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NOTES AND NEWS 

It is a pleasure to record, in this thirty-first 
issue of Northamptonshire Past and Present, 
that at the Annual General Meeting on June 3rd 
1978 Sir Hereward Wake, Bart., M.C., was 
elected President, the fifth to hold that office 
in the 58 years of the Society's existence. Well 
known for the part he plays in the life of the 
County he is a nephew of the Society's founder, 
Miss J oan Wake. We wish him every success 
in his appointment, which he declared he 
accepted with enthusiasm. 

The sale of books on Northamptonshire 
surplus to Library requirements arranged for 
members in October 1977 aroused great interest, 
so much so that queues of eager buyers formed 
outside Delapre Abbey before opening time. 
The amount raised (£1,400) proved that the 
effort was worthwhile, though sadly some late
comers had to go away disappointed as they 
had been forestalled by others. 

1978 has seen the Centenary celebrations of 
Northampton High School, and the publication 
of 'The First Hundred Years', reviewed on 
another page, to mark that event. The Record 
Society has a particularly close link with this 
school, as it is now a time-honoured custom 
for a group of girls to come to Delapre Abbey 
as volunteers to help pack and dispatch mem
bers' copies of this journal. We are greatly 
indebted to the school for this help-long may 
it continue, and may the school continue to 
flourish over the next 100 years! 

The Annual General Meeting was rather 
poorly attended (perhaps because it was one of 
the few really hot days of the year), but those 
present greatly enjoyed the excellent lecture 
on Charles Bradlaugh and Freethought given 
by Dr. Edward Royle, of the University of 
York, who has specialised on the subject of 
19th Century freethinkers. 

For the autumn of 19 7 8, after this has gone 
to press, members are looking forward to 
hearing a lecture by Professor Christopher 
Brooke, formerly of Westfield College, London, 
and now at the Faculty of History at Cambridge. 
He is to speak on Saints, Relics and Dedications 
in Northamptonshire, which should be of great 
local interest. It has been possible to arrange 
for this lecture to be given in the Tithe Barn 
at Wellingborough, now restored and converted 
into a very pleasant hall for meetings and other 
functions. Some members will recall that this 
Society assisted in the 1960's in raising funds 

for the restoration of this fine old building, 
which once belonged to the Abbey of Croyfand. 
It is consequently particularly appropriate to 
be able to hold a meeting in it. 

We are happy to report that work on the 
restoration of the Queen Eleanor Cross on the 
main road near Delapre Abbey has been com
pleted, some of the cost having been met by the 
Depcrtment of the Environment, though the 
actual work was done by a local stonemason. 

There is also good news about Canons Ashby 
church, on the road between Northampton and 
Banbury. It was originally part of an Augustinian 
Priory, with a beautiful 13th century west front, 
but had fallen into a very bad state of repair. 
Now the Department of the Environment has 
assumed responsibility for restoration work on 
it, and the task has already been tackled. 

Increasing numbers of students and pressure 
of work in the Record Office at Delapre Abbey 
has necessitated some rearrangements, and 
visitors will find that the Exhibition Room 
(known as the "Shilloon", or Saloon in 18th 
century plans of the house) has now been 
renamed the "Index Room", and houses 
indexes and technical equipment used by 
researchers, thus freeing more space in the 
Research Room itself. The Record Society 
Library, which is reached via the Index Room, 
remains reserved for use by Society members, 
who are reminded that books may be borrowed 
from it for reasonable periods. 

Before this journal is printed Vol. XXVIII 
in the main series of volumes-The Cartularies 
and Registers of Peterborou.(fh Abbey, by 
Janet Martin-will have been dispatched to 
members who subscribed for 1975. We hope 
that Vol. XXIX-The Correspondence of 
Philip Doddridge, edited by Dr. Geoffrey 
Nuttall-which is a joint publication with the 
Historic Manuscripts Commission, will follow 
in the Spring of 1979. Meanwhile Vol. V of this 
journal is ready in bound edition, details of 
which can be found on the inside cover of this 
issue. 

In our last number we attributed the author
ship of the article on Chester-on-the-Water 
solely to A. E. Bro~n. In fact the piece was 
written jointly with C. C. Taylor and we apolo
gise for this oversight to Mr. Taylor. 



Weatherby Fine Binding 
For over 150 years our bindery at Weatherby Woolnough has been producing 
top quality work. A section of the bindery is now fully taken up with the 
production of limited editions and presentation bindings. 
We have always known that our leather bindings are among the finest 
obtainable in this country. 
Our customers have long known our work to be reliable and competitively 
priced. 
But let the high standards of materials and craftsmanship speak for themselves: 
let us show you examples of award-winning bindings produced by our 
craftsmen. 
If you would like to know more about Weather by Fine Bindings, do contact 
Derek Alien or Brian Settle. 

Gn~nv ~~~~~i~~BY WOOLNOUGH 
Sanders Road, Wellingborough, Northants NN8 4BX 
Tel: Wellingborough 76241 Telegrams ODECS Telex 311582 

I• 

Some of the Trades and Trader Members of 

THE NORTHAMPTON CHAMBER OF TRADE 

BOOKSELLERS & STATIONERS 
W. Mark & Co. 

'Phone 

(Established 1745) - - 27 The Drapery - 39400 

BUILDING SOCIETIES 
Anglia, Hastings 

and Thanet - - - - Moulton Park- - 495353 

CONFECTIONERS 
J. Lawrence & Co. 35 St. Gi/es Street 37939 
DEPARTMENTAL STORES 
South Midlands Co-operative 

Society Ltd. - - - - 64 Abington Street 34866 

FABRICS 
Phillip's Fabrics 

Curtain Fabrics - - 20-22 Abington Sq. {37446 
Dress Fabrics - - 27 York Road- J7 

FIREPLACE SHOWROOMS AND 
TILE CENTRE 

A. Bell & Co. Ltd. Kingsthorpe Works 712505 

FLORISTS 

Jack Haddon Ltd. - - - 51 St Gi/es Street 

HOUSE FURNISHERS 
A. Watts & Sons Ltd. - 80 Abington Street 

31378 
33024 

38212 

PRINTERS 
Guildhall Press 

(Northampton) Ltd. 
J. Stevenson Halt Ltd. 
Xpres Printers Ltd. 

RADIO & TELEVISION 

'Phone 

I Quarry Park Close, 
Moulton Park 491225/6 

152 Balmoral Road 714246 
Norman-D-Gate - 38703 
(Bell's Yard) 
Bedford Road 

County Radio Co. - - - 22-24 St Leonards Rd. 61946 

SHOE RETAILERS 
W. H. Bonham 

(Established 1856) • • 33 St. Gi/es Street 36147 

SOLID FUEL MERCHANTS 

{

36258 
Wiggins and Co. Ltd. - - 6 Abington Street 36259 

36766 

WATCHMAKERS & JEWELLERS 
E. Brugger - - - 8 Abington Square 
A. E. Prouse & Son - - 64 St Gi/es Street 

34367 
39484 



PAST HISTORY AND PRESENT RESEARCH AT ALL SAINTS' CHURCH, 
BRIXWORTH 

DA VID PARSONS 

Introduction 

Northamptonshire boasts many fine historic 
churches. Each of the medieval styles has at 
least one representative in the county which is 
important in a national context: Whiston and 
Fotheringhay in the Perpendicular, Cotterstock 
in the Decorated, Warmington in the Early 
English St Peter's Northampton in the Roman
esque. ' The pre-Conquest period is well 
represented compared, for example, with 
neighbouring Leicestershire, and several of the 
Anglo-Saxon churches are well known outside 
Northamptonshire. In June 1972 the tower of 
Earls Barton church gained national recognitio~ 
when it appeared on the fourpenny denomi
nation of a special issue of postage stamps. 
Despite all this richness All Saints' Church, 
Brixworth has a real claim to particular atten
tion on th~ part of all those interested in ancient 
churches and to special research e~forts by 
historians, architects and archaeologists. It IS 

the oldest foundation in the county and the 
most substantial building preserved of its period; 
it was little altered in the Middle Ages and a 
large proportion of its standing fabric dates 
back to Anglo-Saxon times. This paper is an 
attempt to summarise what is already known 
about the church, what problems we should 
like to find answers to, and how researchers 
are going about finding them. . . 

We know little enough about the begtnnmgs 
of the church, but there is one medieval refer
ence to it which is often quoted and has been 
much debated. Hugo Candidus, a monk of 
Peterborough, who wrote a chronicle in the 
twelfth century, said that daughter houses were 
founded from the important Peterborough 
monastery at many places, including Brixworth. 
There is at the moment no reason to doubt 
this statement, and All Saints' church is widely 
accepted as the surviving remnant of this early 
monastery. Hugo did not give the supposed 
dates of the foundations he referred to, but he 
mentioned them in connexion with two Peter
borough abbots of the late seventh century. 
This implies, but by no means proves, that the 
monastery at Brixworth was founded at that 
period; unfortunately there is no other evidence 
which might serve as a check. 

Why Brixworth was chosen is not known. 

61 

There are hints that it was a royal site in the 
early Middle Ages, and it may have been the 
location of ninth-century church synods held 
at a place then called Clofesho, but all this 
is little more than speculation. All that can 
be safely said is that All Saints' Church appears 
to derive from a monastic foundation that may 
go back to the first century of Anglo-Saxon 
christendom. When it ceased to be a monastery 
is not known. Knowles and Hadcock (1971, 
468) represent the common assumption that 
the monastery went out of use in the late 
ninth century and became a parish church 
c. 960-70. There is no evidence for either of 
those dates, and historians are ·now less inclined 
to attribute widespread destruction and dis
location to the period of Viking invasion and 
settlement. Nevertheless, Brixworth-along 
with many other monasteries-may well have 
been in decline at this time. It is perhaps 
significant that there is no record of Brixworth 's 
being refounded during the monastic revival 
of the late tenth century, though its mother 
house, Peterborough, was re-established c. 966, 
and Breedon-on-the-Hill, Leicestershire, a sister 
house, may have been revived at about the 
same time (Parsons 1975-76). There is no 
evidence for a monastic house at Brixworth 

·after the Norman Conquest, and the reduction 
in size of the church (see below) suggests 
conversion to parish use by the twelfth century 
at the latest. 

General description (see Fig. 1 and P1.1) 

The church as it stands today consists of a 
nave, choir and sanctuary, and a west tower 
with spire and attached rounded stair turret. 
The nave, choir and the lowest part of the 
tower seem to be the oldest parts of the church 
(Fig. 1, A, B & D), dating from the Anglo-Saxon 
period, though it is impossible to give an exact 
date. Even if the information given by Hugo 
Candidus could be shown to justify the assump
tion that the monastery was founded in the 
late seventh century, there is nothing to indicate 
that the present nave, choir and tower base 
are parts of the original church of that date. 
Information assembled since the last war by 
continental archaeologists, especially in 
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FIG. 1. PLAN SHOWING PRESENT STATE OF BRIXWORTH CHURCH, WITH BUILDING 
PERIODS INDICATED. 

Based on BA RC survey by E. A. Roberts. 

Germany, suggests that the earliest church at 
Brixworth may well have been much smaller 
than · the present nave, and possibly built of 
wood. The earliest surviving structures are in 
any case not in their original condition. In the 
first place, the side walls of the nave each 
contain four large arches (Fig. 1, F) with heads 
made largely of thin bricks set in two concentric 
rings. These arches now contain windows 
together with their masonry surrounds, but 
originally they were open, and formed arcades 
leading into side aisles (G). These aisles, which 
were taken down probably by the twelfth 
century and certainly by the fourteenth century 
(see p. 66), were not the long, narrow struc
tures with which we are familiar in many 
churches today. There is evidence from exca
vations that the aisles were subdivided by cross 
walls into ranges of individual chapels, usually 
called porticus (see Fig. 3, and p . 69) , but 
whether these were part of the original plan or 
arose from a conversion of open aisles is not 
yet known. One of the dividing walls of the 
southern range of porticus runs almost exactly 
beneath the west wall of the Verdun Chapel 
(H), and may be seen through a trap door in 
the chapel floor (Burford 196 7). 

The nave is now separated from the choir 
by a broad double-chamfered arch 0), probably 

of the fourteenth century. It replaces an earlier 
arrangement in which the dividing wall was 
supported by an arcade of three arches. Just 
beyond the arch, in the north wall of the choir, 
are the remains of a small door with a round 
brick head (K). The door is blocked up, but 
its position is clearly indicated inside the 
church, and most of its arch is visible outside, 
immediately below a large window of later 
medieval date. This is probably one of the earliest 
features in the church, and it led from the 
choir into the end porticus of the northern 
range. The bumps in the churchyard outside 
the church at this point indicate where the 
porticus walls originally stood. The small 
door seems very appropriate as a means of 
access to such a small chapel ( 12 ft X 10 ft 6 in./ 
3.66 X 3.2 m) , and I think it is possible that 
the nave originally had similar doors leading 
into the other porticus. This would mean that 
the large arches of the nave arcade (F) were 
inserted in a rebuilding campaign, perhaps when 
the cross walls of the porticus were destroyed 
to make open aisles. There are indications that 
the nave arches may not be ori~inal (Parsons 
1977, 180-1), but the hypothesis is far from 
proven. 

Returning to the choir, there are few original 
Anglo-Saxon features apart from the blocked 
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FIG. 2. PLAN SHOWING THE STATE OF BRIXWORTH CHURCH IN 1863, BEFORE RESTORATION. 
Compare with Figure 1. Drawn by Slater and Smith, architects for the restoration. · 

Northamptonshire Record Office: Brixworth Parish Records, no. 219. 
Reproduced by courtesy of Brixworth Parochz'al Church Council. 

door. The two windows in the north wall were 
inserted in the medieval and Victorian periods 
respectively. The two arches in the south wall 
(L), in one of which stands the organ, were 
also inserted to give access to the medieval 
south chapel. Above the eastern arch can be 
seen part of a blocked window with a brick 
head and splayed jambs; the exterior aperture, 
visible from the V erdun Chapel, is smaller than 
the interior aperture, visible from the choir. 
The window is probably Anglo-Saxon, but 
in size and shape it is unlike any other window 
in the church, so its exact chronological position 
is unclear. It does indicate, however, that the 
south wall of the choir, or at least its eastern 
part, was once an outside wall. 

The east wall of the choir appears to be an 
Anglo-Saxon structure, though I should not be 
suprised to find that it is not an original part of 
the choir fabric. The major arch to the sanctuary 
(M) has been largely rebuilt, but the two small 
windows flanking it high up in the wall seem to 
be original, though they have been refaced on 
the outside. Below them, and just above the 
present choir floor are indications of the heads 
of doors (S) that once led to the external 
ambulatory, which will be described below. 

At the opposite end of the church, the 
lowest part of the tower (D) seems to belong 
to the earliest building period represented in 
the present fabric. Inside the tower can be 
clearly seen the masonry of a large brick-headed 
arch still preserved in the west wall (N) though 
almost entirely blocked up. This was presumably 
the grand west door to the church in its early 

days. On entering the church by this door, the 
Anglo-Saxon visitor would have found himself 
not in a tower, as one now does, but in a 
narthex, or complex entrance hall. This appears 
to have been a broad structure of five small 
compartments; four of these, two on either side 
of the present tower base, have disappeared. 
Excavations by David Hall in 19 71 on the north 
side of the tower revealed a wall which con
tinued the north wall of the nave in a westward 
direction, as well as an extension of the tower 
west wall (Hall 1977). These then are the walls 
of the first compartment to the north, entered 
by the door, now blocked, in the tower north 
wall. Irregularities in the ground suggest further 
w~ls making up the second compartment. If 
this pattern was repeated on the south side, 
then the narthex as a whole was almost as 
wide as the nave with its side 'aisles'. 

How high the narthex was originally is not 
entirely clear. In the side walls of the tower, 
about 9 ft ( 2. 7 4 m) from the ground, are short 
sections built of brick, a few courses high; the 
rubble infill between these seems to mark the 
position of joist holes, which went right through 
the walls. On this evidence there must have 
been a substantial upper floor to the central 
compartment and at least the two immediately 
flanking it. A feature in the nave of the church 
appears to confirm this. In the west wall of the 
nave, above the door to the tower (Q) and 
below the triple arch in the present ringing 
chamber, there is an arched recess. Traces of 
this can also be seen in the east wall of the 
tower. It is normally interpreted as a door 
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FIG. 3. ISOMETRIC RECONSTRUCTION SHOWING HOW BRIXWORTH CHURCH MAY HAVE 
LOOKED AT AN UNSPECIFIED DATE IN THE ANGLO-SAXON PERIOD. 

At the west end a broad 'narthex' incorporates a central porch of two storeys. The nave is lower than 
at present and is surrounded by individual porticus or chapels. The drawing shows them with 

separate roofs to emphasise the difference ?etween. this arrangement and the aisle shown in Figure 4; 
there is slight evidence in the present fabnc for this form of roofing. The choir rises above the nave 

by the height of the present clerestorey and forms a low tower. For lack of any evidence of an earlier 
east end the seven-sided apse is shown, though this is thought to be a late Saxon feature; it is 

surrounded by the roof of the underground ambulatory. 
Author's reconstruction. 

serving the upper floor of the narthex, probably 
leading to a western gallery in t~e nave. It ~s 
just possible, however, that this feature IS 

actually the top of the west door into the nave, 
and that the present arch is a later construction. 
This would make a very tall west door, though 
Anglo-Saxon doors. a?out 15ft .(4.53 m) ~igh 
are known and if th1s 1s a correct mterpretat10n, 
then the ~entral part of the narthex cannot in 
its original form have had an upper floor, since 
the floor would have cut across the upper part 
of the door. 

At a later stage the central compartment 
was made into a tower by the addition of more 
masonry to its already existing walls. Whether 
the side compartments were removed at the 
same time is not known, but this rebuilding 
was presumably the occasion f~r ~he insertion 
of the triple arch between the rmgmg chamber 
and the nave. At the same or a later date the 
stair turret (E) was added against the west 
face of the tower. I.t is entered from the interior 
of the tower, where its door is contrived in the 
blocking of the grand west entrance, which 
clearly now went out of use. The staircase itself 

is not built in the common manner, in which 
each step is cut in a keyhole-like shape and 
supports the step immediately above, with the 
rounded parts at the centre overlapping to 
form an integral newel. The Brixworth structure 
consists of a separate rubble newel around 
which winds a barrel vault: without the stair 
treads it would be like an enormous stone-built 
helter-skelter. On the back of this vault rest the 
stair treads, often composed of several stones; 
the treads are not bonded into. the wall or 
newel, and do not serve to support the tread 
above. This technique has been thought to be 
an Anglo-Saxon peculiarity; but recent .research 
has shown that it is common in major Roman
esque buildings from about 1000 A.D. on the . 
continent and . in Anglo-Norman cathedrals 
and castles up to th,.e end o.f the twelfth century 
(Parso~s 19_78)-, A few !examples have been 
recognised m the early thirteenth century. 
On the basis of structural 'technique alone, 
therefore, it is not possible tp date the additio,n 
of the Brixworth turret but a date in the 
twelfth century is as likely as oQe in the eleventh 
century. , 
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FIG. 4. ISOMETRIC RECONSTRUCTION SHOWING BRIXWORTH CHURCH ABOUT THE YEAR 1100. 
The porticus have been thrown together to form side aisles and a clerestorey has been added to the nave, 

bringing the walls up to the same height as the choir. The side chambers of the narthex have been 
demolished and the porch raised to become a tower, against which the stair turret has been built. 

The height of the tower is shown as it is at present; there is no evidence for the Rhenish helm which 
is shown capping it. The height of the turret has been determined from the evidence of vaulting still 

preserved beyond the point at which the stairway now stops. The ambulatory at the east end is 
assumed to have been filled in. 

Author's reconstruction. 

The turret was originally higher than it is 
now, as can be seen inside at the top, where the 
line of broken vaulting shows that the staircase 
went up at least one turn beyond the present 
door to the clock chamber. The original tower 
was therefore about as high as the existing 
tower-indeed all the tower masonry may be 
Anglo-Saxon except the fourteenth-century 
belfry lights and the refacing of the surrounding 
walling. The refacing makes it hard to see, 
however, not only what is the original date of 
the tower but also whether the turret was 
built at the same time or later. There is no 
doubt, of course, that the spire is later: it 
may be dated to the fourteenth century. 

It remains only to describe the apse, crypt 
and Verdun Chapel, all of which are best seen 
from the outside. The crypt takes the form of a 
passage running round the eastern apse below 
present ground level (R). It was originally 
covered by a barrel vault, but is now open to 
the sky, so that one can see the outer reveals 
of the doorways in the east wall of the choir 
mentioned above (S), and some of the steps 

which led down from choir floor level to the 
crypt floor. The purpose of this passage is not 
entirely clear, but it may have been to give 
access to tombs housed in recesses in the outer 
walls or to a tomb or reliquary in a chamber 
under the apse itself; the presence of such a 
chamber has not yet been archaeologically 
proved, however. The crypt appears to be 
contemporary with the east wall of the choir, 
and an eighth- or ninth-century date would be 
acceptable for it (Taylor 1969; Fletcher 1974). 

Most of the apse (C) is a nineteenth-century 
reconstruction, but on the north side most of 
the first two panels is Anglo-Saxon work. 
Unlike the crypt, however, the apse represented 
by these two panels seems to have been an 
addition to the east wall of the choir, since the 
masonry at the junction of the two parts of 
the building covers part of the fabric of the 
choir window. The outer faces of the apse walls 
rest on the remains of the barrel vault which 
originally covered the passage, so that the fabric 
of the apse oversails the inner wall of the 
ambulatory. The apse, or at least its outer facing, 
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PLATE 1. PHOTOGRAPH OF BRIXWORTH CHURCH FROM THE SOUTH-EAST, AFTER RESTORATION. 
The appearance of the church (though not of the churchyard) is much the same as it is today. Compare this 

picture with Plate 2, a drawing taken from an almost identical viewpoint, but before the restorations. 
Reproduced by courtesy of Northamptonshire Record Office. 

is likely to have been built after the vaulted 
passage, perhaps even after it went out of _us7. 
The date of the apse is not known but It IS 

generally accepted as Anglo-Saxon. 
To the south of the choir is the Verdun 

chapel (H). It is without doubt ~ addi~ion to 
the main body of the church: lookmg at Its east 
end from the exterior one can clearly see the 
straight joint between the chapel wall and the 
south-east quoin of the choir. Judging by its 
windows and south door the chapel seems to 
have been added in the thirteenth or fourteenth 
century. Its west wall was built in the nineteenth 
century (see below). It follows that t~e south 
aisle or porticus must have been demolished by 
the fourteenth century, if not before. The 
insertion of a characteristic Norman doorway 
(P) in the most westerly south arcade arch 
sqggests, however, that the aisle was rem<;>ved 
by the twelfth century, though some wnters 
have argued that the door properly belongs 
elsewhere and was moved to its present position 
at a later date. 

The church before the restorations 

A series of documents, some published and 
some preserved in the Northamptonshire Record 
Office at Delapre Abbey and elsewhere, gives us 
a fairly good idea of what the church looked 

like in the early nineteenth century before the 
restorations took place. This archive is rep
resented here by Plates 2 and 3 and Figure 2. 

Apart from the furniture the most striking 
feature inside the church was that the floor 
ran through on the same level from the nave to 
the choir and the chancel (PI. 3). The present 
steps up in the choir and into the apse are 
entirely the result of work done in the last 
hundred years .or so. Much of the jambs of the 
sanctuary arch had been cut away to make a 
wider opening. !n front of this arch and against 
the east wall of ·the choir stood the medieval 
screen, part of which now fills the eastern arch 
into the Verdun Chapel. The chapel itself was 
longer than at present, and the most easterly 
south arcade arch led into it (Fig. 2). The 
other arcade arches had been filled up flush 
with masonry and a variety of medieval win
?ows, both Decorated and Perpendicular, 
msert~d at different levels, cutting both the 
blockmgs and the original masonry. None of 
the early clerestory windows appears to be 
have been in use (PI. 2). 

Outside the church could be seen several 
features which disappeared in the restorations 
(PI. 2). The Norman south door was concealed 
by a porch. As is so often the case, the porch 
was not built at right angles to the south wall, 
but was roughly aligned with the approach path 
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PLATE 2. INK AND WASH SKETCH BY GEORGE CLARK OF SCALDWELL OF BRIXWORTH 
CHURCH BEFORE RESTORATION, c. 1820. 

In addition to the features mentioned in the text-porch, windows, three-bay Verdun Chapel, 
square-ended chancel-this drawing shows that the nave and choir had a low-pitched roof. 

Reproduced by courtesy of Northamptonshire Libraries. 

from the south-west corner of the churchyard 
(Fig. 2). Further east, the Verdun Chapel 
was one bay longer, as noted above, so that it 
covered the eastern arch of the south arcade. 
But the principal difference compared with the 
present church was at the east end. The Anglo
Saxon apse had been largely destroyed and the 
remains converted into a straight-sided, square
ended chancel, which stretched about as far as 
the present outer ambulatory wall east of the 
apse. This conversion must have involved the 
filling in of the crypt, but would otherwise 
have been quite simple to carry out. The 
angle between the two surviving apse panels 
is very slight and there would have been no 
difficulty in incorporating them into the straight 
north wall of the new chancel. When this 
reconstruction was done is not known. Most 
of the windows shown in the early drawings 
were Perpendicular, but one on the north side 
seems to have been Decorated in style. The 
conversion must therefore have been complete 
by the fourteenth century. The position of one 
of these windows, blocked up in the restoration, 

can be seen in the panel of the apse on the 
north side nearest the choir. Its low level con
firms the position of the floor inside the 
chancel before the restoration. There is no 
guarantee, however, that this was the original 
floor level of the apse. 

The nineteenth-century restorations 

The Reverend Charles Frederick Watkins became 
Vicar of Brixworth in 1832. All the major 
restoration of the church took place at his 
instigation during a long incumbency of more 
than forty years. His first known act of resto
ration was to rebuild the eastern half of the 
north wall of the choir, which had become 
ruinous. According to some early drawings this 
section of walling had contained a window with 
a depressed arch; Watkins (1867, 54) referred 
to it as 'a miserable little nondescript of a 
square form'. In the reconstruction it was 
replaced by a copy of the adjacent window 
with intersecting tracery; both windows survive. 
This work was carried out in the 1840s. 
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PLATE 3. INK AND WASH SKETCH BY W. H. BARTLETT OF THE INTERIOR OF BRIXWORTH 
CHURCH, FACING EAST, BEFORE RESTORATION, 1825. 

This view shows the furniture indicated in Slater and Smith's plan (Fig. 2), the mutilated sanctuary arch, 
the level floor, and-extreme right-the Anglo-Saxon arcade arch leading into the Verdun Chapel before 

it was shortened. 
Dryden Collection. Reproduced by courtesy of Northamptonshire Libraries. 

In the meantime Watkins had discovered the 
form of the apse and passage-crypt below and 
outside the existing square-ended chancel. This 
he first discovered in the course of grave
digging in the chancel in 1841; he continued to 
investigate and found the ambulatory steps and 
arches in the choir east wall, but not until he 
had carted away 200 loads of earth surrounding 
the chancel. Some of the early views of the 
church confirm the huge accumulation of earth 
around the building. According to Watkins it 
reached nearly to the windows on the north 
side. In spite of this obstruction he succeeded 
in 'laying open' the series of porticus to the 
north of the nave and 'made sufficient investi
gations' on the south side to satisfy himself 
that a similar series existed there. Finally 
another interment, this time in the body of the 
church, provided the opportunity for an 
excavation which revealed the bases to two 
piers between nave and choir; these are the 
evidence on which rests the hypoth~sis that 

a triple arch once divided the nave from the 
eastern parts of the church. 

The main restoration was carried out in 
1865. The porch was removed, and nearly all 
the medieval windows, despite some antiquarian 
opposition. The Verdun chapel was shortened 
and all the nave arches and clerestory windows 
unblocked. The damaged parts of the arches 
·(where the medieval windows had been inserted) · 
were repaired and thin screen walls with round
headed windows were fitted into the arcade 
arches. At the east end the chancel was demol
ished and the apse and underground passage 
rebuilt according to the evidence uncovered in 
1841. Some of the rebuilding was done in 
Boughton stone, which blends with the iron
stone of the old fabric, but is clearly different 
from it; in the arch heads it contrasts with 
the original brick, so that the modern visitor 
can readily see the extent of the nineteenth 
century work. It is greatly to Watkins's credit 
that he distinguished his restoration in this way 
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and made no effort to imitate in detail the 
Saxon fabric. 

Further work was done on the church in 
1885, 1905, etc., but nothing as far-reaching as 
Watkins 's restoration 

Excavations around the church 

Since the time of Watkins many of the Vicars 
of Brixworth have taken an equally keen interest 
in the history and archaeology of the church. 
The Rev. A. K. Pavey (1896-1917} contributed 
papers on the history of the parish and some of 
his material has been discussed recently by me 
(Parsons 19 7 7, 1 7 4-9); in his time excavations 
took place not only inside the church in the 
course of inserting a heating system (1909} 
but also outside the church in connexion with a 
drainage scheme (1909-10). The archaeological 
value of these excavations has still to be assessed. 

The Rev. W. L. Freeman (1938-52) is said 
by parishioners to have 'done a lot of digging 
about'. He was responsible for reviving the 
theory that the church was originally a Roman 
building. This theory still has its adherents, 
and it is quite possible that the older parts of 
the church incorporate fabric from a Roman 
building which was still standing in part when 
the monastery was founded. Other loose 
Roman building materials, especially bricks, 
have been re-used in the church, so that 
unravelling the true story of Roman origins is 
likely to be a complicated business. 

The Rev. J. W. Burford (1952-68) carried 
out a large number of small investigations, 
which ranged from the finding of skeletons 
under the lawn of the former vicarage to the 
uncovering of the north-east porticus of the 
church. Some account of his activities has 
been lodged with Northamptonshire Record 
Office. Burford's excavation on the north of 
the church in 1958 was extended by the late 
Dudley Jackson and Dr (now Lor~) Fle.tcher, 
who established that cross walls existed m the 
north 'aisle', but doubted whether they were 
original U ackson and Fletcher ~ 961). . 

More recently, an excavatiOn was earned 
out by D. N. Hall north of the tower; the 
results of this have been mentioned briefly 
above. In 1972 Paul Everson excavated the site 
of the present vicarage, then part of the garden 
of the old vicarage. He discovered a ditch 
running roughly north-south along the Station 
Road frontage, which is interpreted as the 
boundary of the monastery; radiocarbon dating 
of bone found in the ditch indicates a date in 
the late seventh or eighth century, which seems 
to confirm the story inferred from Hugo 
Candidus. Inside the line of the ditch several 
burials were uncovered. The dates of the 
skeletons centre on the middle of the ninth 

century, and it is thus likely that Everson found 
the edge of the Anglo-Saxon monastic cemetery. 
A full report of this excavation has been 
published (Everson 1977). 

Current research 

Everson's excavation was carried out under 
the auspices of the Brixworth Archaeological 
Research Committee, which was founded in 
1972. Among its aims were the complementary 
tasks of discouraging indiscriminate digging of 
the sort that has gone on in and around the 
chur.::h for over a hundred years and of con
ducting a co-ordinated programme of research 
on a scientific basis. This research is expected 
to go on for at least a decade and it is hoped 
ultimately to publish a lavishly illustrated 
volume of the Committee's findings, which 
will illuminate all aspects of the church's 
construction, reconstruction and use by the 
community from its foundation to the present 
day. It is a great pleasure to record the Com
mittee's indebtedness to the present vicar, the 
Rev. J. N. Chubb, and the Parochial Church 
Council, who not only pe.rmit but actively 
encourage its work. Mr Chubb was the Com
mittee's first Secretary and is now its Vice
chairman. 

The first job has been to prepare accurate 
drawings on which to record information. A 
new plan of church and churchyard has already 
been surveyed and drawn; it forms the basis 
for Figure 1. More laborious and time-consuming 
is the preparation of stone-by-stone drawings 
of all the standing walls. Some of the exterior 
elevations have been recorded by photo
grammetry (drawing from accurate photo
graphs) but this technique is not suitable for 
irregular surfaces, such as the stair turret or 
the apse, for the underground passage or for 
the north elevations, where the light is not 
ideal for good photography. So a programme of 
manual recording has been begun. In September 
1976 the apse was drawn and in June 1977 
the west face of the tower and the stair turret. 
The method is to erect scaffolding over the area 
to be drawn; to set up a grid of one-metre 
squares over the wall surface, using nails and 
string; and then for the volunteer workers (of 
all ages!} to draw the stones, square by square, 
at 1 : 10 scale on suitable graph paper. My 
winter job, as co-ordinator of the project, is to 
reduce all the drawings further to a manageable 
size (1: 20) and fit all the bits together to show 
a complete wall. 

The completed drawings are used in a num
of ways. First they are the means of recording 
the stone identifications carried out by Dr Diana 
Sutherland, a local geologist and a member of 
the Brixworth Committee. Dr Sutherland fol-
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lows the drawing team, and as each working 
sheet is completed labels each stone with a 
code which indicates its geological origin. The 
church fabric is made up of a wide variety of 
different stones; forty types have been identified 
so far and the distribution of each type should 
give us a good idea of the phases in which 
the church was built. On the final drawings the 
stones will be colour-coded, and distribution 
patterns should emerge quite clearly .. Brick ~s 
a very noticeable element in the fabnc, and IS 
the subject of an investigation in its own right 
.(see below). Equally interesti~g i~ the use of 
granite in the church. Gramte Is the most 
obvious non-local stone in the church, and the 
plot of its distributio~ throug~o~t. the building 
is expected to be particularly significant. 

One of the advantages of spending several 
weeks each year in close contact with the 
masonry is that features may be recognised 
which would not be apparent either from photo
graphs (however good) or by inspection from 
ground level. As a result of identifying anomal
ous material in their packing, Dr Sutherland 
was able to identify in 1977 several series of 
put-log holes in the turret wall. These are holes 
which originally held horizontal scaffold-poles 
during the construction of the wall. When .the 
building was complete, the poles were With
drawn from the wall, and the holes plugged 
with whatever material came to hand. In this 
case the material used was waste from the last 
building phase, a porous limestone called tufa. 
The surrounding walling consists of mixed 
limestone (not tufa) and ironstone, and the 
specialist can easily see the difference between 
these and the tufa packing. From a distance, 
however, the two limestones, which are super
ficially similar in colour, are indistinguishable 
and the scaffold-holes would never have been 
recognised from the ground. 

A further series of put-log holes was identified 
in November 19 7 7 at clerestory level when 
some work was done on the south wall of the 
nave and choir. In one of these were the remains 
of some timber. It was not always possible to 
withdraw the wooden scaffold-poles from the 
wall, and they had to be cut off flush with the 
wall face, leaving a section in the socket. The 
ends of these pole remnants were usually 
plastered over and are sometimes preserved to 
this day. The remains of such a sawn-off pole 
are what was discovered at Brixworth. It should 
be possible to subject this wood to a radio
carbon test, and thus find out fairly accurately 
when the clerestory was built, but unfortunately 
our wood is badly affected by dry rot, and at 
the time of writing there is some debate amongst 
the experts as to whether or not it is a valid 
sample for a carbon-14 determination. 

The second immediate use for the stone-by-

stone drawings is the accurate recording of the 
positions of mortar samples. So far about 200 
samples have been taken from various parts 
of the walling at roughly two-metre centres. 
These are being analysed by Dr F. W. Anderson 
and it is expected that it will eventually be 
possible to distinguish between building phases 
on the basis of mortar characteristics plotted on 
the elevation drawings. It is also becoming 
possible to date lime mortar by a variant of 
the carbon-14 method previously applied to 
organic materials. Some samples from the 
church · are currently being examined to deter
mine whether they are suitable for testing in 
this way. 

Finally, the bricks in the fabric are them
selves being subjected to scientific analysis. 
It is possible to date various materials using 
the principle of thermoluminescence (measuring 
radiation released from heated samples) and in 
May 1975 samples from eight bricks in the 
church walls were sent to be analysed in this 
way. Results are available for four of them, and 
they show that one brick was almost certainly 
Roman, two were made in the Saxon period, 
and one was late medieval. The other four 
results are eagerly awaited. When they are known 
the Committee will have to decide whether 
brick sampling will need to be a central item 
of future research. 

All these lines of enquiry are in their infancy. 
When they and others (e.g. the planned exca
vation programme) have been completed, it 
should be possible to write a more definitive 
account of All Saints' Church and the former 
monastery. The Committee looks forward to 
making a substantial contribution to North
amptonshire history. 
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The BOCASE STONE (Harry's Park Wood, Nr. Brigstock, Northamptonshire), marks the spot where a famous 
old oak tree-the Bocase Tree-used to grow. The significance of the tree has never been satisfactorily explained. 
Local Brigstock legend is that this was the tree on which the ubiquitous Robin Hood used to hang his bow and 
arrows. Another explanation is that the nearby field, called 'Bocase' or 'Bow-cast', was the place where local 
foresters and keepers assembled for archery practice. Another theory is that, in Saxon times, the tree was the 
meeting-place for two adjacent hundreds, where t~e ~alendar of forest rights (or 'Bocas') was called over. What
ever its function, it was important enough, when zt fznally succumbed to old age (? middle of the 17th century) 
to be commemorated with its own special tombstone. The stone is there for anyone to see on a public bridle
way that runs along the edge of Harry's Park Wood (Map. Ref: OS 1:50 000 Sheet 141: SP 950875). It stands 
almost four feet high-or would do if it didn't lean at its present rakish angle. Originally it must have been even 
taller, for the lower inscription is no~ a~m~st a~ g~ound ~eve.l. If Bocase Stone doesn't topple over beforehand, 
it will probably sink even further, takzng zts znscnptzons wzth zt. 

TREVORHOLD 

* the unwritten words between the inscriptions on 
the stone. 
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NORTHAMPTON IN 1524 

ALANDYER 

Despite the interest in urban history which 
has recently developed, we still know all too 
little about English provincial towns . before 
the nineteenth century. Northampton is only 
one of scores of county capitals which still 
await a thorough and comprehensive history. 
Often the history is missing because the records 
are defective, but sometimes the chance pres
ervation of an especially revealing manuscript 
allows us a clear, if brief, glimpse of a particular 
town at a particular time. Such a rare survival 
is the assessment for Northampton's contri
·bution of taxation towards the great subsidy 
of 1524-5.1 Not only was this tax one of the 
very few in medieval or early modern times 
which gives a fairly comprehensive view of the 
whole community, but in the case of North
ampton the collectors exceeded their brief 
by recording the oc:c':lpation . of ~earl~ every 
citizen an eccentncity which IS VIrtually 
unique~ The documents allow ~s to tell wi.th 
a fair d~gree of accuracy the size, and soci~ 
and economic structure of the town at this 
date features which are otherwise obscure both 
for ~ther towns at this time and for North-
ampton itself at other periods. . ... 

How big was Northampton m 1524!' In 
round terms, 480 people contributed to the 
'tax. It is generally accepted that these represent 
heads of households, and that a significant 
proportion of the population is still. omitted 
through desperate pover~y: ~u~h pomters as 
there are indicate that this missmg group com
prised a quarter or third of the total population, 
although we shall never be ~ble to get neli:rer 
than this rough estimate. Takmg the proportiOn 
of at least a quarter for Northampton, we 
arrive at 640 households for the total popu
lation: medium-sized towns at this time seem 
rarely to have exceeded an average of 4.5 
persons per household, so ~e may co~clu~e 
with as much certainty as IS ever possible m 
this type of exercise that between ~,800 and 
3 000 people lived in Northampton m 1524.2 

Although small by modern standards, this is 
a very respectable level for the many county 
capitals that lay in size between the ~eat 
regional centres like Bristol, York and Norwich, 

1 Public Record Office, E179, 155/124, 155/138. 
2 If as many as a full third were excluded, the 

total population would be 3,240. 

with 5- 7,000 people and the majority of 
ordinary country market towns with less than 
a thousand souls apiece. Northampton very 
clear!y dominates the other towns in the shire: 
its 480 taxpayers should be compared with the 
212 which its nearest rival, Peterborough, 
could muster, followed by Wellingborough 
with 188, Oundle 164, Kettering 142, Towcester 
118, High am F errers 11 7, and Daven try and 
Brackley with 6 7 and 66 respectively. The 
nearest towns which rival Northampton in size 
are Coventry with 725 payers, Leicestet with 
about 400, Ely with 382, Cambridge with 
over 500, St. Albans 640 and Oxford 431. 

If we assume that the size qf a town generally 
reflects its role in the economy of its area, 
which seems reasonable enough, then we can 
here see Northampton dominating a region 
whose limits lie about fifteen miles away 
towards the north-west, and up to twenty or 
twenty-five miles away in other directions. The 
size and prosperity of this dependent region, 
and the nature of the trade that flows through 
it, normally determine the size of a town like 
this, though Northampton was not solely 
reliant on its importance as a regional market 
centre. The town undoubtedly had commercial 
problems, the most conspicuous being its 
failure to connect itself with the national net
work of navigable rivers; but it enjoyed a 
number of balancing advantages, of which 
the most prominent were the prosperity of its 
surrounding countryside and the lucrative trade 
along the roads to London, factors which com
bined in the supply of food to the ever-growing 
capital. 

The subsidy provides a glimpse of the social 
structure of the town, with the two vital 
provisos that it probably omits the poorest 
quarter of the population and that it was 
designed to extract hard cash from a reluctant 
people, not to aid the historian. The social 
structure of most towns at this time can be 
imagined as a pyramid, with a narrow apex 
supplied by a small number of relatively very 
rich men and a wide base representing the 
poor. In Northampton the taxpayers can be 
divided into four groups-a minute class (2.2% 
of the total) whose goods are assessed at £40 

3 This analysis ignores the small number of 
people assessed on income from land. 
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PLATE 1. CARVING OF A MEDIEVAL SHOEMAKER ON THE 
MISERERE STALLS, ROUEN CATHEDRAL. 

and over, a middle group (10.3%} with ~oods 
worth between £10 and £39, and an mter
mediate and similarly-sized class (11.4%} worth 
between £5 and £9. The base is provided by 
346 payers who are the better-paid wage
earners and the poorest of the self-employed; 
they represent 76% of the n<l;m~s o~ the ~is~s. 
It is probably unwise to d1stmgmsh w1thm 
this group between those assessed on wages 
of betw<:en £2 and £4 per year and the self
employed with goods of a similar valu~, since 
the collectors were in any case requned to 
assess people by the means. which produced 
most revenue: some of the ncher wage-earners 
would have been assessed on their goods since 
these were taxed at a higher rate. Thus the 
taxpayers can be divided into a ~mall 'upper 
class' of very wealthy people, two mter?l~d1ate 
groups with rather more members an? .dtstm~tly 
less money, and a large group of Citizens JUSt 
above the poverty line. If we include the poor 
omitted from the tax lists altogether, then the 
three groups comprise only 1.~% for the 
richest group, 18% for the two middle groups 
combined, 54% for the poorest taxpayers and 
2 7% for the remaining group too poor to be 
taxed: if we combine the last two groups we 
arrive at a base for our pyramid made up of 
over 80% of the town's population.4 

How does this picture of the structure of 
Northampton's population compare with other 
towns? A group of very rich men, substantially 
wealthier than anyone in Northampton, does 
occur elsewhere-no-one is assessed here at 
over £100 in goods, but the merchants of the 
ports like Exeter, Bris.tol or ~ armou th, and ~he 
clothmaking centres hke Salisbury or Norwich 
could produce between 1% and 3% of their 
taxpayers in this group of 'super-rich'. Apart 

4 Those assessed on land are difficult to equ!lte 
with those assessed on goods, and they have here been 
assigned in equal proportions to the two middle groups. 

from this discrepancy, Northampton's society 
as seen by the taxman closely resembled that 
of many other towns of a similar size, except 
that it seems to have been a little poorer, 
with the proportion of its taxpayers in the 
lower groups marginally greater than in many 
other places. It is significant that its structure 
is mirrored most accurately by that of Lincoln, 
a city notoriously in decay at this time. 5 

This impression of relative poverty is confirmed 
by a comparison of the total amount raised by 
the taxes of 1524-5 in Northampton and in 
other towns of a similar size: the £91 raised by 
the first levy is substantially below the sums 
raised in smaller towns like N ewbury or 
Gloucester, both prosperous places, while 
Leicester, never a very flourishing commercial 
centre, managed to raise at least £104 from 
fewer payers. All this suggests that Northampton 
was passing through a phase of depression 
during these years, connected perhaps with a 
long-term contraction from its temporary 
medieval prominence. 

The unique feature of this survey is the 
record of the- occupations of nearly all North
ampton's taxpayers. This information is sum
marised in the table below, but is complicated 
by the fact that although the two surveys are 
apparently only separated by one year in date, 
there are surprising discrepancies when the 
two are compared in detail. This is quite a 
normal situation. Some of the changes may 
well be genuine, reflecting rapidly-changing 
circumstances, but the majority must be due 
to the fact that such a high proportion of the 
population lived just above-or just below-the 
poverty line arbitrarily imposed by the tax 
collectors that a modest change in their cir
cumstances could move them over that line; 
in the same way the margin between the 

5 J. W. F. Hill, Tudor and Stuart Lincoln, 1956, 
pp. 19, 22. 
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poorest of those assessed on their goods and 
the better-off wage-earner was equally indistinct 
and arbitrary, so that small changes could 
effect an apparently substantial alteration in 
the figures. 

A town like Northampton at this time was 
dominated by its self-employed shopkeepers 
and craftsmen, who supplied magistrates and 
councillors, elected members of parliament 
and paid for activities of local government. This 
social and political dominance was based on 
an economic preponderance: not only does 
this group possess most of the property and 
capital within the town, but it is also numerically 
large-it is represented by the 54.5% of the t,ax
payers assessed on goods, and even taking 
account of the excluded poor, it still must 
account for over 40% of the whole population. 
Since very few commodities at this time were 
carried any distance, the town made most of 
its own requirements and supplied the sur
rounding countryside with the few luxuries 
which could be imported from the outside 
world. Most of these traders combined manu
facturing and retailing activities on their 
premises. 

Some seventy trades are represented here, 
reflecting Northampton's status in being rather 
less numerous than the great provincial capitals 
but substantially more varied and specialised 
than the mere country market town. The 
table groups these seve~ty occupations. iD: ei~ht 
broad divisions, reflectmg a general stmilan~y 
between the trades concerned, although m 
some cases the classification must always be 
rather arbitrary. The distributive shopkeepers 
come first, a pre-eminence based on their 
wealth rather than their numbers. The common 
factor possessed b~ these trades. was that they 
dealt in the minonty of goods Imported from 
beyond the immediate locality: these could 
only be afforded by the richer classes of town 

and country, inevitably the source of most of 
the town shopkeepers' profits. Although the 
apothecary sold drugs, the draper woollen and 
linen cloth, the grocer spices, sugar etc., iron
mongers ironware and mercers the imported 
fabrics and haberdashery not sold by the 
draper, these distinctions were far from strict. 
The mercers in particular tended to dabble in 
the specialities of all the other distributive 
trades, so that too much credence should not 
be placed on the small numbers apparently 
involved in the specialised occupations like 
grocer or ironmonger. The chandlers, who made 
and sold candles and retailed a range of raw 
materials and commodities imported from the 
countryside, belong less naturally to this group, 
like the one or two wool merchants, the sorry 
remnant of what must have been a flourishing 
medieval occupation. While these traders were 
the wealthiest of all, they employed relatively 
little wage labour. 

The next division is the food and drink 
trades, mostly self-explanatory. The fishers 
must have drawn their catches from local 
ponds and rivers, while the fishmonger sold 
imported salt or dried fish. In some towns the 
brewers form as large a group as the bakers, 
but Northampton was one of the many towns 
in which most people brewed their own liquor, 
the poor buying from alehouse keepers, who 
do not appear, since this was always a by
occupation and people are given only their 
'official', principal occupation in the tax list. 
Next come the trades concerned in working 
metals. The furber worked at the repair and 
servicing of arms and armour: here we have 
the curious fact that while there are nine . 
wage-earners in 1525, there is only one recorded 
in the previous assessment. Either a new and 
very large business had been set up in the town 
in the interim, or a group of migrant furbers 
had been attracted to work on some local 

PLATE 2. CARVING OF A PATTEN OR GOLOSH MAKER ON THE 
MISERERE STALLS, ROUEN CATHEDRAL. 
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arms contract. The goldsmiths belong uneasily 
to this group, for their wealth aligns them with 
the distributive shopkeepers; the pewterer was 
an important tradesman, for most of the 
domestic utensils of the rich and middling 
households were made in his workshop. The 
pinners ( = pinmakers) were a small and probably 
dwindling trade, while the wiredrawer was 
associated with the textile industry, as will 
appear below. 

The cloth trades may well have been more 
prominent in the past, but they were still the 
third largest group of craftsmen. By this date 
towns were becoming finishing centres for cloth 
woven in the countryside, as indicated by 
the predominance of shearmen (who cropped 
cloth), fullers (who thickened and prepared it 
for dyeing) and dyers; but there still remained a 
significant number of weavers. It is interesting 
to note the substantial colony of cappers, the 
famous speciality of Coventry at this time, and 
the presence of a single woolwinder, who 
packed wool for transport. The next grouping 
is the building workers, probably under
represented because some lived in the country
side and travelled into the town to work. The 
relatively large number of painters is of interest, 
for they decorated walls with murals as a major 
part of their work. Glaziers were rare, for this 
survey was made half a century before window 
glass began to be widely used in 'middle-class' 
houses. The hilliars were slaters. 

The largest trade grouping of all was the 
leather workers, supplying a quarter of all the 
taxpaying craftsmen. They were in turn domi
nated by the corvisers, whom we should 
call shoemakers. They were also the largest 
employers, with an average of over two wage
earners per master, a proportion only rivalled 
by the bakers. The demand for leather which 
these trades created encouraged the tanning 
industry, while the producers of other leather 
goods, like gloves, purses and saddles, seem also 
to be unusually numerous. Although it is easy 
to explain the availability of the skins through 
the stock-raising and fattening agricultural 
speciality of the East Midlands, it is more 
difficult to explain how all these leather goods 
were sold, for the town and immediate region 
could not alone support such a specialised 
industry. They must have been supplying the 
London market, and possibly other areas in 
Eastern England where leather was more 
expensive, but we know very little about how 
this unusually early inter-regional trade was 
organised. In any case, it is interesting to see 
the establishment of Northampton's footwear 
industry pushed back to such a well-documented 
early date. 

There follow two last and miscellaneous 
groups. The first is supplied by the remaining 

craftsmen who both made and sold a specialised 
article: one notes here the bowyer and fletcher, 
who made bows and arrows respectively and 
were due to be replaced by the gunmaker 
during the next century; the collar-maker, who 
made horse harness; the cooper, making barrels; 
and the soaper, who used animal fats to produce 
his soap. A link with other groups is provided 
by the cardmakers, who used the wire produced 
by the wiredrawer to make tools rather like 
wire brushes to prepare wool for spinning. 
Last of all come the trades supplying services 
of some kind-as usual, the tailors are much 
the most numerous; and it is interesting to note 
the numbers of innkeepers and their ostlers and 
tapsters, exploiting the town's strategic position 
in the road system, an activity due to become 
much more important as the century progressed. 
Labourers are also prominent, and should be 
regarded not as an unskilled general class but 
as independent tradesmen offering a service 
in construction and haulage. The number of 
millers would suggest considerable use of the 
Nene for grinding cereals, and possibly for 
finishing cloth by machinery. The early fame 
of the town as a centre for specialised horse 
trading is shown by the horsercorser ( = horse 
dealer). It is also interesting to note the surpris
ing number of pardoners in the second survey, 
a trade which would shortly be extinguished 
by the Reformation. 

The second table summarises the position of 
the various groups and indicates the relative 
proportions of the self-employed and wage
earners. It should be observed that with the 
exception of the wealthy distributive trades 
and poor building and service workers, there is 
a general similarity between the average wealth 
of most of the town's craftsmen. However, this 
examination by groups tends to conceal the 
fact that there were considerable variations 
within individual groups, so that for instance 
the apothecary or chandler were no richer than 
the average, despite their inclusion among the 
distributive shopkeepers, and the wealth of 
the plumbers stands out from the poverty of 
the builders-the same contrast can bj:! found 
in all groups. 

This analysis has been chiefly concerned 
with those taxpayers following a recognised 
urban trade, but it would be wise to remember 
that there were other groups completing this 
picture of Northampton society. There were 
27 widows recorded in the first survey, women 
who must often have continued their husbands' 
businesses and functioned as a source of loan 
capital; the excluded poor must have contained 
a far higher proportion of widows. The lists also 
include a cowherd and shepherd, who probably 
looked after the stock on the common town 
fields; some husbandmen-for whom 'small-
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holder' would be perhaps the closest modern 
synonym-and a significant number of yeomen, 
28 in the first survey and 62 in the second. 
Although not all of these yeomen may have 
been involved in agriculture, it is likely that 
most were, and they bring the proportion of 
taxpayers who may have been farming as a 
major activity to 6.6% in the first survey and 
14.0% in the second,6 an indication that even 
in a relatively large town like this there was 
still considerable direct involvement with 
agriculture; many of the other tradesmen 
would have been dabbling in farming as a by
occupation, if only by running a cow, or two 
or three sheep, on the town fields. 

This relatively comprehensive picture of the 
occupational structure of a large ~o~n i~ dif
ficult to place in its context because It Is umque. 
There exists a similar, but not identical, survey 
of Coventry in 1522; but Coventry's stress on 
capping, and the fact that it was being racked 
by a severe economic crisis at the time, render 

6 These percentages are based on the total num
ber of taxpayers, unlike the figures for. ~he trades 
which are derived froin the total of specified trades-
men. 

the comparison a most misleading one. Our 
knowledge of other urban economies is based 
principally on the registers of admissions to 
the ranks of the freemen, which tells us only 
of the self-employed, and not even all of them. 
By comparison with Northampton, these other 
records would distort by omitting the wage
earners-and we have just seen that their 
numbers vary considerably from trade to 
trade-and those occupations like carters, 
millers, ostlers and labourers which did not 
involve opening a shop do not appear in the 
freemen's records of other towns because their 
practitiouers rarely needed to become freemen. 
If we take these factors into account, it would 
seem that Northampton's economy was excep
tional in the prominence of its leather workers 
and the strength of the textile industry in an 
area which was not noted for its clothmaking. 
When a detailed history of Northampton 
eventually appears, its view of the economic 
development of the town will have to treat this 
cross-section of traders as a basic point of 
reference, tracing the decay of medieval indus
tries and the outline of emerging modern ones 
in the patterns revealed by the taxcollectors of 
Henry VIII. 

TABLE 1. TRADES IN THE 1524-5 SUBSIDY SURVEYS 

Distributive 
Shopkeepers 
Apothecary 
Chandler 
Draper 
Grocer 
Ironmonger 
Mercer 
Merchant 

Food and 
Drinks Trade 
Baker 
Brewer 
Butcher 
Fisher 
Fishmonger 

Numbers at heads of columns: 

Number assessed on goods (on land in brackets). 
Number assessed on wages. 
Totals. 

1 and 4: 
2 and 5: 
3 and 6: 
7: Average assessment on goods per head (second survey only). 

First Survey Second Survey 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

2 - 2 2 - 2 
3 1 4 3 2 5 
9 - 9 9 1 10 
2 - 2 1 - 1 
1 - 1 3 - 3 

13 1 14 16 - 16 
2 - 2 1 - 1 

7 {1) 15 23 5 10 15 
- 1 1 - - -

12 {1) 3 16 13 7 20 
3 1 4 1 1 2 
1 - 1 3 - 3 

£ 

7 

8.2 
8.3 

12.0 
40.0 
15.0 
15.2 
40.0 

6.0 
-

4.9 
2.0 

31.6 



78 NORTHAMPTONSHIRE PAST AND PRESENT 

TABLE 1. (continued} 

First Survey Second Survey 

I 2 3 

Metal 
Working 
Trades 
Furber I I 2 
Goldsmith 2 - 2 
Pewterer 2 1 3 
Pinner 1 - I 
Smith 4 5 9 
Wire drawer I 2 3 

Textile 
Trades 
Cap per 3 4 7 
Clothier - - -
Dyer 2 ( 1} 7 10 
Fuller 9 4 13 
Hatmaker I - I 
Hosier 2 I 3 
Shearman 5 3 8 
Weaver 8 I3 2I 
Woolwinder 1 - 1 

Building 
Trades 
Carpenter 3 3 6 
Glazier - 1 1 
Hilliar 4 7 11 
Joiner I 1 2 
Mason 3 2 5 
Painter 2 3 5 
Plumber 3 2 5 
Sawyer 1 3 4 

Leather 
Trades 
Cobbler? - 1 1 
Corviser I5 32 47 
Currier8 2 3 
Fellmonger I -
Glover 8 5 
Purser 2 1 
Saddler 4 4 
Shoemaker - 1 
Skinner 1 -
Tanner 12 3 
Whittawer8 - -

7 Probably normally included among the corvisers. 
8 'Currier' and 'whittawer' ('white-tawer') are 

probably alternative names for the same trade, viz. the 
curing of skins ·by methods different from those of 
the tanner, giving a more supple result. The 'white
tawed' skins were used particularly for gloves. 

5 
1 

13 
3 
8 
I 
1 

I5 
-

4 5 

2 9 
2 -
1 1 

- 2 
6 5 
I I 

4 1 
I -
I 3 
5 (I} 5 

- 1 
1 1 
2 3 
9 9 

- -

3 (I} 4 
- 1 

5 2 
2 1 
2 1 
2 1 
3 1 
1 2 

- -
19 27 
- -
- -

4 11 
2 2 
4 4 

- -
1 -

11 6 
- I 

£ 

6 7 

11 4.5 
2 I5.9 
2 5.0 
2 -

11 6.0 
2 2.0 

5 2.8 
1 6.0 
4 5.0 

11 11.6 
1 -
2 2.0 
5 6.5 

I8 5.7 
- -

8 1.3 
I -
7 3.2 
3 3.0 
3 2.0 
3 2.0 
4 13.3 
3 2.0 

- -
46 7.1 
- -
- -
15 4.8 
4 6.0 
8 3.8 

- -
1 2.0 

17 12.8 
1 -
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TABLE 1. (continued) 

First Survey Second Survey 

1 2 3 

'Miscellaneous' 
Bowyer 2 - 2 
Cardmaker 2 1 3 
Collarmaker 3 - 3 
Cooper 2 - 2 
Fletcher 2 2 4 
Pattenmaker9 - 1 1 
Roper 3 - 3 
Soap er 1 - 1 

Service 
Trades 
Barber 6 1 7 
Carter 2 4 6 
Cook 1 2 3 
Horsecorser 1 - 1 
Innkeeper 2 - 2 
Labourer ' - 8 8 
Miller 3 4 7 
Minstrel - - -

Notary - - -

Ostler 1 4 5 
Pardoner 1 - 1 
Sergeant10 3 - 3 
Scrivenerll 1 - 1 
Singingman 12 1 1 2 
Tailor 10 10 20 
Tapster - 2 2 

Farming 
2 3 Husbandman 1 

Neatherd13 - - -

Shepherd - - -

Yeoman 11 (1) 16 28 

Widow 2~ g~ 2 27 
Others 19 31 

9 Pattens are overshoes. 
1 0 The mayor's officials, chiefly· serving the town 

courts. 
11 Scriveners prepared legal documents, and might 

also be moneylenders. 
12 Professional adult chorister. 
13 Cowherd. 

4 5 

2 1 
2 3 

- 3 
2 -
2 2 

- 1 
2 -

- -

4 2 
- 3 

2 1 
1 -

2 -
1 11 
5 6 

- 1 
1 -

- 2 
3 1 
3 -

2 -
1 -

13 4 
- -

1 2 
- 1 
- 1 
15 (2) 45 

13 ~4~ 8 
14 4 2 

79 

£ 

6 7 

3 8.5 
5 3.0 
3 -
2 2.5 
4 2.7 
1 -
2 12.5 

- -

6 4.5 
3 -
3 2.5 
1 10.0 
2 5.9 

12 4.0 
11 4.1 

1 -
1 45.0 
2 -
4 4.0 
3 6.2 
2 3.0 
1 2.0 

17 3.2 
- -

3 
1 
1 

62 

25 
20 
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Distributive 
Food 
Metals 
Textile 
Building 
Leather 
Miscellaneous 
Service 
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TABLE 2. TRADES IN THE 1524-5 SUBSIDY SURVEYS 

Numb ers at heads of columns: 

1 and 3: 
2 and 4: 
5: 
6: 
7: 
8: 
9: 

Total number assessed. 
Percentage of total number of tradesmen. 
Average number assessed on goods and lands in both surveys. 
Average number assessed on wages in both surveys. 
Percentage of group assessed on goods and lands. 
Percentage of group assessed on wages. 
Average assessment of goods per head {second survey only). 

First Second Average of both Surveys 

1 

34 
45 
20 
64 
39 
95 
19 
68 

Survey Survey 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

% % % 

8.9 38 10.3 33.5 2.5 93.1 
11.7 40 10.9 23.5 19.0 55.3 

5.2 30 8.2 11.5 13.5 46.0 
16.7 47 12.8 28.0 27 .5 50.4 
10.2 32 8.7 18.0 17.5 50.7 
24.7 92 25.0 43.0 50.5 46.0 

5.0 20 5.4 12.5 7.0 64.1 
17.7 69 18.8 35.0 33.5 51.1 

Antique Maps and Prints Co.llections and Libraries purchased 

J. S. BILLINGHAM 
79 ST. GJLES STREET, NORTHAMPTON 

Telephone Northampton 34531 

Members of the Antiquarian Booksellers Association 
since 1908. 

8 

% 

6.9 
44.7 
54.0 
49.6 
49.3 
54.0 
35.9 
48.9 

9 

£ 

14.8 
8.6 
7.0 
6.3 
4.4 
7.9 
5.8 
5.1 
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