
notion of £1.12s.6d. to each £1 of annual value for the allotable lands and 6s.6d. per £1 for old 
enclosures. 

The question of average costs per acre is, however, only part of the problem of assessment. 
More important is the manner of its distribution amongst the allottees and this varied considerably. 
The vicar escaped scot-free, his glebe allotment in lieu of the lesser tithes being paid for by the 
other landowners. Two other recipients were treated very favourably. For their 1029 acres, 2 roods 
and 31 perches, the Trustees paid £739.19s.2d roughly 17s.4d. an acre; Magdalen College paid 
£20.3s.7d. for 157 acres, 2 roods and 4 perches, or 2s.6d. an acre. Most of the 83 very small recipi
ents paid at a standard rate of 2d. a perch, or 2s.8d an acre. There were some anomalies in the 
middle range which probably arose from the cost of fencing some of the land. For his 98 acres, 
2 roods and 19 perches, Isaac Shortland Bartlett paid £244.0s.8d. or £2.9s.6d. an acre and Thomas 
Collier paid at the rate of £2.18s. an acre for his 25 acres, 3 roods and 33 perches. From the total 
correlated distribution of costs and land it can be deduced that the distribution of costs in amounts 
per acre was not equitable in the lowest range of awards and that the costs were proportionately 
highest in the upper middle range, with the glaring exception of the two largest and most influential 
recipients who had initiated the process anyway. Perhaps the bulk of the others breathed a sigh of 
relief that the Trustees had actually not expected their commuted tithe allocation to be borne out 
of the pockets of those who had lost so much land. What the distribution in Brackley raises is the 
wider question of the 'fairness' of enclosure during this period. The 'conventional wisdom' of 

18 See J. M. Martin, 'The cost of Parliamentary 
Enclosure in Warwickshire', University of Birmingham 
Historical journal, IX (1964), reprinted in E. L. Jones, 
Agriculture and Economic Growth in England, 1650-
1815, (1967). 

19 R. A. Martin, 'Kettering Inclosure, 1804-5', 
Northamptonshire Past and Present, Vol. V, No. 5 
(1977), p. 413 ff. 



ENCLOSURE AND FARM HOLDING IN BRACKLEY, 1829-51 43 

recent enclosure historians, such as the late W. E. Tate or Professors Chambers and Mingay, has dis
missed the objections of contemporary and later observers who argued that enclosure was both 
costly and socially inequitable as 'wildly unhistorical'.20 Tate's view, in which he is supported by 
Chambers and Mingay, is that the high cost of enclosure was merely a reflection of the costs of all 
contemporary legal processes and, like many of them, the administration of justice was fair within 
the lights of current practice and a relatively narrow emphasis on legal rights. What these writers 
appear to have ignored is the extent to which the small recipients were unwilling partners in the 
process and the important point that to impose even comparatively low legal costs on a section of 
the populace which did not normally resort to the due processes of the law was really an unfair 
action anyway. Nor does it answer the problem of how far these middling groups could afford to 
distribute the immediate costs throughout the next few years of higher productivity and rental 
charges, or even whether such a calculation was within their normal practices. Regrettably, the 
post enclosure documentation in Brackley was insufficient to measure whether the cost imposition 
meant the gradual selling up of small holdings to larger owners. The only indication of this came in 
the 1831 Land Tax which showed Thomas Arnold as having acquired 7 small pieces recently: only 
2 of these were post-enclosure. Whilst there is little in the overt process of the Brackley enclosure 
to justify E. P. Thompson's forthright assertion that enclosure was a 'plain enough case of class 
robbery',21 the significance of the demands of an alien system on a traditional community cannot 
be ignored. It is the subtleties of post-enclosure structural and normal changes that have largely 
been ignored by the propagandists of 'fairness'. In Brackley, the poorer seem to have been charged 
for the maintenance of the few rights they had, whilst the most influential benefited most of all. 

Common Rights. 
Next to the distribution of costs, this is probably the thorniest enclosure question of all and much 
of the fairness controversy hangs on it. It is obvious in enclosures other than Brackley's that the 
Commissioners pursued a 'fair' course over commons, within the limits of Tate's definition of the 
word. What is also apparent from some parishes is that the redistribution of common rights in the 
enclosure awards was merely a final ratification of the process of engrossing and encroachment 
that had gained momentum steadily throughout the eighteenth century. The enclosures may not 
have imposed sudden inequalities upon rural practice, but they did give legal recognition to an 
economic process that was well advanced. 

In Brackley commons had been largely linked to cottage property, with one cow per 
holder. At the enclosure, compensation was given for 63 cow commons in the award but these 
were distributed between only 25 of the 98 recipients. 

Commons Compensation. 

Totals: 

Number of recipients 
15 
2 
3 
2 
1 
1 
1 

25 

Commons per head 
1 
I! 
3 
5 
6 
9 

11 

63 

Magdalen College had 11, 2 of which were leased from the Trustees, who had 9 in their own right. 
Except for Thomas Arnold who had 5, the other multiple holdings did not necessarily correspond 
with the size of the recipient's overall allotment. Robert East, with 6 cow commons only received 
4 acres 2 roods and 20 perches overall. It was impossible to find any direct common/allotment 
ratio to measure the value of recompense. 

20 w. E. Tate, The English Village Community and 
the Enclosure Movement, (1967), pp. 173-4. Tate 
seemed unable to reconcile the contradictions in his 
statements. The convention is taken further by J. D. 
Chambers and G. E. Mingay, The Agricultural Revol
ution, 1780-1880, (1966), pp. 88-9. 

2 1 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English 
Working Class, (1968) p. 237. 
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There is evidence that the nature of cow common holding had been fluctuating in Brackley 
for about 150 years. A Brackley Feoffees' document of 1652 listed 60 cow commons for cottagers, 
held by 60 cottagers, as distinct from 136 for farmers. 22 An insert of 1729 in the parish registers 
listed only 63 all told; an undated addendum to this showed their later distribution and reveals 
some concentration. John Butterfield had acquired 3, the Duke 2.23 Gradually, between 1730 and 
1830, greater concentration had taken place but the steps were untraceable. It is evident that the 
award did not necessarily deprive small holders, indeed, those who held rights were compensated. 
But the cottage cow commons were by now an insignificant feature of the overall farming life of 
the parish. The notes Hopcroft made do not reveal what other commons were compensated, or 
how, although they were generally mentioned as appertaining to land in the award. What rights the 
smaller occupants had had were well eroded by 1830; the enclosure placed them beyond recall. 
There was no mention of squatting rights nor of any disputes over them, so it must be assumed 
they did not exist in the 'closed' parish of Brackley. 

Farming after the Enclosure. 

Presumably, the enclosure took place to increase farming efficiency and profitability for both the 
tenant and his landlord. But there was a very important distinction between the actual allottees 
(i.e. the landlords) and the farmers themselves. As far as can be established from the far from 
adequate documentation, there was a considerable and complex system of crossletting and sub
division. Edward Taylor who was awarded 3 acres and 18 perches in 1830 was farming 287 acres 
1 rood and 6 perches by 1837. Hopcraft, himself succeeded by his son as we shall see, paid £330 
per annum for an indeterminate amount of land in 1836, held from the Trustees.24 He was the 
largest of the Bridgewater tenants, apart from continuing to act as a valuer. It is possible to build 
up some idea of the shifting farm pattern over the two decades after the award, but the information 
is insufficiently standardised to allow for a total reconstruction of much accuracy. The 1831 cen
sus indicated 19 'occupiers of land' but was non-specific about their holdings. Some idea, but only 
in terms of assessment, not acreages, can be gained from the Land Tax of 1831: 78 proprietors 
were chargeable in Brackley itself, the Trustees having 26 houses and 30 pieces of land.25 The 
principal holdings were: 

Proprietor Occupier Assessment 
£. s. d. 

Brackley St. Peter 
Trustees Mary Lathbury 7. 12. 4. 

11 Michael Russell 1. 3. 10. 
11 Benjamin Wesson 6. 8. 
11 John Lath bury 3. 13. 61 2. 

Rebecca Loveday W. K. Malins 13. 9. 3!. 
W. K. Malins Self 2. 14. 7. 
Rev. T. George Alfred Hayward 3. 2. 11. 
H. Webster Self and others 30. 7. 11. 

St. ]ames 
T. Arnold Self 14. 5. 3. 
Edward Bartlett P. Wilson 17. 4. 3. 
John Bartlett (College Farm) 5. 16. 7. 
Trustees J. Lathbury 10. 9. 8. 
T. French Stephen Pain 5. 16. 5. 
W. K. Malins Self 1. 15. 5. 

22 N.R.O. BF 59. 
23 Brackley Parish Registers, 1727-1756, p. 35: in 

Brackley Parish Church. 

25 N.R.O. Land Tax 1831, King's Sutton Hundred, 
X 2292. 

24 Based on Hopcraft's MS notes in the Stace Col
lection, N.R.O. YZ 25651. 
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Halse 
Bridgewater Trustees Selves 12. 0. 0. 

11 11 11 6. 8. 0. 
11 11 Robert Weston 9. 6. 0. 
11 11 Mary Butterfield 24. 4. 0. 
11 11 John Weston 32. 0. 0. 
11 11 Robert Bartlett 32. 0. 0. 
11 11 Thomas Bannard 19. 4. 0. 
11 11 Robert Dawson 16. 10. 10. 
11 11 Jos. Nichols 13. 0. 0. 
11 11 John Lathbury 1. 17. 11. 
11 11 Sarah Lathbury 18. 11. 

Total: 167. 8. 10. 
Rev. C. A. Sage not exonerated 4. 0. 0. 

Unfortunately, there was no evidence which would allow these figures to be converted 
into approximate holding sizes. A set of calculations which Hopcroft made for a Poor Rate Assess
ment in 1836 revealed the following principal land-holdings in Brackley parish:26 

Alfred Hayward (Solicitor) 
W. K. Malins 
J oseph Stranks 
Edward Taylor 
Thomas Wilson 

116 acres 
106 
133 
287 
285 

1 rood 

3 
1 

3 perches 
33 
11 

6 
30 

The farm holdings were not usually coextensive with the tenants' own property after the 1830 
award. Wilson and Stranks each held land from one man, Taylor made up his holdings from five 
separate landlords. Stranks, who held from the late Thomas Arnold, was not an allottee of the 
enclosure. Some evidence of tenancy changes was given in the 1841 and 1851 Census Enumerators' 
Returns, which allowed an approximate location of farmhouses, and in the latter case, evidence of 
farm sizes but not of the land's position in the parish. 

Farm Address 
Market Square 

High Street 

Bridge Street 

Old Town 

Halse 

Hatch 

Staple Gate 

2 6 See note 24. 

Farming 1841-1851. 

1841 
Thomas Pittam 

John Temple 
Edward Taylor 

Thomas Herrieff 
John Bannard 

Edward Bu tterfield 
Isaac Bartlett 
Alfred Hopcraft 
Thomas Bannard 
Thomas Pratt 
J oseph Nichols 
William Barnham 
Stephen Pain 

John Goodman 

1851 
Thomas Pittam 
Thomas Stuckfield 

Edward Taylor 
George Taylor 
Thomas Herrieff 

Elizabeth Beale 
Robert Street 

J oseph Stranks 

Edward Bu tterfield 
Isaac Bartlett 
Alfred Hopcraft 
Thomas Bannard 

J oseph Nichols 
William Barnham 
Stephen Pain 

John Goodman 

1851 holding (acres) 
140 

80 (hotel 
keeper) 

200 
190 
105 

41 
20 (Licensed 

victualler) 
130 (away 

1841) 
350 
300 
920 
274 

262 
30 

100 (Licensed 
victualler) 

120 
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The total acreage recorded in 1851, 3262, was some 1503 less than the parish's total: the residue 
can be explained by the combined acreage of the town area and the bulk of the outlying woodlands 
remaining in the larger landlords ' hands, with only underwood rights being sold as part of the 
management. The 19 occupiers of 1831 had varied only slightly: 15 in 1841 (counting the absent 
Stranks) and 16 in 1851, a figure which was still constant in 1871. With one exception, the forty 
years after enclosure had not led to any farm aggrandisement. That was Arthur Hopcraft, B.J's 
son, whose 310 acreage of 1841 had almost trebled, then shrunk. In addition he had diversified, 
becoming a brewer, wine and spirit merchant, with 700 acres of land ('part own, part rent'), with 
30 men and 8 boys and another 50 men in his High Street brewery.27 

There is some evidence of a general pressure to increase the profitability of the land, 
measured in rents, after the award was made, although there was no record of any change in farm
ing techniques. Rents rose, but not necessarily as a direct result of the enclosure. The accounts of 
the Feoffees of the Brackley Charities reveal the following pattern: 

1792 
1829 
1840 

£44. lls. 6d. 
£157.10s.Od. 
£162. 2s. Od. 

This was for a more or less constant acreage, (about 28 acres). The main increase had occurred in 
1812 after a revaluation which doubled the return.28 There is a gap in the accounts from 1829 to 
1840, but the increase then was not significant. Unfortunately, the Magdalen College archives do 
not allow the fortunes of their directly held estate to be reconstructed. But the rents paid to them 
by the Trustees were recorded for four years: 29 · 

1830 
1837 
1844 
1850 

Net Annual Rent 
£163. 12. 7d. 
£240. 0. 3d. 
£265. 14. 8d. 
£234. 0. Od. 

Whether the enclosure had the same immediate upward effect on the Bridgewater income cannot 
be reconstructed, but returns begin in 1836, when the total rentable land produced £1249.12s.1d. 
a half year. All except £123.1s.7d. of this came from freehold land held since the award. There 
were slight fluctuations thereafter but it remained generally constant until a revision of 1842 raised 
the half-yearly sum to around £17 50. There were greater fluctuations during the next decade when 
the actual receipts were cut on average by about £100 but the expected return remained constant 
until the 'High Farming' boom of the mid-1850s when it was raised to over £1900 a half-year. By 
1870 it had topped £2100.30 What is needed, of course, to make a viable comparison is any account 
of the receipts of the great tithes before the enclosure, but these are not extant. If there was no 
sharp or direct series of annual increases after the accounts began, there was a steady pressure to 
maintain the levels. A few agent's letters survive for the period.31 One, in 1837, showed many of 
the older buildings on the estate in a dilapidated condition. 'In several instances, they are placed 
most inconveniently for the occupation of land occasioning thereby a number of single hovels and 
barns to be scattered over the estate';32 an observation which presumably fostered the eventual 
building of dispersed farmsteads in the 1850s. James Loch, Bridgewater's powerful central agent, 
preferred to replace them with new buildings as they fell out of use and as leases were introduced 
to replace customary, and restrictive, yearly tenancies. 33 The basis of valuing and renting was still 
far from complete; bad harvests and the anti-Corn Law agitations affected his calculations. Loch 
was unsure in 1841 whether or not to introduce a rent system based on the acreage held or on an 
average annual valuation of the sales of grain from a particular holding; the result was not recorded, 
although revision was effected in 1842.34 Nor were all the tenants co-operative. Bannard's farm 

2 7 See Census Enumerators' Returns, P.R.O: 
1861, RG9/921 and 1871 RG10/1467. 

28 N.R.O. BF60 passim. 
29 N.R.O. YZ 5651. 
30 N.R.O. Ellesmere X461. 
3 1 N.R.O. Ellesmere X3695, mise. papers. 

32 !bid, 1 July 1837. 
33 His importance is discussed in David Spring, 

The English Landed Estate in the Nineteenth Century, 
Uohns Hopkins, 1963), pp. 92-5. 

34 N.R.O. Ellesmere X 3695, letter to J. Haynes, 2 
August 1841. See also D. Spring. op. cit., p. 95. 
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was a 'disgrace to the estate' and had to be partly redistributed, although he still held it in 1851. 
His tenacity may have owed something to the fact that he turned the other lessees' cattle off land 
he considered rightly his.3S Hayward, the solicitor, was given notice to quit when he complained 
about the new rents in 1841.36 The correspondence is unfortunately scant but it revealed a combi
nation of economic thrust and a concern to maximise profits with a lingering paternalism which 
operated occasionally to lessen the impact of direct exploitation. But the demands of the new pro
fessional management eventually won out; paternalism would not brook opposition. 

Assessment: The Enclosure and the Town. 
The enclosure of Brackley passed off peaceably, with no evidence of overt trouble. Yet this was 
the year in which widespread depression and discontent amongst impoverished farm labourers 
exploded into the Swing riots. It was no longer a dramatic and instant transformation of a tra
ditional pattern, particularly since the parish was the last to be affected in a wide area. The extent 
to which enclosures 'dissipated the haze which surrounded rural poverty and left it nakedly visible 
as property less labour' is beyond the scope of this study, but some thought should be given to the 
undoubted psychological impact on the local vision of the redrafting or a centuries-old landscape. 
Violence there was at Banbury, Neithrop and King's Sutton, but this was directed against farm 
machinery and undoubtedly hindered its introduction locally for several decades. 37 The parochial 
records and the Assistant Poor Law enquiries of 1833-4 do not allow the quantitative reconstruc
tion of the extent of poverty in Brackley itself. J. J. Richardson, Edwin Chadwick's Assistant 
Commissioner, left an impressionistic evaluation of family allowances of Is. a week for young chil
dren of families on low, but unspecified incomes. The tradesmen were reluctant to pay the rates, 
the money was given. to all and sundry, including prostitutes and the poor were left 'standing idle 
in the streets' or _in the local beershops. 'The charity trustees were positively obliged to borrow 
money to make their usual donations, from the fear of creating a riot in the town if they did not'; 
but this is the impression of a utilitarian reformer, not an adequate assessment of social tension in 
Brackley.38 It seems more likely that the 'closed' pattern of the parish's social hierarchy made for 
a continued deference. In terms of employment, the redistribution may have created farm jobs; 
against the low population increase of the decade 1831-41, there were 187 farm labourers and 1 
shepherd in 1841, as distinct from 149 ten years earlier. The number fell to 173 in 1851 as the 
town's population grew. But, if the lower orders resented the change, they kept quiet. The area 
lost generally by emigration over the mid-century, some of it went overseas.39 No existing study 
has yet shown the loss of quality in working groups of those who left, although Hobsbawm and 
Rude have examined the later careers of those transported from elsewhere after the collapse of the 
Swing Riots. There is a strong case for a detailed study of the incidence of minor crimes against 
property in the area, the rural vandalism which was symptomatic of unease and which was the 
only way in which objection could normally be expressed without repression, where the per
petrators got away with it. Perh~ps the deferent~al tradition was too strong in Brackley. The only 
incidence of a local labour consciOusness came with the suffrage meetings of 18 6 7 and the involve
ment of Thomas Judge, the 'Radical Grocer' of Brackley in the local strikes for increased agricul
tural pay which formed part of the ~bortive 'Revolt of the Field' around 1870.40 What the enclos
ure meant in the overall economic life of the market town cannot be established. Certainly, it had 
little prospect of a glorious future in the mid-1830s: 

'It is surrounded by populous villages and a thriving agricultural district, and ... it has the advan
tage of several large markets and fairs ... at the same time, I should state, that I could perceive no 
circumstances to induce a reasonable expectation -of any rapid increase in the trade or productive 
capacity of Brackley. No extensive manufacturers are carried on there, and there is no peculiar 
facility of access by railway or canal ... [The Railway] is at all events a distant prospect. '41 

35 N.R.O. X 3695, 4 October 1841. 
36 Ibid., 13 October 1841. 

37 E. Hobsbawm and G. Rude, Captain Swing, 
(1969) p. 35 and p. 195, and W. Potts, A History of 
Banbury, (Banbury, 1958), p. 191. 

38 Parliamentary Papers, (1834), Vol. 24, p. 407 A. 
39 34 people left Brackley for Canada, aided by 

the Poor Law Union in 1844: Parliamentary Papers, 
(1848), Vol. XLVII, p. 699. 

40 See Pamela Horn, 'The Evenley Strike in 1867'. 
Northamptonshire Past. and Present,_ Vol. IV, No. 1, 
(1966/7), p. 47. ff, and also J. P.· D. Dimbabin, 'The 
Revolt of the F1eld', Past and Present, No. 24, (1963). 

4 1 Parlt'amentary Papers, (1835), Vol. XXII 
'Report of the Municipal Corporations Commission•' 
Appendix, p. 24. ' 
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The writer was David Jardine, enquiring into local government for the Royal Commission on 
Municipal Corporations in 1834. The town's government remained unreformed until the 1870s. 
When the railways came eventually, the Bletchley to Banbury in 1846 and the Great Central in 
1893, they only reinforced the restricted role of the town in its hinterland. Brackley's end-of
century nickname, 'Sleepy Hollow' had a long established tradition. 

I am greatly indebted for the considerable amount of help and advice I received from the Clerk's 
Department of the Northamptonshire County Council, the Librarian of Magdalen College, Oxford, 
Mr. P. I. King and his staff at the Northamptonshire Record Office, a number of my former 
students in adult education classes in the Brackley area, and to the University of Sussex Arts 
Research Bupport Fund for help in preparing this article. 
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