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MEMORIES OF PITSFORD A HUNDRED YEARS AGO 

T. G. TUCKER 

Introduction by the late Joan Wake* 
All my life I had heard of the clever Pitsford boy, Tom Tucker-whose name was a legend 

in the Wake family. I knew he had emigrated to Australia a.s a young man and I had therefore never 
expected to see him in the flesh-when all of a sudden in the middle of my third war-he turned 
up! This was in 1941. He got into touch with my aunt, Miss Lucy Wake, who had known him as a 
boy, and through her I invited him to come and stay with me for a few days in my little house at 
Cosgrove. He was then a good-looking, white haired old gentleman, of marked refinement, and of 
course highly cultivated, and over eighty years of age. He was very communicative, and I much 
enjoyed his visit. 

Tom's father was coachman, first to my great-great-aunt Louisa, Lady Sitwell, at Hunter-
combe near Maidenhead in Berkshire, and then to her sister, my great-grandmother, Charlotte, 
Lady Wake, at Pitsford. Tom described to me the two days' journey in the furniture van from one 
place to the other-stopping the night at Newport Pagnell, and the struggle of the horses up 
Boughton hill, slippery with ice, as they neared the end of their journey. That must have been in 
1868 or 1869. He was then about eight years of age. 

My great-grandmother took a great interest in him after discovering that he was the 
cleverest boy in the village, and he told me that he owed everything to her. When he was sent to 
Lancaster Grammar School she wrote round to the neighbours, including the Lord Spencer and 
Lord Exeter of the time, asking for financial help to which she no doubt contributed herself. After 
four years at Cambridge Tom was told by the doctors that he had consumpton-now called 
tuberculosis-and I think it was partly for the warmer climate that he emigrated to Australia, 
where he ended up as Professor of Classics and English Literature. 

He did not return to England until shortly before World War II and then found that he 
could not get home. After he left me I wrote and asked him to write his reminiscences of Pitsford 
-which he kindly did in the two following letters,-and the fact that for sixty years there had 
been nothing to blur them in the way of subsequent English memories, makes them, I think 
especially valuable. He died at Sidmouth before the end of the war, well over 80 years of age. 

Joan Wake 

1. 
D~ar Miss Wake, 

I am sorry I can tell you hardly anything about the doings at your father's coming-of-
age.! I was then only about twelve. All I can remember is that the grounds had tents and flags and 
some sort of games for (I presume) the tenants and local people, and that in a large refreshment 
marquee, Charlotte, Lady Wake, made a little speech in which she said that Sir Herewald would, 
she hoped soon be bringing a wife to live among them. I can also remember that, as I went striding 
about am~ng the people on a pair of stilts, they would insist that I was one of the young Wakes 
playing incog. I suppose I must have been wearing my best clothes and using h's. 

Of the Pitsford village life I, can only tell what a boy of eight to ten years of age would be 
likely to know. From twelve to sixteen I was in Northampton at the Grammar School six days in 
the week; from sixteen to nineteen the Lancaster school, except in the holidays; and from nineteen 
to twenty-three I was at Cambridge, with occasional returns to Pitsford in vacation time. Neverthe
less I do recall a good deal of the entourage of seventy years ago. It is mostly trivial, but you wrote 
that even trivialities will be welcome. 

Being a philologist I will begin with a remark or two upon the dialect. I had come at the 
age of eight from Berkshire and I had been accustomed to pronounce Can't and Shan't in the 
normal manner, (cahn't, shahn't) but found at Pitsford one said cayn 't and shayn 't. (But I did not.) 

* Written in 19 71. 
1 The coming-of-age celebrations of Sir Herewald 

Wake at Courteenhall in July 1873. 
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PLATE 1. PITSFORD PARISH CHURCH AS IT WAS ABOUT THE TIME 
TOM TUCKER MOVED TO THE VILLAGE [Northamptonshire Libraries] 

The Danes had had their linguistic effect on Mercian English. The past tense of hit was hot, and I 
know why, but am not writing a philological treatise. There were also peculiar words. Anyone who 
had an odd or uncomfortable feeling from loneliness or the like said that he was unkyd. I now 
recognise in this word the local form corresponding to the Anglo-Saxon uncud, i.e. uncouth, which, 
as you probably know originally meant 'unknown', hence 'strange' or 'odd', and only by develop
ment 'odd in manner'. Another term, used of a restive horse, was Froxy (etymologically it means 
'jumpy'). Only once have I heard it elsewhere. Soon after my arrival in Melbourne I met at lunch
eon an old solicitor who, in talking of his horse, said "It is what we used to call froxy". I asked 
him, "Do you come from Northamptonshire?", and he replied "Yes, from country near Market 
Harborough". When horse-chestnuts were ripe, a boy would pick out a good specimen, bore a hole 
through it, hang it on a string, and then battle with another boy similarly provided. They swung 
the chestnuts against each other until one was smashed. This game was called konkers, and I used 
to imagine it meant 'conquerors'. But in reality Konker is Norse for a 'ball' and it was the chest
nuts themselves that were the konkers. 

A peculiar idiom was used by a boy who knew of the whereabouts of a bird's nest. He 
would say "I know to a nest" (or a "neezan"), as one might say that he was 'privy to' it. One word 
has always puzzled me. In a widening of the road just outside the gate of Pitsford House there 
stood a decrepit old tree round which children used to play. Everybody called it the wirlie tree (I 
am spelling it as best I can). No one knew what the word meant, and I cannot think of any sol
ution. Possibly the tree had once been the centre of some ceremony (dancing round). The pronun
ciation is doubtless a corruption of something less cryptic, such as might be expected from people 
to whom Holcott had become Ukkot. 

Pitsford village must once have consisted of what is now only its nucleus. You can walk 
or ride round this part which is approximately circular. It was known as the town (one used to say, 
"I will race you round the town"). This of course, is the tun. i.e. fenced inclosure. Presumably it 
was once surrounded by a wall, earthwork, or palisade, whether as the primitive village, or, more 
probably, the original farm-settlement. When I went to North Lancashire and Westmoreland I 
found that a farm homestead was called 'town' even if there was no other house anywhere near.! 
More Norse influence with the Danelagh. 

Of occasions and ceremonies there is not much to tell. On Valentine's Day every ado-

1 A farm-yard in East Cornwall was known in the 
early years of this century, as the town-place. J.W. 
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PLATE 2. PITSFORD HOUSE ABOUT 1900. 

lescent, and many adults, must expect to receive a vaientine, sometimes a well-meaning but mawk
ish missive with lacy paper, scented if possible, but quite as often a spiteful anonymous communi
cation with an abusive picture and a scurrilous caption. On "Oak-Apple Day" you must wear a 
sprig of oak (with an oak-apple if you could get one}, or else must suffer pinches from the more 
loyal.2 On "Guy Fawkes Day" every boy who could obtain a mask wore one, squibs and crackers 
were exploded in the streets, and somewhere outside the village a bonfire was built, surmounted 
wherever possible by a tar-barrel. On May day the school children went singing carols (and collect
ing coins} all round the pari~h. The girls c~ried a con~raption of two crossed hoops, forming a 
roundabout frame wreathed With flowers, whlle the boys mdependently formed another procession, 
one of them walking and dancing in a wicker frame covered with leaves. He was called "Jack in the 
Green". After their return they all had a sumptuous tea out of the proceeds. [I remember one of 
your uncles or cousins-then a boy-carrying round huge jugs of tea and cruelly asking if anyone 
wanted "any more slops". He told me one boy drank nine cups-a Dr. Johnson in posse.] I do not 
remember what carols they sang, except that one of them began with-

"The gorse is yaller on the 'eath, 
The fields with flowers are gay" 

There was as yet nothing moribund about any of these occasions: and no wonder, for the young
sters had very few amusements. Pitsford and no Common or other free ground for play-no room 
except the village streets. There were no athletic sports, no cricket team; football was unheard-of. 
The boys played marbles and 'duck-stone', and tip-cat in the road-and, so far as I know, were 
contented and happy. 

I never heard of any local ghost, nor do I remember any particular superstition, except 
that injury to a robin redbreast or its nest meant grievous harm to the guilty one. This absence of 
superstitions was. I fancy, due to there being practically no .Celtic strain in those parts. 

When I was about ten years of age the pay of agrtculturallabourers was twelve shillings a 
week, but soon afterwards was raised to fifteen through the agitation started by Joseph Arch. I am 
sure of the figures because my father had occasionally to engage workers for Mr. Drury Wake. So 
much for feeding and clothing and housing a family! At harvest time a gang of Irish reapers would 

2 This was also the custom in the town of North
ampton down to the middle of the 19th century and 
later.J. W. 
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come over and clashes some-times occurred, the Irish being accused of using their sickles in the 
combat. The women and children gleaned behind the harvest carts, and any farmer who raked too 
closely was detested as a curmudgeon. 

The local church. It was tightly shut all the week, and deadly dull on Sunday. More people 
went to the small Baptist Chapel or to the still smaller Wesleyan (whose illiterate men preached 
and prayed with some fervour). Only once did I see the parish church filled. This was when Arch
bishop Tait came to visit his sister (Lady Wake) and it got noised abroad that he intended to preach 
on Sunday evening. People came crowding in from all the neighbourhood, and those who could 
not get inside thronged the windows. I am afraid they expected a superlative exhibition of pulpit 
oratory, which, of course, they did not get. But they saw the great man, recognised his dignity, 
and heard some good sense. 

Morally, I suppose, the village was on a par with all the others. The tone was far from 
high. You have doubtless heard of "tin-kettling" .1 I heard it once, and do not wish to hear it again. 
The greatest disgrace a young man could incur was by "goin' for a sojer" i.e. enlisting. It implied 
an attempt to escape the consequences of some bad conduct or other. I recall two cases, in both of 
which the mothers wept like Rachel and the neighbours shook their heads. 

Schooling was twopence a week (for infants, I believe a penny). The school was "Church 
of England", but, since it was regularly visited by an inspector I suppose there was a Government 
subsidy. At the top there was a scholarship of £10. I am bound to say that, at least at Pitsford, the 
primary education was quite good, so far as it went. Such subjects as arithmetic and geography 
were far better taught than at secondary schools. There was some history, a little elementary 
science, and a good deal of Bible. Sixty years later I revisited the school and found that neither 
outside nor inside had it improved one jot, and it was far less tidily kept. 

And here I must pay a tribute to the Church of England. That body had established what 
was called a "Prize Scheme". Every year the C. of E. schools in the shire were invited to send 
selected pupils to an examination in Northampton and other centres to compete for prizes in a 
class list. There were three stages: 3rd class at nine to ten years, 2nd at ten to eleven, 1st at eleven to 
thirteen. I owe my own start to that scheme. I was fortunate enough to head the list at each stage. 
This brought me into notice, and I was sent to the Grammar school: having exhausted that school 
at 16, I was passed on with a subscription scholarship to a good classical school at Lancaster, and 
thence worked my way with a collection of scholarships through Cambridge. I owed much to Lady 
Wake, who pulled various strings during the early part of that career. 

2. 

A few more notes on Pitsford life 70 years ago. 

I might have mentioned in my previous letter that what particularly strikes me now is the 
isolation and intense parochialism of a village in, say, the year 1868 or thereabouts. Anyone even 
from Boughton or Moulton was, at leas~ to boys, a foreigner at Pitsford, unless he came to school 
there (as one or two Boughton boys d1d) and so became familiar. Such a foreigner coming per
chance on an errand, was likely to be greeted with uncomplimentary remarks. There were no buses 
running in those days; even to Northampton there was only a cramped old carrier's van once a 
week, I think, but only a comparative plutocrat could use it (4d return). 

For supplies the village shops generally sufficed, but there was no vendor of newspapers 
or books. Fish was obtained only occasionally, when a man came pushing a coster's barrow loaded 
with sprats, herrings, and (rarely) mackerel. A travelling tinker sometimes mended pots and pans, 
and a knife-grinder sharpened scissors for people who brought them out to him. I do not remember 
any gipsy caravans. The locality had no attractions for the Romanys. There were no woodlands for 
him to camp on or poach in. Now and then a crier would appear, ring a bell, and shout the old 
Norman "Oyez" (with the old Norman pronunciation "0 Yes" "0 Yes", to which the rustics 
invariably replied "0 No".) 

Water, so far as I remember, was supplied from more or less communal pumps or wells, 
but I was too young to do more than take it for granted that there was water. There was a good 
baker, who on Saturdays (or occasions) would bake the cakes which people brought to him in tins. 
He made excellent 'hot cross buns' for Good Friday. 

You will see that I am gradually recalling things which I had long forgotten, but I am 
afraid I am recalling them somewhat vaguely. 

1 This was 'rough music'. In cases of 'carryings-on' 
between a married man and somebody else's wife the 
guilty parties were serenaded at night by a crowd of 
indignant villagers banging and beating old tin pots 
and cans.J. W. 

T. G. TUCKER 
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In common with many other organisations in 1977 the Northamptonshire Record Office staged an 
exhibition to commemorate the Queen's Silver Jubilee. This account of the principal sources used, 
and of some of the outstanding items, may be of interest to those who did not see the exhibition, 
and perhaps refresh the memories of those who did. 

At Delapre Abbey the main exhibition was set up in February. In it documentary sources 
were supplemented by souvenirs of past jubilees, including an egg cup, a cup and saucer, as well as 
the more conventional mugs loaned by members of staff. A secondary exhibition consisting of 
photostats of the most significant items, suitably mounted, has been on display in various parts of 
the county since May. 

Although the main theme of the exhibition at Delapre Abbey was 'Past Jubilees' a certain 
amount of material was included on other great festive occasions when the country as a whole 
celebrated with the ritual processions, sports and communal meals which play such a part in all 
Jubilee celebrations. These other occasions were primarily Coronations but the ending of wars has 
understandably been marked with similar rejoicing. 

The sources used fell into three broad categories: papers relating to the actual organisation 
of Jubilee celebrations, contemporary comment meant to be read by the public at large, and 
private impressions recorded in diaries, and letters. 

Among the papers relating to the organisation of Jubilee celebrations there are a number 
of different types. Among ecclesiastical parish records for example may be found the Special 
Order of Service, "appointed to be read in all Churches and Chapels in England and Wales and in 
the Town of Berwick on Tweed". The Churchwardens' Account Book may record payments made 
for festive bell ringing. The accounts of the Churchwardens of St. Giles, Northampton, for 1809 
for example show payments for ringing the bells that year not only for Guy Fawkes and Christmas 
but also for King George Ill's Jubilee and the victory of Talavera. The contemporary rector of 
Harrington, Rev. W. Wilson recorded the way his parishioners celebrated George Ill's Jubilee in his 
parish register. At the end of the day he was dehghted to comment "and to their infinite credit, 
not one of the whole Party though confessing they were all satisfied was the least intoxicated or 
approaching to it". 

Civil parish records often throw light on the organisation of Jubilee festivities. In those of 
Aston-le-Walls for example the original receipted bills for the 1887 celebrations survive. They 
include not only the bills for the bread, butter, tea and milk, but also for beer, tobacco, the band, 
cricket bats, skipping-ropes and shuttlecocks. Towcester Parish Council kept a separate minute 
book recording the activities of the Committee which had to cope with the problems which always 
occur when such celebrations are organised, such as who is going to lead the Procession? Telegrams 
of loyal greetings are a feature of Jubilees and in the Earls Barton Parish Council papers the tele
gram of thanks from Buckingham Palace for such a message at the time of George V's Silver Jubilee 
in 1935 is preserved. At the same time Boughton Parish Council were requesting permission of the 
County Council to put streamers across the streets "from the tower of the Church to a building 
opposite and another across the Highway near the Police Constable's House". The Council agreed, 
but only on condition that the streamers w;re 23 feet above ground and that they were to be 
removed as soon as possible after the CelebratiOns. 

Several surviving Jubilee programmes were among the exhibits at Delapre, the most out
standing of which were those once ~ the possession of Horatia Stopford, sister of the Rev. Fred
erick Manners Stopford, Rector of T1chmarsh. The grand-daughter of the 3rd Earl of Courtown 
she was Maid of Honour to Queen Victoria from 1857 to 1877, and one of the Bedchambe; 
Women in Ordinary from 1877 until the Queen's death in 1901. The volumes for the Golden and 
the Diamond Jubilees are bound in grey and have the royal monogram in gold on the cover. They 
contain the order of processions, list of guests, plans of seating as well as a list of the presents 
made to the Queen by, amongst others, the Dowager Empress of China. 

Contemporary comment is provided from the newspapers of the time. These too. reflect 
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PLATE 1. HYMN AND TUNES SHEET FOR THE MASS MEETING OF NORTHAMPTON CHILDREN TO 
CELEBRATE QUEEN VICTORIA'S DIAMOND JUBILEE AT THE RACECOURSE, 22nd June 1897. 

the growth of the Jubilee as a general public festival. The Northampton Mercury of 15 June 1752 
reveals that the Anniversary of the King's Accession was greeted with bell ringing "as usual" in 
Northampton, while in London a great Court was held. Each anniversary of the King's Accession 
was celebrated in the 18th century and so jubilees in the modern sense did not exist. In 1809, 
however, the Jubilee of George II's grandson was, and so is the first modern Jubilee. The Times 
claims to have used the word in its present context during that year, and certainly the original Old 
Testament meaning has now passed out of use. The Northampton Mercury for October 1809 
records not only the celebrations in Northampton but also in the other towns and some of the vil
lages of the county. At Kettering for example nearly £300 was collected, part of which was 
expended in giving meat and bread "to all the poor and working people of the town (upwards of 
200) with a small sum of money to each family". By the time of Queen Victoria's Golden Jubilee 
the Northampton Herald needed a Supplement to record the local activities in a fitting manner. It 
is fr<;>m the detailed account of local celebrations that appeared in the paper that we can know the 
p;eCis~ detail~ of the ox-roasting which took place in Wellingborough in 1897, the only original 
visual ImpressiOn of a Jubilee which we had in the exhibition (see the cover of this issue}. 

There may be a shortage of pictorial material in the Record Office to show what a 
Victorian Jubilee looked like, but there is certainly no shortage of words. Irl addition to the news
papers already mentioned some villages such as Yelvertoft and Newnham published accounts of 
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PLATE 2. INVITATION CARD FOR THE JUBILEE FETE AT STOKE BRUERNE PARK, 24th June 1897. 

their celebrations-who was on the organising Committee, what sports took place, and of course 
what the refreshments consisted of. It is however the view of the organiser which is recorded. One 
would have liked to have heard the comments of the invalids of Y elvertoft who were to be fed and 
it was later discovered that "the baskets were mislaid in the School Room, and not discovered 
until the dinner and tea were over". 

For the personal impression of Queen Victoria's Jubilees, the Record Office is fortunate 
in having on deposit the Diaries of Lady Knightley. She was in London for both Jubilees and 
describes the sights arid ceremonies in great detail. In1887 she was "touched to see, even in St. 
Giles's heaps of little flags and decorations on some of the poorest houses". She was not so 
impressed by the official sights in 1897 when whe wrote "The Carysforts took me home to lunch
eon so I saw all the decorations-but I confess our genius does not lie in that direction". 

If Lady Knightley is our local correspondent on the London celebrations surely no better 
tribute to local celebrations can exist than in "Village Memories". These are accounts of village life 
collected in the late 1950s and are the reminiscences of men and women then in their late sixties 
and over. From this patchwork of memories-of the singers on the battlements of Kislingbury 
church, the bands and processions at Eye and Spratton, and the teas and sports that were so wide
spread throughout the county-one has a vivid picture of those times of rejoicing. Of course mem
ories change with the passage of time blurring them into a roseate picture, so should we not now in 
this year of the Queen's Jubilee put down on paper for our descendants our impressions of this 
year while it is still fresh in our minds? 
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In Jubilee year old photographs are being broug~lt out from family albums, attics and 
drawers, dusted, looked at and their subjects compared with present-day life. Apart from the 
nostalgia they engender, these illustrations are an uncompromising means of linking with the past. 
Our ancestors stare back at us unblinking, trapped by the camera's shutter as they went about 
their daily work, or were involved in the rituals of marriage, merrymaking or religion. They stand 
or sit set against a background of buildings now destroyed and a countryside now despoiled, and 
the viewer is able to recreate in his mind's eye the visual environment of the Victorian age. Ron 
Greenall has carefully chosen his recent collection of photographs to evoke the different aspects of 
life as it was lived in late nineteenth century and early twentieth century Northamptonshire. The 
landowning classes, still dominating social life in the middle of Victoria's reign, are seen in their 
setting of big houses, parks and estates. Sir Henry Dryden, foremost antiquary of his day, whose 
manuscript collections are among the most valuable but least studied in the Central Library, 
Northampton, leans pensively under a tree with his wife and daughter. The Marchioness of North
ampton sits in stiff and solitary splendour at Castle Ash by. These are social documents, reminding 
us of the superabundance of domestic servants 100 years ago; the sixteen menials of the Rev. E. T. 
Sylvester, Rector of Deene, pose in hierarchical order, chivalry insisting that the ladies be seated. 
This love of order, of everyone in his/her place was ritually emphasized by the ubiquity of uni
forms; no wranglers or scruffy denims here, every postman, village bandsman, Odd Fellow, Gurkha 
soldier (a number of whom surprisingly took part at the Courteenhall Jubilee celebration in 1897} 
is scrupulously turned out in a stiff and, one feels, overheating uniform. Even working men have 
what amounts to a uniform of flat caps, collarless shirt, hitched up trousers and hobnailed boots. 
A splendid double-page spread entitled 'The break in hay making at Long Buckby about 1912' 
illustrates the superb quality of these early photographers; it also evokes the vanished agrarian 
landscape with its labour-intensive bursts of activity at hay making and harvest. It also reminds us 
that farming was the principal occupation of Northamptonshire people until the 1880s when it 
was overtaken by the footwear industry. The shoe m~n who took over produced the patriarchal 
bearded figures of Manfield (Northampton) and Bryan (Kettering} who stare confidently out at us. 
I found particularly moving the picture of the unknown lace maker (97}, an old lady seated intent 
on her lovely self-appointed task, and especially haunting for me was the figure of the solitary 
hedger (14) · with his bill hook and sacking apron, gazing unsmiling as he paused reluctantly at his 
work when the photographer passed by. 

This collection is printed on good quality shiny paper, ideal for its task of clear repro
duction, is well and strongly bound and, despite its lack of index, it is excellent value for money. 
Mr. Greenall has written a skilful but unobtrusive commentary which enables the pictures to speak 
largely for themselves. The book deserves to be in every Northamptonshire home which values the 
past. 

JOHN STEANE 
Oxfordshire County Museum 

A REGIONAL HISTORY OF THE RAILWAYS OF GREAT BRITAIN. Vol. 9. The East Midlands 

by ROBIN LELEUX 

(David & Charles, 1976, 240 pp. Illustrated. Maps. £4.50} 

The purpose of this series is to treat the history of British railways on a regional basis, a 
task which railway historians have hitherto tended to overlook. Mr Leleux's region, the East Mid
lands, stretches from the Peak District of Derbyshire eastwards to the Lincolnshire coast and 
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southwards to Northamptonshire and, for the main lines, the outer London suburbs. In accordance 
with publisher's policy, he includes the social and economic impact of the railways on local com
munities, as well as the more conventional aspects of railway history. The story, which begins with 
plate-tramways such as the line built over Blisworth Hill in 1800, is brought down to the 1970s; 
for example, we are told why Northampton, a town of about 140,000 inhabitants, cannot be given 
an Inter-City service but must content itself with semi-fast commuter-type trains running to and 
from London and Birmingham (p. 58). 

Mr Leleux writes clearly and concisely and has consulted a wide range of primary and 
secondary sources. He deals with Northamptonshire in three chapters: the first devoted to the 
main lines crossing the county, together with branch lines in the south-west; the second carrying 
the self-explanatory title, "Northampton- the Town that Missed the Line"; and the third describ
in~ secondary lines in the Wellingborough-Kettering area, including ironstone railways. The com
plicated story of the extension of a main line from Leicester to Kettering, Wellingborough and 
beyond is particularly well told. At the same time Mr Leleux has a good eye for the engaging anec
dote: One example will suffice. A locomotive at Cogenhoe ironstone mines was named Alathea 
Chozce, after a local lady who was having a love affair with its driver, her social inferior (p. 75). 
One wonders what the local Mrs Grundies had to say about this daring nomenclature. 

A few slips were noticed. It is an exaggeration to claim that the development of ironstone 
mining in the 1860s rescued Kettering "from decline" and turned Wellingborough from an "ordi
nary village" into an "important town" (p. 61). Kettering's recovery was based on the local 
renaissance of shoe manufacturing, while Wellingborough, a major centre of that industry since the 
1770s, numbered 6,382 inhabitants in 1861. Six persons, not twelve, lost their lives in the Welling
borough train disaster in 1898 (p. 73). The capital required to build the Midland Counties Railway 
was put at £600,000, not £125,000, in the prospectus issued in November 1833 (p. 89). North
ampton, unlike Leicester and Nottingham, did not grow "steadily" throughout the eighteenth 
century (p. 114); for much of the time the population stuck at 5,000-6,000 inhabitants, and sus
tained growth began only in the 1790s. There is also a surprising omission from the bibliography: 
C. R. Clinker's Railways of Northamptonshire, 1800-1960 (1960), a far more reliable guide than 
C. A. Markham's Iron Roads of Northamptonshire (1904), which is mentioned. 

On the contentious question of Northampton's relationship in 1830-31 with the London 
& Birmingham Railway company, Mr Leleux follows Dr Joan Wake in placing the unreformed 
corporation, "a self-perpetuating body of Anglican Tories", in opposition to "commercial feeling", 
presumably nonconformist and supporting Reform (p. 47). This explanation runs right off the 
rails! Had the corporation given approval to the L.&B.R. crossing Corporation Farm, Bugbrooke, it 
would have cut the ground from under the negotiating committee which was trying to persuade 
the company to re-route the line nearer to Northampton. In any case this committee, elected 
unanimously at a public meeting in the Northampton Guildhall, comprised six Tories and only five 
Reformers (1831 & 1832 pollbooks), three of the Tories and one of the Reformers being members 
of the Corporation. 

However, these are minor blemishes, and detract only slightly from Mr Leleux's achieve
ment. He has filled an obvious gap in the historiography of Northamptonshire, and his narrative is 
unlikely to be quickly superseded, either for the county or for the wider area of the East Midlands. 

VICTOR A. HATLEY 

THE MACKENZIES CALLED COMPTON 

by LOU WARWICK 

(Blackburn Times Press £5.) 

NORTHAMPTON REPERTORY THEATRE 

by ERNEST REYNOLDS 

(The Guildhall Press 50p.) 

~ou Warwick's latest volume in his Northampton Theatre History series is entitled The 
MacKenzzes Called Compton and is aptly subtitled "The Story of the Compton Comedy Company 
Inco!Porated in the History of Northampton Theatre Royal and Opera House 1884-1927". His 
prevwu~ volumes have prepared readers for Mr. Warwick's style of digressing from the main subject 
matter m order to pursue some related theme in an "Interlude", but in this volume the "Inter-
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ludes" have got the upper hand and less than half of the book is taken up with the history of the 
Theatre Royal. 

Edward Compton (he dropped MacKenzie in deference to family hostility to the theatre 
as a profession), the founder of the Compton Comedy Company, played Malvolio in the production 
of Twelfth Night which opened the Theatre Royal in May 1884, and in 1903 he actually bought 
the Theatre Royal (with Milton Bode) and ran it as part of his theatrical empire for fifteen years. 
However Mr. Warwick's interest is not confined to Compton's involvement with Northampton, but 
follows his fortunes up and down the land from Brixton to Birmingham and from Dublin to Drury 
Lane, as his company took its place in the nationwide theatrical shuffle which occupied the rail
roads of the nation on those late-Victorian and Edwardian Sabbaths. Mr. Warwick time-tables 
these activities meticulously and is even more diligent in locating Compton's descendents, not only 
Fay and Compton MacKenzie, but later generations of which the most distinguished theatrically is 
Alan Howard, who has latterly scored a great success in Wild Oats, one of his great-grandfather's 
stock pieces. Indeed so successful has Mr. Warwick been in tracking down the widespread branches 
of the Compton family that one would have welcomed the provision of a diagrammatic family
tree. As for Edward Compton Actor, he was, as Mr. Warwick implies, no David Garrick, but he 
must have been a gifted and accomplished performer of comedy. In view of which, it is regrettable 
that no real attempt has been made in the book to assess Compton as an actor, through an examin
ation of his achievement in some of his more successful roles. 

For the rest of the book-the history of the Theatre Royal between 1884 and 1927-Mr. 
Warwick is inevitably restricted by the source material available. He gives a clear account of the 
way in which John Campbell Franklin came to build his theatre, employing as its architect C.]. 
Phipps who had designed several London theatres, and of the fire which devastated the theatre in 
February 1887. Thereafter the Theatre Royal had to vie with rival attractions, including the build
ing of the New Theatre and the advent of films and radio, but the danger with this form of theatre 
history (the history of a building, as opposed to that of an actor or a company) is that it can easily 
become a list of meaningless play-titles and long-forgotten names. Mr. Warwick counters this 
danger with a jounalist's flair for the personal story, one such being about an unfortunate actress 
Dot Stephens who fell out of a railway carriage "en route from Wolverhampton to Glasgow ... 
and a passing train took off both her feet", though seeing her on stage, he declares "you would 
scarcely have imagined that she had two artificial feet". These anecdotes do much to enliven the 
historical account, but do no disguise the general lack of hard facts about the Theatre Royal's run
ning and finances, to which there is one major exception-the accounts ledger for 1920-23. This 
volume has survived an eventful career as a stage prop to impart its valuable contents to the 
researcher of today, who can glean from it nightly figures not only for the box-offices, but for the 
bar as well. As Mr. Warwick says, the discovery of the ledger is "a great find", one which seems 
worthy of more attention and analysis than it receives. After all it does provide an opportunity to 
reconstruct the Theatre's budget and, even more importantly, to gauge the theatre-going tastes of 
Northampton during that period. For instance a faitly frequent visitor was the Birmingham Reper
tory Company, the prototype for the Company which was to be established in Northampton a few 
years later, and one wonders whether the reception accorded to Sir Barry Jackson's pioneers gave 
encouragement to the founders of the Northampton Repertory Theatre. On the evidence cited it 
seems unlikely that it did, but nevertheless the Northampton enthusiasts went ahead with a venture 
which falls outside the perimeter of Mr. Warwick's book, and has been covered by Aubrey Dyas in 
Adventure in Repertory. However, the constant factor is Phipps' beautiful Victorian theatre, in 
defence of which Mr. Warwick's readers will surely join him if the philistine suggestion, made in 
February 19 7 6, to demolish it, is ever revived. 

With Mr. Warwick's energy and enthusiasm Northampton has no excuse for forgetting 
its theatrical heritage, and if further reminder is required it is handsomely provided by Ernest 
Reynolds in his booklet Northampton Repertory Theatre. Dr. Reynolds was a pioneer of the study 
of Victorian drama and theatre and his Early Victorian Drama 1830-1870, first published in 1936, 
is now a standard work. His beautifully illustrated booklet gives a succinct account of the building 
of the Theatre Royal; the achievement of C. J. Phipps as a theatre architect; and the Theatre 
Royal's main architectural and decorative characteristics, which help to make it "one of the loveli
est small theatres in England and an important part of Northampton's nineteenth century architec
tural heritage". 

RICHARD FOULKES 
Department of Adult Education 

University of Leicester 
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SHORTER NOTICES OF PUBLICATIONS RECEIVED 

Carr's Dictionary of English Queens, Kings' Wives, Celebrated Paramours, Handfast Spouses, and 
Royal Changelings. 

Carr's Dictionary of extra-ordinary English Cricketers 
Two more works of 'near-fiction' from the idiosyncratic J. L. Carr of Kettering, disenchanted ex
teacher, now 'doing his own thing' as writer and freelance publisher. They are handsomely pro
duced, mordantly funny, and apparently inflation-proof at 20p. each. The Dictionary of English 
Queens is dedicated to 'the beautiful Frideswide (c. 735), that young lady, wise beypnd her years, 
who anticipating marriage to a savage bore, similar to many littering these 16 pages, refused queen
ship, preferring a life of contemplative virginity in a pigsty at Binsey Abbey', and is this Jubilee 
year's most unusual offering in books on Royalty. 

Cricket lover as well as feminist, Mr. Carr has mined the rich seams of eighteenth and 
nineteenth century eccentricity for some of his entries in the second of these works. This reviewer's 
favourite is 'The Revd. Lord Frederick Beauclerk, DD, Vicar of St. Albans, c. 1820, great-grandson 
of King Charles II and Nell Gwynne and known in the Soho district as Fred Diamond Eye. This 
choleric man took his stand at the wicket wearing a scarlet sash and a white beaver and demon
strated his contempt for some bowlers by suspending a valuable gold watch from his middle stump. 
He is said to have been an unutterably dull preacher'. 

Both booklets would be perfect Christmas stocking-fillers for someone you would like to 
cheer up. Available at all good bookshops, or, in an emergency, from the author at 27 Mill Dale 
Avenue, Kettering. 

Royal Arms in the Churches of Northamptonshire and Rutland by Rosemary Pardoe. 
A duplicated booklet (price 30p including postage. With card covers 36p.), available from the 
author at 24 Othello Close, Hartfordf Huntingdon, PE18 7SU. A check list of Royal Arms in 
churches with very brief and basic notes on each. 

A History of Hinton Methodist Church 1820-1977 by J. W. Anscombe. 
A duplicated booklet (8 pages) available at 35p. post free from the author at 18 Nelson Avenue, 
Woodford Halse, Daventry, Northants, Nll 6QW. 

The Parish Register of Spratton, Northamptonshire. A Report of the earliest volume (1538 to 
1653}. by John Goff, Holm Oak, Spratton, Northants. 
A transcription of the register, with a detailed Introduction by Mr. Goff in which he perhaps tries 
to squeeze too much out of the material. He writes 'I fear that distribution of my report in full 
must be limited-mainly to record repositories, as at Delapre. But rather more copies have been 
made of Part I, ... since this in itself is cohesive and may interest the casual reader'. 

R. L. GREENALL 

* * * * * * * * * * 



The Home of 
Scott Bader 
Wollaston Hall is the old 
setting of one of Northamp
tonshire's most lively young 
industries. Polyester resins, 
polymer emulsions and PVC 
plasticisers are made in these 
beautiful grounds. A common
ownership company welding 
past and present in the service 
of the future. 

SCOTT BADER 
Wollaston Wellingborough 
Northamptonshire NN9 7RL 

TIMSONS LIMITED 
1896-1976 

have been putting Northamptonshire before the World 
by supplying 

ROTARY PRINTING MACHINES 
made in Kettering 

to 

OVER SIXTY 

COUNTRIES 

TIMSONS LIMITED, KETTERING AND LONDON 



.co~by~ 
Birmingham J 

If you're looking for an ideal area 
in which to re-locate or expand your 
business, take a look at Corby. 

We're close to the industrial 
centre of Britain. 

We're within easy reach of the 
East Coast ports, London and 
Birmingham. 

The town is conveniently situated 
between major road and rail systems. 

We've well sited and fully 
equipped factories ready for 
immediate occupation at keenly 
competitive rents. 

Or we'll work with you through 
our''design and build "service. 

There's both skilled and unski lled 
labour available. 

Felixstowe -
London 

e 

What's more, Corby is a mature 
as well as a modern town . So housing, 
schools, shops, public services and 
leisure activities are all established. 

And of course we've the 
experience and ability to offer a great 
deal of help and advice. 

So why not write for further 
information to K. R. C.Jenkin, F.R.I.C.S ., 
Chief Estates Officer, Corby 
Development Corporation, 9 Queen's 
Square, Corby, Northants. NN171PA. 
Phone : Corby (05366) 3535. 

Whichever way ~ 
you look at it, we're well 
placed to help you. 
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