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It is customary to consider that it was the 
twelfth century which was the great age of 
the appropriation of parish churches by 
religious houses associated with what has 
been called the 'monastic revolution'. The 
Anglo-Norman baronage, their consciences 
pricked by the zeal of the Gregorian reformers 
rushed to unload their seigneurial "Eigen
kirchen" onto the undying corporations which 
could safeguard the welfare of their bene
factors' souls by the service of prayer. Mona
steries swallowed up parochial endowments 
often with detrimental effects on pastoral 
provision as Bishop Grosseteste was to com
plain.1 B~t the precepts enshrined in the 
Canons of the Fourth Lateran Council and 
the Constitutions of Otho and Ottobon gave 
bishops some measure of control over the 
calibre of those holding benefices with the 
cure of souls attached as, at the same time, 
proprietorial right slowly was c?nverted into 
the doctrine of 'ius praesentandi'. 2 

Yet monastic appropriation did not die 
out. "The monasteries of the later Middle 
Ages were quite firmly concer~ed prim~rily 
with appropriation as a financial expedient 
for their own advantage." 3 Indeed they had 
to be as, on the one hand the flow of pious 
benefactions was directed elsewhere and, on 
the other the burden of royal taxation and 
the stream of yearly pensions and annuities 
increased monastic debt. 4 The monasteries 

1 In I250 at the Council of Lyons-R. A. R. 
Hartridge, A History of Vicarages in .the Middle Ages, 
Cambridge I930, 77· However, the v1ew propounded 
by Hartridge ( op. cit. ) that the b.is~ops reacte~ to the 
problem of monastic appropnatwn onl~ m the 
thirteenth century has been overturned-v1d. C. R. 
Cheney, From Becket to Langton: English Church 
Government II70-1213, Manchester I956, I32ff es
pecially I32, n. I, I36. 

2 J. W. Gray, 'The Ius Praestandi in England 
from the Constitutions of Clarendon to Bracton', 
EHR, LXVII (I952), 481-509. 

3 Hartridge, I 62. 
' A. Hamilton Thompson, The English Clergy and 

their organisation in the Later Middle Ages, Oxford I947, 
I74· 

were compelled to look on their appropriated 
churches primarily as sources of income 
enabling them to meet their liabilities, at 
least for a time-"The parish church was a 
remedy by which the proverty of a monastery 
might find succour . : . " 5 as was the case for 
example with the church of Geddington 
appropriated to Pipewell in 1358. 6 The 
Statute of Mortmain did nothing to prevent 
appropriations; indeed the extra regulation 
merely served to extend the procedure, both 
in terms of time and in terms of cost. 7 It is 
the purpose of this paper to examine the 
ramifications of one such example-the parish 
of Warmington in Northamptonshire-and 
to consider the interplay between concepts 
of pastoral provision and the new focus of 
pious benefaction-chantry foundation-as 
well as the procedure involved in a long 
drawn-out case of appropriation. Thanks to 
the survival of records from all the parties 
we are able to gain some insight into the 
considerations which influenced prelates in 
cases of this sort at the beginning of the 
fourteenth century. 

Background to the struggle: 
Peterborough Abbey under financial pressure 

Any study concerned with the history of 
parishes in the mediaeval period must begin 
with the lists compiled at the end of the 
thirteenth century for the purpose of manda
tory papal income taxation. 8 Although the 
precise meaning of the figures listed in the 
Taxation of Pope Nicholas IV is still open to 
dispute, 9 as a rough guide to the relative 

5 ibid., I28. 
6 ibid., I IO n. 2. 
7 ibid., 109. 
8 For analysis of the development of this principle 

see W. E. Lunt, Financial Relations of the Papacy with 
England to 1327, Cambridge, Mass:, I939· 

9 See especially, R. Graham, 'The Taxation of 
Pop~ Nich_olas IV:O EHR, ?'~Ill (I908), 434-54, 
repnnted m Englzsh Ecclmastual Studies, London, 
I929· 
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PLATE r. THE NAVE AND SPIRE OF ST. MARY, WARMINGTON, 
by John Johnson. (Northamptonshire Libraries) 

worth of the more substantial benefices of 
England they are without parallel. The parish 
church of Warmington stands out as one of 
the most wealthy benefices in the county of 
Northampton. 10 In 1291 it was assessed at a 
total of 57 marks. 11 It was already in the 
patronage of the Abbey of Peterborough
the earliest reference to their possession of the 
advowson is 1237/8,12 though we know that 
they had long been in possession of the 
pension of 2 marks mentioned in the taxatio 
because it is mentioned among the deeds of 
Abbot William de Waterville (1 155-75) that 

10 Taxatio Ecclesiastica Angliae et Walliae auctoritate 
papae Nicholae circa 1291, ed. S. Aycough andJ. Caley 
(Record Commission), London I8o2 (henceforth 
cited as TN), 37b-4ob passim: The Record Com
mission Editors converted the figures from their main 
exemplar (P.~.O. EI64/ I4) into £.s.d. Only the 
churches of H1gham Ferrers, Raunds and Finedon 
were worth more. 

11 ibid., 3gb. 
12 (Disputed) presentation ofHugh Stamford to the 

Rectory; 3rd year of Bishop Grosseteste: Rotuli 
Roberti Grosseteste Episcopi Lincolniensis I 235-1253 ... , 
ed. F. N. Davis, Lincoln Record Society I9I4, z6g. 

he increased the receipt from Warmington 
from 20 shillings to that figureP The size of 
the church's endowments was mirrored in the 
building itself. The surviving fabric was 
described by Pevsner as "large, noble and 
stylistically uncommonly unified ... built 
completely between c. I I 8o and c. I 280.14 Bloe, 
however, thought otherwise: '.'the whole 
fabric as now seen was built w1thm the space 
of just over a century from c. 1 I8o-go to c.13I0 
and the work was carried out in rather_ a 
piecemeal fashion .... " 15 ~t does however 
include the famous large timber vault. The 
Abbey obviously considered that the spiritual 
centre of one of its principal demesne manors16 

1a W. Dugdale, Monasticon Anglicanum, London 
I 846, I, 352-3; J. Sparke, Historiae Coenobii Burgensis 
Scriptores Varii, London I 723, 93· 

14 N. Pevsner, The Buildings of England: Northamp
tonshire, 2nd edition London 1973, 444· 

1s J. W. Bloe, Warmington, Northamptonshire: An 
architectural description of the church and village, London 
I937, g. 

16 W armington manor was the second biggest after 
Biggin Grange-S. Gunton, The history of the Church 
of Peterborough, London I686, 42. 
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merited a considerable building. However, 
the thirteenth century abbots appear to have 
adopted a policy of using their patronage in 
a way which brought less obvious benfits. It 
was the era of Edward l's quo warranto 
enquiries, a time when the bribing of royal 
justices could bring important savings. In 
I 28 I Elias of Beckingham, one of the few 

justices not removed for corruption in I 289 
was presented to the church ofWarmingtonY 
He already had a history of Peterborough 
preferment and later was to be useful as a 
financial agent.18 Rather than divert parochial 
endowments directly, the abbey used its 
patronage to build a core of powerful ·and 
useful friends. 

So the thirteenth century saw the endow
ments of Warmington used indirectly for the 
benefit of the patrons. The energetic building 
campaign throughout that period shows that 
pastoral provision did not suffer as a result. 
Yet the same period also saw the Abbey 
suffering considerable financial hardship
Peterborough was at its weakest when other 
black monk houses were at their strongest.19 

Partly this was the consequence of Abbot 
Robert de Sutton's adherance to the baronial 
side in the defence of Northampton against 
the King in I 264, a policy mistake which 
involved the abbot in considerable extra
ordinary expenditure, 20 as both baronial and 
then royal partisans extracted protection 
money. 21 How reliable Whittelsey's figure of 
£4324 I 8s 6d 22 is as a guide to the actual cost 
is not clear but the fact that the Abbey was 
unable to bear the cost of feasting associated 
with an abbatial inauguration in 127423 

shows how this factor, coupled with the ever 
increasing burden of royal and papal taxation 
was undermining the basis of the Abbey's 

17 E. King, Peterborough Abbey ro86-IJIO: A Study in 
the Land Market, Cambridge 1973, 133· 

18 ibid.; This practice of using the monastery's 
patronage to provide friends with influence or usef':ll 
assistance in legal affairs and . othe~ ardua .negotza 
involving conveyancing and leasmg d1d not d1e out. 
Peterborough was particularly ener~etic in . t.his 
direction-Hamilton Thompson, op. c1t., 105 c1tmg 
Oundle s.xivmed c.f. infra p. 28, where one of the 
bishop's most important administrators was the 
Abbey's man. 

19 King, 95· . . 
20 Dugdale, Monasticon, I, 356; Sparke, Hutonae, 

135· 
21 "cum multis aliis magnatibus qui non scribuntur 

nee current ad memoriam"-Sparke, Historiae, 135· 
22 ibid., 140· 
28 Chronicon Petroburgense, ed. J. Stapelton, Camden 

Society, London 1849, 20. 

finances. "The basic problem was how the 
monastery could survive, and even possibly 
expand, on the basis of fixed resources."u 
Even though as an administrative achieve
ment it was funded on an insecure agricultural 
base, 25 Abbot William Wodeford (I295-99, 
but he had been his predecessor's right hand 
man and co-adjutor before this 26 ) and his 
successor Godfrey of Crow land (I 299- I 32 I) 
did much to solve the problem for Peter
borough. Both these abbots - received the 
praises of the chronicler-the former "in 
temporibus Johannis et Roberti abbatum 
continuo domus negotia tarn in curia regis 
quam alibi exequebatur. Js.te postquam in 
abbatem est praefectus iura ecclesiae suae et 
libertates strenue gubernabat" 27 while the 
latter managed to fund considerable building 
projects. 28 To such men the spiritualities of 
Warmington, worth as much as their richest 
manors, 2 9 must have appeared a rosy prospect. 

The start of the case in Rome, 
and its delay, I 296-1313 

William de Wodeford appears to have 
taken action almost immediately after his 
reception of the abbatial dignity. While still 
co-adjutor of Richard de London he had 
obtained early in the pontificate of Boniface 
VIII a confirmation of the abbey's privileges 
detailed in a Bull of Eugenius Ill. This Bull 
was dated Ist March I295. 30 He received 
abbatial office only on 29th August, 31 yet by 
the following 13th January the curia had 
received a petition and was issuing a Bull 
ceding Warmington to the Abbey. 32 The 

24 King, 98. 
25 ibid., 167. 
26 Sparke, 151. 
27 ibid. 
28 listed ibid., 154. 
29 Warmington Manor was worth £52 13s 4d in 

1321-Gunton, 42. 
30 Les registres de Boniface VIII . .. , ed. G. Digard, 

M. Faucon, A. Thomas and R. Fawtier 4 vols, Paris 
I 907-39, no: I 34· The Bull is recited in London, 
B.L., Additional Ms 39758 fo 18or ff. 

31 Cambridge, U.L., Adv.b.52.2, 38; Thomas 
Baker's manuscript note on his copy of Gunton. 

82 Les registres de Boniface VIII . .. , ed., G. Digard, 
M. Faucon, A. Thomas and R. Fawtier 4 vols, Paris 
1907-39, no: 626. The Bull in full is recited in 
Lincoln, Lincolnshire Archives Office (henceforth 
L.A.O. ), Register II fo 131v and London, B.L., 
Additional Ms 39758 fo 175r. On Ist February 1296 
Doctor Rayner de Vichio, Canon of Lichfield, 
"executor ad infrascripta a sede ·apostolica deputatus" 
issued from Rome a notarised mandate, addressed to 
the abbots of St. Albans and Waltham, together with 
the prior of Ely, ordering them to induct Brother 
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Abbey cited the customary. excuses-heavy 
charitable provision necessitated by its geo
graphical location on a , main road and 
burdensome war taxation-as justification for 
the appropriation. 33 Some of the fruits of the 
church were, however, to be reserved for a 
vicarage to be ordained in the church. Since 
the Statute of Mortmain of 1279 such ap
propriations required royal licence which was 
duly obtained on 26th October 129634 as well 
as episcopal sanction. The latter was not 
forthcoming, since in Bishop Sutton's Register 
we find the statement, dated 13 February 
1297, that "contra impetrationes per re
ligiosos viros abbatern et conventum de Burgo 
Sancti Petri nostre diocesis de Ecclesia de 
Wermyngton eiusdem diocesis in usus proprios 
eorundem ex parte nostra varia sunt 
objecta .... " 35 Sutton committed himself to 
an appeal to Rome; all the parties appointed 
proctors. Sutton himself appointed one of his 
archdeacons Master Waiter of Wotton his 
proctor in this and a number of other cases 
concerned with papal provisions. 36 He ob
viously refused to admit Peterborough's can
didate for the vicarage since . not only the 
Abbot and Convent appointed proctors--one 
William, described as "confrater noster" and 
a monk John de Gretham-on 24th March 
129837 but also one Henricus de Iakele 
"capellanus ad vicariam de Wermyngton 
Lincoln diocesis per religiosos viros Abbatem 
et conventum monasterii de Burgo Sancti 
Petri praesentatus" appointed Thomas de 
Barum his proctor "in omnibus causis et 
negotiis principalibus et appellationum me at 
vicariam dicte ecclesie qualitercunque contin
gentibus motis seu movendis" on the same 
date. 38 

A short excursus on the career of Waiter 
ofWotton is necessary for it was this unfortu
nate choice of proctor by Bishop Sutton 
together with his own imminent demise 

John de Gretham, as the representative of the abbey 
into the rectory of Warmington. The document was 
thought important enough to be placed in the "Book 
of Waiter of Whittlesey"- ibid., fo 177r ff. · 

sa L.A.O., Register II fo 131v. c.f. A. Hamilton 
Thompson, The Clergy and their organisation in the Later 
Middle Ages, Oxford 1947, I 10. 

34 CPR 1292-IJOI, 208. . 
35 R. M. T. Hill ed., The Rolls and Register of 

Bishop Oliuer Sutton 1280-99, Lincoln Record Society 
1948- , V, 208. · 

38 ibid. 
37 .London, B.L., Ms Cotton Vespasi~n E xxii fo 

34V• 
38 ibid., fo 35r. 

(already on 1oth January 1297 he had been 
relieved from his post as collector of the 
tenth because he was " ... aetate graviter 
laborans ... " 39) and that of Abbot William 
on 2nd September 129940 which delayed the 
resolution of the legal case. Waiter of 
Wotton was clearly one of the most trusted 
of Sutton's familia, acting frequently as a 
Commissary, at least until 1297, and he was 
one of Sutton's executors. 41 His career in the 
bishop's service seems to have merited the 
usual stream of preferments. From humble 
beginnings he advanced quickly to the dignity 
of canon 42 and received a series of prebends 
of increasing value both before and after his 
appointment as Archdeacon of Huntingdon. 
It is at this point that his career crosses the 
fate of the church of Warmington. Wotton's 
prebendal career began in a small way with 
the prebend of Crackpole St. Mary, valued 
at £w in 1291, to which he had certainly 
been collated by 21st October 1288.43 In April 
1 292 he was transferred to the wealthier 
prebend of Welton Ryval-worth £33 6s 8d 
in 1 29 1. 44 His collation to the still wealthier 
prebend of Buckden-worth £40 _in 129~
took place just one week before h1s appomt
ment as proctor in the Warmington case on 
6th February 1297. 45 Unfortunately this pre
bend became the subject of papal provision 
because the previous incumbent, one Stephen 
de Tawell died at Basle, and it can hardly 
have helped Wotton's standing as Sutton's 
proctor to say nothing of his functioning in 
that office that he was a party himself in the 
only other -legal dispute concerned with the 
diocese to appear in the Register for the early 
years of Boniface VIII. The cause between 
Master Richard de Feringes, Papal Chaplain 
and Master Waiter de Wotton, Archdeacon 
of Huntingdon, turned on whether the latter 
had been collated before the former had been 
provided and it was the judgement of the 
Holy See that he had not and that conse-

39 Les Registres de Boniface VIII . .. , ed. G. Digard, 
M. Faucon, A. Thomas aqd R. Fawtier 4 vols Paris 
1907-39, no: 1129. 

40 Dugdale, Monasticon, I, 357· 
41 R. M. T. Hill ed., The Rolls and Register of 

Bishop Oliuer Sutton 1280-99, Lincoln Record Society 
1948- , Ill, xxxii, lxxxvi. 

42 before December 1283-]. Le Neve, Fasti Ec
clesiae Anglicanae I066-IJOO Ill Lincoln compiled D. E. 
Greenway, Institute of Historical Research London 
1977, 30 n. I. 

43 ibid., 63. 
44 ibid., 108. 
46 ibid., 56. 
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quently Wotton should be deprived. 46 Even 
though Richard de Feringes vacated his 
hard-won prebend rapidly with his provision 
to the new see of Dublin, which had been 
made before June 1299, 47 Wotton lost his 
chance of further advancement because of the 
dislocation occasioned by the period of sede 
vacante jurisdiction on Sutton's death and was 
forced to spend some years "out in the cold". 
The next collation to the Buckden prebend 
was a royal presentee and Wotton had to 
wait some time before he finally got his £40 
prebend under Bishop Dalderby. 48 

The fate of Warmington church remained 
undecided. John Dalderby was consecrated 
as Sutton's successor on I 3th June I 300, yet 
did nothing about appointing a proctor to 
represent his interests at Rome until 23rd 
December 1303, when Master William of 
Hundleby was appointed. 49 It seems likely 
that Warmington was reasonably high on his 
list of priorities for a week later Master Henry 
de Insula left for Rome bearing 7 documents 
for Hundleby "videlicet in negotium super 
appropriationem ecclesiae de Wermyng
ton". so There is no specific reference to the 
Warmington case in Dalderby's memoranda 
for the next six years, not in fact until 27th 
July 130951 even though a sec<?nd p~octor, 
Master Ralph de Lacu was appomted m July 
I305s 2 and messengers frequently departed 
carrying instructions for the proctors at 
Rome. 5s By 1309 Master Ralph de Lacu was 
clearly dealing with the Warmington case; it 
was to him that the letter of 27th July was 
directed. 5 4 He was probably in sole charge of 
the Bishop's cases since only he "':as re
commissioned on 1st May 130955 and his were 
the only expenses inserted i~to the ~emo
randa Register. 56 We can gam some Idea of 
the sort of tasks involved-for 1309 he was 
allowed 1 oo marks of which 24 marks was for 
himself. s1 Representing the Bishop at the 

46 Reg. Boniface VIII no: I I29· 
47 Le Neve, Fasti, 57· 
48 Haydour by September I304/5-Le Neve, Fasti, 

72, citing L.A.O., D&C Bj/2/4 fo 7· 
49 letters patent-L.A.O., Register Ill fo 62v. 
60 ibid. 
61 ibid., fo 163r. 
62 ibid., fo 85v. 
63 In January and February I306-ibid., fo 90v, 

92v, 96r; June I307-ibid., fo I I5v; November I307 
-ibid., fo I27v; February 1308-fo I3ov; June I308 
-fo 138v; January I309-fo I47v. 

64 ibid., fo I63r. · 
66 ibid., fo 154v. 
68 ibid., fo rnr. 
57 ibid., fo 194r. 

curia was an expensive business. However it 
seems likely that the stimulus to solve the 
legal impasse came first from the Peterborough 
side. The bishop seems quite happy to have 
proceeded with more important cases-the 
W ainfleet excommunication and the case 
concerning Bardney Abbey and also the 
dispute over the Official of Canterbury's 
pretended jurisdiction over probate. The 
Abbey, however, was threatened with the 
loss of particularly valuable manors at this 
time. The grant of the manors of Torpel and 
Upton made during pleasure by Edward I in 
February 129 I 5 8 was renewed under Edward 
II-on 2nd December 1309. 59 But the grant 
of these manors to John de Warenne, Earl of 
Surrey, with an order 'to the Abbot to release 
them, made on 15th June 1310, 60 may indi
cate that the Abbey, faced with the loss of 
manors for which it was happy to pay the 
considerable sum of £Ioo p.a. at the Ex
chequer, was forced to try to realise all its 
potential resources. Unfortunately the entries 
in Dalderby's Memoranda become tanta
lisingly diffuse at this stage of the dispute. On 
31st December 13 I 1 a messenger left bearing 
money and "litteram directam magistro 
Waiter de Wermyngton pro informatione 
in negotium episcopi"Y We may only 
wonder that this the second of Dalderby's 
proctors had as his toponym the very village 
with which we are concerned. Was he selected 
because of some local knowledge? It appears 
that if there is any rationale behind the 
episcopal system of representation at the 
Curia it was that there was a resident 
proctor-Ralph de Lacu a known legal 
expert, also in receipt of a pension from 
Worcester Cathedral Priory for legal services62 

-who returned from time to time e.g. Octo
ber 131063 to report, yet normally received 
his instructions by letter. His efforts were 
supplemented from time to time by a trusted 
member of the episcopal familia. 64 Clearly 
matters were advancing by 1st June I3I2 
when Dalderby issued letters patent appoint-

58 Calendar of the Fine Rolls I272-IJ07, 28g. 
:: C!~lendar of the Fine Rolls IJ07-IJ, 52. 

1b1d., 64. . 
61 L.A.O., Register Ill fo 238v. 
62 A. B. Emden, A Biographical Register of the 

University of Oxford to 1500, 3 vols., Oxford 1957-9, I, 
560. 

63 L.A.O., Register Ill fo I94t:· 
64 Waiter of Warmington was one of Dalderby's 

most used Commissaries-L.A.O., Register Ill 
passim-and his successor Robert de Buckingham 
was a former Sequestrator. 
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ing Ralph de Lacu proctor generally and "i? 
causa appellationis que occasione appropn
acionis ecclesie de Wermyngton vertitur inter 
nos ex parte una et Abbatem et Conventum 
de Burgo Sancti Petri nostre diocesis ex altera 
in Romana curia tarn coram reverendo viro 
domino Bernardi Roiardi quam aliis audi
toribus quibusdamque postmodum per sedem 
apostolicam deputatis .... " 65 The case was 
obviously finally coming before the Rota
Master Bernardus Roiardi was one of the 
capellani auditores causarum sacri palatii apostolici 
under both Clement V and Boniface VIII. 66 

The Negotiations for a compromise 
There appears to be no record of the case 

coming to trial. On I 6th April I 3 I 3 Dalderby 
appointed a new proctor, apparently a trusted 
member of his familia, since he was formerly 
Sequestrator in the southern parts 67 with wide 
powers of discretion. Master Robert de 
Buckingham, who left for Rome two days 
later with 20 marks for his expenses, was to 
become sole proctor or assist Ralph de Lacu, 
whichever would best advance the bishop's 
business. 68 The bishop was obviously anxious 
to bring various suits to a conclusion since 
Buckingham carried with him a long lis~ of 
instructions. 6 9 However, we must wonder Just 
how effective Buckingham was going to be as 
the bishop's spokesman in the Warmington 
dispute, for the "White Book" of Peter
borough, an early example of a surviving 
abbot's register,? 0 itself testamentary to the 
sophistication of Wodeford's administration, 
contains data which suggests that he was 
likely to support the Abbot's point of view. 
Robert de Buckingham was already in receipt 
of a pension from the Abbey at Easter I 3o6.n 

65 ibid., fo 254r. . 
66 E. Cerchiari, Capellani Papae et Apostoltcae sedes 

auditores causarum sacri palatii apostolici seu sacra Roma 
Rota, Rome 1921, II, 20, 23. 

67 Compotus of his performance of the office-
L.A.O., Register Ill fo 273v. . 

68 " ••• habuit secum unum procuratonum ad 
instituendum et substituendum procuratorem nomine 
episcopi et aliud cum clasula procuratoris ... ut 
neutro iuxta consilium episcopi in curia prout vide
batur statuum episcopi melius expedire."-ibid. 

69 "Item habuit secum informatores septem in 
causis et negotiis episcopi pendentibus in curia super 
eorum materia atque statu videlicet in negotiis de 
Wermyngtone, Bardeney et Croppery insinuatis 
testorum et de Gretone ... "-ibid. 

10 J. D. Martin, The Cartularies and Registers of 
Peterborough Abbey, Northamptonshire Record Society 
1978, xv, 36. 

n 5 marks p.a. until provided to a benefice-B.L., 
Ms Cotton Vespasian E xxii fo 8 I r. 

On 2gth January I308 the Abbey presented 
Buckingham to the church oflrthlingborough 
All Saints, 72 a rectory which was assessed at 
7l marks in I zg I. 73 On the following 4th 
April he swore the customary oath of obedi
ence of those presented to Peterborough 
churches-" ... ero fidelis promotor et dili
gens verbo et facto negotiorum monasterii 
Sancti Petri de Burgo: iura et libertates 
eiusdem proposse defendam. . .. " 74 The 
White Book is manifestly not a complete 
register-like the early papal and episcopal 
registers clearly only acts of outstanding 
importance were there incorporated-so the 
fact that this oath is there recorded is surely 
suggestive. Certainly it is around the time of 
Buckingham's appointment as proctor that 
the spirit of compromise came into the air in 
the Warmington case. Ralph de Lacu con
tinued in office for a while, but it appears 
that Buckingham was taking the dominant 
role in the case that concerns us here75 until 
his death in the middle of I3I6. 76 

The compromise eventually arrived at was 
that Peterborough should transfer the church 
of Normanby in Lincolnshire which was of 
its patronage to the Bishop in return for the 
withdrawal of his objections, which were 
doubtless made on sound pastoral grounds, 
to their appropriation of Warmington. Who 
first made the suggestion is not clear, al
though on I 4th June I 3 I 4 a mortmain licence 
was issued to the effect that the abbey was 
licensed to transfer the advowson ofNormanby 
to the bishop and chapter. 77 This was pro
bably the licence which appears in the White 
Book. 7 8 The church of Norman by was less 
well endowed than W armington, being as
sessed at a total of 20 marks a year in I 291,7 9 

yet in the thirteenth century its spiritualities 
were actually bringing more to the Abbey
the abbot received a pension of 10 marks. 8° 

72 ibid., fo 84v. 
73 TN, 4ob. 
74 B.L., Ms Cotton Vespasian E xxii fo 84v, c.f. 

Dugdale, Monasticon, I, 395· 
75 Perhaps until 1315-a letter was then dispatched 

to Ralph de Lacu in connection with the Archbishop 
of Canterbury's visitation-L.A.O., Register Ill fo 
333v: it could be that they divided the cases between 
them. 

76 At Lyons-30 day indulgence for those praying 
for his soul, dated 16th October 1316-ibid., fo 356r 
-presumably on his way home to report progress. 77 CPR IJOJ-I7, 131. 

78 B.L., Ms Cotton Vespasian E xxii fo IOir. 
79 TN, 75b. 
80 ibid.; L.A.O., Bishop Sutton's Rolls, Roll 3 

membrane 2. 



THE BISHOP, THE ABBOT AND WARMINGTON RECTORY 203 

But being so distant from the abbey's centre 
of economic operations it is eminently under
standable why the abbey should have been 
prepared to part with it. 

Unfortunately to follow the progress of 
this compromise in the sources is rendered 
difficult because of two distorting factors. On 
the one hand there are four Normanbys in 
Lincolnshire, in at least three of which the 
Chapter ofLincoln either then or subsequently 
had interests. The Chapter archives benefited 
tremendously from the labours of J. F. 
Wickenden, 81 but, for all his efforts there is 
still some confusion. The Normanby with 
which we are concerned is that which is now 
known as Normanby-by-Spital, in the Deanery 
of Aslackoe, and which paid a pension to 
Peterborough in I 29 I. Charters concerned 
with it appear under Normanby-by-Stow 82 

and Normanby-by-Owmby 83 as well as 
Normanby-by-Spital 84 in the Chapter arc
hives. Secondly the existence of an archi
episcopal inspeximus confirming an act of 
Dalderby's appropriating a church of 
Normanby to the Vicars Choral, dated 
clearly at some point in October I 3 I o 85 

merely adds to the confusion. Unfortunately 
this inspeximus is in such a damaged and worn 
state that parts of it remain illegible even 
under UV light. Wickenden was able to 
calendar it as dated 6th January I 320, though 
now only the words " ... decimo . nono ... " 
remain as a fragment of the datmg clause. 
However it seems likely that this is a hitherto 
unrecogn'ised document associated with Arch
bishop Waiter Reynolds' metropolitan visit?-
tion of the Bishop and Chapter 86 made m 
association with his visitation of the whole 
diocese by Commissary in October I 3 I g. 87 

Reynolds certainly issued a commission on 
gth October I 31 g to enquire into and examine 
the titles of the Dean and Chapter to churches 
and tithes, though we know l~ttle of how the 
visitation was actually earned out. 8 8 Ap-

81 Lincolnshire Archives Committee, Archivists' Re-
port, 1952-3, 38. 

82 L.A.O., D&C Dij/86/I /53· 
83 L.A.O., D&C Dij /85/I /65. 
84 L.A.O., D&C Dij /85/2/40, 42. 
85 L.A.O., D&C Dij/85/ I/65. . . . 
86 c.f. I. J. Churchill, Canterbury Adm1mstrat10n, 

2 vols, London 1933, I, 314. 
87 ibid., II, 149· 
88 ibid., I, 314 citing Register Reyll:olds fo I IO_b; 

but the inspection of some monastic cartulanes 
suggests that more evidence may in fact survive
e.g. Waiter de Wermyngton(!) was the Archbishop's 
Commissary-general operating in Buckinghamshire 

parently he was not shown the original 
charter which exists and is clearly dated 20th 
February I 317, covering both the appropria
tion of Norman by and of Rushden (Herts.) 
to the Vicars Choral. 8 9 All becomes clear 
when the act concerned is sought in the 
Bishop's register. It appears in Dalderby's 
Institution Register among the entries for his 
18th pontifical year, yet dated "Nonibus 
Octo bris anno domini millesimo ccc decimo'' 9 0 

(i.e. 15th October I31o!) We can I think 
safely dismiss the possibility that the grant of 
Normanby to the Vicars antedated, and 
hence was unconnected with the Warmington 
settlement, on the grounds of an error by 
Dalderby's registrar in transcribing the entry 
into the register. It appears that this error 
was faithfully copied by the officials of the 
Archiepiscopal chancery in preparing Rey
nold's inspeximus. It is interesting to note that 
although it was with Chapter property that 
the archbishop was concerned it was to 
episcopal records that reference was made 
during the visitation. 

What seals the connection between the 
churches of Warmington and Normanqy is 
the successive appearance, in the Northamp
ton Archdeaconry section of Dalderby's 
Institution Register, though under no heading 
in a contemporary hand, of copies of 
Dalderby's withdrawal in the Warmington 
case, the Chapter's approval of this act, the 
royal licence to appropriate Normanby dated 
30th October 1314, 91 a charter of Abbot 
Godfrey conceding the advowson to the 
bishop, 92 Dalderby's ordination of the vicarage 
of Warmington, the Abbot's acceptance of 
that ordinance followed finally by the first 
presentation to that vicarage. 93 However, we 
must examine the terms of the compromise 
more closely, for the sources still have much 

before. March I320-H. E. Salter ed., Newington 
Longevzlle Charters, Oxfordshire Record Society I 92 I, 
no: 150; G. R. Elvey ed., Lu.ffield Priory Charters, 2 
vols Northamptonshire Record Society and Bucking
ham~hire Record Society 1968-75, no: 57-and an 
arch1episcopal inspeximus was issued in favour of both 
Missenden and Eynsham Abbeys in the spring of 
1320-j. G. Jenkins ed., The Cartulary of Missenden 
Abbey, 3 vols Buckinghamshire Archaeological Society, 
1938, 1948, HMSO I962, no: 29; H. E. Salter ed., 
Eynsham Cartulary, 2 vols., Oxford Historical Society 
1907-8, no: 551. 

89 L.A.O., D&C Dij /86/ 1/53· . 
9 0 L.A.O., Register II fo 99v. 
91 c.f. CPR IJIJ-I7, I99· 
92 c.f. original L.A.O., D&C Dij /85/2/42. 
93 L.A.O., Register II fo I3IV·I32V. 
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to tell us on the motives for the bishop 
settling. 

The Bishop's Withdrawal 
It seems likely that the sticking point in the 

negotiations was the pension of 10 marks a 
year to which Peterborough was entitled from 
the church ofNormanby. Two considerations 
may have shaped Dalderby's policy. On the 
one hand he was concerned to make reason
able provision for the new Vicar ofWarming
ton and, on the other, to bear in mind the 
terms of Boniface VIII's original grant which 
mentioned that Peterborough should only get 
half the endowment of the church. At the 
same time he had a use to which he wanted 
to put that extra 10 marks income. An entry 
in the Memoranda, dated Igth October 1316, 
is the first sign that compromise was near, 
though the existence of the Mortmain licences, 
both dated in 1 314, 94 shows that this solution 
had already been mooted previously. This 
entry is a Commission to the Archdeacon of 
Northampton to enquire into the truth of the 
Abbey's claims for the need to appropriate 
Warmington. 95 From this we get our only 
reference to what Bishop Sutton's "multa ac 
varia objecta" to the appropriation actually 
were i.e. that the narration of poverty was in 
fact untrue. By I I th December Dalderby was 
ready to withdraw his objections. His stand
point for the record was that he continued 
the appeal because of the pious duty he owed 
to the memory of his predecessor, 96 but that 
bearing in mind both the expense involved 
in pursuing the case to its somewhat doubtful 
conclusion 97 and that the truth of the Abbey's 
case had been established both on his own 
visitation and by Inquisition 98 it would be 
best if he gave way. 99 The vicarage was 

94 CPR IJIJ-17, 131; text in B.L., Ms Cotton 
Vespasian E xxiifo 101r (undated); CPR IJIJ-17, 199; 
text in L.A.O., Register II fo 131V-132r. 

95 L.A.O., Register Ill fo 356r-the terms of this 
commission repeat the phraseology of Boniface VIII's 
Bull. 

96 "nos postmodum ut successor contra eosdem 
abbatem et conventum continuari ... pro nonnullo 
tempore ... "-ibid., fo 361v. 

97 "Nos deliberato consilio advertentes ... dispen
dia que ex eventu dubio exitus cause appellationis 
predicte in Roma curia tarn pendentis poterunt 
evenire ... "-L.A.O., Register II fo 131v. 

98 " ... ad reperta in visitatione quam in dicto 
monasterio ultimo auctoriate ordinaria executuimus 
et deposita in inquisitione quadam in hac parte ... 
pro nostre informatione ... fieri facimus ... "-ibid. 

99 " ... optamus in causa appellationis prefata ut 

ordained.1 0 0 The first presentation was made 
on 25th February 13!7101 and as far as the 
records of episcopal administration are con
cerned these arrangements-that the vicar 
was to receive all oblations and a stipend of 
15 marks p.a.; that the abbey would be 
penalised if it were late in making the pay
ments and that, unusually, the only burdens 
that the vicar was to bear were those of 
maintaining the books, vestments and sacred 
vessels-functioned until the dissolution.102 

Both what the bishop received and what 
he did not receive for this act of grace are 
interesting. We have said that the advowson 
of the church of Normanby was transferred 
to him. But the Abbey also gave up its 
pension in the church, stipulating that from 
it a chantry be established to benefit the soul 
of the bishop and that on his obit money was 
to be paid to those celebrating.103 This charter 
was dated 22nd December 13 I 6 i.e. after 
Dalderby had announced his willingness to 
cede, but before the ordination of the vicarage. 
On the same day the abbot produced a letter 
of attorney to give the chapter seisin of the 
rights in the church.104 The provision for the 
chantry followed rapidly; on 14th February 
I 3 1 7, the day after the bargain was se~led by 
the ordination of the vicarage in Warmmgton, 
provision was made from the Common Fund 
for a chantry priest with a stipend of 6 marks 
p.a.1os 43s. 4d. was provided for division 
among those celebrating the obit. 106 The 
grant of the advowson was made for the next 
presentation. This occurred rapidly when on 
Igth February the incumbent John U:lseb.y 
resigned. The bishop was· not decided m h1s 
policy towards the remainder of the fruits .of 
the church for the church was temporanly 
commended to Master Thomas de Luda, one 

... renunciamus expresse et relaxamus ... dictis re
ligiosis et suis successoribus quemcunque actione:r_n et 
ius que nobis ... interesse ... "-L.A.O., Reg1ster 
Ill fo 361v. 

100 Text L.A.O., Register II fo 132r-132V. 
101 Henry Durant-ibid. 
1o2 e.g. 1323-L.A.O., Register IV fo 195r. 
1os " ... distribuendam per eos (se. decanum ~t 

capitulum) cuidam capellano celebraturo perpetuo m 
ecclesia Lincoln post obitum venerabilis patris 
Johannis dei gratia Lincoln episcopi pro anima 
eiusdem patris et inter canonicos ac ceteros de choro 
die obitus eiusdem ... "-L.A.O., D&C Dij /85/2/42 
and Register II fo 132r. 

1o4 L.A.O., D&C Dij/85/2/40. 
1os L.A.O., D&C A/x/8 "Liber de Ordinationibw 

cantariam" fo 14r. 
106 ibid., fo 13V. 
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of the Canons, on that date. 107 He resigned 
on zBth February, presumably on instruc
tions, since the appropriation deed was dated 
20th February 1317.108 Mter reciting the 
poverty of the Vicars Choral Dalderby pro
ceeded to appropriate the churches of 
Normanby and Rushden (Herts.)-both of 
which had been temporarily commended to 
Thomas de Luda, interestingly enough109-

to the chapter "pro oneribus ecclesie nostre 
facilius supportandis"; the proceeds were to 
be devoted partly to a purpose which was the 
Canons' decision and partly towards defraying 
the costs of the Common House of the 
Vicars.U 0 This concern for the Vicars Choral 
was not an isolated instance; Dalderby per
suaded the Hospitallers to pay 2 marks p.a. 
from their rectorial portion of the fruits of 
Ravensthorpe to the Vicars "pro impetracione 
appropriationis ecclesiarum de Ravensthorpe 
et de Kirketon .... "m What is interesting is 
that from neither the new rectors of Warm
ington, nor from those of Normanby did the 
bishop exact any payments "in recompensa
tionem amissionis sequestrationis". The 
episcopal right to the profits of the benefice 
during a vacancy, which was one of the 
pillars on which the office of sequestrator 
rested,112 was the most important reason other 
than pastoral for the bishop to oppose the 
appropriation ofbenefices by monastic houses. 
Given that he had to share such profits with 
the archdeacon, the potential returns for the 
episcopal coffers dropped from zBi marks to 
7! in the case of Warmington. Yet no such 
payment was made. Perhaps the royal favour 
shown towards Peterborough had something 
to do with this-the second mortmain licence 
for Normanby was actually dated at Peter
borough. 

The results of the compromise 
We can now attempt to tabulate a very 

107 L.A.O., Register II fo 337r. 
108 L.A.O., D&C Dij/86/ 1/53; archiepiscopal in

speximus (damaged) Dij/85/ 1/65 copy of Register II fo 
99V. 

1os L.A.O., Register II fo 337r. 
110 "ut fructus et proventus earundem ecclesiarum 

partim in usus necessarios dictorum vicariorum qui in 
manso communi pro eorum cohabitione constructo 
commorantur et partim in extenuationem aliqualem 
eiis alieni que vos novimus oneratos pro vestre 
arbitrio comitatis ... "-L.A.O., D&C Dij/86/ 1/53· 

m L.A.O., Register II fo 136v. 
m C. Morris, "The Commissary of the bishop in 

the diocese of Lincoln", Journal of Ecdesiastical 
History, x (1959), 50-65. 

rough profit and loss account for the dispute 
in all its ramifications. These figures are 
derived from the Taxatio and the Mss. cited 
above. 

BEFORE 1296-13I7: 
WARMINGTON: 

TO RECTOR 55m 
TO PETERBOROUGH zm 

NORMANBY: 
TO RECTOR 1om 
TO PETERBOROUGH 10m 

zom 

AFTER I296-I3I7: 
WARMINGTON: 

TO VICAR 15m 
TO PETERBOROUGH 42m 

NORMANBY: 
TO VICAR 7m 
TO CHANTRY PRIEST 6m 
TO OBIT 43s. 4d. 
TO VICARS CHORAL 50s. 

This means that Peterborough made a net 
gain of at least 30m p.a. It would seem that 
the ~e.t result suited all parties-the pastoral 
provlSlon from these endowments was if any
thing increased rather than decreased as a 
consequence of the dispute. This was particu
larly true since the new vicar of Warmington 
~as enjoine~ to serve personally and con
tmuously reside. One can imagine that this 
was more in keeping with the tenets of the 
Fourth Lateran Council than rectors of the 
type exemplified by Giles de Spoleto and 
Elias de Beckinghai?. !he only sufferers may 
ha~e been .the panshwners of Warmington 
while the dispute was going on, though they 
may of course have had the services of a 
stipendary parish priest to fall back on. There 
is no evidence of any provision being made 
for them, though the existence of two entries 
on the Patent Rolls, 113 dated I zth March and 
23rd .November I 313 respectively, by which 
the kmg sought to present clerks to Warming
ton by reason of regalian right suggests that 
the benefice was known to .be long vacant. 
Abbot Godfrey was restored to the tem
P?ralities on 5t~ November 129911 " so for the 
kmg to present m 1313 by·reason ofthe inter-

us CPR 1307-13, 556; CPR 1313-17, 210. 
114 CPR 1292-1301, 451. 
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regnum between Wodeford and Crowland 
suggests a long vacancy. It may be that the 
dispute explains the cessation of building on 
Warmington church itself. 

This raises the interesting question of the 
link between monastic rectors and the fabric 
of parish churches. Is it reading too much 
into the fabric to see the appropriation dispute, 
and its result, as one of the principal factors 
in the shaping of the building as we have it 
today? All the architectural authorities are 
agreed that the church was "finished" at 
some time before I 3 I 6115 and the "abrupt 
termination" which Caveler noted116 at the 
historic boundary between parochial and 
rectorial responsibility-the Chancel Arch
suggests such about the quality of maintenance 
performed by the Abbey subsequently. The 
chancel contrasts markedly with the "extreme 
beauty"m of the nave.118 But this form of 
research has rarely been undertaken by those 
with access to all the, admittedly patchy, but 
still valuable evidence about parishes con
tained in the episcopal and monastic records. 
Neither Bridges,119 nor even Hamilton 

115 N. Pevsner, The Buildings of England: Northamp
tonshire, 2nd ed., London 1973, 444; J. W. Bloe, 
Warming ton Northamptonshire: An architectural description 
of th~ church and vi~lage, London 1937; W. Caveler, 
Archttectural Illustratwns of Warmington Church, Northants, 
London r8so; A. Ham1lton Thompson, "Notes of an 
address ... ", Transactions of the Rut land Archaeological 
and Natural History Society XIII (1915), 46-g . 

116 Caveler, 13. 
117 Hamilton Thompson, 46. 
118 Particularly in the roofworkmanship-Caveler, 

g. 
119 J. Bridges, ed. P. Whalley, The Histories and 

Antiquities of Northamptonshire 2 vols Oxford 1 791, II, 
480. 

Thompson120 do anything more than note 
that the church was appropriated in I 316. 
One hopes, however, that some of the many 
problems associated with "reading the fabric" 
of this and other churches in the area will be 
solved in the forthcoming RCHM volume. 

But above all the Warmington dispute 
gives some insight into the sort of considera
tions which shaped the policies of late 
mediaeval prelates towards the issue of ap
propriation. Monasteries acted in their own 
interests, yet had to be prepared to mobilise 
all forms of support, both royal and papal, to 
·achieve their ends of greater financial stability. 
And yet we can see precisely how difficult it 
was to persuade the bureaucracy erected to 
support claims of papal plenitudo potestatis to 
determine the facts of a case. We have no 
records of what the Abbey spent on proc
torial representation at the Curia and can 
only dimly perceive the embryonic, and still 
very ad hoc, system of semi-permanent repre
sentation adopted by Dalderby because his 
Memoranda Register happens to be unusually 
full in this kind of detail. Much money and 
effort was expended to no purpose in this 
case. Compromise became the order of the 
day and it is the precise nature of that 
compromise which is so interesting because it 
underlines the diversity of the pastoral 
responsibility of the late mediaeval bishop. 121 

120 Hamilton Thompson, 46. 
121 I would like to thank the following: Mr. Denys 

Spittle and the staff at the Cambridge office of the 
RCHM for introducing me to the problems of the 
fabric of Warmington church; Mr. C. M. Lloyd and 
the staff at the Lincolnshire Archives Office; and 
Professor C. N. L. Brooke and Mrs. D. M. Owen for 
their comments on early drafts of this paper. 



LOCKS, LORDS AND COAL: A STUDY IN 
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY NORTHAMPTON HISTORY 

VICTOR A. HATLEY 

Close to the lock on the River Nene at 
Abington Mill, Northampton, there is an 
arch-shaped memorial stone, not unlike ·a 
tombstone. It carries the inscription: 
"FREDERIC MONTAGU Esqr Member of 
Parliament for the Town of Northampton for 
the Encouragement of Trade and Navigation 
[this word partly obliterated] Gave this 
Lock." At the lock at Clifford Hill, Little 
Houghton, there is a similar stone, but 
square-cut in shape with a slightly curved 
top. The inscription on this stone is: "Honble 
SPENCER COMPTON Esqr Member of 
Parliament for the Town of Northampton For the 
Encouragement of Trade and Navigation Gave 
this Lock." These two stones are relics of the 
two principal themes in Northampton's 
history during the Eighteenth Century. 
Firstly, they commemorate two of the three 
local aristocratic families which, at various 
times; · controlled the town's parliamentary 
representation. Secondly, they illustrate the 
striving of the inhabitants of Northampton 
for a supply of cheap coal, which was essen
tial for the town's long-term prosperity and 
growth. 

The first member of the Horton branch 
of the Montagu family to be elected M.P. 
for Northampton was Christopher Montagu 
in I695· Northampton was represented at 
Westminster by two M.Ps., and between I695 
and I 734, with the exception of I 702-5 and 
I7I5-22, one of them was a Montagu; and 
the person who held the seat during the 
second interregnum undoubtedly did so with 
Montagu approbation and support. In I7I5, 
George Montagu, the sitting member, in
herited a barony from his deceased uncle, the 
celebrated Earl of Halifax who played a 
leading part in founding the Bank of England, 
and who died without a male heir. Shortly 
afterwards, in recognition of the wealth and 
status of the family, George I revived the 
Earldom of Halifax in favour of George 
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Montagu. Staunch Whigs and Hanoverians, 
the Montagus for many years retained the 
support of the Corporation of Northampton, 
although that worthy body was swinging 
towards an exclusively Tory outlook during 
the first three decades of the Eighteenth 
Century. 1• Indeed, between I 722 and I 727, 
Lord Halifax was able to monopolise North
ampton's parliamentary representation for 
the Whigs, the two members being his own 
brother, Edward Montagu, and William 
Wilmer, a gentleman from Sywell who had 
aristocratic connections, and who in I 7 I 5 
was returned for the seat which had been 
vacated by Halifax himself. William Wykes 
of Haselbech, Tory M.P. for the town since 
I 7 I o, was badly beaten in a contest at the 
general election of I 722. 

However, the problems of maintaining two 
Whig M.Ps. at Northampton seem to have 
been excessive even for Lord Halifax, and at 
the next general election, which took place 
soon after George II ascended the throne in 
I 727, he was willing to share the parliamen
tary representation of the borough with his 
aristocratic neighbour, James Compton, fifth 
Earl ofNorthampton, and head of the Comp
ton family of Castle Ashby. Lord Northamp
ton, who had only recently succeeded to the 
title, obviously wanted to establish a Compton 
poli~ical "interest" (the. co?temporary term) 
m his namesake town, similar to the interest 
established by the Montagus of Horton. So 
William Wilmer was ditched to make way for 
a Compton candidate standing in alliance 
with Edward Montagu, although, resenting 
the way in which he was being treated 
Wilmer forced a contest and polled a respect~ 
able minority vote. It is not easy to tie a 
political label on to the Compton family. 
With a strong Royalist and Tory background 

1 Northamptonshire poll books, I 702 and I 705 
(ge~eral elections), I 730 (by-election). Analysis of 
votmg pattern of Corporation members at each 
election. 
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PLATE r. COMMEMORATION STONE 
on the River Nene at Clifford Hill Lock, Little Houghton 

in the Seventeenth Century, they now had a 
powerful link with the Whigs through Lord 
Northampton's uncle, Spencer Compton, 
raised to the peerage as Baron Wilmingcon in 
I 728 and Earl of Wilmington in I 730, a 
favourite of George 11 and an unsuccessful 
rival of the wily Sir Robert Walpole. But at 
Northampton, Major George Compton, Lord 
Northampton's brother and candidate as 
M.P., was described by a well-informed 
observer as a "staunch Tory", 2 and there can 
be little doubt that this was the aspect of 
their political heritage that the Comptons 
emphasised to the Northampton electorate 
and, in particular, the Corporation of 
Northampton. 

In I 734 the Montagu interest at Nor
thampton was abruptly, if temporarily, ter
minated. William Wilmer, staging a dramatic 
comeback, beat Edward Montagu into third 
place at the general election of. that year. The 
immediate cause of this debacle was Mon-

2 Philip Doddridge to John Barker, 25 Nov. 1733. 
Geoffrey F. Nuttall, ed., Calendar of the Correspondence 
of Philip Doddridge, D.D., 1702-1751, 1979, 68-9. 

tagu's support for Walpole's contr~:>versial 
Excise Bill, thereby greatly offendmg the 
Corporation, whereas George Compton had 
opposed the measure. Lord flalifa:r died in 
I 739 before he had an opportumty to re
establish the Montagu interest at Northamp
ton and thus it fell to his son and heir to 
reg~in control of the lost seat. At a by-election 
following the death of William Wilmer in 
I 744, the second Earl of Halifax, who three 
years previously had married an heiress and 
was himself on the threshold of a distinguished 
career in national politics, 3 secured the seat 
without opposition for his cousin, George 
Montagu. Lord Halifax had succeeded in 
renewing the alliance with the Comptons, 
and henceforth the two families controlled 
Northampton politics until I 768, the borough 
returning unopposed to Parliament either a 
Compton and a Montagu, or, twice in place 

3 At various times President of the Board ofTrade, 
Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland, First Lord of the 
Admiralty, Secretary of State and Lord Privy Seal. 
The town of Halifax, Nova Scotia, is named after 
him. 
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PLATE 2. COMMEMORATION STONE 
at Abington Mill Lock (now part of a flood channel) . The "Esqr" in the inscription is almost worn away 

and lies within the half-circle formed by the name FREDERIC MONTAGU. ' 
(Photographs Richard O'Rourke, Esq. ) 

of a Compton, a person whose outlook ~nd 
behaviour were in accord with the reqmre
ments of Lord Northampton. 

The problems of keeping ';!P a polit.ical 
interest in Northampton durmg the Eigh
teenth Century were intensified by the 
peculiar nature of .the borough'~ parliam~n
tary franchise. This was exceptwn~lly w:de 
compared with most urban constituencies, 
and comprised all male householders who 
were not in receipt of alms (i.e. poor relief and 
the taking of certain charities). Furthermore, 
between about I 7 I o and I 734 non-resident 
freemen were also admitted to the poll, 
although their right to vote was legally 
dubious. The result was an enormous body of 
voters in relation to the size of the town, 
which was stated to contain 5, I 36 inhabitants 
in 1746. 4 I,810 persons voted at the general 
election of I 734, including I 85 freemen 

4 Compton Family Documents, Castle Ashby, 
1057· Manuscript pollbooks and other documents 
from the 1734 general election at Northampton. 

specially created by the Corporation in order 
to boost the Compton vote. 5 Control over so 
large an electorate, which in contested 
elections voted openly at a polling booth set 
up in the Market Square, could only be 
exercised by using a judicious mixture of 
bullying and bribery. 6 This applied to 
individual voters and to the borough as a 
whole. M.Ps .. and their patrons were expected 
to pay attentiOn to all matters appertaining 
to the welfare of Northampton, which on 
occasions involved them in the expenditure 
of much money, time and energy. William 
Wykes provided the inhabitants with a water
supply system in I 7 I g-22, although this 
apparently public-spirited gesture did not 

5 A Plan of the Town of Northampton Surveyed in 
MDCCXLVI by Messrs. Noble and Butlin and Engraved 
by Thos. Jeffreys. 

6 For a grass-roots view of Northampton politics 
in the Eighteenth Century, see Victor A. Hatley, The. 
Northampton Election of 1774: an Eye- Witness Account 
Northampton Historical Series No. 5, Northampton: 
1968. 
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prevent his ignominious defeat by Edward 
Montagu (p. 207). 7 Lords Northampton and 
Halifax both made substantial donations 
towards the founding of a hospital at Nor
thampton in I 743-4, and the latter personally 
assisted Dr. Philip Doddridge, leader of local 
nonconformity (strongly biased towards the 
Whigs) and a fervent supporter of the 
Montagu family, in the work of organising 
this institution. Lord Northampton, im
mediately after the general election of I 7 54, 
gave £2oo to the Corporation of Northamp
ton for its recently-established charity school, 
and £I,ooo "for the sole use and benefit of 
the Corporation, to be disposed of as they 
shall judge most proper". 8 All this was on top 
of routine expenditure such as gifts of money 
to the poor and favours of various kinds 
extended to the more influential members of 
the community. 

To make matters worse, from the mid
I 7 50s the two earls had reason for thinking 
that a formidable rival was preparing to 
challenge their political domination at Nor
thampton. Within living memory the Spencer 
family of Althorp had shown no serious 
interest in political affairs at Northampton, 
although a Spencer had been M.P. for the 
borough during the reigns of J ames I and 
Charles I. But on I gth December I 7 55 John 
Spencer, who had inherited Althorp on the 
death of his father in I 746, came of age, and 
his subsequent behaviour strongly suggested 
that he had ambitions to capture a Nor
thampton seat in Parliament, either for him
self or for a Spencer nominee. Among the 
birthday celebrations, which were conducted 
on a lavish scale and coincided with John 
Spencer's marriage to Miss Georgiana 
Poyntz, was included an invitation to the 
Mayor and Corporation of Northampton to 
visit Althorp where they were "most elegantly 
entertained"; in return, they presented their 
host "with his freedom of Northampton, 
which he did the Corporation the honour to 
accept of". 9 In March 1756 John Spencer 
discharged his late father's outstanding 
debts ( !) in Northampton and district, where-

7 Wykes's water-supply scheme is briefly described 
by Beeby Thompson, "A History of the Water Supply 
of Northampton", Northamptonshire Natural History 
and Field Club, Vol. XV (123), 1910, 243-9. It 
deserves fuller investigation. 

8 N.M., 13th May 1754. N.M. = Northampton 
Mercury. 

8 N.M., 29th December 1755· 

upon "the creditors agreed to meet at the 
George Inn [Northampton], to testify, with 
the warmest gratitude and sincerest respect, 
the sense they had of their obligations to him, 
to drink his health, [and] his very amiable 
lady's ... and to demonstrate, by every other 
outward mark, their regard for him and his 
family; they ordered the town conduit to run 
with wine, beer was given in plenty, the bells 
rang, and a large bonfire blaz'd before the 
George Inn gates" .1 0 The significance of 
these and other portents would not have been 
lost on Lords Northampton and Halifax. 
Particularly ominous was. . an item which 
appeared in the local newspaper early in 
1756. After noticing that John Spencer had 
made a donation of £2 I to the Northampton 
Hospital and was promising to contribute a 
similar sum annually, the editor went on to 
report that "We also hear that the same 
gentleman has subscribed £I,ooo towards 
carrying on the navigation ofthe River Nene 
from this town [Northampton] to Thrapston 
Bridge; and that he will be at the further 
expense of erecting the first lock. " 11 

Ever since the Sixteenth Century, Nor
thampton had suffered from a chronic 
shortage of cheap fuel. 12 The supply of local 
firewood was limited, and the nearest col
leries were in north Warwickshire, thirty 
miles distant. Wagons loaded with coal could 
only travel to the town when road surfaces 
were dry, which restricted transport generally 
to the summer months. After the disastrous 
fire which gutted three-quarters of Nor
thampton on 20th September 1675, it was 
thought remarkable that a spell of mild dry 
weather enabled the inhabitants to send 
wagons to Wednesbury in Staffordshire to 
replenish coal lost in the conflagration.1 3 In 
the I 7 50s the cost of road transport was so 
high that, whereas it was possible to buy coal 
from the pithead at Bedworth in Warwick
shire for as little as 4d per cwt., the retail 
price at -Northampton for the same amount 

10 N.M., 8th March 1756. 
11 N.M., 5th January 1756. 
12 This shortage was part of a sustained national 

crisis. See Alan D. Dyer, "Wood and Coal: a Change 
of Fuel", History Today, XXVI (September 1976), 9, 
598-607. 

13 The State of Northampton from the Beginning of the 
Fire ... by a County Minister, I 67 5, 2 I. (Reprinted in 
1974 by Northampton Public Libraries.) 
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from a Midland colliery was 30d.14 

Many other towns in England were in a 
similar situation to Northampton regarding 
fuel. Sometimes the problem could be solved, 
partially at least, by making the local river 
navigable, thereby opening up a supply of 
coal by boat from inland collieries (pit-coal 
in contemporary parlance) or from a coastal 
port to which it had been shipped from 
collieries with access to the sea (sea-coal). 
Northampton is situated on the River Nene, 
and in the Seventeenth Century this river 
was navigable, by way of channels through 
the Fens, from the Wash to Alwalton Mill, 
six miles upstream from Peterborough and 
55 miles downstre~m from Northamp~on 
(respectively four miles and about 38 miles 
by road). Various schemes were proposed to 
enable freight-carrying boats to ascend the 
Nene as far as Northampton, although none 
of them was carried out. An Act of Parliament 
for the purpos~ was obta~ne? in I7.I9, bu~, 
owing to a senous defect m Its provisiOns, It 
remained inoperative. However, under the 
terms of a second Act, passed in I 724, the 
navigation of the Nene was extended to 
Thrapston, about 20 miles by road from 
Northampton which it reached in I737· 
Sea-coal could now be brought by collier 
from Northumberland and County Durham 
to King's Lynn, and thence by river-b~at into 
the heart of Northamptonshire, but Its cost 
remained high, especially when consideration 
had to be made for a long haul overland from 
Thrapston. The retail price of a bushel 
( 74-80 lbs.) of sea-coal at Northampton 
during the I 750s was about 20d.15 

Thus the question of completing the 
navigation ofthe River Nene remained open. 
In I 756 a third Act ofParlia~ent was passed, 
supplementing the two previOus Acts, where
by commissioners, mostly drawn fro~ Nor
thamptonshire gentry and .clergy b~t mclud
ing a sprinkling of promment residents of 
Northampton, were appointed to make the 
river navigable between Thrapston and 
Northampton. (For administrative purposes 
the Nene between Thrapston and Northamp
ton became known as the Western Division 
of the Navigation of the River Nene, and 

u D. G. C. Alien, William Shipley, Founder of the 
Royal Society of Arts, 1968,.41 .(Northampton: citi_ng 
Thomas Mortimer, A Conctse Account ... of the Soczety 

for the Encouragement of Arts ... 1763) ; N. M., 31st 
October 1757 (Bed worth). 

16 All en, 41 . 

between Thrapston and Peterborough as the 
Eastern Division. Each division was managed 
separately by its own commissioners.) They 
were empowered to borrow money at a rate 
of not more than 4%, and to charge tolls on 
all freight carried on the river above Thrap
ston; and their duties, derived in this case 
from the original Act of I 7 I 3, included 
maintenance and repairs on the Western 
Division navigation once it was in operation 
for boats. The inhabitants of Northampton 
responded with enthusiasm to the renewed 
prospect of a navigable river reaching their 
town. A "Navigation Club" was formed in 
I757, its members meeting fortnightly at the 
Red Lion Inn (site of the present fish and 
meat market in Bradshaw Street), "where all 
persons in this town and neighbourhood who 
are well-wishers to so important an u~der
taking, are desired to give their attendance 
in order to concert proper measures fo; 
advancing the subscription; and for such 
other purposes as may be necessary to forward 
this extensively-useful design".16 A total of 
£I5,075 was subscribed to meet the expenses 
of obtaining the Act of Parliament and 
making the Western Division navigation, no 
less than £6,275 (42%) being provided by 
people living in Northampton itself.U 

On 22nd June 1758 the Western Division 
con;mis~ioners signed a. con~ract with John 
Smith JUnr. of Atterchffe m Yorkshire to 
undertake the necessary work on the Nene 
between Thrapston and Northampton this 
being based on a survey made by Thomas 
Yeoman, . a skilful engineer with local 
connections.18 Smith's estimate for the job 
was a meticulously calculated£14,070 4s 2!d. 
The principal item in this sum was provision 
for building twenty locks at a cost of £454 Ss 
each, £g,o88 in all. The first seven locks on 
the Western Division were situated between 
Thrapston and Wellingborough, and on 31st 
March 1 760 seven boats carrying a total of 
56 chaldrons (about .72 tons) of "best' 

16 N.M., 24th October 1757. 
17 J. R. Ward, The Finances of Canal Building in 

Eighteenth Century England, 1974, 13. 
18 For Thomas Yeoman, see A. E. Musson and 

Eric Robinson, Science and Technology in the Industrial 
Revolution, 1969, 372-92, and John H. Thornton, "The 
Northampton Cotton Industry-an Eighteenth Cen
tury Episode", J. Northants. }{at. Hist. Soc. and Field 
Club, Vol. 33 (1959), 241-59. Yeoman made his 
original survey of the River Nene between Thrapston 
and Northampton in 1744 (N.M., 22nd October 
1744)· 
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Sunderland coals" arrived at Wellingborough 
after a journey of "less than two days" up the 
river from Thrapston. The coal was adver
tised for sale from the wharf at Welling
borough at I2td per bushel.19 

Friday 7th August q6I, the day when the 
Western Division of the navigation was 
formally opened all the way to Northampton, 
saw the town enfete as probably never before. 
According to a contemporary report: 20 

"The important work of a navigation from 
[King's] Lynn to this town [Northampton], 
which has been so long the object of our 
most earnest wishes, being now fully and 
happily completed, the same was opened 
yesterday in the presence of many thou
sands of spectators, assembled on that 
interesting occasion. No less than thirty
eight barges, laden with coals and other 
merchandise, and adorned with flags and 
streamers, came up with the greatest ease 
to the public wharf at the South Bridge; 
preceded by a band of music, drums, 
french horns, etc. The principal vessels 
were filled with as many persons as they 
were capable of containing (amongst whom 
we saw several of distinction) whose loud 
acclamations were returned from the 
spectators on both sides of the river; and 
several cannon were fired at their arrival 
at the wharf. The most general illumina
tions that were ever known, bonfires ring
ing of bells at all the churches, and' every 
other demonstration of joy, concluded the 
evening. The whole was conducted with 
the utmost regularity and order, without 
the least rioting or other disturbances· and 
whc;tt is very extraordinary amongst 'such 
an Immense crowd of people both by land 
and water, no unfortunate accident cc
cured to anyone." 
At the same time an advertisement was 

issued by John Smith that he was selling coal 
at Northampton at I4d per bushel. A week 
later he repeated the advertisement, adding 
that he was prepared to deliver coal "into all 
parts of the town at 4d per quarter [i.e. 

111 N.M., 31st March 1760. Toll was charged at 
gs 4d (I 7P) per ton of goods or chaldron of coal 
between Thrapston and Northampton. zs 8d (8-!p) 
was charged between Thrapston and Wellingborough 
(seven locks), and zs 8d between Wellingborough and 
Northampton (thirteen locks). The Act of 1756 em
powered the commissioners to fix the rate for the 
tolls on the cost of building the locks and their 
distance from Thrapston Bridge. 

10 N.M., zoth August 1761. 

quarter of a chaldron = about 720 lbs]". 21 

The first minute book of the Western 
Division commissioners commences in June 
I 756, and the earliest reference to John 
Spencer's gift of a lock occurs at a meeting 
held on 27th April I 758. The matter was 
noted, and at the same time it was reported 
that the Mayor and Corporation of Nor
thampton had .requested Sir John Langham 
ofCottesbrooke to give a lock as well. Sir John 
had not openly involved himself in Nor
thampton politics on any previous occasion, 
but it may have been common knowledge 
that he harboured a desire to control one of 
the borough seats, either for himself or f~r .a 
nominee. Smart work on the part of the CIVIC 

fathers! 
The two earls did nothing about locks for 

the time being. However, on 2gth May I 759 
the death took place of Charles Montagu, 
who had been M.P. in the Montagu interest 
since I 754· His son, Frederic, was chosen with 
almost indecent haste by Lord Halifax as a 
replacement, and on 6th June was returned 
to Parliament at a by-election. We may sus
pect that Lord Halifax, who was President of 
the Board of Trade, used his considerable 
influence with the government to hasten the 
proceedings, thereby not giving any rivals a 
chance effectively to canvas the Northampton 
electorate. Afterwards it was reported that 
"It was the request of the inhabitants _in 
general, that, instead of the usual entertain
ments at publick houses, the new member 
would be pleased to appropriate the same 
sum, or so much as he should think fit, to the 
real and lasting benefit of the town, by a 
donation towards a FREE NAVIGATION 
... Accordingly the member was pleased 

21 N. M., 1oth and 17th August 1761. For the bushel 
used at Northampton, see N.M., 29th March 1762 
("warranted 8o lbs." ) and 12th June 1790 ("not less 
than 74 lbs. on an average one with another" ) . In 
the by-laws made for the Western Division _of the 
Nene Navigation (printed in 1760: copy m the 
Northamptonshire Libraries), it is stated that all coal 
sold within the limits of the navigation should be 
measured by "the bushel appointed by the Act of 
Parliament of the 12th year of her late Majesty 
Queen Anne [1713], Chapter the 17th, and by no 
other measure whatever, bigger or less". This Act, 
among other things, contained provisions for "ascer
taining the coal measure". The bushel, of course, is 
a measure of capacity, not weight. 

The Grand Junction Canal Act of 1 793 (33 Geo. 
III, LXXX) declared that for computing rates of 
carriage on the canal, the cwt. of coal should be taken 
as I 20 lb. avoirdupois. 
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generously to make the town a present of a 
new lock, to the great satisfaction of the 
inhabitants; who to the number of I I 8, 
attended upon, and dined with their bene
factor at the George Inn, at their own expense 
... Prosperity to the NAVIGATION in 
general, and the healths of Sir John Langham, 
Bart., and John Spencer, Esq., (each ofwhich 
had already given a lock) were drunk with 
three huzzas." 22 

The next general election was held in the 
early spring of I 761. John Spencer began to 
canvass St. Albans, a borough where his 
family already had a political interest; but 
in February he replaced himself as a candi
date by Lord Nuneham, son of Earl Harcourt, 
probably because he had received notice that 
he (John Spencer) would shortly be raised to 
the peerage. Nobody disturbed the electoral 
peace at Northampton where the election 
took place on 26th March. Just over a fort
night later, at a meeting of the Weste~n 
Division commissioners held on I I th Apnl, 
it was reported that the two M.Ps., Frederic 
Montagu and Spencer Compton (Lord 
Northampton's brother and, in I 763, eighth 
Earl of Northampton; great-nephew of the 
Earl of Wilmington) had each given two 
locks to the navigation. Curiously enou~h, no 
mention of this munificence was made m the 
local newspaper. 

The cost of these four locks, based on the 
estimate of John Smith (p. 2II), was£r,8I7 
12s, or £go8 I6s per M.P. We may be quite 
certain that Lords Northampton and Hahfax, 
each of whom would have provided the 
money on behalf of his ca~didate, instructed 
their principal supporters m Northampton to 
spread the word that, in the event of intran
sigence on the part of the electorate, n<;> locks 
would be forthcoming from the slighted 
interest. Likewise that the inhabitants of 
Northampton, especially. ~~ose who had 
invested in the Western DIVISIOn of the Nene 
Navigation or, as merchants or trades:T?-en, 
were committed to its success as a busmess 
proposition, understood exactly the implica
tions of the situation. Moreover, anybody who 

22 N.M., 1 rth June I759· The Act of 1756 st~ted 
that if revenue from tolls exceeded the sum requ1red 
to pay interest on money borrowed by ~he commis
sioners the balance was to be used to d1scharge the 
debt. 'The river would then become "free and ?P<:n 
for all his Majesty's subjects": N<?thil!g was sa1d .m 
this Act about keeping the nav1gat10n m good repa1r, 
which turned out to be expensive. 

thought of intruding himself on the consti
tuency as a candidate-Sir John Langham 
springs particularly to mind-would have 
known that, in t~e event of winning a seat, 
he would be reqmred to donate two locks to 
the navigation, irrespective of all the other 
expenses incurred in fighting the election. 

John Spencer-he was raised to the dignity 
ofViscount Spencer in I 76I and Earl Spencer 
in I 765--did not abandon his pretensions to 
control one of Northampton's parliamentary 
seats. In I 763, following the death of the 
seventh Earl of Northampton, a contest with
in the Corporation over the appointment of a 

· new reco~der of the borough (an honorary 
office wh1ch had been held by successive 
Earls of Northampton since I68g) revealed 
that exactly one-third of the members 
supported Lord Spencer. 23 His chance came 
at the general election of I 768, before which 
jockeying took place to ensure that a mayor 
and two bailiffs favourable to Lords Nor
thampton and Halifax were chosen for that 
year, these three municipal dignitaries acting 
as returning officers in parliamentary elec
tions.24 Sir James Langham (nephew and 
heir of the Sir John who gave a lock to the 
Western Division, and who had died in I 766) 
announced on 2gth September I 767 that he 
would be standing as a candidate in the 
forthcoming election, but withdrew a month 
later. Lord Spencer immediately threw his 
hat into the electoral ring by making a gift 
of £I,ooo to the poor of Northampton (many 
of whom, of course, had votes!) "to be dis
tributed in bread, flour, coals, etc., at the 
discretion of a committee appointed for that 
purpose." 25 The subsequent contest between 
his candidate, Captain the Hon. Thomas 
Howe, R.N., and the candidates of Lords 
Northampton and Halifax, respectively Vice
Admiral Sir George Brydges Rodney and Sir 
Thomas Osborn of Chicksands in Bedford
shire, was one of the fiercest, most expensive 
and most corrupt in English history. Not least 
among the enormities committed on each side 
was the gross partiality shown by the return-

23 J. Charles Cox, ed., The Records of the Borough of 
Northampton, Vol. 2 (1550-1835), r8g8, 11 I. The 
1752-65 assembly book of the Corporation is now 
unfortunately, missing. ' 

24 Compton, F. D., 1130: letter (undated) from 
H. Woolley toT. Breton, and draft copy ofletter from 
T. Breton (5th August 1767). Breton was mayor in 
1767-8, and acted as principal returning officer at the 
general election. 

26 N.M., 2nd November 1767. 
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PLATE 3· GEORGE MONTAGU DUNK, . . 
second Earl of Halifax (1716-71). Assumed the name of Dunk following his marriage in 1741 to a nch he1ress. 

ing <;>fficers towards Rodney and Osborn. 
Victory at the poll by these two candidates 
was promptly challenged by Howe who 
submitted a petition to the House of Com
mons. During the hearing of his case, it 
became clear that the House was sympathetic 
to Howe, and Rodney and Osborn agreed 
among themselves to draw lots to decide 
which should yield his seat. The winner was 
Rodney. Osborn withdrew from Northamp
ton politics, and so did his patron, Lord 
Halifax. Sadly diminished in fortune because 
of his expenditure on the election, Lord 
H-alifax died in I 77 I without a male heir, and 
the title became extinct (not to be revived, 
and for a different family, until I866). 
Ironically, if Lord Spencer had been prepared 
to wait for just three more years, he could 
probably have taken over the Halifax interest 
at Northampton for his own family at only a 
fraction of the sum he spent in winning the 
seat for Howe. 

At the height of the contest in I 768, Lord 
Halifax (or his supporters) issued a handbill 
entitled "Some Queries Proposed to the 

Consideration of the Inhabitants of Nor
thampton". 26 It consists of a series ~f r~etori
cal questions and was probably d1stnbuted 
wholesale thr~ughout the town. In it the earl 
set down his national and local achievements, 
the latter extending over nearly thirty years. 
Among them was his support for the founding 
of the Northampton hospital; his champion
ship of the great road between London, 
Derby and Manchester, which passed through 
Northampton; and the use of his influence in 
obtaining government jobs and favours for 
Northampton people. Item VII in.the har:d
bill is devoted to the earl's part m makmg 
the River Nene navigable to Northampton, 
giving him . the credit for a great deal of 
behind-the-scenes work in getting the Act of 
I 756 through Parliament, and its provisions 
effectively carried out. Here is this item, 
printed in full: 

"Who got the Bill passed for the Naviga
tion, after abundance of difficulties in 

26 Political handbills, 1/1768 (Northampto.nshire 
Libraries: Northamptonshire Collection, Abmgton 
Street, Northampton). 
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PLATE 4· GEORGE BRYDGES RODNEY 
first Baron Rodney ( I 7 I 9-92). Brother-i?--law to Spencer Compton, eighth Earl of N ortham ton 

M.P. for Northampton, I768-74. Admiral: defeated the French fleet at "The Saints" in I 7~2 • • 

bringing the nobles, gentry and moneyed 
people of the county, and the town into 
the scheme? Did he not with his friends 
(sic) give three locks, besides money, to 
encourage the execution of the work? And 
do not several hundred thousand people 
reap the advantages every day, and every 
hour? Not to mention other things: Is not 
that most essential article of human life, 
coals, and without which the greatest part 
of the poor of Northampton must be in a 
perishing condition? I say, are not coals 
reasonable, and more within the reach of 
the poor than ever they were since your 
town was built; and without which, 
your parish-rates must be enormously 
advanced?" 

The reference to "several hundred thousand 
people" is absurdly inflated, ·but as evidence 
for the influence of politics on the building 
of the Western Division of the Nene Naviga
tion, and the importance to Northampton 

townsfolk of a supply of cheap coal, this 
document is hard to beat. 

The seven locks downstream from Nor
t~ampton were those which the commis
siOners of the Western Division built with the 
cash ~onated by local grandees, either direct
ly or m the name of their political proteges. 
John. Spencer was commemorated at the 
lock m present-day Becket's Park (known 
then as Nun Mills Lock), and Sir John 
Langh~~ at Rush Mills. The other five locks 
were d1v1ded between Frederic Montagu and 
Spencer Compton, and we know that the 
fo~mer was commemorated at Abington 
Mtl.l . and the latter . at Clifford Hill. The 
dec1s1on to place an mscribed stone at each 
lock was made by the Western Division 
commissioners at their meeting on 8th 
August 1761, the day after the triumphant 
opening of the navigation to Northampton. 
George Ecton of Northampton supplied the 
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A PLAN pj't/u-, .RI VEI-l NEN ,fov1/ TI1rapi1on ~t' ~o~thantpton 
111Tfk tlu.-~A1ill.r and LorA.tJ' ~ary /Dr tlu?/.Aiavyd/u}n-, 

"?Jeth.e1· rvr//v tlu/Ib1vn.o near f~M-llivu: 
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FIG. I. PLAN OF PROPOSED NAVIGATION 
of the River Nene from Thrapston to Northampton, surveyed by Thomas Yeoman and probably 

published in I 754· On 30th December of that year, the Northampton Mercury carried an explanation 
of the word "stanch" appearing "in the plan of the River NEN from Thrapston to Northampton". 

The editor stated that it "should be a STANK (or WEER [weir], as 'tis often called ... ". 
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stones, and in the poll book for the I 768 
general election he is described as a mason 
living in Newland. (He voted for Rodney 
and Osborn.) A careful search of the river 
bank between Cogenhoe and Northampton 
might locate one or more of the stones which 
now appear to be missing. 

The Spencer family, which was stoutly 
Whig in political outlook, did not hold for 
long the patronage of the parliamentary seat 
which Lord Spencer captured at such great 
cost from Lord Halifax in 1768. In J 770 a 
Spencer charity school for boys was est::b
lished at Northampton, the purpose ofwhich 
was to strengthen the grip of the Spencer 
interest on the electorate. However, at the 
general election of I 784 the Spencer candi
date was unexpectedly beaten by a "dark 
horse" Tory named Fiennes Trotman who 
only declared his intention to contest the 
borough on the day before official nomina
tion. Lord Spencer ( George John, second 
Earl) was so disgusted by what he regarded 
as the "ingratitude" of the townsfolk
"people voting against us by dozens who 
have had one, two, three boys in the school" 
he complained to his mother, the dowager 
countess who was canvassing at St. Albans: 
to mak~ matters worse, the humiliated 
candidate was his father-in-law!-that he 
withdrew from all further part in Northamp
ton politics, notwithstanding the entreaties 
of his loyal supporters, many of whom were 
nonconformists, in the borough. 27 Trotman 
did not stand at the general election of I 790, 
and between that year and 18 IO the seat 
was occupied by Edward Bouverie of 
Delapre Abbey, Har.dingstone, a friend a~d 
follower of Charles J ames Fox, the Whig 
leader. The other seat was controlled by 
the Compton family until I 820, with a break 
between I 774 and 1780. Spencer Perceval, 
who was Tory M.P. for Northampton from 
1 796 to 1812 and who rose to be Chancellor 
of the Exchequer ( 1 807-09) an.d Prirr:e 
Minister ( 1 8og- 12: he was assassmated m 
the lobby of the House of Commons ?Y a 
madman) sat as the Compton nommee. 
The defe~t of Lord Compton in I82o 
marked the end of a long era of direct 
aristocratic intervention in Northampton's 

21 Spencer Family Documents, Althorp. Lord 
Spencer to Dowager Counter Spencer, 2nd April 
1784: Supporters of the Spencer political interest at 
Northampton to Lord Spencer, 7th August 1784, 
together with Lord Spencer's draft reply. 

political affairs. 
In passing it may be noticed that Sir James 

Langham made a second and more serious 
attempt to capture a seat at Northampton at 
the general election of I 774, but polled only 
266 votes out of a possible 904. 28 As a 
political investment at Northampton for the 
Langham family, his uncle's gift of a lock on 
the Western Division of the Nene Navigation 
was money thrown away. Thanks to the 
calculated generosity of Sir John Langham, 
John Spencer, Lord Northampton and Lord 
Halifax, the Western Division commissioners 
were saved from having to spend about 
£3,000 in building the seven donated locks. 
This enabled them to create a reserve fund 
invested on Old South Sea annuities which 
during the late- I 78os, was used to pay off 
_part of the loan capital subscribed thirty 
years previously. 

The comments of desperate politicians 
should. usually be taken cum grana salis! but 
there IS no reason to doubt Lord Halifax's 
angry plea (p. 14) that the extension to 
Northampton of the Nene Navigation was 
beneficial to the inhabitants, chiefly in 
reducing the retail price of coal. Sea-coal 
was now available from the wharf at South 
Bridge, usually at I3d to 14d per bushel.u 
Nevertheless, this was still expensive com
pared with coal for sale in districts much 
nearer to collieries. There is no evidence for 
quickened industrial activity at Northampton 
in the years after I 76 I, and it was not until 
the 1 790s that the population showed any 
signs of a significant rise. The opening of the 
Oxford Canal as far as Braunston in I 774 
was followed by increased availability of 
Midland pit-coal in the Daventry area of 
Northamptonshire, and some of it reached 
Northampton, 30 although the cost of carriage 
by road from Braunston, a distance of fifteen 
miles, prevented it from effectively under
cutting the sale of sea-coal at South Bridge. 
But in 1796 the northern section of the Grand 
Junction Canal was completed to Blisworth 
f~ur miles south-west of Northampton, and 
pit-coal at 1 otd to 1 ztd per cwt was soon on 
sale from the wharf at that village. 31 Sea-coal 

28 Northampton Pollbook, general election of 1 774· 
29 N. M., I 761 -go, passim. Prices higher than 1 4d or 

slightly lower than 13d will be discovered in some 
years by the diligent researcher. 

30 N.M., 24th December 1781, 14th October 1782, 
sth January 1784. 

31 N.M., 17th September 1796. 
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now became an uncompetitive fuel at 
Northampton for most purposes. Revenue 
from tolls on the Western Division declined 
alarmingly after 1796, so that the commis
sioners no longer had sufficient money to 
undertake routine maintenance on the river, 
let alone pay interest on loan capital remain
ing unredeemed. 

It was not until 1st May 1815 that a branch 
canal was opened from Blisworth (Gayton 
Wharf) to Northampton, thus enabling pit
coal to be unloaded from canal narrow boats 
at wharves at or near South Bridge. Nor
thampton's rise as an industrial town dates 
from 1815, as I have explained elsewhere, 32 

and cheaper coal was undoubtedly one of the 
reasons for the unprecedented growth which 
took place there during the I 82os and I 83os. 
The ~ranch canal also brought temporary 
salvation to the impecunious Western Divi
sion which was now used to transport sub
stantial quantities of coal downstream from 
Northampton to Welling borough and Higham 
Ferrers. However, the opening in 1845 ofthe 
Peterborough branch of the London & 
Birmingham Railway ended the role of the 
River Nene west of Peterborough as a freight
carrying :waterway of any importance, al
though, Ironically, the Western Division 
enjoyed an enhanced revenue from tolls 
during 1844 and the first quarter of I 845 
when ~uch of the material used in building 
the railway was transported by boat to sites 
on the river bank. 33 

3~ Vic!or A. Hatley, ·:~ome Aspects of Northamp
ton s History, 1815-51 , Northamptonshire Past and 
Present, Vol. Ill, No. 6 (1965-6), 243-53. 

83 North~mptonshire Record Office, M.L. 57, 
Nene Navigation (Western Division) Toll Book, 
1839-52. 
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The political history of Eighteenth Century 
Northampton is complicated, but the reader 
will find introductions, together with short 
biographies of the various M.Ps. concerned, 
in two publications of the History of Parlia
ment Trust: Romney Sedgwick, ed., The 
House of Commons, 1715-1754, 2 vols, 1970, 
and Sir Lewis Namier & John Brooke, eds., 
The House of Commons, 1754-1790, 3 vols, 1964. 
Some information about Northampton poli
tics, especially for the period I 722-34, is 
contained in Eric G. Forrester, Northampton
shire County Elections & Electioneering, 1695-
1832, I941. 

A good general account of the Nene 
Navigation is included in John Boyes & 
Ronald Russell, The Canals of Eastern England, 
I977, I96-235· However, a monograph on 
the navigation, paying particular attention 
to its financial aspects, would be a welcome 
addition to our knowledge of Northampton
shire history between I 700 and I 850. 
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