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THE NORTHAMPTONSHIRE RECORD SOCIETY
(FOUNDED IN 1920)

WOOTTON HALL PARK, NORTHAMPTON NN4 8BQ
President: Sir Hereward Wake, Bart., M.C., D.L.

NOTES AND NEWS
Last year we reported on the uncertain status of some of the family collections held in the Record Office.
The current update (September) is that the Cartwright of Aynho collection is still residing at the Record
Office for the time being, £100,000, a third of the asking price having been raised. Some of this funding
has come from private sources, mainly from the Aynho region. An appeal is currently under way, as you
can see from the details in the enclosed leaflet, and further donations are sought. As noted previously, the
collection is wide-ranging and, apart from political and personal family material, the records involve a
large number of parishes. At its full extent the core of the estate had most, or significant parts, of Aynho,
Hinton-in-the-Hedges, Steane, Charlton and Newbottle, King’s Sutton and Astrop, and in Oxfordshire,
Deddington and its members of Clifton and Hempton. Farther away were farms in Stuchbury, Bugbrooke
and Watford. I went through the card-list of the collection during last winter and offer an article below
that gives some idea of its scope (in terms of my own interests only!)

*   *   *   *   *

The Record Society has recently been establishing closer links with the history department of
Northampton University, via Professor Jon Stobart. There are courses offering an MA in the subjects ‘ War
and Society’ and ‘Social and Cultural History’ with a variety of interesting modules. For more information
contact either John Stobart or Ian Beckett.

*   *   *   *   *

Work on new volumes of the Victoria County History continues under the leadership of the North-
amptonshire VCH Trust. Volume V, the Cleley Hundred, is now available on the web (www.british-
history.ac.uk). This is extremely useful, even if you already possess a nice red copy, as the text can be
electronically searched. Volume VI, the industrial history, is almost ready for publication and work on
Volume VII is well advanced. It deals with Corby parish and the New Town with some of the adjacent
villages, and will also be produced in a short illustrated paperback version.

As well as the work of the VCH Trust, with the ultimate completion of every village history, there seems
to me to be scope for a single countywide volume following on from Bridges’ History with its 1720
information taking it up to 1945 (or even 2000). There are many families and estates that have come and
gone during that time, now largely forgotten. The article on Caroline Stopford of Drayton by Bruce
Bailey, below, touches upon some of them – the lords of Lyveden and Lilford. Nearby Sudborough had
the Duke of Cleveland as the major landholder in 1839. A county view of the economic and social data
provided by enclosure and tithe awards would be useful, along with information on the break-up of so
many landed estates in the 1920s and 1930s. There is scope for many graphs and maps. A nice twenty-
year project for a keen post-doctoral historian!

*   *   *   *   *

It is with regret that we have to report the Record Office is no longer open to the public on Mondays.
Apart from any inconvenience to those members wishing to study on a Monday, it affects the Society’s
Office arrangements, since Monday was one of the days when the secretaries were on duty. It has yet to
be decided on which days the Office will be open under the new arrangements, depending on the
availability of Leslie and Jean and the views of members at the next Council Meeting. It will be
announced at the Autumn Meeting and placed on the Record Society’s website.

The reason for the Record Office four-day week is the reduction of staff imposed by the County
Council, made in an attempt to reduce budget deficits. Far more drastic has been the disbanding of the
Historic Built Environment Team so that Northamptonshire is unique in having no county archaeologist,



and this at a time when large scale ‘development’ is thrust upon it. The good news it that three posts
survive, the Sites and Monuments Record, the Portable Antiquities Scheme, and a new post responsible
for Northamptonshire County Council historic assets (such as the recently purchased Chester Farm).
These three officers are under the direction of the County Archivist as part of the Community Services
Directorate. Regarding the archaeological threat to development, there is a county Growth Management
Team that will provide archaeological input to ‘new settlement’ as well as for planning applications relating
to minerals and waste. Otherwise archaeological, architectural and historic matters across the county are
now entirely in the hands of the District and Borough councils. As you will know, their attitudes vary and
I urge any of you who serve on parish or district councils to press for the proper preservation or recording
of the ‘historic environment’.

*   *   *   *   *

My thanks are due to reviewers and to Jean Hall and Leslie Skelton for their help with NPP production.
Don’t forget to keep up to date with Society news and events available on the Record Society Website
at www. northamptonshirerecordsociety.org.uk.

David Hall

Notes on contributors

John Adams lives in Great Oakley and is an Affiliated Lecturer in the Faculty of Biology, University of
Cambridge.

Bruce Bailey FSA, is a freelance lecturer and architectural historian, and is Curator at Drayton House.
He is a Council Member of the Northamptonshire Record Society.

Elizabeth Fell is a retired Chartered Physiotherapist whose interest in the history of the landscape
followed a move to live in Elkington parish.

R. L. Greenall, from 1965 to 1996, was employed in the Department of Adult Education, University of
Leicester, much of it as warden of the University Centre in Northampton. He is the author of several
books on the county’s history, the most recent being a History of Kettering. Formerly editor of this
journal, currently he is the hon. general editor of the Record Society’s main series of publications.

David Hall is the editor of Northamptonshire Past and Present.

Jack Rodney Laundon was born at Kettering in 1934. He worked as a botanist and editor at the
Natural History Museum in London 1952 until 1990. In 1998 he bought a new house at Kettering
from which to study the landscape history and architecture of his native county.

Sir Clive Rose spent 34 years in the Diplomatic Service following five years in the army in World War
II. He has written two books on East-West relations during the Cold War, and a family history, The
Unending Quest. It was when researching the latter that he ‘discovered’ his ancestor, Alice Owen.

6 northamptonshire past and present



Aynho Fields, open and enclosed

DAVID HALL

Aynho lies at the southern extremity of the county, being topographically an extension of
the Cotswolds forming the Northamptonshire scarp. Its history is very well recorded in
the estate records of the Cartwright family, resident from 1615 until the 1950s. There are
also estate records held by Magdalen College, Oxford, which acquired the small Hospital
of St James and St John with its lands and evidences, being one of the College founding
appropriations made by William Wainflete, Bishop of Winchester, in 1463-4.1 The village
history, Aynho, published by Nicholas Cooper in 19842 is an excellent general account,
based mainly on the Cartwright records (although unfortunately devoid of precise
references to the documents used). Baker gives details of the manorial descent and
pedigrees of the lordly families.3

The field systems of Aynho, both when open and in the way that they were enclosed in
three separate stages, are remarkably complex, but can be understood from the detailed
documents that describe them. A plan of ridge and furrow remains made by archaeological
survey was published in 1997.4 This is incomplete in the east and south of the township
where light soils preserved no earthworks of headlands. The plan (Figure 1) used here has
been completed using data from the Cartwright maps of 1696 and 1720.5

Open fields
The open fields of Aynho do not fall into a simple type found in the most parts of the
county where there were, in later centuries, usually three great fields (comprising blocks
of strips grouped into furlongs) run on a three course tilth.6 The limestone soils at Aynho,
like many parts of the Cotswolds, have sandy outcrops that were not very fertile. The far
east and south-east of the township remained as permanent pasture, used for a warren and
a sheep walk.

The furlongs also differed from most of the county in that not all of them had individual
names, but had ‘group names’ such as the ‘coniger furlongs’ or ‘wheathill furlongs’ that
consisted of about 10 and 12 furlongs respectively, lying together. Some of the groups had
been split into small furlongs, as is clear on the plan. This process was probably partly
responsible for the multiple names. The new headland boundaries formed did not have
well developed soil banks because of their relatively recent origin and none was seen
during the field survey, in spite of a return visit specifically to look for them. The date of
the splitting is unknown but the small furlongs are marked on the 1696 map. The use of
the term ‘fields’ at Aynho, often meaning a small group of furlongs, is akin to counties lying
outside of the Midlands, such as Hertfordshire or Cheshire, where there was no
arrangement using two or three ‘great fields’ connected to crop rotation.

Only one medieval terrier describes Aynho fields in any detail,7 but from the 16th century
onwards there are many for both the demesne and for tenanted and freehold lands. A
fieldbook of 1720 has a series of accompanying plans and can be related to the township

1. G. Baker 1822, The History and Antiquities of Northamptonshire, Vol. 1, 557; Magdalen College, Oxford, Estate
Records (Magd.), 137/5; Aynho Charters 3, 4, 80.
2. N. Cooper 1984. Aynho, A Northamptonshire Village, Banbury Historical Society, vol. 20.
3. Baker 1822, Vol. 1, 453-59
4. D. Hall 1997. ‘Aynho Archaeological Survey’, Cake and Cockhorse 13, 239-42. The same publication has an
article by P. Dean describing John Soane’s work on Aynho House, 1799-1804.
5. NRO, Map 4612; C(A) 6268.
6. Discussed in D. Hall 1995, The Open Fields of Northamptonshire, Northampton Record Society, Vol. 38, 51-63.
7. Magd. 76/30. 15th century (written in English), before 1463.



8 northamptonshire past and present

F
ig
u
re
 1
: A
yn
h
o
 f
u
rl
o
n
gs
 a
n
d
 f
ie
ld
s 

c.
15
00

W
es
t

Fi
el
d

So
ut
h

Fi
el
d

To
w
n

Fi
el
ds

W
es
t 
F
ie
ld
 F
u
rl
o
n
gs
, 
16
19

1 
Fi
sh
er
s 
le
ys

10
 O
ve
r

2 
Sp
itt
le
 h
at
ch

11
 E
as
t-
w
es
t

3 
N
or
th
 s
id
e 
ho
br
oo
k
12
 B
ri
er

4 
H
ar
dn
el
l

13
 M
id
dl
e

5 
Sw
in
gl
e 
cr
of
t

14
 S
an
dy

6 
H
ob
ro
ok

15
 O
xh
ey

7 
N
et
he
r

16
 C
ot
lo
w

8 
Fr
ye
rs
 le
ys

9 
B
ar
nh
ill

C
o
tm
an
 F
ie
ld
 F
u
rl
o
n
gs
, 
17
20

17
 (
H
ed
ge
ha
de
s 
16
17
)

18
 W
al
to
n 
H
ed
ge

19
 W
en
sd
on

20
 W
ar
ds
 A
sh

21
 B
ut
ts

22
 B
ur
y 
Sl
ad
e

23
 C
at
sb
ra
in

24
 N
om
an
s 
H
ill

25
 P
or
t W
ay



map of 1696. In these two records, the furlongs of the east are fully identified, but the west
had been enclosed in 1619, apart from the meadows lying along the River Cherwell. From
the descriptions of the lands exchanged to make this enclosure, and the very detailed
information available in a survey of 1617,8 some of the furlongs in the west can be
identified.

Before the 1619 enclosure the fields were referred to (by 1463) as the Upper Fields (north
and east of the village) and the West or Lower Fields. These were only locational names
and did not relate to a two-field system; the areas involved were very unequal, the east
being much larger. Next to the manor-house on the south-east there were about 89 acres
of old enclosure in 1617. This had been formed on a few demesne furlongs adjacent to
the manor-house that did not involve exchange of lands, but only required agreement
with the other farmers to make recompense for loss of common grazing rights.

The structure of the fields in 1617 is complicated, consisting of two overlapping systems.
Lying on the east side of the village and next to it were the Cotman fields. East of the
Cotman Fields were the Town Fields. There were also the west fields and the south fields
which were shared by both the Cotman and Town Fields. Elsewhere, an open-field farm,
called a yardland, normally consisted of strips scattered throughout a township in a more
or less regular manner in all the great fields. At Aynho there were two types of yardland.
Those called cotman yardlands lay in the Cotman, South and West Fields, with no land at
all in the Upper Fields. The town yardlands lay also in the South and West Fields with strips
in the Upper Fields but had no land in the Cotman Fields. The evidence for this complex
arrangement is found in terriers that are specified as being for cotman or town yardlands
and relating them to the known furlongs.9

The two types of yardland are of great antiquity because two half yardlands in Cotman
field were mentioned in a charter of 1314.10 The land belonging to Magdalen College
consisted of six yardlands (so stated in 154411), specified in 1617 as one of cotmanland and
five of townland. Hence there were probably these two types when the College received
the land in 1464, there being no additional endowment at Aynho. The master of Aynho
hospital dealt with a yardland in cotman field in 139112 which is very likely the same one
described in the College’s yardlands in the 1617 survey. It may be that this yardland was
given to the Hospital among its acquisitions when founded in the 12th century, since a
grant of half a yardland made in c. 1190, held by Elwin the Swineherd, was said to lie
between the lands of the cottagers.13 The 1314 charter is the earliest clear independent
evidence for the existence of cotman yardlands, but the 1190 reference is also convincing.

Why there were two overlapping field systems is more difficult to understand. The only
other similar system so far identified is at Crick.14 Here the two types of yardland were
called the Hall yardlands and Hain yardlands, being the yardlands belonging to the manor
(or hall) and those of the tenants, who had once been villeins. It is fairly easy to understand
this distinction, but at Aynho, as well as the two types of yardland there was also a dispersed
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8. NRO, C(A) 5112.
9. Town yardlands; NRO, C(A) 653 (1626), 655 (1631), 908 (1640), 527 (1663), 458 (1678), 396B (1687), 429
(1690), 572 (1744). Cotman yardlands; C(A) 2669 (c. 1560), 417 (1693), 410 (1694). Few terriers state what
type of yardland is described but it can be deduced from the statements made in C(A) 458, and in the 1617
survey, C(A) 5112. Cooper (1984, 312-3) gives some discussion of the Cotman Fields.
10. NRO, C(A) 285.
11. NRO, C(A) 2840.
12. NRO, C(A) 286-7.
13. Magd. Aynho Charter 32.
14. D. Hall 1995. The Open Fields of Northamptonshire p. 243, and D. Hall forthcoming, 2007, The Open Fields
of England.



demesne and a block demesne. The dispersed demesne has the same distribution as the
town yardlands, it did not lie in the cotman fields. A possible explanation is that the cotman
field was once part of a block demesne that had been split into two parts, one being held
in severalty by the lord, the other being assigned to the cottars. The location of some
cotman land on the west of the demesne, if correct (see below), supports the suggestion
of a split demesne. The 1190 land being in the occupation of Elwin the Swineherd also
may imply a demesne connection – perhaps the cotman yardlands had been allotted to the
manorial servants. Manors in various parts of the country had land assigned to ploughmen
or smiths, and more commonly let rent free to the reeve for his services. Further evidence
of a demesne origin is that the two yardlands of glebe lay in the cotman fields. In other
parishes, the glebe was sometimes a grant of the lord’s demesne (e. g. Mears Ashby15).

For Aynho, there is the additional complexity of a few pieces of dispersed demesne that
lay in the town fields. With this theory the original demesne consisted of the both types
commonly found; a block around the manor house as well as some other pieces dispersed
in groups of strips in the tenants’ furlongs.16

The furlongs comprising the core of the Cotman field were three small blocks called Bury
Slade, Catsbrain and Nomans Hill, about 80 acres (Figure 2). The 1617 survey identifies
another 35 acres of cotman land lying to the north at Walton hedge, and this is referred to
in the 1720 fieldbook which states that Walton Hedge Furlong was the last of a sequence
of cotman lands.17The 1617 survey gives no breakdown of the furlongs in the West Fields,
but the Cotman yardlands (10.5 in all) have shared between them 48 acres more in the
West Field than the Town yardlands. This is possibly accounted for by a few more cotland
furlongs lying in the lands that were enclosed in 1619 and so not mentioned in terriers

10 northamptonshire past and present

Figure 2: Some of the cotman furlongs in 1720
(Northamptonshire Record Office C(A) 6268, p. 34)

15. Hall 1995, 177.
16. See Hall 1995, 66-76, for a discussion of demesne types.
17. NRO, C(A) 6268, p. 51.
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18. From the description of the Cartwright allotment in 1619. C(A) 3318.
19. NRO, C(A) 193B
20. NRO, C(A) 3318.
21. Magd. 76/30.
22. Cooper 1984, 303-7.
23. Baker 1822, Vol 1, 548; NRO, C(A) 201 & 5111.
24. NRO, C(A) 6268, title page.
25. NRO, C(A) 5112.

thereafter. Their location is difficult to determine. It might be expected to lie next to and
west of the cotman furlongs of catsbrain, etc., but this is the area of the 16th-century
demesne enclosure. A possible location is near the West Spinneys, where the cotman
yardlands included ground at hedgehaws (formerly hedgehades), that lay there.18 If correct
then the cotman lands lay either side of the block demesne (Figure 1).

No detailed furlong identification is possible for the large Cartwright demesne piece in
what later became the park. The 1617 survey gives no furlong names but merely lumps
together the acreage and the number of parcels ‘in the west fields’, but a 1585 partition of
the demesne names some pieces.19

Other furlongs in the west can be identified from the descriptions of the freeholders’ and
tenants’ plots made in 1619.20 Many of these state on which furlong the plot lies, often
referring to the previous ownership and the number of lands. Furlongs identified in 1619
are fishers leys, spittle hatch, north side hobrook, swingle croft, fryers leys, barnhill, east-
west, brier, middle, sandy, oxhey (Figure 1). Most of these are referred to in the 15th-
century terrier of the Hospital lands.21 The furlong names of the Upper Fields have been
published by Cooper.22

Richard Cartwright, a lawyer from Cheshire, bought two-thirds of the manor from
Shakerley Marmion in 1615 and the remaining third from Sir Paul Tracey in 1616.23 He
soon had the manor surveyed by John Moor with a view of making some enclosure. There
was probably a field book and map made as a result of the survey, since they are referred
to in 1720.24 The state of property made in 1617 (probably compiled from the lost
fieldbook) was:25

Demesne; enclosed 109 acres, open: meadow 70, leys, 89 pasture 133, dispersed arable 156,
the warren and the sikes at its south end 288. Total 845 acres.
Tenants; 12.5 yardlands, 389 acres, held by 8 farmers (Mark Gardner 2, John Green 2, Edward
Jarvis 1.5, Richard Bewdley 1.5, William Burton 1.5, Skyllman 1.5, John Young 1.5, Thomas
Swetman 1).
Cottagers; 43 acres of homesteads and closes, with a few lands of open-field, held by 14
people.
Freeholders
Magdalen College, 6 yardlands, 171 acres.
Glebe, 2 yardlands, 45 acres.
Other freehold, 22 yardlands, 632 acres held by 12 farmers (Thomas Drope 3, Richard
Staunton 2, Thomas Hanslap 4, Giles Sowtham 2.5, Peter Parker 2, William Wyatt 2, John
Lowe 1.4, Joan Howes 1.5, Robert Hobcrofte, 1 Jane Bricknell 1, George Collyns 0.75,
Lawrence Wyatt 0.75).
Total, 30 yardlands, 848 acres.

In terms of yardlands there were 10.5 Cotman yardlands, containing 260 acres of arable
strips and 32 Town yardlands, 794 acres. The average size of both types of yardland was 25
acres of arable lands, but they had variable amounts of meadow.



The fields after 1619
After the 1619 enclosure of the west fields all the open arable land lay in the east,
comprising both town and cotman yardlands. No distinction was made between them in
terms of cultivation. In 1639 there was reorganization of all the fields into a standard three-
field system that ignored the different types of holding, which stated:26

The Upper field is to be divided into three parts and made into three fields.
The first begins at Robert Hobcraft’s town’s end, including all that part of the field on the
left hand of the way leading from the town’s end straight forwards into the slade commonly
called fullwell slade, and all that land on the left hand side of the slade for the 1st field. All
hades & leys within the same to be Lammas grounds & to be common at Lammas for great
cattle, excepting the slade which shall go with the fallow field adjacent to it two years
together, and in the 3rd year to be Lammas ground, and all that waste ground in the said field
to be common at all times. This field is to be fallow the 1st year.
The second field to begin at butt piece including all butt piece furlong, lang furlong, standhill
furlong and all coneygrey side and also all wheathill and Croughton way furlongs until it
comes to London way which leadeth down to the College Mill and also on cottmanside all
the land from astell lane end on the right hand of Bissiter way, commonly called port way,
until it comes to Langford for the second field. All hades & leys …to be lammas
gds…excepting standhill pits which shall go with the fallow field adjacent unto it and lie
fallow 2 years together and the 3rd year to be Lamas, and also cottman hooks which shall
remain in several every year until Lamas. This field to be fallow in the 2nd year.
The third field to begin at mastell lane end on the left hand of Bister way alias port way,
including all ryeland hill, the town cleys, debdon cleyes, and debdon head until it comes unto
the London way which leadeth down to the College Mill and also all north hill and noman
hill and the land that lyeth beyond the mill brook for the 3rd field. All leys …to be lammas
grounds…. All waste ground to be common at all times except mill hill and blackwell. This
field to lye fallow the third year.

Anyone breaking this arrangement was to be fined the large sum of £10. The fields can
easily be identified from the furlong and road names and are slightly different from the
three fields marked on the 1696 map (Figure 3). The 1639 division of the southern cotman
furlongs between the second and third fields, put land west of the portway with the
Middle Field and that on the east was grouped with the South Field. This would make the
management of common grazing difficult. An exactly similar division into three was
written down and enforced in the court held in 1652 to hold for four years, but a different
arrangement was made in 1680.27 The 1720 fieldbook also refers to three fields.28

In spite of the threatened fines for not conforming to the new three fields, there seem to
have been many variations. In 1673 there is reference to land cropped for three years,
implying a Cotswold type four-field system.29 At the very end of their existence, in 1791,
the arable land of the Upper Fields was valued as three crops and a fallow, again indicating
that a four-year tilth was in operation.30 Terriers of the 17th century rarely specify in
which ‘great field’ a furlong lies, consistent with a constantly changing shift system. The
owners of the cotman yardlands may have provided an impetus for not fitting in with the
three-field arrangement, with the tortuous shapes of some of the arrangements for Middle
Field and South Field.
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26. NRO, C(A) 2468 (paraphrased).
27. NRO, C(A) 2475 & C(A) 2788.
28. NRO, C(A) 6268, pp. 61 & 72.
29. NRO, C(A) 2479.
30. NRO C(A) 3417. Cooper (1984, 105-6) gives more information on the field lay-out, the changes from
three to four fields and hitching.
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Another characteristic of the Cotswolds was the sowing of grass or legumes on part of the
fallow field, known as ‘hitching’. The practise was of long standing, since there were peas
hitches in 1584 and 1589.31 In 1702 Thomas Cartwright was allowed to sow grass seed near
the London Way provided that he fenced it off and made abatement of three sheep per acre
for three years in recompense for the loss of common grazing by the rest of the farmers. In
the same year the jury appointed a place for a horse heech and divided it by lot.32

The meadows operated in a complex manner. The fieldbook of 1720 offers an explanation
of the meadow divisions.33 There were 17 named meadows (called sets), each divided into 8
hides. The meadowman made further subdivisions (doles) of every hide that were changeable.
The first six hides in every meadow were divided into 4 parts, the seventh hide into 3 parts,
and the eighth hide into 5 parts, which belonged to Magdalen College. The plans of the
meadows show that all were divided into 8 parts except for Binley Acres that had 7 hides and
Cullimore Leys that lay in 32 pieces.

The meadow doles were changeable every other year with different occupiers. One holding
had (as well as other meadow strips), the 26th ley in Cullimore, 1 dole at Souldern stone, 1
dole at Truckingham, ‘which said doles and ley are meadow ground and lying all in the 4th
dole in the first hides for the present year 1744 and change round and alter their possession
from Edward Letch to John Bricknell alternately every year’.34 Another holding had meadow
strips in entirely different meadows in the second year, reverting back in the third.35

This complicated and variable open-field system operated until obliterated by enclosure
in 1792 The reorganization of the complex remnant fields into a standard midland three-
field system in the 17th century illustrates the danger of interpreting information found
in townships that had partial enclosure. If only 17th-century information had survived for
Aynho, there would have been no indication of the complex non-midland type of fields
that had formerly existed.

Court orders and field management
There are court rolls surviving from 1504 through to the 18th century. The early courts
were concerned with the usual items; entry into copyhold property, affray, strays, excess
tolls made by the miller, trespass, maintenance of watercourses, roads, mills and buildings;
oxen were not to be grazed at night, peas were not to be taken from a neighbour’s land,
wheat and barley were not to be gleaned until all the corn was carried. Stones obstructed
the way at Cotman End. All the village was summoned to repair the netebridge with horses,
timbers, spades and shovels. In 1505 a drover who had hidden animals to graze in the
standing corn fought with a servant of Richard Hanslap and drew blood. The drover’s
name was not recorded, so it cannot be determined if he was from Wales, one of the many
who have given the name Welsh to drove roads in the region.36

The rolls continue with fines made by the ale tasters and for manure blocking the village
street. Detailed regulations were made controlling when meadows and pastures should be
kept separate (for hay) and when they could become commonable. Fines were made for
entering into the common pastures before the correct time, breaking into the pound to
retrieve animals, taking rabbits from the warren with a ferret. Officers were appointed and
stray animals impounded. In 1535 the stinting per yardland was 50 sheep and 4 horses.37
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31. NRO, C(A) 2453-4.
32. NRO, C(A) 2480-1.
33. NRO, C(A) 6268 p. 93.
34. NRO, C(A)522.
35. NRO, C(A) 905, for 1641-2.
36. NRO, CA 2483-95; dated 1504-8.
37. NRO, C(A) 2419-38, dated 1514-43.



Orders become more detailed. The following, made in 1585, have interest because some
of them relate to the West Fields before they were enclosed.38

The tenants were to make their hedges & ditches from spittle hache to stanbridge waie, before
25th March.
Edward Love, gent, was to scour his ditch at spittle hache.
No tenant was to gather any peas in the hiche field saving upon his own.
No tenant was to permit cattle to range over the field to howbrook, before 1st November,
then the same field could be broken [entered for grazing].
The stubble field was not to be broken before Michaelmas but it was lawful after then.
No tenant was to tie horses, colts or mares on balks or stubble land before the corn field be
ridd [carried], nor amongst any hay cocks in the common meadows saving amongst his own.
Tenants were to mend and stone the highways before 6th January coming.
No one was to refuse to care for or not plow his arable land according to ancient custom.
No one occupying 2 yardlands was to breed or raise in any one year above 3 calves; 1 and a
half yardlands 2 calves, and a cottier 1 calf.

In the 17th century there are detailed lists of orders. That for 1620 has been published.39
As well as the usual type of items there was an order that everyone had to plough one foot
of their land so that a balk two feet wide was made between every two ridges. This was a
standard method of increasing grass in the open fields in the rest of the county and
elsewhere in the East Midlands and it is surprising that it occurred at Aynho which had
so much pasture. Animal stinting was 40 sheep, 4 beast (kine) and 4 horses for a yardland,
reduced since 1535, presumably in recognition of over grazing of the pastures because
animal size was increasing as a result of improved breeding. However, the animal stints still
varied in this decade. In the early 18th century the College six yardlands stinted at 12
horses, 24 cows and 192 sheep.40

Other order lists occur for 1627.41 Specific tasks were dealt with as required; in 1677 a levy
of 6d per yardland was raised to employ men for trenching in Old Down Slade and at
Blackwell and elsewhere.42 Among the items noted in 1702 were:

Hades were to be several until the end of harvest & the greensward was to be common for
the sheep as usual.
No person shall cut grass on the balks.
No person shall stake their hurdles instead of setting them with sharries from 25th March
yearly until 1st August to prevent the sheep breaking out of the fold.
The old orders shall stand.43

Enclosure
The manor-house had only two gardens that can be identified as enclosed ground in 1367
and two small coneygarths that may represent the warren lying near Croughton.44 In the
Middle Ages the only enclosures belonging to the villagers were the small crofts behind
the houses, such as two cottages with an adjacent curtilage in 1384.45 In 1619 the closes
belonging to the houses were said to amount to only 23 acres in all.46
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38. NRO, C(A) 2453, paraphrased.
39. NRO, C(A) 2456, in Hall, forthcoming.
40. Magd. 76/1.
41. NRO, C(A) 2458.
42. NRO, C(A) 2477.
43. NRO, C(A) 2481.
44. NRO, C(A) 1205, loose leaf, copy c. 1615.
45. NRO, C(A) 298.
46. NRO, C(A) 3333.



Rowland Shakerley, lord of the manor after his purchase in 1555 until his death in 1565,
made a small private enclosure of which no details survive. It was referred to in 1586 by
Anthony Morgan, second husband of Mary fifth daughter of Rowland (formerly married
to Thomas Marmion).47 Morgan was presumably farming the manor on behalf of his wife
and her relatives. He wrote to Magdalen College from Aynho answering a complaint:48

Sir I perceve by yowr letter how yt is suggested unto you that I doe surcharge the commons
in Ayno and suche sorte, as the residew of the inhabitants there are not able to kepe theire
cattell & paye theire rents…[because of]…some inclosure made by my predecessor wythowt
warrant by lawe. In bothe wyche points the reporters have misinformed yow & delte hardly
wythe me for my predecessor Mr Shakerley, being lorde of the manor, inclosed no moore
than the lawes of the realme did warrant hym to doe. And I do charge the commons with no
more cattell than my predecessors have usually done and that have bene tyme owt of mans
remembrance doene, kept in respecte of the demesnes of the manor, as I found out
remembrances of the demesnes of the manor, as I truste I shall be well able to prove
whansoever the matter shall grow in question. I hope god…will be my judge that I never
tooke or sowght moore than myne own and that wyche my predecessors lefte me in quiet
possession of and gotten as I am informed wythe safe confidence and good title wych my
desire is to holde wythe quietnes & wythe the good will of all the freeholders & inhabitants
yf yt maybe…[If] yt shall be at yowr pleasure ether to bringe a wrytte of admesurement of
pasture or an assise of common of pasture agaynst me…to have yt determined by the ordinary
cowrse of the common lawe what nomber of cattell every man may kepe whereunto I will
answere wthowt any delay and wyne in trial…or yf yow or any of them will exhibite a bill
in Chancery agaynst me I will presently appire and answer.

No action seems to have been taken. Presumably the College was satisfied by an
agreement made in December that year, of which a draft survives.49 The parties were Paul
Tracey of Stanway, Gloucestershire and Anne his wife, Antony Morgan of Aynho and Mary
his wife, lords and owners of the manor; and Magdalen College, Robert Scafeilde, parson
of Aynho, and freeholders Thomas Keble, Nicholas Hanslap of Southam, Warwickshire.
Reference was made to Thomas Marmion, deceased, and to Rowland Shakerley, deceased,
the father of Mary and grandfather of Anne, formerly lord. There had been controversies
about common of pasture claimed by the freeholders in pasture closes and meadow in
Aynho, occupied by Tracey and Morgan. These had been enclosed and kept several by
Rowland Shakerley. In dispute also was the time of haining (keeping several) a piece of
ground in the Nether Field called the summer cow pasture and leys, pastures and meadow
called hedge hades, acreman meadow and dry armeley, and the time to put lambs in them. 

It was agreed that Rowland Shakerley lawfully made a close lying next to church called
Churchyard Close, and closes called Sibbwell close, Nether close (that had in it one piece
of glebe land subject to a dispute in 166550), a close next to Souldern balk, two other
adjoining closes lying west of the spring or wood. Some of the cow pasture could be hained
from 2nd February to 1st May and no cattle or other animals were to be allowed in.

Another view of this early enclosure can be gained from demesne descriptions. It had been
partitioned in 1585 between Mary Marmion, widow, who held two-thirds of the manor,
and Sir Paul Tracey, the husband of her niece, Anne, who had inherited the other third.51
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47. Baker 1822, Vol. 1, 584.
48. Magd 76/29.
49. Magd 76/34.
50. NRO, C(A) 6509-20.
51. Baker 1822, Vol. 1, 548.



The following pasture closes, with their acreages, were listed.52

Chief messuage, yards etc, (4 acres in 1617).
Pond Close of pasture adjacent to the capital messuage, 2 a.
Another adjacent pasture called Sibwell Close, 2 a.
Bingamoores Close or Nether Close, 21 a (Mill Close 1617).
Close next Souldern balk 18 a (Horse Close 1617).
Little Moor Close (near mercers mede) 3 a.
Pasture called Spinney Close, 10 a.
Two closes next west to Spinney Close, 9 a.
Cotman Close 2 a and a cottage in the same.
Churchyard Close or Over Close, 17 a.

In total there were 89 acres of closes next to the manor, plus the lodge and warren 40
acres. Also next to the manor-house were 210 acres of leys and 70 acres of arable. Thus the
whole area adjacent in 1585 was 368 acres, including the enclosure. This approaches the
total of the land lying in the Park subsequent to 1619 and mapped in 1696. It shows there
was a large block demesne lying south of the village. The survey of 1617 describes the
demesne enclosures similarly. They are plotted on Figure 3. Most of them lay in a block
below the manor-house, with the Spinney Closes lying detached to the west.

The next stage of enclosure was when the new lord of the manor, Richard Cartwright,
wished to enclose the West Field, presumably with the intention of adding closes held in
severalty to improve the grounds of the manor-house. The prospect of enclosure had been
put forward previously, in 1611,53 when the impecunious lord, Shakerley Marmion, sold
some yardlands to his father-in-law Bartrobe Lukin of London and to the tenants, and to
the rector Thomas Drope BD. These parties along with Edward Love, the tenant of
Magdalen College, and Thomas Hanslap a freeholder and all the other freeholders
covenanted to each other to agree, if most of them thought fit, to enclose one part of the
fields and they would assent exchanges. Richard Cartwright, in 1615 had paid a dearer rate
because of the enclosure covenant. In 1618 all had agreed to an enclosure except the rector
and Love, the College tenant, who had died, and chose lawyers and surveyors.

A survey was made at Easter 1619 and the commissioners met and set out plots. However,
the tenant of the College, the rector and Richard Staunton, who had been allotted the
best plots, would not agree to it. The case went to the Court of Chancery. The College
said it had not agreed and was not satisfied what benefit it was, and on a visit to the Bishop
of Winchester about a similar case they had been advised to agree to nothing except by
law.54 Cartwright said that 19 of the defendants had agreed (all save the three). Eight
commissioners were appointed to arbitrate and met at Aynho spending eight or nine days
there. They reported to Chancery that they had:

1 Called all the parties.
2 Viewed the plots and thought all were good and the three dissenters had better plots.
3 Found and considered the inconveniences because of the need to make some enclosures.
4 Looked at what lands lay in common as well as the intended enclosed ground.
5 Tried to reconcile differences.

The commissioners noted that there were 55 families in Aynho that had only 23 acres of
closes in little crofts, and some none at all. The new enclosure was for 600-700 acres
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52. NRO, C(A) 193B; C(A)1205 ff. 25-26 (transcript c.1620). An undated original, but slightly different,
version is C(A) 5109.
53. NRO, C(A) 3333 & 197.
54. NRO, C(A) 3333.



leaving over 1600 left in common which they thought should ‘be continued for ever’.
Cartwright was to give up all his common rights in the lower fields where there was
grazing for 60 beast, 900 sheep and 36 horses. He was also to relinquish all cattle commons
in the upper fields, apart from 200 sheep.

His warren for rabbits over 200 acres of land, causing great loss of corn and common to
the village, was to be confined to 95 acres and be enclosed with a defensive wall. The rest
of the warren ground was reserved for the town cattle. There were other agreements about
cow pastures and meadows. Cartwright’s tithes were raised from £28 to £60 and ground
was given for a cart track. No depopulation had been caused by this enclosure and 1600
acres were to remain open ‘for ever’ consisting of 920 acres in tillage and 680 in
greensward. The College arable land before enclosure was 34.5 acres and lay in 66 parcels
worth £12 p.a. but now lay in ancient greensward, close to the College farmhouse and
was worth £35. The parson’s glebe was near 16 acres lying dispersed in 32 parcels worth
£5 p.a. but now lay in a plot of 7.5 acres in Cartwright’s ancient demesne greensward
worth 4 nobles an acre, and the rest of his 16 acres lay in another plot of good land worth
more by £10. The case had two hearings in Michaelmas 1619; it was determined that it
was a ‘good inclosure’, that the town needed some closes, the petition by the College and
others was malicious, and that Richard Cartwright could go ahead.55

The above is a summary of events made by Richard Cartwright. The dispute and its
ramifications created a voluminous documentation.56 Comparative enclosure cases were
examined by Cartwright for Brockhall and Farthinghoe, and in the counties of Berkshire,
Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire, some involving Magdalen College.57

The dispute is also recorded from the College point of view.58 The President and Scholars
made a petition to Parliament against Cartwright about the enclosure, noting that by the
terms of an Act of 1572 there was a statute that colleges could not exchange lands and the
College founder’s statute stated there was to be no exchange of land. Nevertheless,
Richard Cartwright had obtained a decree in Chancery to enclose out of the common
fields, waste and commons in Aynho, 445 acres, and ‘hath taken away our lands, common
and waste, and give recompences in other lands, whereas we have been deceived and
plunderd …[and] consider [the College] much injured’.

The plots laid out in June 1619 were for 17 freeholders including Magdalen College and
the glebe (201 acres in all), and for 11 tenants of Richard Cartwright (105 acres). They all
lay in the west fields. A few of the freeholders had more than one piece lying in different
parts of the new enclosures.59 Some of the new closes were larger than the total open field
strips previously held, but most were exactly the same acreage. Richard Cartwright
received a large block next to the manor-house (351 acres, nearly all of it his own
demesne) as well as 95 acres at the warren in the east, with a new stone wall there to
replace the existing turf and hedge fences. It is easy to see that the College and others
involved might be aggrieved. They had received enclosures at least equal in size to their
former arable strips but were no longer able to let their animals graze on 351 acres of the
lord’s enclosure. Cartwright had reduced his grazing rights on the remainder of the open
field, but whether this really compensated for the loss of grazing in the enclosed demesne
was difficult to prove and no doubt a matter of opinion.
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55. Ibid.
56. NRO, C(A) 3313-35.
57. NRO, C(A) 3401-7.
58. Magd. 76/26.
59. NRO, C(A) 3318.
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The plot descriptions are not always detailed in terms of abuttals with neighbouring
properties, but since most of the closes survived to be mapped in 1696 (some in possession
of the same families) it is possible to identify the allotments. They are shown on Figure 4,
the numbers being in the order that they were assigned by the commissioners.

An example is that allotted to Edward Jarvis (no. 15). He had dispersed in the Lower Field
and Fishers Leys 5 acres and 17 poles. For which he received in one plot 6 acres 3 roods
17 poles lying upon East-West Furlong, Hardnell and upon the crosse sidelings and yardes,
lying between the plot of Robert Hobcrofte on the east and the plot of Mr. Droope [the
rector in a private capacity] on the west. ‘He dothe receve more than his [open-field]
quantity by 1 acre 3 roods and is fully satisfied’.

The Cartwright large piece lay in the Nether Field ‘entirely together’ and the description
of the bounds gives a variety of topographical names. Begin at Fryers Town’s end along
the left hand of the lane to a gate turning towards Deddington, and from there in straight
line to the upper corner of a hedge that divides Mr. Cartwright’s 12 lands from his pasture
ground, from thence to pass along the highway to Deddington, leaving out the highway,
until ‘hee come to the browe of barnhill to a dole there now digged’ and in a straight line
to an oak tree growing on the very west corner of his west spinney hedge near the corners
of Pemberton’s tongue & hedgehawes passing along with that spinney to the nether end
of the west corner of that spinney close (the two demesne spinneys described in 1585,
above) and then in a line straight from that corner over Mr. Cartwright’s cow pasture to
town armeley meadow, turning south by the side of town armeley meadow to the nether
end, along Mr Cartwright’s armeley meadow and then turn west by the end of town
armeley meadow till ‘hee come to a meerestone which partes Mr. Cartwright’s armeley
meadow at the west end’ and Mrs. Cartwright’s kingsmorehead meadow and from that
meerstone to turn south by the side of kingsmorehead in a straight line to Souldern brook,
and from that corner east up by the brook to mercers meadow and from thence along the
ditch at the outside of widow Hobcroft’s piece below Binghamsmore close, up to the
hedge side of the said close and ditch.

The allotments of the freeholders and tenants formed a series of small closes lying west of
the village, with curved hedges reflecting the strips of the furlongs on which they were
laid out. The new Cartwright enclosure was stated to consist mainly of his open-field
demesne and was added to the 89 acres already existing. By 1696 it had been further
subdivided in to several closes (Figure 3).

Freeholders (acres)
1 Magdalen College, 35 in 3 plots
2 Glebe, 32 in 2 plots
3 Thomas Drope, 14 in 2 plots
4 Richard Staunton 10, in 2 plots
5 Thomas Hanslap, 33 in 3 plots
6 Giles Sowtham, sen., 8
7 Giles Sowtham, jun., 9
8 Joan Howes, 7
9 Lawrence Wyatt, 3
10 Jane Bricknell, 5
11 George Collyns, 4
12 John Lowe, 7
13 William Wyatt, 10
14 Robert Hobcrofte, 8 in 2 plots
15 Edward Jarvis, 7

16 John Younge, 1
17 Peter Parker, 7

Tenants
T1 Edward Jarvis, 15
T2 Thomas Swetman, 8
T3 William Burton, 12 in 2
T4 Mark Gardner, 13
T5 John Greene, 12
T6 William Bowers, 7
T7 Richard Bewdley, 8
T8 John Younge, 9
T9 John Lowe, 17 in 3 plots
T10George Pemberton, 2
T11Widow Hobcrofte, 1.5
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Proprietor Area Per cent

Cartwright, Ralph 1201 75.3
Magdalen College 208 13.0
Baker, John jun. 79 4.9
Baker, John sen. 13 0.8
Burberow, Tim 16 1.0
Bull, William 8 0.5
Bull, W. & Turner 6 0.4
Turner, a minor 2 0.1
Burton, Sarah 17 1.1
Burton, Sarah in settlement 4 0.3
Merry, W, a minor 16 1.0
Mayo, Sam 2 0.1
Gardiner, John 2 0.1
Merry, John 4 0.3
Aynho poor 1 0.1
Aynho free school 1 0.1
Banbury, Mary 5 0.3
Gardiner, John 7 0.4
Cottages, various 4 0.3

Total 1596 100.0

60. NRO, C(A) 3408.
61. NRO, C(A) 3484.
62. NRO, C(A) 3409 & 3417.
63. NRO, C(A) 3415; copy is NRO Map 2816; Act in X2629; Award in Enclosure Enrolment Volume I.

The final stage of enclosure was made by Parliamentary act in 1792 and involved all the
remainder of the fields. Enclosure had been considered in 1766, but it was thought that it
could ‘not be got through’,60 Thomas Cartwright was familiar with the enclosure process
since he had been a commissioner for Murcot in 1771.61 He died in 1772 and the
successful Aynho Bill had to wait until 1792 when his son William Ralph came of age.
The proprietors’ estates were valued in 179262 and the award with a map was made in
1793.63

The state of the open-field property was 44.5 yardlands, 173 horse commons, 214 cow
commons, 2133 sheep commons, 2 cottage horse commons, 27 cottage cow commons,
and in all 1070 acres of open land. Ralph Cartwright had 33.5 yardlands, 5.5 of them
recently purchased. The document (the enclosure ‘calculations’) with this information
gives great detail of exactly how all the varied claims of rights in the open fields were
converted to an annual value, from the extensive rights of the lord down to Jane Stanley
with 1 ley and 1 horse common, and Aynho poor which had a piece of meadow only.
What is not clear, as with other similar calculations, is how the annual values were
converted back into acres to set out the allotments. There is no information showing how
the quality of land in the new allotment was allowed for. The Award is unusual in that it
gives the names of the furlongs on which the new allotments were placed, only known
elsewhere in the county in the awards for Hargrave and Ravensthorpe.

The state of property after enclosure in 1793 was:

The enclosure map is an excellent summary of what was done, as it has written at the
bottom a complete list of all the proprietors showing their new and old enclosures (except
for Aynho Park). Cooper has given details of the parliamentary enclosure process and the
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64. Cooper, Aynho, pp. 177-92 with plan of Cartwright holding; for the 1869 landuse plan see p. 252.
65. NRO. C(A) 3573.

consolidation of the estate made by the Cartwrights. As a result, the Park was enlarged
towards the east. A plan of land use in c.1860 shows that the old Upper Fields were almost
entirely arable and the Park and all of the west remained pasture.64 The estate accounts for
1792-3 give details of the cost of the enclosure and the work undertaken to make the new
hedged allotments, build farms and enlarge the park surrounded by a new wall.65 The
enclosure costs were £2,946 16s 2d, as well as other work at the warren, levelling and
underdraining both at Aynho and Souldern. The buildings were constructed of local stone,
timber was felled at Worton Heath (west of Deddington, Oxon.) and Welsh slate was used
for the roofs. A new limekiln was built, being fired with coal. Among the quicksets,
protected by post and rail fences, more than 100 elms were planted in the new hedges.

Aynho affords an example of a complicated open-field system of unusual type. The details
of its partial enclosure in 1619 can be understood from the survival of detailed estate
records contrasting with most 17th-century private enclosures that have very poor
records. The great detail of the parliamentary enclosure and its cost is also not common.
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1. Written by Jennifer Rose, now Mrs. Hope-Lewis (the novelist Barbara Erskine), daughter of Nigel Rose,
the author’s cousin on 19th April 1959.
2. The most authentic account of this incident is given in David Hughson’s Circuit of London (1809) quoting
from ‘a record belonging to the Brewers’ Company’ which has unfortunately been lost. John Stow’s A Survey
of London (1618 edition) has a less detailed account.

Dame Alice Owen and Her Heirs at Cransley

SIR CLIVE ROSE

As we climbed to the crest of a hill, just outside Broughton, we looked down and surveyed
the panorama laid below us, of a magnificent stretch of green fields, shaded by spreading trees.
On the other side of the valley, on the crest of the opposite hill stood a beautiful 17th century
house. It was built with yellowing bricks now sufficiently weathered to blend perfectly with
the surrounding countryside. It was the most perfect country residence I have ever seen, in
the perfect setting of woods and fields, gardens and park.

This was the enthusiastic description by a young girl of 14 in 1959 on first seeing Cransley
Hall, the home of her ancestors, which was built on the estate purchased by her ten times
great-grandmother, Dame Alice Owen.1 The scene has changed but little since that time.
While others will have their own choices of the perfect country residence, I still experience
the same sense of a building entirely at ease in its setting every time I visit Cransley as did
my young cousin nearly 50 years ago. The Hall dates from 1679 when it was built by Alice’s
great-grandson, Henry Robinson, on the site of the old manor house. Though subject to
improvements and additions in the 18th and 19th centuries and some modernisation in the
20th, the general character of the Hall remains much as it originally was. It remained in the
hands of Alice Owen’s heirs, first Robinsons then Roses, until 1905.

Alice was born in 1547, the daughter of an innkeeper in the village of Islington, then
separated by about two miles of open country from the City of London. She was the
youngest of three children of Thomas Wilkes by his first wife, and had three half-siblings
born in the 1550s to Thomas’s second wife, Margaret. Alice was clearly a lively, intelligent
and probably rather precocious little girl. Having lost her mother at an early age and with
a stepmother occupied with the care of three small children besides her household duties,
she may be expected to have grown up quickly and to have taken a share in the work of
her father’s inn. One can imagine that she was popular with the patrons of the inn, among
whom were included members of the local gentry, and that her wider education benefited
from these contacts which may have sown seeds of ambition for her own future.

Early in Alice’s life occurred the event which led in due course to the creation of her life’s
great work and lasting memorial. This was the incident of the arrow and the hat. It took
place in the open fields to the south of Islington which for many years had been devoted
to the practice of archery. Archers had the right to set up and shoot at targets with the
longbow, with virtually no redress for anyone getting in their way who was injured by
them. The villagers of Islington did nevertheless graze their cattle in these fields and no
doubt pushed their luck by extending the grazing area into parts used by the archers. 

The story goes that during a walk in these fields with her maidservant, a local Islington girl
a few years older than Alice herself, she stooped down to try her hand at milking a cow.
While she was busy at this task an arrow evidently shot at random by one of the archers
pierced the tall hat she was wearing. She was lucky to escape unharmed and thereupon
vowed that, if she lived to be a lady, she would erect a memorial on that spot in thanksgiving
to God for her deliverance.2 This incident took place in 1558, the year in which her father
died. Many years later, as we shall see, she was in a position to fulfil her vow.



There is no record of her life in the years immediately following her father’s death. It may
be surmised that she spent much time with her elder sister, Margery, who, in 1559, married
a London brewer, with business in the Whitefriars area south of Fleet Street. It was no
doubt through her association with the brewing community during the 1560s that she
met her first husband, Henry Robinson. Henry came from Egremont in Cumberland,
where his father was a husbandman, a tenant farmer of a smallholding of not more than
about 50 acres at the most. Henry was apprenticed to the Brewers’ Company in London
in 1559. He completed his apprenticeship and became a Freeman of the Company in
1569, when he set up in business as a Master Brewer and took on his own first apprentice.
He was soon to take on further apprentices for whom he would need to provide not only
the training but also the home life which he himself had enjoyed and which was part of
the apprentice’s contract. In short he needed a wife and in 1570 he found one in Alice.
They were married at the church of St Dunstan-in-the-West and lived nearby in Henry’s
house in Chancery Lane. They had there a family of six sons and five daughters, of whom
two sons and three daughters survived infancy. Henry made a fortune as a brewer and died
in 1585, six months before Alice gave birth to his posthumous youngest son, named Henry
after his father.

Alice, by then a rich widow, did not remain single for long. In the summer of 1586 she
married William Elkin, a much older man and a widower with no children. At the time
of their marriage William had just completed his first term as Master of the Mercers’
Company which was then (and is still) the first in order of precedence of the ‘Great
Twelve’ City Livery Companies.3 In the same year Elkin was elected to the life office of
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Figure 1: Dame Alice Owen, 1613
(Sir Clive Rose)

3. The Brewers’ Company ranked then (as now) 14th in order of precedence, below the 12 from which the
Lord Mayor was traditionally selected.



4. Victoria County History of Northamptonshire (1937), Vol. 4. A map in the County Record Office, of which a
copy is kept in St Andrew’s Church, describes the fifth share allotted to Alice Robinson, having a total area of
394 acres.
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Alderman of the City. Alice’s status was immediately enhanced by this marriage. She
became a recognised player in the close society of the London merchant class. They had
one child, Ursula, born in 1587 and William was elected for a second term as Master in
1591. Despite his advanced age (he was by then 68) everything seemed to be going well
for him. He could look forward to the prospect of eventual election, by seniority, as Lord
Mayor and even to the possibility of a knighthood. Then disaster struck. William fell victim
to one of the virulent epidemics of the plague which occurred during the second half of
the 16th century and died in 1593. So Alice, at the age of 46, became a widow for the
second time, with five children on her hands (one of the Robinson girls was married by
then) and another inherited fortune.

Despite her wealth Alice lacked two things which would place her firmly in the class of
‘landed gentry’: a coat of arms and a country estate. She was to acquire both of these
within the next two years. The estate came first when an opportunity arose to purchase a
property at Cransley, near Kettering, from Sir Thomas Cecil, the elder son and heir of
William, Lord Burghley, Queen Elizabeth’s long-standing principal counsellor.

At the beginning of Queen Elizabeth’s reign, the property consisted of three manors, two
of which were owned by the Barnwell family and the third by Edward Dalyson. In 1575
Cecil acquired the two belonging to the Barnwells and ten years later he bought the third,
Marston Manor, from Dalyson. The latter included extensive lands in Cransley and the
advowson of St Andrew’s Church, which was situated only a stone’s throw from Dalyson’s
Manor House. Alice Elkin bought the three Cransley manors from Thomas Cecil in 1595
with the fortune she had inherited from her first husband, Henry Robinson. The total area
of the land was about 2000 acres and the price paid for the whole property was
approximately £20,000, a considerable sum at that time. The principal residence on the
estate was Dalyson’s Manor House which stood on the site where Cransley Hall was built
in the 17th century. Though there is no trace now of the original manor house, which the
Hall replaced, it may be assumed that Cecil lived there during his infrequent visits to
Cransley as his coat of arms was incorporated in the west wall of the Hall, where it remains
to this day. Alice never lived at Cransley and probably never intended to do so; in any case
she married again, for the third time (see below) very shortly after completing the
purchase. She divided the Cransley estate between her five surviving Robinson children.4
A second share was transferred to her younger son, Henry, on the death of his elder
brother in 1595 and Henry also acquired a third share two years later when one of Alice’s
sons-in-law sold his wife’s share back to her mother. So by the end of the century, Henry,
at the age of 14, was the possessor of an estate of about 1200 acres, a manor house and the
advowson of the church.

For some years thereafter the property was let while Henry continued to live with his
mother. At what point he took up residence in Dalyson’s Manor House is not certain; at
the time of his marriage in 1611 he was still living in his mother’s house and he later
moved to a house in Chancery Lane where his first child, Anne, was born. He was clearly
established at Cransley by about 1620 as the three other children born to his first marriage
were all baptised at St Andrew’s Church between 1622 and 1626, when his son, yet
another Henry, was born. Sadly his wife, Mary, daughter of Alderman Sir Henry Glover,
died a few days after giving birth to her son. Henry, who had been knighted in 1614
(though it is not clear what for), was appointed High Sheriff of Northamptonshire in 1629
and in the same year married his second wife, by whom he had a son who died in infancy.
Henry, the first Robinson of Cransley, died in 1637 and was buried in his mother’s vault
in St Mary’s Church, Islington.



During her marriage to William Elkin, Alice was living in Basinghall Street, in the heart
of the City of London. A near neighbour and friend of her husband was Thomas Owen,
a barrister of Lincoln’s Inn whose legal advice was frequently sought by the Mercers’
Company. Owen’s first wife died in 1589, leaving him with five sons and five daughters.
The daughters were matched, age for age, with Alice’s four daughters from her two
marriages, the eldest, Margaret Robinson, being 13 and the youngest, Ursula Elkin, being
2. Given the close connections between the two families it would have been natural for
Alice to help in practical ways with the care and upbringing of the Owen girls. Though
the eldest Owen boy, Roger, was already away at school in Shrewsbury, his father’s home
town, the parents may well have joined forces for the education of the other sons. Two of
the girls, one from each family, were married shortly after Owen lost his wife, and when
Alice herself was again widowed she was no doubt glad to have a friend living nearby to
whom she could turn for advice and support.

Owen, who was a friend of the Cecils, may well have been instrumental in bringing the
availability of Thomas’s Cransley property to Alice’s notice and it is certainly likely that he
advised her on the application she made to the College of Heralds for the grant of arms.
This was successful in 1595, thus confirming her eligibility to join the ‘gentry’. So it is no
great cause for surprise that Alice became Thomas Owen’s second wife and he her third
husband just sixteen months after William Elkins’s death. With their large combined
family, they lived in Thomas’s house in Basinghall Street.

Owen had acquired the Manor of Condover, near Shrewsbury, in 1586, where he
immediately demolished the existing medieval manor house and set about building, to his
own design, a grand new Hall, which however was not ready for occupation by the time
of his marriage to Alice.5 His legal career had prospered and, after holding senior
appointments in London and Shrewsbury, he was elevated to the Bench in 1594 as Judge
of the Court of Common Pleas. It was expected that Owen would succeed Lord Burghley
as Master of the Court of Wards when the latter died in August 1598, but he himself died
suddenly at his London house in October. By his Will, Alice, his ‘loving wife’ received back
all the property which had belonged to her before her marriage, together with the house
in Basinghall Street and certain furnishings, ‘because I have found my wife faithful and
kind to me and mine.’ Rather touchingly he added in his Will: ‘I would give my wife more
if my abilities were greater but I think that she hath and shall have sufficient and want
nothing, otherwise I would do more.’ He was quite right: Alice by this time was a very
rich woman. 

Condover Hall was left to be completed by Thomas’s son and heir Roger; it remains today
much as it was in the 1590s and is described by Nikolaus Pevsner as ‘the grandest
Elizabethan house in Shropshire.’ Roger Owen was knighted in 1604; he was a Member
of Parliament and active in public life in Shropshire. But he was clearly in need of a wife.
What better or more suitable bride could there be but his step-sister, Ursula Elkin? Roger
had known her since childhood and her eligibility and suitability were not in doubt. Ursula
and Roger were married in 1609 and together founded the line of Owens of Condover.
There we will leave them to return to Alice and the Cransley Robinsons.

By 1600 all Alice’s Robinson daughters were satisfactorily married. The subsequent
marriages of Henry Robinson and Ursula Elkin have been recorded above. Her remaining
Owen step-daughter, Mary, who was exactly the same age as Ursula, was also off her
hands. As a marriage broker Alice had been remarkably successful. Three of her sons-in-
law were, or would shortly be, knighted and the fourth, who married the youngest
Robinson girl, Alice, was the gentleman squire of a large west country estate. Her only
son, too, had married the daughter of a knight and would himself in due course be
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5. Victoria County History of Shropshire,Vol. 8.
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6. The original Rules, attached to Alice’s will (1613), have been lost. Of various versions produced, the most
credible is the one sworn before the Charity Commissioners in 1826, which is held in the Brewers’ Company
archives.

Figure 2: Owen’s School, 1613 (from an old print)

knighted. How many mothers at that period could boast a comparable achievement? In a
society in which status was important and social mobility, as much as birth, was a
recognised means of acquiring it, Alice’s score was not a bad one!

With these responsibilities behind her, Alice was able to turn her attention to the manner
in which she would fulfil the vow she had made 50 years earlier on her escape from injury
in the fields outside Islington. Her initial project was to build a group of almshouses for
poor widows. In deciding on this she had no doubt fulfilled a wish to do something to
alleviate the distress of others who, starting from similar relatively humble origins, had not
been so fortunate in life as she herself. The site chosen for this purpose was at the southern
end of the parish of Islington and a Royal Licence to go ahead was granted in 1608. The
almshouses, comprising 10 single-storey apartments, were completed and ready for
occupation in the following year. At this point Alice started on her second charitable
venture. This was to extend the first project by adding a school and a chapel. The school
would be for 30 boys from Islington and the neighbouring parish of Clerkenwell and the
schoolmaster would double with the role of ‘custos’ of the almshouses and their occupants.
A Royal Licence to undertake this further project was secured in 1610. Alice laid down
firm rules for both boys and almswomen in which great stress was placed on the
importance of good order and discipline with severe penalties for misbehaviour.6 These
were attached to her will in which she made the London Company of Brewers – with
which she herself through her first husband and many of her family had established close
connections – the trustees of her charitable foundations. The school opened for business
at the end of 1613.

Sadly Alice did not live to see this event; she made her will in June and died three months
later at the age of 66. Throughout her life she had maintained her attachment to Islington
and at her request she was buried in St Mary’s Church, where a splendid memorial to her



was erected by the Brewers’ Company. Her portrait (see Figure 1) was painted in the year
of her death. The memorial was removed when St Mary’s ‘old’ church was demolished in
1751 and a new one was installed by the Brewers’ Company when the ‘new’ church was
built in 1754. The ‘new’ church was itself destroyed by a bomb in the Second World War
and there is nothing in the rebuilt modern church to commemorate Alice.

This is not the place to relate the detailed history of the school and almshouses. The latter
were replaced in the late 19th century by the provision of pensions for the existing
widows and their successors. The school grew and prospered over the centuries and in
1886 a girls’ school was added. Both schools were evacuated during the Second World War
but survived to return to Islington for a further 30 years. Then in 1976 the combined
school moved to Potters Bar where it remains as a Voluntary Aided Co-educational Day
School for pupils aged 11 to 18. Dame Alice Owen’s School has today a student body of
some 1400 boys and girls and remains firmly loyal to its founder’s memory. The majority
of the Governors, including the Chairman, are still appointed by the Brewers’ Company.7

Back now to Cransley in the early 17th century, where Henry III, son of the first
Robinson of Cransley, had succeeded his father in possession of the estate on the latter’s
death in 1637. At the outbreak of the Civil War in 1642, Henry was 16. Like most rural
squires, especially in the Midlands and West of England, he was a Royalist. He may also
have been a Roman Catholic, although his father was almost certainly not. Catholicism,
though its public profession was still subject to penal sanctions and nominally barred its
adherents from public office, was tacitly tolerated during the reign of Charles I, whose
Queen, Henrietta Maria, was herself a Catholic. At any rate Henry was severely penalised
for his loyalties during the Civil War, not just by a fine (as were many Royalist squires) but
by the sequestration of his estate, his manorial rights and the advowson of the Church. The
severity suggests that he may indeed have been not only an active Royalist but also an
openly practising Catholic. He married, in 1659, Ann Rich, by whom he had three
children, all born at Cransley, the eldest yet another Henry. Henry III died in 1665 and his
widow in 1677. Both were buried at Cransley, so it appears that, despite the sequestration,
the family was able to continue living on their Cransley estate, no doubt in straitened
circumstances and, as his son and heir was to discover, heavily burdened with debt.

Henry’s successor, Henry IV, began life with great promise but it ended in tragedy. After
his mother’s death he set about building an entirely new house on the site of the existing
manor house. Cransley Hall had two storeys with five bays each on the south and east
fronts and four on the west. An attic floor contained dormer windows set into the hipped
roof on all fronts, and three chimneys. The main entrance on the east front was put in place
of the central ground floor window. That Henry achieved this, despite his inherited debts,
does seem remarkable: one can only suppose he managed to raise money on the estate. He
was a staunch and practising Roman Catholic and benefited from Charles II’s Declaration
of Indulgence in 1672 which, though resisted by a largely Protestant Parliament and many
Church of England bishops, allowed Catholics to worship in private, a concession which
became more openly tolerated in the 1680s. Henry used frequently to hear Mass and make
his confession at the house of the Pulton family, previous Lords of one of the Cransley
Manors, in Desborough. His religious principles did not however prevent him from
marrying, in 1678, the daughter of Sir John Ernle, Chancellor of the Exchequer, a strong
adherent of the Church of England. This connection may have helped to secure the
removal of the sequestration order imposed on his father, which took place on the
occasion of his marriage. In the same year Henry was knighted and a few years later
donated one of the six bells in St Andrew’s Church.
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7. A History of Owen’s School 1613-1976 by R. A. Dare (1980).
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8. The story is told in The Early History of the Independent Church of Rothwell by Norman Glass (1871).

Figure 3: Cransley Hall and St Andrew’s Church, c.1810 (from an old print)

In 1688 tragedy struck. One Sunday, after attending Mass, Sir Henry got up in the middle
of the night, dressed and began to threaten and abuse his wife. Her cries roused the
servants who managed to get him out of the bedroom, but he grabbed a large pair of
kitchen tongs with which he attacked them. They fled, to return with reinforcements, but
Henry was a large man and clearly terrified even this larger body. He armed himself with
a small sword belonging to his son, with which he threatened to kill a woman he met in
the street if she did not fall on her knees and pray to the Virgin Mary. Led by his steward
the men eventually managed to restrain him in his bed. As his fits and rages got worse, and
beyond treatment by his local doctor, he was bound and despatched by coach to London.8
No cure was effective there and eventually, in 1701, Henry was declared to be a lunatic.
Custody of his estates was given to his wife; but the business of running them was
effectively in the hands of their son, John. He added a large protruding two-storey bay
with two windows on each bevelled side to take the place of the two middle windows of
the five on the south front and he replaced the front door on the east front, placing above
it the Robinson arms impaling Ernle, for his mother’s family.

By Act of Parliament in 1710 the estate was vested in Trustees to enable them to make a
settlement on John’s marriage. He inherited the manors and advowson on his father’s
death in 1727. John died in 1748, leaving his only son, John, as his heir. John the younger
was admitted as a ‘gentleman commoner’ to Lincoln College, Oxford, in 1737 at the age
of 17. He did not take a degree and left to become a student at the Middle Temple after
a year. Whether or not he made any attempt to study law is not known, but there is no
record of his having been called to the Bar. His lack of any apparent academic achievement
makes it all the more remarkable that he was made a DCL at Oxford in 1749. Not
surprisingly the University has no records of the grounds for this award!

While supposedly studying law, John’s extra-curricular activities resulted in the birth of a
baby girl in 1744. No birth certificate has been found for the child and her mother’s



identity is not known. Contemporary evidence for John’s paternity, though circumstantial,
is wholly convincing. The name by which she was, and has continued to be known, is
Frances Brown, and she is referred to in a family history written during the lifetime of her
grandson as John Robinson’s ‘natural’ daughter. In December of this same year John was
married to Dorothea Chester, a baronet’s daughter, no doubt much to the relief of his
father, who would have been glad to see his son settle down. John and Dorothea had no
children. Evidently anxious to make amends for her inability to maintain the Robinson
line, Dorothea became reconciled to her husband’s pre-marital indiscretion and accepted
his daughter, Frances.
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Figure 5: John Robinson
(d. 1791) (Sir Clive Rose)

Figure 4: Dorothea Robinson
(d. 1786) (Sir Clive Rose)

In 1772 Frances married the Reverend Zacharias Rose, Curate of the Parish of St James’s,
Bury St Edmunds (which was only a few miles from the Suffolk village in which her
foster-parents, a parson and his wife, lived) and descendant of a long line of Suffolk clergy.
Dorothea demonstrated her intention by arranging for Zacharias to be appointed Rector
of Cranford St Andrew, a village a few miles east of Kettering. She was able to do this
through the influence of her niece, also Dorothea, whose husband, Sir George Robinson,
Bart. (no relation to the Cransley Robinsons) had purchased the advowson of the living.
In 1777 Frances’s eldest child, John Capel Rose, was born at Cransley Hall and in the
following year Zacharias was appointed Vicar of Cransley by his father-in-law.

Dorothea Robinson died in 1786 and John followed five years later, the last of the line of
Robinsons of Cransley which had lasted just under two hundred years. Zacharias Rose
had died in 1790, and John Robinson left the bulk of the estate to Frances and her son,
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the latter having the residuary interest in the whole estate on the death of the other
beneficiaries of John’s will. Following his marriage in 1800 in Bury St Edmunds, where
Frances had retired to live after her husbands’ death, John Capel Rose became effectively
the Squire and owner of Cransley Hall. So began the line of the Roses of Cransley which
lasted until the estate was sold by John Capel’s grandchildren in 1905. Certain additions
and improvements were made to the Hall by John Capel’s son, William Somerset Rose,
who added two further bays and an extension on the north side to accommodate a billiard
room and some domestic offices, and subsequent alterations have been made to the
interior. But the general aspect of the Hall today remains virtually as it was when John
Capel Rose inherited it. The 14th-century church of St Andrew contains memorials to
many members of the Robinson and Rose families, including the great stained glass
window at the east end which is dedicated to the memory of William Somerset Rose
(1806-84).

Alice Owen: The Life, Marriages and Times of a Tudor Lady by Clive Rose (2006) is published by Phillimore and
Co. Ltd., Chichester (ISBN 1-86077-379-6) at r.r.p. £15.95.



Our Cockhills in Elkington

ELIZABETH FELL

The title of this article comes from a map signed by Ralph Treswell and is one of a number
of such maps drawn by him in a book describing the estates of Sir Christopher Hatton in
Northamptonshire (Figure 1). The map is dated 1587 when Sir Christopher was Lord
Chancellor to Queen Elizabeth I and the Elkington map is the last in the book which
includes the better well known Estates of Kirby and Holdenby and others in
Northamptonshire.1 The derivation of the name Cockhills may come from the old name
of ‘Cock’, the wildfowlers’ name for Woodcocks. Before 1820 the birds were winter
migrants, could be abundant, and were prized for the table. They lie up in daytime in
wooded, brackeny country and come out to feed on earthworms in grassland at dusk
returning to the woods at dawn. Elkington Cockhills lie next to Hemplowe shown as
scrubby land and Cotthills shown as trees and scrub on the map so it could have provided
the ideal habitat for the birds.

Elkington parish lies in the north-west of the county, astride the scarp slope of the
Northamptonshire hills, and close to the borders of Warwickshire and Leicestershire. The
lowest contour is at 115 metres and the highest point, at 214 metres, is the summit of the
intriguingly named Honey Hill. Our Cockhills lies in the Northwest of the parish mainly
around the 115 metre level but rising steadily to 160 metres at its eastern boundary. The
landscape is the typically gently rounded clay hills of the county and the soil is mainly Lias
Clay with some small outcrops of Boulder Clay and with Northamptonshire Sandstone
exposed on the higher hills. The result of this is a parish which has good grazing land.
There is little trace of the medieval village now, the combined result of Cistercian
ownership which converted the land into sheep pasture and deaths from plague, led to its
desertion and the depopulation of the parish.

In 1143, or soon after, most of the land in the parish was given to Pipewell Abbey2 and
became pasture for part of the Abbey’s vast flock of sheep. An account roll made in 1540,
after the Dissolution of the Monasteries, shows that the Abbey had leased out the whole
of its property in Elkington via indentures. It was divided into eight large pastures and
leased to lay landlords, all but one of whom were from the surrounding local parishes.

Cockhills close of pasture along with Cotehills and Blackdon pastures were leased to
Richard Cave of Stanford in 1530 for 40 years for rents of £18 3s 5d, £8, and £12
respectively. Horsehylls pasture was in possession of Thomas Pell of Winwick yeoman,
along with the grange with watermill, milnhill close and meadow next to the close with
other closes. Southe Feld and Middyl Feld pasture closes were leased to William Saunders
of Welford in 1528. Highe Eltington, close of pasture, was leased to John and William Lane
of Hoggysgrave, Bucks, in 1536, for 99 years for a rent of £26. All the closes were tithe
free and the lessees had loppings and were responsible for hedging, ditching and
quicksetting.3

It is probable that the map that gives the title to this article shows the same large pasture
that belonged to Richard Cave in 1540, but in the ownership of Sir Christopher Hatton
in 1587. The map shows an enclosed pasture of 332 acres sub-divided into ‘Our great
pasture called Cockhills’ 304 acres and two meadows ‘Our meadow adjoining onto
Blakedowne’ 16 acres, and ‘Our other meadow adjoining onto Clay Coton comon feilde’

1. Northamptonshire Record Office (NRO), FH 272 p.94.
2. Victoria County History, Northants, Vol. 2, 116 (1906).
3. Public Record Office, SC6 Hen VIII 2784, mm. 57d-58d.
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Figure 1: Cockhills Close in 1587
(Northamptonshire Record Office, FH 272, p. 94)

11 acres (Figure 1). The northern boundary follows the line of a stream which for much
of its length is also the northern parish boundary, however at the western end of the
pasture, the parish boundary deviates north to include another pasture across the stream.
Modern maps include an area of approximately 48 acres at this point, known now as then
by the name Pells.

Trees are indicated on all the boundaries except the two which divide the larger meadow
from the great pasture, perhaps indicating that this division was a more recent feature. The
outline of these fields is distinctive and they can still be identified, within their hedges, on
modern maps. The map indicates that while across the parish boundaries in Clay Coton,
Stanford and Welford there were still Common Fields, the other pastures in Elkington,
which adjoin the boundaries of Cockhills, were also in private ownership. In the case of
the two pastures to the south, Blakedowne and Cotthills, the owner was Sir Edward
Montagu and the land to the east, called Bulhopes Fielde, belongs to ‘Mr Spencer’ (possibly
an ancestor of the current Earl Spencer whose family later owned 1,274 acres in Elkington
parish, including the Cockhills pasture). The stature of the owners indicates the value of
these enclosed pastures as grazing for the sheep whose wool was of high value. Flocks
would be maintained through the year on the pasture. The Cockhills pasture would have
been surrounded by a stout hedge, probably quickthorn, with some standard trees tall and
thick enough to provide shelter in the winter and shade in the summer. The two small
meadows on the lower, less exposed part of the pasture were perhaps the source of the hay
and the winter folds for the sheep. Any shelter for their shepherds would have been small
and primitive.



The next map to show this area of the parish is a sketch map in the Raynham
Archives, Norfolk (Figures 2 and 3).4 It is marked with a yellow line around the boundary
and notated as follows:

this yellow line running round y [the] outside of the Grounds Belonging to the Rt. Hon.ble
Lord Vic.t Townshend situate in y Lordship of Elkington in y County of Northampton. NB
none of his Ld.ships Land at Varnum Wells are included herein.

The sketch map shows the whole of the western part of Elkington parish amounting to
roughly 730 acres which includes the area of ‘Our Cockhills’. It is undated but
accompanies rent assessments dated between 1734 and 1741 and a list of Elkington tenants
dated 1741. The names of the tenants in the list of tenants tallies with the names on the
map and their assessments for rent seems to tally with the size of their holdings as shown
on the map. If all plots with Cockhill as an element in their name are added together plus
two adjoining meadows called Stonepitt Close and Stonepitt Meadow their combined
acreage is roughly 325 acres, some 7 acres short of the total area of ‘Our Cockhills in
Elkington’. Later maps show both Stonepitt Close and Stonepitt Meadow within the
characteristic outline of the original Cockhills and since the acreage of the two small
meadows is over stated in the older map it is probable that the two areas are the same.

The dramatic change between the two maps is the dividing up of the Great Pasture into
14 separate plots, rented by seven different tenants. This difference is reflected in the total
area covered by the sketch map and resulted in a marked change in the appearance of the
landscape. The northern and western and much of the southern boundaries of the sketch
map follow the parish boundary as it is today, to the east was land occupied by Charles
Vachell. There is an estate map, dated 1731, of the ‘Estate of George Vachell Esq.’ showing
land centred on the old Grange site in the abandoned village of Elkington and confirms
the boundaries of the Raynham sketch map.5 The large pastures in the Vachell Estate have
also been divided, but to a lesser extent than shown on the Raynham map. Included in the
Vachell map, is the picture of a two-storey house with an attic floor and an area on the
map marked as ‘hall, house, orchards, garden, etc.’ and two other houses are indicated just
over the estate boundary. The differing pictures of the landscape painted by the maps
reflect the social and economic changes in the interval between 1587 and the early 18th
century. During the intervening years the profits from exporting wool had all but
disappeared and the land-owning families had moved away from deriving their income
directly from their farming activities, renting out much of their land to minor gentry,
tenant farmers and to graziers. The urban population was increasing and there was a
market for and pressure to produce more food from the land.

The owner of the Raynham Estate at this time, Charles Lord Townshend was the Second
Viscount also known as ‘Turnip’ Townshend. Following his retirement from political office
in 1730 he used his knowledge of farming methods in Holland to increase the health and
productivity of his own lands. By introducing arable fodder crops into a four year rotation
with cereals both the fertility of the soil and the health of stock were much improved and
it was possible to overwinter stock. Maintaining a balance between arable and pasture and
particularly meadow was important as hay was still an important winter fodder crop. There
is evidence from the rental agreements that ploughing and crop rotation was strictly
controlled with fines for those tenants who broke their agreement.

The division of the large post-medieval pastures into smaller rentable portions represented
a massive investment by the landlord in fencing and hedging. Hedges were stout to contain
the enormous cattle shown in 18th-century portraits and were often planted on the slight
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4. Map and rental records held in the Estate Office at Raynham Hall, Fakenham, Norfolk, NR21 7EP.
5. NRO, Map 2750.
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Figure 2: Raynham Estate map c.1740 (redrawn)
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banks produced by digging out drainage ditches. No doubt some of the subdivisions
would have been less substantial, either composed of dead wood reinforced by wooden
posts or rails or woven hurdles which are enough to contain sheep. All of this would have
produced a marked change in the appearance of the landscape. The evidence of the rental
agreements shows that the landlords were keen that these newly created hedges and
ditches together with their gates should be properly maintained by their tenants and much
of the winter work on the farm was devoted to this maintenance. The 1587 map shows
standard trees in the boundary hedges (oak, ash and elm are mentioned in 19th-century
estate accounts elsewhere in the parish), which were most likely to consist mainly of
quickthorn (hawthorn) and it is likely that this combination was followed in many of the
new boundaries. Timber from the mature trees continued to be a valuable local resource
of rough timber for construction, with trimmings and underwood important as fuel since
no woods are shown in the parish at this time. It was not until 1814 that the canal brought
cheap coal to the parish.

There is firm evidence in the Raynham Estate sketch map for the development
of the farming improvements which increased the productivity of the land. There is
mention of ploughing on Cockhills with one plot ‘plowd by Ely Batterils’. This may have
been the first time that this land had been tilled since medieval times. Elsewhere on the
map names such as Clover Close, Rye Close and Wheate Close indicate the crops grown
on the newly ploughed fields. For the first time also there is a Horse Close indicating that
horses were kept to use as draught animals. Four houses are shown in the area covered by
the sketch map, two of them in the portion covered by Cockhills. One of these houses
(marked D on the map) appears to have been occupied by a Mr Lovell who had a total
holding of 182 acres grouped together, part of which was some of the old Cockhills
pasture but including also Pells Close and Pells two meadows, the 49 acres marked ‘Parte
of Elkington Mr Pell’ on the earlier map. Sarah Dunkley, widow of John, had a small
holding of only 11 acres in part of the Cockhills pasture but had a house within it
(Dunkleys House ‘C’ on the map). There are six other tenants in the area covered by the
old Cockhills pasture.

The change to tenant farming and arable production produced changes in the landscape
the most obvious of which was the replacement of the large Cockhill pasture by a network
of many small fields. The houses marked would probably have been more substantial than
the hovels in the fields for the shepherds of 1587. No obvious trace of these four houses
remains today. It is likely that they would have followed the pattern of houses of the time
in this part of Northamptonshire of which there are examples surviving in the
surrounding villages. Yelvertoft contains both timber framed and stone built buildings and
also some remnants of cob walling, and this method of construction was used in the
villages of Naseby and Welford to the east of Elkington. When these houses decay they
leave little trace apart from the scattered stone dispersed by ploughing where they once
stood, or in the foundations of later brick houses. Elkington parish contains no stone
houses now and no buildings whose outward appearance suggests a date earlier than the
late 18th century. There is no woodland marked on he sketch map where mature trees
exist today.

The next map to show this area are estate maps in the Althorp Collection in the British
Library (Figure 4).6 There are two maps of the Spencer land in Elkington, the first one
dated 1775 and the second 1838, both showing the same area of the parish. They indicate
that by 1775 the Althorp Estate owned not only the land shown in the Raynham Estate
sketch map but most of the former Vachell Estate as well, about 1,274 acres. The rest of
Elkington parish (apart from the long thin extension lying at the north east corner), was
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owned by another Northamptonshire family, the Langhams of Cottesbrooke, whose estate
records allow a more detailed interpretation of the map evidence are housed in the
Northamptonshire Record Office.

The Althorp map dated 1775 clearly shows the outline of ‘Our Cockhills in Elkington’
and it is subdivided into 17 fields, nearly the same number as in the Raynham sketch map.
Now, however only 3, on the eastern edge, have field names which include Cockhill. The
characteristic outline includes, as Stone Pit Ground and Stone Pit Meadow the two
meadows named Stonepitt Close and Stonepitt Meadow on the Raynham map
confirming that they are a portion of the original Cockhills. Approximately 35 years
separates these two maps but they indicate few changes. All the field boundaries are
indicated as hedges with occasional trees and the Cold Ashby to Stanford road is still
shown unfenced. Of the two houses marked on the previous map, the ‘D’ seems to
have disappeared and ‘C’ is untenanted. This is in contrast to the area outside the Cockhills
pasture which has three houses marked as tenanted among farms of at least 150 acres. The
pattern of numerous tenants of small-holdings shown in the Raynham sketch map is
retained only in the area covered by the earlier map. There are three fields that retain the
Cockhills name from the original map and the names Dunkleys and Stonepit are still there
but in Mr Lovell’s former holding Davis’s Close, Nortons Meadow and Will’s Meadow
seem to indicate that again they were rented by graziers. The names Stone Pit Ground and
Stone Pit Meadow perhaps indicate that they were sources for the weathered cobbles
which floor the stockyards and stables on some local farms. There are no indications of
woodland within Elkington although a covert is indicated just across the parish boundary
in Stanford. This map of 1775 is the last to show the parish before the construction of the
canal and the last before the Parliamentary Enclosure of Yelvertoft, the Act for which is
dated 1775-76.
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Figure 4: Althorp Estate map 1775, redrawn
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The second of the Althorp Estate maps is dated 1838. By this time the field pattern is very
similar to that of 1900 (Figure 5). There are no field names or acreage’s marked on the
1838 map and the field numbers bear no relationship to an estate survey of 1832.7 There
is, however a pale colour wash on the fields. I suspect this has faded with time but there
appear to be two different browns, a pale bluish green and a distinct green. As there is no
key it is only possible to guess that the greens indicate meadow and pasture and that the
browns indicate arable land. Pencilled notes on the bottom of the map dated 1865 and
1870 reinforce this view as they refer to notes written on three fields indicating that
former green shaded areas are now arable. Also shown in detail are field drains. These are
concentrated on either side of the canal where it is constructed on a slight embankment,
downstream from the deserted village site.

In the area occupied by the ‘Cockhills’ pasture, 31 areas are numbered and identified
separately, an increase of 14 over the previous estate map. Some of this increase has been
caused by construction of the canal, on the 125-metre contour and opened in 1814. This
has divided Stone Pit Ground and Lesser Barn Ground making four fields instead of two.
There are now two separate groups of buildings with fold yards numbered separately with
small pastures adjoining and two small buildings and fold yards in the fields. It is in the area
which lies to the east of the canal where the greatest change has occurred. Trees are shown
alongside the stream which forms the northern parish boundary and the road has been
partly enclosed to leave a narrow meadow between the road and the woodland. Yelvertoft
Fielded Covert, appears on the same map for the first time. These areas of planting represent
the development of the countryside for fox hunting, and were part of a countywide
planting of coverts that characterises the Northamptonshire countryside today.

The other significant development is the division of Cockhill and Cockhill Close into six.
The area appears to be coloured in two different shades of brown which almost certainly
suggests arable cultivation. This may indicate a recent development for the ‘Cockhills’ area
as data from an estate survey of 1832 indicates that although the field divisions were in
place the majority of the land is described as pasture and only the former Cockhill Close
as arable. This survey contains useful information about tenants at this time and the field
names and numbers are the same as in the earlier 1775 map. There are just three tenants
occupying the former Cockhills pasture. One had a farm on elsewhere on the Estate and
the other two have houses and yards in the middle of their holdings. The survey indicates
that all the areas of woodland were ‘in-hand’ at the time.

The canal construction in the first decade of the 19th century doubtless brought its own
disruption to this rural area but it also brought more positive social change and a
permanent change in the landscape. The Act specified the planting of hedges of
quickthorn which were to be kept trimmed, and with alternately elm and black poplar to
mark the mile and half mile points. The hedges remain, predominantly quickthorn but also
with patches of elder and the occasional elm sapling. Small stone milestones were set along
the towpath the miles measured from the locks at Foxton. Today these milestones remain,
their position marked by metal posts erected by the Old Union Canal Society, and by
newly planted hornbeam trees since the elm and also the poplar have vanished.

The construction of the Canal not only added another aspect to the landscape but was a
link to the outside world that brought with it changes not only to farming but also to the
materials that were used to construct the new houses and other farm buildings in the 19th
century. There was a wharf in Elkington beside the Yelvertoft Road bridge where 19th-
century highways records indicate that roadstone was unloaded for road repairs in the
parish and the former gravel pits within the parish were closed. This was an optimistic and
prosperous time for farming and a great deal of renovation and rebuilding took place.
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Many of the older buildings in Elkington are constructed with local bricks but later farm
buildings used factory bricks made outside the locality and brought by the canal or later
by rail. Lime from the kilns at Welford was used for mortar and limestone to fertilise the
newly created arable was available via the canal. The new buildings were roofed with Welsh
slates, again transported initially by canal and thatching was reserved for repairs. Besides
being used for domestic heating, coal brought by the canal, fuelled the steam engines
which mechanised threshing and other farming operations.

The Althorp Estate map of 1838 is the last of the estate maps of the parish and the field
divisions are identifiable in the First Edition of the Ordnance Survey maps. For Elkington
parish these were surveyed in 1884. The Second Edition is based on this survey, revised in
1899, but the outlines of the fields are clearer because they omit the representations of
trees from the field boundaries (Figure 5). The 25 inches to the mile First Edition
Ordnance maps (1:2500) supplied the individual field acreages which confirmed the field
boundaries and showed in more detail the layout of the houses and farm buildings. From
these details it was then possible not only to look backwards but also forward to the
present day.

In the area occupied by ‘Our Cockhills’ on the Second Edition Ordnance map, the road
that runs through it appears to be completely fenced from the surrounding fields and there
is one additional division in the fields since the map of 1838, a further division of the
eastern portion of Cockhills into seven. As these farms were more than likely to have
remained a mixture of arable and pasture land the divisions were likely to have been
quickthorn hedges alongside drainage ditches. At this time the machinery used for
cultivation was horse drawn and able to operate in these small fields and even when steam
power began to be used for threshing it was powered by static engines brought to the site
in the early days by horses and later by traction engines.
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Figure 5: Part of the Ordnance Survey Sheet 22SE (1:10560, 1900)



This landscape remained unchanged throughout the first three decades of the
20th-century as the next edition of the OS map shows. This is described as being revised
before 1930 with major changes only in 1950. The first of the metric editions of the OS
map was surveyed in 1960-72 and revised for significant changes in 1976. This again shows
a landscape unchanged from the previous map, an unbroken span of over 100 years. This
unchanged landscape was, however, not typical of the parish as a whole. In the rest of the
parish many of the hedges had been grubbed up and the land graded for modern arable
production. The two farms, one on each side of the canal, remained unchanged because
they were still mixed farms and although both had acquired arable land it was outside the
boundaries of the old ‘Cockhills’ pasture.

The Ordnance 1:25000, with a revision date of 1999, shows the modern A14 trunk road
cutting across the southern part of the old ‘Cockhills’ pasture dividing many fields and
leaving odd corners and narrow strips of land on either side (Figure 6). It also became a
prominent landscape feature, on an embankment in part and then in a cutting through the
higher ground. Parts of the embankment and many odd corners are planted with young
trees. The construction of the road coincided with the sale of the Farm to the east of the
canal which became a purely arable operation and a number of hedges were removed to
create fewer fields of a more viable size. In this process the old eastern boundary of ‘Our
Cockhills’ disappeared. The remaining hedges are trimmed closely and the standard trees
‘tidied’ to remove their lower branches resulting in the more open aspect that can be seen
today. The old farmhouse was demolished together with the farm buildings and replaced
by a modern bungalow a short distance away from the modern farm buildings. The fate of
this farm illustrates another recent social trend as the land is owned and farmed as part of
a larger operation in the neighbouring parish of Welford and the house and buildings rented
by a non-farmer who operates a helicopter servicing business from the old farm yard.

In contrast the ‘Cockhills’ land to the west of the canal, although divided by the new road,
has suffered minimal hedge removal and continues as a mixed farm with grazing for both
sheep and prize winning beef cattle. The hedges remain substantial and offer shelter not only
for the farm animals but also the game birds that are reared on the farm. There are small
shelters and stock yards in the fields and adjacent to the old house, a renovated 18th or 19th-
century brick and slate cottage, which has occupied the same site since at least 1838.
Headlands are planted with seed mixes that provide food for many wild birds as well as the
game for which it is intended. The result is farmland that supports a diversity of wild birds,
insects and small mammals and their predators and looks more like the landscape of fields
that replaced the large enclosed pasture of ‘Our Cockhills’, than the rest of that old enclosure.

Conclusion
The 332 acres of Our Cockhills in Elkington is only part of a parish with a total acreage of
1,849 acres. It mostly lies below the 160 metre contour and is part of what is known
informally as low Elkington. The soil in this part of the parish is mainly clay and well
drained the slopes gradual and open to the south and west. The adjoining 50 acres to the
north of the stream at the western end seem to have belonged with the original Cockhills
from 1741 onwards. One field, known today as Big Field and in the area known as North
Cock Hill on the Raynham map, shows ridge and furrow and can carry cattle throughout
the winter in a favourable year without becoming poached. Two major events, the coming
of the canal in 1814 which divided the original Cockhills into an east and a west section,
and the construction of the A14 trunk road in 1997 which divided it again into north and
south have had a profound influence.

Although there is an accommodation bridge across the canal they became two separate
farms, each acquiring other more convenient land to make the units viable. Both these
farms remained mixed farms until the construction of the A14 in 1997. There was some
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removal of hedgerows to enlarge fields in the latter half of the 20th-century, but much less
than elsewhere in the parish. The Cockhills land to the west of the canal is still part of a
mixed farm. Although the hedges are somewhat reduced in size, those that remain are
more substantial than those on purely arable land elsewhere in the parish and only one
hedge has been completely removed since the construction of the A14. In contrast the
‘Cockhills’ land to the east of the canal is now (2006) entirely arable, part of a farm in the
adjoining Welford and Sibbertoft parishes. It has suffered a much greater loss of 18th-
century hedgerows. The ones that remain are less substantial with fewer trees than before.
There are, however, three modern houses, two surrounded by small parcels of land,
occupied by people whose work takes them outside the parish and the third, close to the
site of a demolished farmhouse whose modern farm buildings are used for light industrial
purposes.

The contrasting fate of the two halves of ‘Our Cockhills’ illustrates the changes in the
countryside that have occurred since 1960 and followed a period of 200 years in which
there had been little change in the landscape. Modern arable farming practice changes the
landscape rapidly. In the course of a season the hedges are grubbed out, drainage work
done, ditches levelled and the land graded and deep ploughed with the first crop sown and
harvested. In the 21st century farming practice is changing again in response to over
production and consequent low returns on cereal crops. Farms are becoming fewer and
larger with more casual seasonal labour living outside the parish. The former tied cottages
and many of the old brick and slate roofed farm buildings have been rescued from
redundancy, converted into houses or used for a variety of small businesses attracted by the
proximity of the parish to the trunk and motorway network. There are now potentially 24
households and 2 holiday cottages within the parish only four of these are currently
occupied by farmers.
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Figure 6: Cockhills area in 1997
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Although one covert has disappeared, more trees have been planted in the last 30 years
than at any time since the creation of the coverts in the 19th century. There are now
headland strips left around some arable fields, maintained by mowing once a year and strips
of fodder crops for game which incidentally benefit wildlife.

Before the Dissolution of the Monasteries the Parish had been almost entirely in the
possession of Pipewell Abbey for 400 years. The monastic owners were replaced by lay
owners and eventually these consisted of just two Northamptonshire families, the
Langhams of Cottesbrook and the Spencers of Althorp. In-hand farming was eventually
largely replaced by rented fields and tenanted farms with the landlords responsible for
funding hedge and tree planting, drainage construction and for building works. At various
times in the latter half of the 20th century tenanted farms were replaced by owner
occupiers, often the former tenants or farmers from the surrounding villages.

The villages of Welford, Yelvertoft, and Cold Ashy have, since the disappearance of the
medieval settlement, provided jobs and services for Elkington parish residents. This has left
modern Elkington with a network of footpaths, bridleways and a green road valued for
their recreational potential. The canal and its towpath add to this attraction and Honey
Hill at 214 metres (702 feet) with its extensive views is a popular viewpoint and perhaps
the reason that Mesolithic man manufactured flint tools here.

The changes in the landscape seen in this sequence of maps are the result of management
by man responding to changing demand. It is valued today not only by the people that
live here but by the many that pass through the parish from more urban areas. The
proposed upgrading of the A14 trunk road to a three-lane motorway will bring yet more
change to the landscape in the next decade and changes in the way that farming subsidies
are paid are already encouraging different priorities in land management.
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A Northamptonshire Lady of Quality in the Middle of the
Nineteenth Century: The Journals of Caroline Harriet

Stopford of Drayton House

BRUCE BAILEY

29th Jany 1838. Some months have elapsed since I have made note or comment, & now I
resume my journal.1

So begins the surviving journal of Caroline Harriet Stopford of Drayton House.
Unfortunately no earlier journal survives, which is a pity, since the years previous had been
momentous ones in Caroline’s life. She had lost both her parents in succession in 1835 and
1836, and the next year, still only 22 years old, she had married William Bruce Stopford,
the son of a neighbouring clergyman. William’s father was the Hon. and Rev. Richard
Bruce Stopford, the Rector of Barton Seagrave, and he is likely to have been a great
support to Caroline following the death of her parents. Her journals do indeed show that
she had a deep religious conviction and her friendship with the Stopfords became of
increasing importance.

However, before we can proceed to explore Caroline’s Journal, some family background
to both her and her husband is necessary.

The Sackville connection
Caroline was the grand-daughter of Lord George Sackville, who had inherited Drayton
from his cousin, Lady Betty Germain in 1769. Lord George was a Sackville of Knole, in
Kent, being the younger son of Lionel Sackville, 1st Duke of Dorset. On inheriting
Drayton he had to take the name Germain in order to inherit. Lord George had two sons,
Charles born in 1767, and George born in 1770. Charles being born before 1769 retained
the Sackville name, but George being born after that event adopted the surname Germain.
It was he who was Caroline’s father. As it happened the male line of Sackvilles of Knole
was relatively short lived and it came to an abrupt end in 1815, so that Charles,
unexpectedly, as next in line, inherited the Dorset Dukedom. He had in his youth been
introduced at Court and had become an intimate friend of George IV, serving him when
Prince Regent as Master of the Horse, and in 1826 the King had awarded him the Order
of the Garter. He remained one of those close to the King and lived increasingly in
London, having a house in Harley Street. Drayton was left very much in the hands of his
younger brother George, and when George died in 1836, his daughter Caroline found
herself, in effect, chatelaine of Drayton.

The Stopford Connection
As has been noted, Caroline’s husband, William Bruce Stopford was the fourth son of the
Hon. & Rev. Richard Bruce Stopford of Barton Seagrave. The Rev. Stopford was also of
direct aristocratic descent, being a younger son of James Stopford, 2nd Earl of Courtown,
an Irish peer. He had a distinguished career rising to be Canon of Windsor and Chaplain
to Queen Victoria. By the time that Caroline began her Journal, he had been appointed
at Windsor and Barton Seagrave was largely in the care of his son, the Rev. Charles
Stopford. The Rev. Richard and his wife, Eleanor, daughter of the 1st Lord Lilford of
Lilford Hall, near Oundle, produced a large family, several of whom married into
Northamptonshire families. There were two marriages into the Smyth family of Little
Houghton, near Northampton. A daughter, Lucy, married the squire, William Smyth, and

1. I am grateful to Charles Stopford Sackville for permission to quote from this Journal in the Drayton Archive.
Caroline uses many abbreviations in her Journal, but for the sake of clarity many have been transcribed as full
words to help the sense of the quotations. I am also grateful to Judith Hodgkinson for her observations.



the second son, Richard, who became an Admiral, married another daughter, Frances.
Another Stopford son married Frances Loyd, daughter of Samuel Loyd of Overstone Park,
to become in 1860 Lord Overstone. Another daughter. Eleanor, married Ambrose Isted of
Ecton Hall.

In 1838, therefore, when she begins her Journal, Caroline is well established in mid-
Northamptonshire aristocratic and gentry society. It is the Stopford family links which
dominate her life and the Journal shows her and her husband moving readily amongst
relations and friends. William had already secured a secretarial position in the Foreign
Office, so that the newly married couple also spend considerable time in London, taking
a house in Chesham Place, then recently developed by the builder Thomas Cubitt, now
part of fashionable Belgravia. The first entry in the Journal continues thus:

[1838 Jan] We remained in Chesham Pl. till 16th [Dec.]. 6 Jan. We went to Ecton for 10 days,
Lilford on the 18th. I liked my visit there, on the whole. We were a small party…We left
Lilford Wed Jan 24 for Barton & remained there near a month. I look back with pleasure to
my sojurn there, to the kindness I recd. & yet the remembrance of Horatia’s death will remain
to sadden it.

Here then we see the pair moving from one relation to another, and this is the pattern of
life which continues throughout the Journal. They are in fact seldom anywhere for very
long and only occasionally at Drayton. Caroline’s uncle, the Duke of Dorset had kept a
kind of ‘open house’ at Drayton, so that relations and friends had come to stay even though
he himself was often in London. General and Mrs Arbuthnot of Woodford House, close
friends of the Duke of Wellington, went and stayed at Drayton every Easter in the 1820s,
hosted by Caroline’s parents.2 Horatia, whose death is recorded, was married to William’s

44 northamptonshire past and present

Figure 1: Caroline Harriet Stopford
Watercolour miniature painted by William Egley, 1848 (Photo: Courtauld Institute of Art)

2. The Journals of Mrs. Arbuthnot, 2 vols. London, 1950, various references.



nephew Edward. She had previously been the wife of Richard Tibbitts of Barton Seagrave,
and has a memorial there.

Caroline resumes in January 1839:

We returned to town the middle of October & on Sund. 4th Nov. my Baby was born. She
was christened Thursday Decr. 6

This is their first child, Harriet Caroline, always known hereafter as ‘Harty’, and in
February is noted:

Baby vaccinated on Thursday 14th

The vaccination would have been, of course, against smallpox.

By early 1839 Caroline was settling into London social life:

Wedy March 14th I have now been in town a fortnight tomorrow having come Thursday 1st
March. My days have passed quietly but not, alas, very profitably, I fear, but I must learn to
have resource to some steady occupation … Lady Lilford has been good natured in asking me
to drive with her & by degrees I am growing to like her.

The Lilfords, Thomas Powys, 3rd Baron Lilford, and his wife Mary, were near neighbours,
living at Lilford Hall, near Oundle, a house often visited by Caroline and her husband.
Another local house which figures frequently in her Journal is Fermyn Woods Hall, close
to Lilford. The owners, the Vernon-Smiths, later created Lords Lyveden, were clearly
congenial hosts and William often went to stay and shoot. One of their great enjoyments
was amateur theatricals, and there are several records of the Stopfords taking part in
charades or more elaborate events. An entry in Christmas 1847 records:

We paid various little visits to Lilford, the week before Xmas. F. Wds one night. The Smyths
with us & Dick & his wife, James & his wife for some days with Vernon Smiths. We had some
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Figure 2: William Bruce Stopford
Oil painting by Henry Pickersgill, 1847 (Photo: Courtauld Institute of Art)



charades, one pretty Shakespeare singing lesson Spearing the Boar, & different characters of
Shakespeare, George as P. Arthur – Shylock by Wm, Lucy Portia, myself Ophelia, Harty Ariel,
Mrs VS Prospero and VS capital Ly Macbeth.

And in 1849:

Good accounts of Wm who acted at Farmg Wds on Friday 12. Charade of Cockscomb – 1st
scene of Box & Cox, Tableau of Rape of the Lock – & scenes from Shakespeare Twelfth Night
– Malvolio, Olivia, Sir Andrew Agucheek, Sir Toby, &c.

As the Journal progresses two great preoccupations start to dominate Caroline’s thoughts:
her religious faith and the upbringing of her children. As she and her husband move about,
hardly a visit goes by without her attending a church to hear a sermon. In March 1839,
for example:

I have been today to the Lock to hear Mr. Blunt for the first time. His delivery to one is
impressive without the smallest affectation & his matter how beautiful on the History of
Elisha … Sund. 25. We went to hear the singing at Quebec which is certainly good, but the
preaching extremely bad. Thence to Chester Square & to St. James with Lord Courtown. The
Bp. of London preached a good Sermon on the importance of studying the Holy Scriptures.

The Revd. Henry Blunt was vicar of Trinity Church, Sloane Square, and became well
known for his essays on the background to the life of Christ. The locations of ‘the Lock
and ‘Quebec’ are unclear. As the years go on Caroline becomes more influenced by High
Anglican doctrine and is deeply affected when one of her friends converts to the Roman
Catholic faith. Her deep religious beliefs also influence the upbringing of her children,
who are introduced to prayers and Bible readings as soon as they have any understanding.
This stern approach to life may also account why there are frequent changes of
housemaids and nurses for the children. It is likely that she was not an easy mistress, though
several of her servants were with her for many years.

In August a typical entry illustrating the general pattern of life:

Tues Aug 20. I left town to Wycombe, by Southall 10 – Gerards Cross 10 – & to Wycombe
12. On my road lunched at Hillingdon. I receive good accounts of my dear Baby. Wm joined
me on Saty & on Tuesday 27 we went to Barton. Went to Ecton Monday 7 Sept to 23d &
remained there till Tues 8 October, when we returned to Barton. Baby has cut 4 teeth since
she came into the country.

In 1840 new servants are taken on:

Wed Febry 12th Ann Sutton & Mary Sandling came to us. The former as Cook for £20 a
year, the latter as Housemaid for £11 the first year & £12 if she remained afterwards.

Then on March 19th:

I was confined on Tuesday morng March 19th with little comparative suffering & recovered
perfectly well. We went to Ecton afterwards.

There is then much in the Journal about the new baby, a boy, christened Sackville George.
On December 12th:

Baby cut his first tooth, and is going on as well as possible with the exception of extreme
restlessness & want of sleep. He is very backward compared with Harty.

Then on 26th March 1841,‘Baby stands up by himself.’ In September of that year there
was a change of Government and Sir Robert Peel came into office. William had hoped to
get a Parliamentary Secretary post, but he failed to achieve this, being passed over for his
great friend and colleague, Dawkins. ‘Dawkins’ or ‘dear Dawkins’ is frequently mentioned
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in the Journal. He can be identified as Clinton George Dawkins, whose family owned
Over Norton House, at Chipping Norton, Oxfordshire.3

Aug 24th Wm much occupied preparing for Ld Palmerston’s leaving office …I had hoped
that Wm would have been appointed by Ld Aberdeen his P. Sect but he has been asked to
befriend Mr Dawkins & has given it to him.

George Hamilton Gordon, 4th Earl Aberdeen had been given the post of Foreign
Secretary in the new administration.

Thursday 9th [September] Wm having been recommended by Henry Grenville to apply for
the Precis writership, had an interview with Lord Aberdeen who gave it him, as a step to some
better appointment, & the addition of £300 a year which it gives us is very acceptable.

A second girl, Fanny Louise, was born in October 1841. By this time Harty’s education is
becoming a priority and a worry. In December Caroline writes:

Harty’s disposition has lately taken the turn of obstinacy & I had recourse to whipping which
answered perfectly.

Things improve, and a little later:

Harty likes her Sunday lesson, her little hymns & listening to a story out of the Bible. Moses
we have come to …My great difficulty with her will be to create sufficient excitement
which she certainly requires from a listless indolence there is about her.

During the summer they tried to let their London house and took a house on Putney
Heath, but this was not a success, and in July she records:

We let our Putney house from the 2d July to 3d of next Sepr (9 weeks) for 56 Guineas & my
Uncle gave me £50 so we are but little out of pocket by our bad luck. Tuesday 19 July we
came to Barton … They were all going to Windsor, so could not receive us for longer than
3 weeks, & the Isteds being at Leamington, our plans were a good deal disconnected.
Therefore I asked my Uncle to lodge my children at Drayton & we took them there Monday
8th Augt & went to town ourselves. We went to Ecton Wednesday Augt 31st and next day
Wm went to Drayton to see the children, thence to Warkton where he slept & shot, returning
with the children to Ecton on Friday Sepr 2d. They all looked in extreme health …Wm &
I returned to town Tuesday Sepr 20th leaving our 3 children, who returned to Drayton on
the following day to remain probably till my confinement is half over. I was confined with
my fourth child Tuesday October 11th 1842. Children returned from Drayton.

Her fourth child was another daughter, Margaret, but it is Harty who is again causing
concern:

Harty I fear has relapsed into her obstinate fits. She is learning syllables AB, AC &c. Wm today
whipped her with good effect to my gt relief. Nov 30, no obstinacy since. She learns
“Twinkle, twinkle” & we are going on well.

In December things are better:

She has just learnt the “Lord’s Prayer” & last Sunday I gave her some explanation of it, & I
have just begun reading to her some few verses of the Psalms, which she seems to like … She
has just begun putting together the Map of England, & I tell her by degrees the names of the
Counties.

This probably refers to one of those jig-saws with the counties cut as separate pieces.
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During the year the Stopfords had become much concerned about the health of Caroline’s
uncle, the Duke of Dorset. He had rallied in November, but in April 1843 she writes:

Apr 14. My Uncle all this time & for long, suffering much, & now seems quite beat with the
perpetual return of pain & discomfort.

On 20th June:

My poor Uncle in a still sadder state then ever & the pain of going to him greater than before.

Finally:

Days & days of anxiety & the last sad event took place on Saturday July 29th 1843. My
beloved Uncle! The last time I saw him was on Friday 21st, just a week before … Tuesday
Aug 1st His wishes were known & my possession of so much that ought to give me pleasure,
and will do so I have no doubt in time.

So she records that she was now mistress and owner of the Drayton Estate. In September
the Stopfords returned from London:

We left the children, Sackville, Harty & Martha at Ecton & went to Drayton. There we passed
two days. Slept in the Blue Room. The weather was beautiful – but the place was desolate!
Oh the desolation of the heart which these scenes entail.

Martha was one of Caroline’s long serving maids. After a short holiday in Brighton they
returned to Drayton, where on Tuesday 19th December she writes:

We lead a quiet & regular life. Prayers at 1/4 past 9 punctual. Harty has her daily reading &
a little French … Sack has begun saying his little Prayer in the morning. I am reading
Macaulay’s Essays.

In April 1844 Lucy, William’s sister, became engaged to William Smyth of Houghton:

Lucy with us for a fortnight previous to her wedding. We went to Drayton for one night
Monday 20 for Lucy’s marriage the following day. Mr Roos has been to Drayton & given us
plans for windows & book shelves which are now working upon.

‘Mr Roos’ was the architect Alexander Roos who advised William and Caroline on
improvements to the house, creating a new book room and, a little later, redecorating the
Great Hall.

July 22d. Somerville the cook came to us early in July. Mrs. Govier came to us as Housekeeper
July 23d. Sack’s picture by F. Grant detained us in London & is still unfinished, price 100 Gns.
Our improvements going on satisfactorily & we live in the State Dressing Room.

Sack was being painted by the fashionable portrait artist Sir Francis Grant. As he was only
four at the time, and therefore not yet breeched, he appears in a dress with a large straw
hat. This produced in later generations the request to see the picture of ‘Uncle Sack when
he was a little girl’!

In August Caroline and William went on a tour of Derbyshire:

Thursday 7th Augt We went to Ecton, slept there & following morning started for a week in
Derbyshire. At Weedon we got on the train at 1/2 past 12, having kept the train waiting,
reached Rugby at 1, thence to Derby on the Midland Counties Railroad, which we reached
at 1/2 past three.

Amongst the places visited was, inevitably, Chatsworth:

The house itself is a square building from which runs a wing & high building recently added
by Wyattville & not ornamental. Wren was the original architect, under the 1st Duke 1701 or
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thereabouts.4 Style Greek. The walks are made of white spar brought from the lead mines. On
the further extremity of the Garden are some famous water works – but they were
undergoing repair. The rock work is in progress, over which the water is to be brought.

They also visited Ilam, owned by their Northamptonshire neighbours from Biggin, near
Oundle, the Watts-Russells.

We went to Ilam afterwards, first to the Church where we looked at Chantrey’s monument
to Mr Watts Russell’s father. Mr John Russell came to us & showed us his house, which is
chiefly remarkable for its picturesque situation & English pictures.

In the autumn they returned to Drayton for the usual round of social events:

Sat 12th Octobr I have never been so well in the Family way as now & attribute it to the
regular air & moderate exercise I have been taking throughout. Nov 14 Went to Bulwick for
the Burleigh Ball. Saw Apethorpe next day & returned home on Saturday …Went to
Rockingham Castle Wedy Decr 4 & remained till Saturday …Charmed with the host &
hostess. Nice rational people. Came to London Decr 12 for my confinement and the sad news
which reached us on our arrival! …2nd Boy born 4 Jan. We took Baby to St James where he
was christened by Mr Ward.

The boy was named Lionel Richard, and the sad news was that William’s father, Rev.
Richard Stopford had died at his residence in the Cloisters at Windsor Castle. He also has
a memorial in the church at Barton Seagrave.

In June and July 1845 the Stopfords went abroad to Belgium and Germany, where
Caroline was much affected by Antwerp Cathedral:
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Figure 3: Sackville George Stopford
Oil painting by Sir Francis Grant, 1844 (Photo: Courtauld Institute of Art)
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It was the first Roman church I had been in, & the sight of so many kneeling groups
(apparently occupied in their private devotions) struck me much.

On Wednesday 6th August Caroline took into her employ a French governess, Madame
Noir, who proved a considerable success. A series of letters in French to Caroline, in the
Drayton Archive, are full of chat about the children and their health.

In December there were further changes in the Government:

Monday Decr 8. Peel determined to go out, not agreeing with his Cabinet upon the subject
of the Corn Laws. Wednesday they resigned. Wm went to London (Foreign Office)…Lord
John accepted office the middle of that week & resigned immediately, after which we heard
on Sunday 21, Peel returned!

Lord John was Lord John Russell, one of the sons of the 6th Duke of Bedford, who lived
just a few doors away in Chesham Place.

In February 1846 William Cartwright, MP for Northamptonshire, stood down, and
William Smyth persuaded William Stopford to consider standing in his stead, but as
Caroline reports from London:

Febr 3d Mr Smyth came up about Wm standing for the Co. in the room of Mr Cartwright.
Wm went down to Fawsley, but ended up declining.

His visit to Fawsley was to talk to Sir Charles Knightley, who stood for the south of the
County.

The Stopfords took another holiday in Ramsgate in July, and shortly after Caroline writes:

Ld Stopford’s marriage is settled. Nell & Lucy at Courtown. I was taken ill on Monday
afternoon Aug 31st. Dr Fane came very quick & I was confined between 6 & 7 with my 3d
Boy. I recovered very well …Wed 16 dear Daw left England for his new post in Venice. He
came to us late Tuesday to say melancholy Good Bye & sent me afterwards a parting gift
which I prize very much. We returned home Thursday Octr 1st, children & Mde Noir
preceding us.

The new baby was christened Alexander William, usually known as Alick.

In November 1846 the Stopfords went to stay with Lord and Lady Rivers at their home
Rushmore, on the Wiltshire/Dorset border.5 George Pitt-Rivers, 4th Baron Rivers, and
his wife Susan, a daughter of Lord Granville, were close friends of the Stopfords and again
are frequently mentioned in the Journal. The Pitt-Rivers family had originally owned
Stratfield-Saye in Hampshire, but had sold that in 1814 when it was awarded to the Duke
of Wellington, as his home. Caroline is impressed with the family and the children:

They go with their mother into the villages, work for the poor, & yet nothing of their own
education seems neglected …On Sunday they often sing Hymns & repeat some in the
Evening to their mother.

One of the places they visit is Milton Abbey in Dorset, a large house which belonged to
the Damer family.6 Caroline’s grandfather’s sister, Caroline Sackville, had married Joseph
Damer of Milton. Caroline observes:

In the Dining Room over the Fireplace is a charming picture of Ly Caroline Damer by Sir
Joshua, with the peculiar small face I remember her with – on each side her Father & Mother
full length – nice pictures done by an Italian.
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The latter are probably the three-quarter length portraits by the 18th-century Venetian
painter Pompeo Batoni, which eventually, when the Damers sold up, came to Drayton.

1847 continued in the usual vein, moving between London, Houghton and Drayton. In
September they went to stay in Brighton:

Thursday 9th Sepr we went to London (Grosvenor Street) taking Sack & on Friday we came
on to Brighton H & F following us with Mde Noir & Sarah. Wm & I at the Bristol Hotel,
Kemptown … Tuesday Sepr 14 Wm left me to get to Manchester on the 16th for James’s
marriage. I settled the children very comfortably with Mr Hislop for writing, arithmetic &
English Histy, 3 times a week 5/- a lesson – & Harty with Miss Slythe for music twice a
week – 1/2 Guinea a lesson, & I left them on Thursday 16, came to Capn Vyn’s house, 5
Chesham St (6 Gs a week) wich we have taken for 5 wks …We get capital accounts of Chn
from Brighton & Drayton & so we are very happy – each year seems to make us more so … I
was confined with a 4th Daughter Sunday morning Octr 10th & thank God am recovering
well, tho’ feeling very week …Wm sits to Pickersgill for his picture 88 Gs.

The baby was named Margaret Elizabeth. William’s portrait by Henry Pickersgill, RA,
hangs in the Drawing Room at Drayton, alongside one, painted later, of Caroline by
George Storey. William was attending the marriage of his brother James to Frances Loyd,
daughter of Samuel Loyd of Overstone.

In January 1848 Caroline writes of ‘Foreign plans’, which in May result in ‘Our summer
plans are settled & we are going to Jersey on the 1st of July.’ In June she sat for her portrait
to the miniature artist William Egley and she was visited at Drayton by the Stamford
architect, Edward Browning ‘to plan about the passage at the back of our rooms.’ These
were the family rooms in one of the wings at Drayton which were only accessible by
going through each room to the next. The resulting passage became known as the
Medicine Passage. The trip to Jersey began, in fact, on 4th July, where they were met by
William’s brother Edward and his wife Julia:7

Tuesday 4th July we left Drayton by early train for one night to St. George’s Hotel,
Albermarle St. Wed the children followed us –dined at Euston Sqre, joined us at Station by
London Bridge for Southampton, which we reached by 6 & sailed the night (1/4 to 1) for
Jersey. We arrived at St, Helliers at 3 on the following day, 6th. Edward & Julia met us &
brought us to Noirmont, stayed to help us in our arrangements & took us back to dine at
Beaulieu, nothing cd exceed their kindness. We have taken Noirmont for £60 to 5 Oct, 100
for 6 months to 5th Jany, 150 to 5th April & 150 till 5th July the year.

They then took the opportunity of travelling to France, staying in Paris with a friend,
Edward Cleremont and his actress wife Anais. Edward found them ‘a charming apartment
looking over the Tuilleries gardens’. They then returned to England in September, leaving
the children on Jersey, arriving at Drayton on 14th:

How light and happy I felt! I never enjoy anything more than my first days here, so fine and
beautiful they were, our place looking lovely - the alterations going on so well & the passage
promising so beautifully. Edward & Julia came to us with Henry on the Wedy following &
we were glad to be together again.

Henry was Edward and Julia’s young son. While at Drayton Caroline:

…settled the little Infant School at Slipton under Alice Taylor with about 18 pupils, more than
I expected & look forward to its being a real blessing to that little forlorn village, to which
please God when I return I mean to be more devoted & to let my Children go there much.
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The Stopfords returned to Jersey on 4th December:

Very quietly we are living here …Edward & Julia are leaving Jersey & are going to Drayton,
their own house let, & that seems an obvious plan. We dined the other day with the Governor,
most kind & friendly people …Just before Xmas we made an interest in a poor Miss Bremner
living in an attic in Belmont road, St. Helliers – we were casually recommended to her as a
work woman & found her in such a state of poverty that we made more enquiries about her,
& have now established her with better food which we hope may put her in better health.
She is well brought up, has the mind of a lady, & how doubly dreadful therefore must be her
lot – but we hope to put her into more comfortable circumstances.

In January 1849 William returned to England as his health had suffered. Caroline and the
children stayed on, and she was much affected by a letter sent to her by an Aunt wherein
a friend Charles Neville expressed his thoughts on becoming a Roman Catholic. The
Journal then records a good deal about the children’s education, with:

Sack Latin is the chief object to get him prepared for school …He does French with Mde
Noir …I think he will start better than many more advanced pupils.

William came back to Jersey in the middle of February, but their time there was drawing
to a close:

Our Jersey sojourn coming to a close, & I shall not regret it. I feel languid here & I am sure
now that a change will benefit the Chn – Harty & Bee especially

So at the very beginning of June they all returned home:

Joined Wm & the youngsters at Euston Sqre & came to Drayton by afternoon train. They had
a great tea in the Dining Room – we a late dinner – and happy we were to find ourselves
there again.

Life then returned to its usual pattern.

We Christmassed in the country. Gave the children some Tableaux which they did very
nicely … they also partook in acting at Farming Woods which we all enjoyed. Harty in a
Tableaux Game (a representation of a Watteau picture), the scene from Macbeth of stirring
the cauldron &c.

Then in the New Year, 1850:

Wm came to town to settle on a House & took 58 Eaton Place, Mr. G. S. Anson’s – & nothing
could be more charming that the arrangements … Tuesday January 22d my 4th Boy was
born, in a wonderful hurry, which exhausted me much, but I am nearly recovered a fortnight
after I was confined. I heard of Harty having the Hooping Cough, and the others all on their
way to it.

The 4th Boy was Sydney Robert.

There are then comments on Sack’s education. He was sent to Whitnash near Rugby,
where a preparatory private school had been set up to prepare pupils for the adjacent
public school.

Wed 13th March Sack began his Latin lessons with Mr. Salter who has put him into Eton
Grammar … [Mar 19] Sack’s Birthday we visited the Hse of Lords with George Elwes, saw
the Hse of Comns which are connected together, the latter still in progress, and not yet open
to the public. We went to Houghton for the Races April 3d … Sack has done well with Mr.
Slater who finds him well grounded – he has gained confidence & lost much of his dread of
School.
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In June Caroline records her attendance at the Consecration of St Barnabas Pimlico,
where the Vicar was the Rev. William Bennett, a pioneer of the Anglo-Catholic
Movement who had instituted daily choral services.

The last entry in this Journal reads:

Sack’s Holidays began Wedy July 24 3 days before time – they passed pleasantly & happily,
with the exception that his great idleness brought frequent vexations, & great puzzles to me,
for it certainly seems better that he should keep up the habit of learning a small portion by
heart daily, but the idleness over it seemed to bring every bad consequence …We went to
Whitnash Thursday taking Sack with us, & stopped at Gayton till Saturday, had a pleasant two
days with the Elwes. Harty passed Friday with us.

At the back of the Journal is written a list of all the children with their dates of birth,
including the next child, Eleanor Mary, who was born 12th May 1851. On the adjoining
pages Caroline has then written out the texts of several prayers which she taught the
children.

A further journal was started in 1851, which records her life through to 1855. It has a good
deal more about Caroline’s private thoughts about religion and the children’s education.
It also records the births of two more daughters, Beatrice in 1853 and Grace in 1854,
bringing the full Stopford family to four sons and seven daughters. However, what is
recorded in the first Journal is enough to illustrate the extraordinary peripatetic way of life
and Caroline’s passion about her own beliefs and the upbringing of her children.

Postscript
In 1870 the Stopfords asked to be allowed to annex the Sackville name to their own, and
by Royal Licence they became the Stopford Sackvilles, a name that is still enjoyed at
Drayton. William Bruce died in 1872, but Caroline lived on till her 93rd year, dying in
1908. The estate was inherited by the eldest son, Sackville George, whose marriage failed
and he lived at Drayton cared by his sister, Harty. He died in 1926, and together with other
family members is buried in a plot at the East end of the churchyard at Lowick.
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Pencil and wash, heightened with chalk, artist unknown (Photo: Courtauld Institute of Art)



Northamptonshire’s first old age pensioners

JOHN ADAMS

It is almost one hundred years since the introduction of the old age pension in Britain, yet
the question of how best to support people in their later years remains a topical social and
political issue.1 Now that there are proposals to close final salary pension schemes, raise the
retirement age to 68, and look afresh at diversifying the sources of income for retirement,
it is timely to consider the origins of the State’s response to ageing. In the first years of the
20th century, retirement was only an option for those older people whose financial
resources would continue to support them through investments, rents, or the profits from
business. Pensions were an early feature of civil service employment, and they became one
of the many benefits associated with working for the railway companies. Gradually,
pensions began to become more widely available in the public sector as a whole. In the
voluntary sector, friendly societies offered their members some financial support for
periods of illness in old age. For the great majority of working people, however, the only
support from the State available in old age came in the form of indoor or outdoor relief
under the Poor Law, with all its associated harshness
and stigma. The campaign for old age pensions owes its
origins to the tireless work, begun in 1878, of an
Anglican clergyman, Canon William Blackley.2 His
efforts ensured that the issue became increasingly
prominent in national political debates in the last years
of the 19th century. Both Conservative and Liberal
politicians came to advocate the introduction of old
age pensions, but no progress was made until the
election of the Liberal administration of 1906. Most
prominent among Northamptonshire campaigners for
old age pensions was the Liberal MP for the eastern
division of the county, Francis Allston Channing.3 He
had already made an unsuccessful attempt to introduce
a Bill in the previous parliament to provide pensions at
the age of 65 and with no test of income, so he gave
enthusiastic support to Lloyd George’s Bill of 1908,
despite the fact that it was considerably less generous
than his own proposal. The passage of the Old Age
Pensions Act in 1908 struck many contemporaries as a
decisive break with previous welfare legislation. Non-
contributory pensions funded through central
taxation, administered by specially-constituted local
committees, and paid at a post office, lay outside the
scope of the stigmatising Poor Law system. Pensions
were payable at the age of 70 to British subjects who
had been resident in the United Kingdom for the
previous 20 years, and whose financial means did not exceed £31 10s. If their means were
less than £21, the full pension of 5s. a week was payable, but for every increment of £2

1. This article derives from my study, The Politics and Administration of Financial Support for the Elderly, with special
reference to Northamptonshire, 1900-1948 (Leicester Univ. MPhil, 2003). I am indebted to my supervisors, Dr
Peter Bartrip and Professor Pat Thane, but any errors remain my responsibility alone.
2. J. Macnicol, The Politics of Retirement in Britain 1878-1948 (Cambridge, 1998), p. 60.
3. F. A. Channing, Memoirs of Midlands Politics 1885-1910 (London, 1918). Channing was made a Baronet in
1906.

Figure 1: David Lloyd
George, Chancellor of the
Exchequer, in 1908

(Reproduced by permission of
The National Portrait Gallery,

London)



12s 6d, one shilling was deducted from the pension. Disqualification resulted from receipt
of Poor Relief, or detention in a lunatic asylum. There were also ‘moral tests’ to be
overcome. Prisoners and those released from prison within the previous ten years, persons
convicted under the Inebriates Act, 1898, and anyone who had ‘habitually failed to work
according to his ability, opportunity and need, for the maintenance or benefit of himself
and those legally dependent upon him’ were disqualified from receiving the old age
pension.4

The establishment of a new administrative structure
The Old Age Pensions Act created an elaborate committee structure to administer the new
pensions. At its apex was the Northamptonshire Local Pension Committee, chaired by
Colonel S. G. Stopford Sackville, the Conservative chairman of the county council. The
task of adjudicating on individual claims for old age pensions fell upon a network of sub-
committees (except in Kettering, where the pension committee undertook all the duties
of pensions’ administration). There were four of these for the borough of Northampton,
and a further 22 for the rest of the county. County councillors tended to favour
appointments from among their own number to sub-committees, but had to bring in
outsiders to make up the appropriate totals. The Local Government Board, to whom all
pension committees were answerable, encouraged the co-option of representatives from
trade unions and friendly societies.5 In Northamptonshire, however, this policy advice was
largely ignored and sub-committees continued to be dominated by county councillors
with the other members drawn from the Anglican clergy and local businessmen. The sub-
committee for the Broughton district, which covered the 26 rural parishes surrounding
Kettering was typical.
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Mr J. Kidner, Kettering Iron master; County Councillor; Member of 
Local Pension Committee

Sir A. de Capell Brooke Bt, Great Oakley Land owner; County Councillor
Mr G. Williams, Orton Manor County Councillor
Mr G. Lawton, Kettering [occupation unknown]
Mr J. Streather, Corby Monumental mason and building contractor
Rev. B. Turton, Geddington Rector of Great Oakley; Vicar of Geddington
M S. Smith, Little Harrowden Shopkeeper and baker
Mr E. Brumhead, Loddington Farmer
Mr J. Clarke, Warkton [occupation unknown]

Organisational support for each sub-committee was provided by the clerk and the pension
officer. Clerks for the sub-committees in the four districts of Northampton and for the
Kettering pension committee were drawn from local government officers, but in the rural
areas, clerks were generally local solicitors who added the role to a portfolio of other
administrative tasks. The clerk to the Thrapston sub-committee, for example, was Mr M.
G. W. Hunnybun of the firm of Hunnybun and Sykes, who also acted as clerk to the
Thrapston Justices of the Peace.7 The task of investigating all claims for new old age

Table 1: Membership of Broughton Sub-Committee, September 19086

4. The Old Age Pensions Act, 1908, 8 Edw.7 c.40.
5. P. M. Williams, ‘The Development of Old Age Pensions Policy in Great Britain, 1878-1925’ (London Univ.
PhD thesis, 1970), p.273; M. Jones ‘The 1908 Old Age Pensions Act: the Poor Law in New Disguise?’ in K.
Laybourn (ed.) Social Conditions, Status and Community 1860-c.1920 (Stroud, 1997), p. 84.
6. Northamptonshire Record Office (NRO), LG1/17/15 (Old Age Pensions: Broughton District).
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pensions and making recommendations to the sub-committee was taken by the pension
officer. The pension officer was a civil servant employed by, and answerable to, the Board
of Customs and Excise.8 The members of pension sub-committees, by contrast, received
their instructions from the Local Government Board and as communication between
these two authorities remained poor, the potential for local conflict was always present. It
is significant that one local paper drew an analogy between the role of the relieving officer
in the Poor Law system and that of the new pension officer.

It is possible that, like the Relieving Officer to the Board of Guardians, the Excise Officer may
endeavour to keep down the cost to the Treasury while fulfilling the Act’s provisions quite
legitimately. This is where the Pensions Committee appointed by the local Council comes in.
If the Excise Officer is thought to have been too severe, the committee will endeavour to
restore the balance. If they both decide against the applicant, he can appeal to the Local
Government Board, which ranks as the ‘Central Pensions Authority’. It will examine all the
applications and interview all the claimants.9

The 24th September 1908 was the first day of applications for the old age pension.
Applicants had to obtain the necessary form from a post office, and local newspaper
reporters were out in force to cover the event. The Northampton Daily Chronicle reported
that ‘an old man named Gobby, who is well over 70’, became one of the first claimants in
the country after he completed the form at St Leonard’s Road post office in Far Cotton,
as soon as it opened. There was, however, no general rush to make a claim. Forty forms
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Figure 2: Collecting the old age pension at the post office
(Mary Evans Picture Library)

8. Pension officers were originally drawn from the Inland Revenue, but after April 1909 came from Customs
and Excise. Jones, ‘Pensions Act’, p. 84.
9. Northampton Daily Chronicle, 17 August 1908.



were issued during the morning at the main post office in Northampton town centre,
while the Wellingborough Road office issued 30. In the absence of a story about wild
crowd scenes at the post offices, reporters had to fall back on reporting the surprised
reactions of postal officials at encountering clean, intelligent and well-informed old
people. The total number of forms issued in the Borough over the course of the day was
put at 350, when the estimated total of those eligible was in excess of a thousand.10

Administrative problems under the 1908 Act
Even on the first day that the application forms became available, many of the issues that
would dominate the administration of the old age pension for years to come became
apparent. Most prominent among these was what a newspaper headlined as ‘the age
difficulty’. The old age pension was only available to those over the age of 70, yet the
general registration of births, marriages and deaths involving certificates being deposited
at Somerset House had only been in force since 1st July 1837 in England and Wales, and
so a person over the age of 71 would not have a birth certificate. It also soon became clear
that the early years of registration had not provided universal coverage of the population,
with the children of mobile sections of the working class being particularly likely to fall
through the bureaucratic net.11 In order to overcome this difficulty, pension officers were
instructed that a certificate of baptism, a certificate of service in the forces of the Crown,
or trade union membership certificate could be accepted as proof of age. A certificate of
membership of a friendly society, or a certificate from a life assurance agency were
regarded as particularly strong evidence of true age, because in both cases the dues
increased with age at the time of joining, and so there were financial pressures acting
against any desire to exaggerate age. Many claimants possessed marriage certificates, but as
it was customary to state simply that the bride and groom were ‘of full age’, these were
often of no help in providing the necessary evidence. The fly leaf of the family Bible was
the traditional place for recording dates of birth, marriage and death, but pension officers
were warned that such informal sources should only be accepted in very exceptional
circumstances. Faced with these problems, some claimants in Kettering were reported to
have been under the impression that the counter staff in the post office would be able to
consult a register and provide confirmation of their date of birth.12 Anglican clergy were
faced with a surge of requests for searches of the parish registers in order to seek baptismal
certificates. One man currently living in London was convinced that he had been born in
Wellington Street, Northampton, but searches of the registers of St Giles’ and St
Sepulchre’s churches failed to provide the necessary confirmation. A Northampton
clergyman reported that he had been approached by an old woman who believed that she
had been born in either Middlesex or Essex, but could not remember which. As there are
over 700 parishes in the two counties, the clergyman had to point out the impracticality
of writing to each one in order to seek a baptismal certificate.13

Another commonly raised issue concerned the limit on income. Question 10 on the claim
form asked:

How much have you coming in per week in money? What are your other means of
subsistence (if any)? Do you pay rent for the house or lodging in which you live?

One old woman in Northampton received small contributions – in one case 6d a week –
from her large family, but her total income from these sources was 6s a week and she was
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worried that this would disqualify her from receiving a pension.14 Making the distinction
between capital and income proved difficult for some, and an old man in Kettering was
reported to be intending to spend his savings of £15 in order to ‘have a good time’ before
he applied for a full pension. It was explained to him that this would not be necessary.15

Denied a role on pension committees, friendly societies had to content themselves with
offering advice to claimants on how to complete the application form. The other major
source of advice was the local press itself and the new committees took full advantage of
the journalistic interest in the new scheme to get key points across to the elderly and their
families. As a result of this kind of information and support, some of the first claimants
brought rough drafts of the form with them to the post office to assist their application.16
Once the claims had been submitted, it was the responsibility of the pension officer to visit
each claimant and prepare a report on their circumstances. This proved to be an arduous
task as the number of claimants had been underestimated when the scheme was
announced. The clerk to Kettering urban district council had initially estimated that there
would not be more than 40 to 50 people who would claim an old age pension, whereas
in fact there were at least 270 claims in total.17 In Northampton, there were 1015
applications.18 In order to consider the claims, the St Edmund’s and St Michael’s wards sub-
committee in Northampton met on 3rd, 18th and 23rd of November, and on 2nd, 7th,
16th, 21st and 30th of December.19 The majority of claims were straightforward and the
sub-committee simply approved the pension officer’s recommendation: the first meeting
saw the approval of 15 claims for pensions of 5s per week. Where the pension officer did
not recommend a pension, the case was adjourned to give the claimant the opportunity
to appear in person. During November and December 1908, 10 cases were adjourned: one
claimant died before her case was heard, 3 claimants appeared in person, one was
represented by a daughter, while the remaining 5 did not defend their applications. Of the
4 claims which were pursued, only one was successful. In two of these adjourned cases,
the sub-committee disagreed with the pension officer’s recommendation. Eliza Higginson
appeared in person, and the pension officer was over-ruled and a full pension of 5s a week
was granted. In the case of Martha Morgan, the pension officer had recommended a
pension, but the sub-committee felt that the claim should be disallowed as ‘sufficient
evidence of age had not been produced’. All such decisions were, however, only provisional
as they had to be referred to the pension committee at Northampton Town Hall for their
approval.20

To the difficulties involved in establishing the age or the income of the claimant could be
added a third common area of dispute: the receipt of poor relief. The Old Age Pensions
Act disqualified from receiving a pension anyone who had been in receipt of poor relief
after 1st January 1908, although certain limited exceptions were made to this rule. The
Northampton borough pension committee was required to adjudicate at an early stage of
its existence upon difficult cases involving poor relief referred to it by its sub-committees.
One case involved a claimant who had received a grocery ticket from a relieving officer
as discretionary relief. When the relief was reviewed at the next meeting of the board of
guardians it was not continued, so the committee allowed the claim for an old age pension
on the grounds that the receipt of poor relief had not been confirmed. A more unusual
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14. Ibid. She need not have worried if that was her only income because the total of £15 6s did not exceed
the limit for a full pension (£21).
15. Kettering Leader, 2 October 1908.
16. Northampton Daily Chronicle, 24 September 1908.
17. Northampton Daily Chronicle, 27 August 1908; Kettering Leader, 1 January 1909.
18. Northampton Daily Chronicle, 31 December 1908.
19. NRO, [uncatalogued] Northampton Borough Council (NBC), 44/2 (Minutes of the St Edmund’s and St
Michael’s Ward Pensions Sub-Committee).
20. Northampton Daily Chronicle, 15 December 1908.



The cost of these old age pensions to the tax-payer was calculated as being £217 1s 0d a
week or £11,286 12s per year. The proportion of claims disallowed was 9 percent. Local
journalists also categorised the reasons for disallowing claims by the St Crispin’s and Castle
sub-committee.
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Table 2: Returns from Northampton Sub-Committees up to 31 Dec. 190823

South, Far Cotton & St James’ 183 169 14 NIL 134 10 19 3 3

North & Kingsthorpe 264 240 17 7 209 13 7 8 3

St Crispin’s & Castle 280 250 26 4 213 13 16 6 2

St Edmunds & St Michael’s 288 264 11 13 233 8 13 3 7

Totals 1,015 923 68 24 789 44 55 20 15
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case concerned a claimant who had entered the workhouse for a stay of eight days earlier
in the year. He claimed that as his labour as a shoemaker in the workhouse repair shop
was worth considerably more to the guardians than the cost of his accommodation, he had
not been in receipt of poor relief. The committee accepted his argument and awarded a
pension, although the local newspaper reporter was almost certainly correct in suggesting
that the claim ‘will probably be dealt with by the higher authority’.21 A claim could also
be disallowed on the grounds of habitual failure to work in order to support dependants,
although a case reported in Kettering is the only one discovered in this phase of
applications.22

Such was the level of public interest in old age pensions that local newspapers published
statistical details of the activities of the sub-committees.

Receipt of poor relief  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

Excess income  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

Referred to Borough Committee  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4

Insufficient evidence of age  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

Died since application  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2

Insufficient residence  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

Table 3: Claims disallowed by St Crispin’s & Castle Sub-Committee24

Having been successful in claiming an old age pension, there was one more hurdle to be
surmounted. The elderly person had to bring the form confirming their entitlement in
order to collect their pension book in person from the pension officer at publicly-
announced sessions held in local school or church premises in the days either side of
21. Northampton Daily Chronicle, 15 December 1908.
22. Kettering Leader, 25 December 1908.
23. Northampton Daily Chronicle, 31 December 1908.
24. Ibid.



Christmas 1908.25 As there had been a heavy fall of snow, some of the old people sent
family members to collect the pension book rather than risk the hazards of icy pavements
themselves. This proved to be a fruitless journey as the regulations stated that if the
pensioner could not collect the book in person, it was to be delivered to their home by
the pension officer.26 Conditions underfoot were so treacherous that the Wellingborough
pension officer slipped on the ice and was unable to make the necessary deliveries.27

Old age pensions in operation
Once the initial rush of claims had subsided, sub-committees were able to reduce the
frequency of their meetings to once a month.28 As time passed, what had been a novel
development in social policy began to become an accepted part of the structure of welfare
provision. Despite the ambition of some early supporters of old age pensions legislation to
make a complete break with welfare administration from the past, the new system had to
operate alongside the old one.

There is certainly local evidence to show frequent formal and informal contact between
Poor Law officers and pension officers. In October 1908, the Commissioners of Inland
Revenue wrote to boards of guardians asking for their co-operation in operating the
scheme. The suggested routine practice was for pension officers to submit the names and
addresses of claimants to the clerk to the guardians to ascertain whether poor relief had
been given within the prescribed period. The Local Government Board letter outlining
this administrative procedure stated that if payment would be required for undertaking this
new duty, the guardians should find it out their own funds. This statement was greeted
with derisive laughter at the meeting of the Kettering board, with one guardian remarking
that ‘there was a sense of humour in the communication that one rarely saw in letters from
the Local Government Board’, and the clerk saying that he ‘was accustomed to
communications in which one’s loyalty or phrases of that kind were relied upon to do
things for nothing’.29The Local Government Board letter specifically encouraged informal
contact between pension officers and relieving officers, and occasionally documentary
evidence of this survives. In a memorandum written in 1910, the relieving officer for
Daventry wrote:

Re: [David] Green, Welton, 87
I have visited above and from what I can make out from him he states he has something less
than £100 and then he made out it was as many shillings [?remaining] to bury him with. That
same is invested in Union Bank. He was very artful and wished he had nothing to do with old age
pension. I did not pay his relief ’.30

A rigorous means test was central to the administration of both poor relief and the old age
pension. The humiliating aspects of the means test have become permanently etched in
the folk memory of the Poor Law, but the scrutiny of the pension officer was equally
thorough. James Palmer, of Northampton, for example, had his claim for a pension
adjourned ‘to enable the Pension Officer to go through Mr Palmer’s books again on the
question of the number of tons of coal sold by the claimant’.31 Kozia Hull complained to
the same sub-committee that the pension officer had refused to increase her pension from
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25. Northampton Daily Chronicle, 16 December 1908.
26. Kettering Leader, 1 January 1909.
27. Northampton Daily Chronicle, 31 December 1908.
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4s to 5s after she ‘had already given all her furniture to her daughter and that the tenancy
of the house would [very soon] be taken over by her daughter’.32 The detailed financial
scrutiny was backed up by legal sanctions. Making false statements or fraudulent drawing
of an old age pension were criminal offences. Wilson and Mackay, in their authoritative
account of the introduction of old age pensions, claim that prosecution was ‘exceedingly
rare’, but two cases have been discovered for the period 1909-1913 in Northampton-
shire.33 The first case was brought against Levi Cheney of Broughton, who had received a
full pension since the beginning of the scheme in January 1909. When he obtained the
pension he was not working, but in March 1910 he started work for the Midland Brick
Works in Wellingborough, and for two weeks he received wages varying from 12s to £1.
From 5th May to 22nd September, he was paid a regular wage of £1 6s, while continuing
to receive a pension of 5s per week. He did not report his new income to the committee,
who ‘found out his circumstances’ at the beginning of December. The defendant then said
that he was not earning anything, and when pressed on the matter denied that his earning
exceeded 7s per week. In finding him guilty, the chairman of the Bench reminded him
that the full penalty was six months imprisonment, with hard labour, which would have
led to the loss of the pension for a subsequent period of 10 years. As it was, he received a
fine of £1 15s 4d, which would not have disqualified him from continuing to receive a
pension, but with the threat of a custodial sentence of one month’s imprisonment if he
failed to pay. The report in the local newspaper ends with him claiming inability to pay
the fine and stating that he did not have sufficient goods to make a distress warrant
worthwhile.34

Local sub-committees were generally aware of the need to minimise any sense of stigma
in administering the old age pension, and so meetings were held at venues such as council
offices and local schools. The Thrapston sub-committee, by contrast, decided to meet at
the town’s magistrate’s court, just before the court was due to sit. Its chairman was also
chairman of the Bench, and its clerk also held the position of clerk to the Justices, so this
arrangement proved to be very convenient for them.35 It meant, however, that elderly
claimants had to mingle with defendants and their families and risk the potential damage
to their reputations from being seen to enter and leave a courthouse. This idiosyncratic
arrangement carried overtones of another feature of Poor Law administration: the
determination of local administrators to follow their own whims, often in defiance of
directions from central government.36 When faced with a lack of documentary proof of
age, committee members often used the appearance of the claimant as their guide, even
though the Local Government Board disapproved of this approach. Jones reports that the
committees she studied in Wakefield and Salisbury both ignored this official advice.37 In
Northampton, Alderman Jones of the St Edmund’s and St Michael’s sub-committee visited
a total of four claimants who were said by the pension officer to lack satisfactory evidence
of age, and reported back to the sub-committee that in each case he was convinced that
they were ‘upwards of seventy years of age.’ The sub-committee accepted each judgement
and recommended a full pension.38

At the level of local constituency politics, both Liberals and Conservatives were anxious
to associate themselves with the cause of the pensioner, but there as clearly more capital
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32. Ibid., 3 September 1913. The sub-committee over-ruled the pension officer and increased her pension to 5s.
33. A. Wilson and G. S. Mackay, Old Age Pensions: an Historical and Critical Study (London, 1941) p. 56.
34. Kettering Leader, 30 June 1911.
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to be made by the party which was responsible for this innovation. Sir Francis Channing,
the Liberal MP for the Eastern division, was approaching the end of his political career by
the time of the 1909-10 general election. His illness during most of the campaign meant
that it had to be conducted largely by his agents and supporters. This may explain why his
election address made no mention of his notable support for old age pensions, although it
did commit him to the ‘reconstruction of the Poor Law’. Another reason may, of course,
have been that voters were too familiar with it to need reminding. An election song
composed for his campaign contained the verse:

He voted for the Pensions Bill
Please don’t forget that fact – who will?
For Tories ’tis a bitter pill –
So vote for Channing.39

Removal of the pauper disqualification
The year 1911 saw two major changes in the legislative position regarding old age
pensions. In January, the pauper disqualification lapsed and in August, a new Act came into
force.40 It was the former change which had the greater impact. The autumn of 1910 had
seen a flurry of activity as Poor Law officials notified distant unions that outdoor relief to
their non-settled poor aged 70 and over should cease on 1st January as they would be
expected to apply for an old age pension. The Kettering union, for example, received these
instructions from Daventry, Leicester, Market Harborough, Southampton and Bristol.41
The clerk to the Daventry union drew up a schedule of the expected effects of the change.
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Number of persons Number applying
in receipt of Poor Relief for it
eligible for pensions

Workhouse 29 4

Receiving out-relief 91 91

Medical relief only 3 3

Totals: 123 98

Table 4: Estimate of the effect of removal of pauper disqualification,
Daventry Union42

At the foot of this memorandum, the clerk noted that the current relief paid to a single
old person was 3s 6d per week, with 5s for married couples. In addition, the medical
officer could recommend ‘extras’, and an additional 6d was allowed for 16 weeks during
the winter. The transfer from outdoor relief to an old age pension was clearly in the
interest of many elderly paupers in Daventry, but the position of workhouse inmates was
more ambivalent. Many were too frail to be able to leave the institution and return to
independent living in the community.43 For others, the change in the regulations provided
a welcome opportunity to leave the ‘house’, but some found that they had not taken

39. Kettering Leader, 14 January 1910.
40. The Old Age Pensions Act 1911. 1 & 2 Geo. 5 c. 16.
41. NRO, PL5/20 (Kettering Board of Guardians Minutes April 1909-February 1911).
42. NRO, PL3/58 (Daventry Union In-Letters 1910). The reference to medical relief is puzzling as its receipt
did not disqualify from receipt of a pension under the 1908 Act.
43. It has been claimed that, ‘the immediate response was a mass emigration of old men and women from the
workhouse into the anonymity of the outside world’: J. Harris, Private Lives, Public Spirit: Britain 1870-1914
(London, 1993), p. 13. The evidence from Northamptonshire suggests that there were wide variations between
unions in the numbers leaving the workhouse.



account of the current cost of living. The master
of Thrapston workhouse reported that ten old
men had left the ‘house’ on the first Friday of
January in order to draw their old age pensions.
One of these intended to live with his sister in a
nearby village, but he returned on the Monday,
having failed to draw his pension, with the
explanation that ‘he could not do on 5s a week’.44
In Northampton, Edward Fitzhugh’s right to a
pension was questioned by the pension officer on
the grounds that he had refused to leave the
workhouse and was still in receipt of poor relief.
The sub-committee agreed with the pension
officer and the pension was stopped.45 However,
at least 10 of his fellow inmates did take the
opportunity provided by the rule change to leave
the workhouse.

The removal of the pauper disqualification
undoubtedly provided new choices for elderly
people and their relatives, with 160,135 new
pensions being granted across the country as a
whole, but it also gave Poor Law unions an
opportunity to reduce their costs.46 A letter from
the Oundle guardians to the son of a man who
could no-longer care for himself describes the
situation with stark clarity.

It appears that [your father] is in receipt of 1s. 6d. per week from his Club and also an Old
Age Pension of 5s., both of which he will forfeit on admission to the House and of course if
he is admitted into the House you will be called upon to contribute to his maintenance while
in that institution. Would it not be better for you to take your father and keep [him] instead
of the above course being taken?47

In this case, the pressure did not obtain the desired response and the father was given an
order of admission to Oundle workhouse on 9th March 1911.

Compared with the major impact of the removal of the pauper disqualification, the
implementation of the Old Age Pensions Act 1911 had little discernible impact on
pensions’ administration in Northamptonshire. It was concerned only with modifying
some of the disqualifications in the 1908 Act, rather than with establishing any new
directions for policy. Although only small numbers of claimants were affected by some of
the disqualifications, the sense of injustice could be sharp. In December 1908, Sarah Heiss
of Northampton was refused a pension despite being born and living all her life in
England, as her late husband had been born in Wurtemburg and was not a British national.
The sub-committee felt so strongly about the injustice of this situation that the clerk was
instructed to make representations to the Local Government Board.48 The new Act of
1911 removed this disqualification by granting entitlement to a pension to a woman who
was formerly married to an alien, but who was now widowed, divorced, deserted or legally
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Figure 3: Francis Allston Channing,
created 1st Baron Channing of
Wellingborough in 1912
(Reproduced by permission of 

The National Portrait Gallery, London)

44. Kettering Leader, 13 January 1911.
45. NRO, NBC 44/2 [uncatalogued] (St Edmund’s and St Michael’s Ward Sub-Committee Minutes) 31 January
1911.
46. Jones, ‘Pensions Act’, p. 98.
47. NRO, PL7/66 (Oundle Union Letter Book (out) 1910-1913). Letter dated 20 February 1911.



separated. The requirement for residence in the United Kingdom was reduced to 12 years
in aggregate out of the previous 20 and service abroad under the Crown now counted as
residence in the United Kingdom. On occasion, claimants in Northamptonshire still failed
to clear this hurdle. William Hooton had his claim rejected on the grounds that he could
not produce satisfactory evidence of 12 years residence on aggregate in the UK.49 Payment
of a pension was now to cease while the pensioner was absent from the United Kingdom.
Where a period of imprisonment did not exceed 6 weeks, the subsequent disqualification
from receiving a pension was reduced from 10 to 2 years. For old people convicted under
the Inebriates Act 1898, the courts acquired the discretionary power to stop the pension
for 6 months from the date of conviction. This provision added to the penalties available
following conviction under the Inebriates Act, because the 1908 Old Age Pensions Act
only allowed for disqualification if a detention order had been imposed. 

Few of these provisions in the 1911 Act were relevant to the real needs of elderly people
in Northamptonshire, but were simply a reflection of the symbolic meaning which
continued to be attached to old age pensions. They were still intended to be a reward for
a lifetime of honest and sober toil on the part of British citizens, and so the tests of
morality continued to be elaborated, even if they were actually invoked very rarely indeed.
The only provisions of the 1911 Act which did have a practical impact were the removal
of the pension disqualification from the husband of a woman receiving poor relief, and the
encouragement offered to a policy of continuous vigilance on the part of the local pension
authorities. Explicit sanction was given for the raising of questions concerning a person’s
entitlement to a pension at any time. If it was alleged that the reason for disqualification
still existed, or ceased less than 3 weeks before that time, the pension was to be stopped
until the issue could be resolved. Local administration of old age pensions continued to be
characterised by the twin impulses of genuine concern for the welfare of elderly people
and a moralising desire to enforce exemplary standards of behaviour. These two attitudes
were demonstrated by the interventions of the Rev. B. Turton, a member of the Broughton
sub-committee. In September 1913, he expressed concern about an inmate of the
workhouse infirmary who accumulated his pension and on discharge ‘expended it
extravagantly’. He therefore proposed a motion that:

It is the opinion of this Sub-Committee that when old age pensioners are admitted to the
workhouse infirmary, the pension accumulating during the period of maintenance should be
paid over to the Board of Guardians, except in cases where hardship would result, e.g. where
two old age pensioners are living together and one is admitted and subsequently returns
home.50

At a subsequent meeting, the Rev. Turton took the trouble to ensure that there was no
interval between the stopping of poor relief and the drawing of a pension. On his
initiative, the relieving officer was instructed to ensure that poor relief was continued up
to the day preceding the receipt of the old age pension.51 Curbing extravagance was
therefore coupled with a concern to ensure that the elderly received their legal
entitlement. Fears that the inherent generosity of committee members would have to be
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48. NRO, NBC 44/1 [uncatalogued] (North and Kingsthorpe Ward Sub-Committee Minutes) 2 March 1909.
The Sub-Committee subsequently asked Dr Shipman MP to raise the matter with the President of the Local
Government Board in the House of Commons. The latter replied, ‘The point involved in such cases will no
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any amendment of the Act’. 5 May 1909.
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moderated by the vigilance of the pension officer were not borne out by the decisions of
the Broughton sub-committee. In the case of George Wallis, the committee felt that the
pension officer had over-estimated the profit from his lodgers and also that accruing from
his allotment, and so increased the pension from 4s to 5s.52 Joseph Tomlinson, on the other
hand, was refused a pension on the grounds that his means were in excess of the annual
limit, despite the pension officer’s view that a pension of 1s a week was due.53

Conclusion
Changes in welfare provision often influence social roles and attitudes in ways far removed
from the economic sphere. So it was with the introduction of old age pensions. The
reformers not only provided financial support for some of the neediest citizens in Britain,
but in doing so, also created a new social role which, if they survived to the age of 70, all
could attain. That this new role made its first appearance in local newspaper features,
displaying largely positive attitudes and clearly written with the co-operation of the old
people themselves or their relatives, is highly significant. No one ever trumpeted their
status as a pauper in the local press. Being an old age pensioner may have involved
submission to an intrusive and bureaucratic system, but at the end of this potentially
humiliating process, society conferred a desirable new status. Typical of these positive
reflections on this new role is the obituary of John Clayson of Wellingborough, who had
died at the age of 83.54 In his early life he had been associated with the Chartists and in
later years was ‘an ardent radical’.
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52. Ibid. 7 February 1913.
53. Ibid. 2 January 1914.
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Figure 4: Old age pensioners outside the post office in Polebrook, 1909
(Reproduced by permission of Northamptonshire Record Office, P 8295; photograph Peter Moyse)



He was one of the first to enjoy the advantages of the Old Age Pensions Act and as soon as
that measure passed he wrote to the then member for the division, the present Lord
Channing, and thanked him and the Government for what had been done for old people like
himself.

When Thomas Arch, aged 73, the secretary of the Doddington Court of the Ancient
Order of Foresters, retired in 1913, he told the reporter:

I don’t know what would have become of us if we had not had the pension. I have the will
but I cannot work as I used to.55

He is described as a ‘sound Liberal of the old school’ and as a great admirer of Lloyd
George, although the irony of his situation did not escape him as he freely admitted that
the main reason for his retirement was the extra burden of administration imposed on the
friendly societies by Lloyd George’s National Insurance Act of 1911. Nevertheless, he
would have agreed with the sentiments of William Ballard, the manager of the Kettering
Industrial Co-operative Society, when speaking at an Old Co-operator’s Tea and
Entertainment.

The passing of the Old Age Pensions Act was sufficient in itself to make glad the hearts of old
co-operators. In many instances [he believed] lives had been brightened and even
considerably lengthened by the timely help offered by this beneficent measure.56

The ages of the audience for this stirring oration are also given in this report. Two hundred
and two were between the ages of 60 and 70, ninety-seven between 70 and 80, and eight
over 80. The applause which rang round the hall was therefore a clear indication of the
positive views of old people themselves on the old age pension. Poor relief never elicited
such enthusiasm amongst its current and future recipients: for all its shortcomings, the old
age pension did represent a decisive break with the stigma of the past.
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A Tale of Old Labour: Alderman Frank Lee of Northampton

R. L. GREENALL

Anyone who has used the Search Room of Northamptonshire Record Office, whether in
the old days at Delapre Abbey or since the move to Wootton, must, in some idle moment,
have gazed on the likeness of Frank Lee. There he is, in Henry Bird’s portrait, clad in the
robes of a mayor of Northampton, against a background of Speed’s map. The pose
summarises two of Lee’s consuming interests – Northampton politics and the town’s
medieval history.

I have been curious about Frank Lee ever since reading Joan Wake’s affectionate tribute to
him in the pages of this journal.1 As resident tutor in Northampton for Cambridge
University Extra Mural Department, he was a predecessor of mine in the world of
university adult education, who also made some contribution to local history.

Bird’s portrait was commissioned to commemorate his mayoralty in 1951-2, a year which
saw the Festival of Britain and the death of King George VI. As mayor it fell to him to read
the proclamation of our present Queen in a ceremony in the market place. Above all else,
Frank Lee was a Labour man. His life span coincided with the rise of the Labour Party
from obscurity to political power, although his mayoral year saw the return of the
Conservatives to power after six years in opposition.

Lee liked to say that he was born in Lancashire, bred in Yorkshire, ‘stimulated’ in London
and ‘sand-papered’ in Oxford. Born into a Primitive Methodist family in Blackburn in
1899, he was the son of a railwayman father and mill-worker mother. Both were members
of the Social Democratic Federation, a Socialist society which pre-dated the formation of
the Labour Party. Lee liked to recall that his grandfather had been a Chartist, and later
became an admirer of Charles Bradlaugh, whom he considered his ‘greatest hero’. At the
age of 12, Frank’s elementary schooling was over and he went into the mill as a half-time
weaver. However, when he was 14, his family moved to Huddersfield, where Frank
became a railway porter. In 1918 he was called-up and served for a few months in the
army in transit camp administration. After the Armistice, he returned to the railway, now
in the ticket office and joined the National Union of Railwaymen (NUR).2

Lee never said much about his basic schooling. In his day, the opportunity for working-
class boys acquiring a secondary, let alone a higher education through the existing system
was strictly limited. For the ambitious, the way forward was ‘night school’, the provision
of which expanded after the Great War. In his teenage years Frank attended five evenings
a week, and it was there that the basis of his future was laid. Highly intelligent, he rose to
the challenge of part-time education. In 1921, he won a two-year NUR scholarship to
the London Labour College. From there he won another to Ruskin College, Oxford, an
institution offering higher education to trade unionists. After two years at Ruskin he
progressed to Balliol for a further two. Thus, from the unpromising basis of an elementary
schooling, Frank had, via five years of night school and six years’ full-time study, acquired
as good an education as was possible at the time. He emerged with two London degrees
– Bachelor of Science in Economics and Bachelor of Arts.

The question he now faced was, how, at a time of widespread unemployment, could he
earn his living? More particularly, how could he earn it in a way that would also serve the
cause of Labour. In the late 1920s we find him teaching local government and public

1. Northamptonshire Past and Present (NPP), Vol. 2, no. 2, 1955, 44.

2. Unless otherwise indicated, all references are from Lee’s collection of press cuttings of his annus mirabilis,
1951-2, Northamptonshire Record Office (NRO), ZA 8718.



administration as a part-time lecturer for London University Extra Mural Department and
for Middlesex County Council and he worked for a year on the staff of the Municipal
Journal. His future was decided when, in 1931, Cambridge University Extra Mural Board
appointed him resident tutor in Northamptonshire, a post he held until his death 24 years
later. In the process, he went native, something not unknown in resident tutors.

By then, Frank was married. Olive Spouge, a miner’s daughter from Nottingham, became
his wife in 1926. Olive was a teacher and to this writer she seems to step right out of one
of D. H. Lawrence’s novels: a ‘New Woman’ of the 1920s, liberated and excited by
education and its possibilities. Olive was remembered as a vivid personality, a good
conversationalist and a woman whose horizons had been widened by travel. In 1924 she
had attended a Summer School in Sweden, becoming friends with Nina Anderssen, later
a Member of the Swedish Parliament. Nordic Social Democracy gave Olive the
opportunity to spend two years in Denmark, where she attended a Folk High School and
did some teaching. As well as Scandinavia, she also visited France, Germany, Holland and
Belgium. Frank came to share her enthusiasm for foreign travel, appreciating the escape
and stimulus it gave to both of them. They also shared a great love of the Arts, fostered in
Northampton by friends in the Arts Association and the Repertory Theatre.

Olive was as keen a Labour politician as Frank, and in 1936 (two years before her husband)
was elected to the Town Council, serving as a Councillor for Spencer Ward for ten years.
One of Olive’s great interests was social work: she was a co-founder of the Northampton
Women’s Welfare Association, which ran a birth-control clinic as one of its services. She
was also a founder member of the Northampton Business and Professional Women’s Club.
When first married the Lees lived at Wollaston, but eventually moved to Northampton,
where they set up home with their two sons at No. 5 Castilian Terrace.
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Figure 1: Henry Bird’s mayoral portrait of Frank Lee, now in
Northamptonshire Record Office (R. L. Greenall)



In 1931, the Seventh Annual Report of Cambridge University Board of Extra Mural
Studies recorded that ‘F. Lee, B.A, B.Sc. (Econ), London, and of Balliol College, Oxford,
will be resident in Northamptonshire where there is a large proportion of the Tutorial
Classes under the Board’. The three-year tutorial class was then the jewel in the crown of
University Extension, promoted in close co-operation with the Workers’ Educational
Association. Economics was to be the main direction of Frank’s teaching; down to the
outbreak of the Second World War he taught tutorial classes in Raunds, Wellingborough,
Northampton and Oundle, spending three winters in each place. If it was a big
commitment on his part, it was an even bigger one for his students. After a day’s work it
was a hard slog committing to regular attendance at three years of evening classes. At that
time tutorial class was the nearest thing to higher education available through part-time
study, apart from a London University External Degree, essentially a correspondence
course. Successful completion offered a path to university, though few could avail
themselves of it for financial reasons. Frank also taught sessional (24 week) and terminal
(12 week) courses, mainly in the boot and shoe district. Each winter he took himself off
to such places as Desborough, Wollaston, Long Buckby, Kettering, Bozeat, Grendon,
Irchester, Corby and Walgrave, teaching Economics in the main, his standby course being
‘British Economic Problems since the [Great] War’, but he also offered ‘Local
Government’ and ‘Britain’s New Agricultural Policy’, with the occasional ‘England in the
Nineteenth Century’ as a pipe-opener in a new centre.3

Tutorial Classes ceased in Hitler’s War. Young men were conscripted or directed away to
work. However, sessional, terminal and week-end courses, with the occasional public
lecture, went on. His teaching changed with the times. Instead of Economics, Lee now
found himself teaching ‘World Affairs,’ ‘Ideas Behind the War’, and (as the end approached)
‘The Education Act, 1944’ and ‘Post-War Reconstruction’. In 1943-4, he offered a short
course on ‘The Evolution of Northampton’, a topic with which, more than any other, his
name is remembered, if, indeed, it is remembered at all.

Frank was a professional adult educator and presumably would not have stayed in that
calling had he had not found satisfaction in the work. Testimony comes from several
sources that he was an accomplished teacher: Joan Wake describes him as ‘a masterly
lecturer – the most lucid I have ever listened to. He had an extraordinary grasp of his
material and a phenomenal memory, using hardly any notes’. ‘This was in some ways a
pity’, she added, ‘for he wrote down and printed little.’4
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3. Reports of the Cambridge Board of Extra-Mural Studies 1931-35, and various printed syllabuses of Lee’s
tutorial classes.
4. NPP, 1955, op. cit.

Figure 2: Frank and Olive Lee in 1951
(by courtesy of the Northamptonshire Record Office)



In 1938, Frank joined Olive on the Town council. There he interested himself in local
finance, and, as the War drew to a close, peacetime reconstruction. With the electoral
triumph of 1945, Northampton, for the first time, found itself with a Labour-dominated
Council: Frank soon became its leading light and chairman of the Finance Committee. In
1946 he dazzled his colleagues with what Walter Lewis declared to be ‘the most able
explanation of our Municipal finances ever presented to the Council’.5 Because the party
felt that the Chronicle & Echo did not report his exposition fully enough, it had it published
as a pamphlet. Essentially, what Lee proposed was that the old system of budgeting on an
annual basis be replaced by one for the next three or five years, so that planning should
take on a longer perspective. Frank chaired the Finance Committee for the next three
years and was soon elected Leader of the Labour group. At the same time, he also became
involved in planning the future of Northampton, a town which had stagnated between the
Wars, and, like most other places, had suffered on the housing and public amenities fronts
during the Second World War. Seen as the ‘creator’ of the Town Planning and
Development Committee, he threw himself into a plan for the borough. In 1951, what
Lee called ‘the New Domesday Survey’ was published. It envisaged that, over the next 20
years, Northampton’s population would be expanded from 104,000 to over 111, 000, and
that there would be the spending of £11.6 million on housing, schools, a new reservoir
(Pitsford), a new sewage works and slum clearance in the ‘blighted parts of the town
centre.’6 Out of Frank’s work in town planning and his election to the mayoralty sprang
his interest in Northampton’s medieval past.

Frank was the seventh Labour man to be mayor, but what caught his imagination was the
fact that he was Northampton’s 736th chief magistrate, the borough having one of the
longest civic histories in England. Frank enjoyed his year, ‘as good as a ’varsity education’
he declared, and kept a collection of newspaper cuttings, which has been preserved. For
him, the events which stood out were the proclamation of Queen Elizabeth II, the
opening of Memorial Square and the acquisition for Northampton of a public work of art
from the Festival of Britain. 

If things had gone differently, Frank Lee might perhaps still be remembered for the latter
two. They would, after all, be visible legacies after memories of the events of his time had
faded. The Memorial Garden was laid out in the former churchyard of the demolished
church of St Katherine in the town centre, behind College Street, which Frank formally
opened in 1952. Shortly after, he unveiled ‘Woman with Fish’, the centrepiece of a new
fountain in the Garden. However, the subsequent history of both Garden and statue
proved unhappy. The garden still exists, but, overshadowed by large office buildings and a
modern hotel, it has become a backwater. Nowadays it is a rather dispiriting space. At night
it is given over to the ‘mad, bad and dangerous to know’; in the mornings, beer cans,
discarded syringes and other detritus are to be found on its grass and pathways. ‘Woman
with Fish’ is no longer there. 

The work of Professor Frank Dobson, a modernist sculptor of the generation before
Henry Moore and Barbara Hepworth, this work in carved concrete was one of four
commissioned by the Arts Council of Great Britain for the Festival of Britain. Inspired by
the acquisition of Henry Moore’s ‘Madonna and Child’ for St Matthew’s Church, Lee
(with others) was instrumental in securing the ‘Woman’ for Northampton, at no cost to
the town save that of transportation from London. However, once people had seen
photographs of this semi-abstract, heavy-bodied creature, the decision sparked controversy.
It became clear that Northampton was not prepared for modern art on public display. In
an ‘Any Questions’ evening arranged by Northampton Debating Society one question
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friends, sharing an involvement in the public life of Northampton.
6. See NRO, ZA 8718, op. cit.



was, ‘Has Henry Moore perpetrated the biggest
leg-pull ever put over the public in
Northampton?’ The suggestion was refuted by
the panel, of whom Olive was one. ‘Woman
with Fish’ proved even more controversial. ‘How
Would You Like it in Your Back Garden?’ asked
one newspaper headline. At the unveiling, Frank
Dobson was sanguine enough to express the
hope that time may bring better understanding.
In the long-term his hope was fulfilled, but the
immediate history of ‘Woman with Fish’ was
not happy. Three times in the first two years it
was daubed with paint, the third time with the
message ‘For Errol Flynn,’7 the precise meaning
of which remains somewhat enigmatic. Perhaps
it was seen as an insult to Northampton
womanhood (whom Flynn, in his year at the
Rep., had reputedly not found unattractive). At
the time of Frank Lee’s death, the ‘Woman’ was
still in the Memorial Garden. Subsequently, it
was so badly vandalised that the Council had it
removed and put into storage. When re-erected
some years later, it was in the garden behind
Delapre Abbey, well hidden from town-centre
vandals, but also well out of the way for all
except the more diligent seekers after modern
art in Northampton.8

The history of the Memorial Garden and its ‘Woman with Fish’ is perhaps unfortunate for
the memory of Frank Lee; the decline into shabbiness of the one, and the hiding of the
other, obliterated what could have been public reminders of his life and times. Ironically,
in 1998, ‘Woman with Fish’ was listed as one of ‘twenty-five notable Post War public
monuments’ by the Department of Culture, Media and Sport.9 But nobody recalled Lee’s
part in bringing it to Northampton.

As Alan Bennett has remarked, ‘there is no period so remote as the recent past’. It lies
dormant, awaiting some journalist or historian to re-awaken interest in it. A man’s
published writings, however, remain accessible. If Frank Lee is remembered at all, it is as
an intelligent inquirer into Northampton’s medieval history. Noting the peculiarity of
certain streets in the town centre apparently duplicating one another, he teased out the
fact that the street plan of medieval Northampton had undergone an extension to the east
and north soon after the Norman Conquest. Within this street plan, still largely intact in
the 1950s, was a smaller, older Saxon and Danish Northampton. This hypothesis has stood
the test of time. Lee expounded his deductions, rather in the manner of a mathematical
proof, in lectures to various local bodies, and eventually gave it as a paper to the Royal
Archaeological Institute at their summer meeting in Northampton in 1953. It was
subsequently published in their journal.10 His other publication is Leges Ville Norht, or The
Laws of the Town of Northampton, originally drawn up by the Forty Old Wise Men, circa 1189
AD. The town hall possessed a copy of a 14th century version of these ‘Laws’, preserved
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Figure 3: ‘Woman with Fish’, by
Frank Dobson, now in the garden
of Delapre Abbey, Northampton

(R. L. Greenall)



in the Bodleian Library in Oxford. Frank said he set about translating and transcribing it
as a diversion from his work on Council business, using his Latin acquired at night school.
At the time of his death he was working on a map of the town in 1504, based on a detailed
royal rental, and a ‘complete record of the Welsh House from original deeds’. Had he lived,
Lee might have produced a more substantial contribution to the history of medieval
Northampton. Sadly, most of his knowledge died with him.

Miss Wake recalled that his studies brought him into contact with the Record Society
when its collections were housed in County Hall, and this continued when the records
were moved to Lamport after the War. When, in 1950, the time was ripe for handing them
over to a joint committee of the local authorities, Frank Lee gave the Society his
unqualified support and played a major part in bringing the scheme to fruition. He then
became the first chairman of the Northamptonshire Archives Committee, though he told
Miss Wake that he would much rather be an archive-user than a committeeman.

The survival of reputations to a certain extent depends on when you die. You can live too
long or you can die too soon. Frank Lee died too soon, in 1955, at the age of 55. He passed
away in Brompton Hospital in London after some weeks’ illness with a respiratory disease.
Sadly, by the end of the same year, Olive followed him to the grave, dying at home of ‘an
incurable illness’. They left a grown-up son, who was farming in Devon, and a 12 year-
old, who went to live with Olive’s sister in Nottingham.11

This brief account of Alderman Lee and his wife has been drawn from a very few sources.
Although it does some justice to his public life, in the absence of surviving diaries, letters
or other writings, it is difficult to discover what they were like as private people and what
their ideas were. Two recent books by men with very similar educational experiences,
Ralph Glasser’s Gorbals Boy and William Woodruff ’s Billy Boy (which achieved best-seller
status as The Road to Nab End, followed up with Beyond Nab End) make one wish more
could be discovered of Frank Lee’s life. Little is known about his political development
from trade unionist and London Labour College student to him becoming what one
informant described as having ‘a typically right wing trade unionist stance’ after the War.
One hopes that, perhaps in the not too distant future, some sources might find their way
into the public domain to throw light on these things. Few people now alive remember
the Lees. One who met Frank (albeit briefly) told me she found him rather forbidding. To
Joan Wake he was a man of charm as well as ability. But then Miss Wake was always a little
susceptible to historians. 
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The importance of Northamptonshire’s reservoirs

JACK RODNEY LAUNDON

Northamptonshire might be regarded as the powerhouse of the East Midlands. Four of
Britain’s leading rivers rise from within its boundaries, three, the Nene, the Ouse, and the
Welland, going east to the North Sea, whilst the fourth, the Avon, flows in the opposite
direction to the Atlantic Ocean. At Watford Gap the Roman Watling Street, the Grand
Union Canal, the west coast main railway, and Britain’s early and most important
motorway, the M1, all run parallel within 150m of each other. It is commonly regarded as
forming the division between the south (i.e. southern England) and the north. Before
1980 parts of the county resounded with the hissing of steam shovels, the whirr of
draglines, and the clanking of iron ore trucks as they made their way to the new town of
Corby. The county’s reservoirs were a major factor in the economy, providing water for all
the towns and canals on which the working population depended.

In medieval Northamptonshire there were no reservoirs. However, fish-ponds were
commonplace. Lodge Pond and the adjoining Upper Pond at Harringworth Lodge are
perhaps the best examples surviving in their original state, because most others are now
dry and exist mainly as earthworks. The largest collection of medieval ponds in England
was at Aston-le-Walls, where ‘the 52 Plowden Ponds of Ashton [sic], Northamptonshire
were said to be capable of producing a ton of fish weekly.’1 Their earthworks are now
partly preserved in old pasture, where they form a chain from the plateau village down
towards the brook in the valley below, fragmented by a sewage works, disused railway, and
farming activities. White Water Lake, which straddles the City of Peterborough boundary
at Wittering and Easton on the Hill, is the largest extant fish-pond in the East Midlands,
covering eight hectares.2 Of slightly greater size was the fish-pond at Silverstone, some 700
m long, now dry beneath an impressive dam at SP 669 449, where the parish boundary
was altered to incorporate it.3 An excellent view of the earthwork is obtained from the
A43. It was in use in the 13th century.

The earliest lake in the county which was not originally a fish-pond is that at Wakefield
Lodge Park in Whittlewood Forest. This was excavated c.1748 by Lancelot Brown (1716-
1783), known as Capability Brown.4 It was an ornamental lake constructed as a major
landscape feature, associated with clumps of trees, plantations, sweeping lawns, and sunken
walls called ha-has, in order to create a picturesque and romantic naturalistic vista. Brown
also designed lakes at Castle Ashby in 1761 and at Fawsley in 1763.4 Ornamental lakes later
appeared in private parks at Ashby Lodge at Ashby St Ledgers, Blatherwycke, Overstone,
Deene and Apethorpe.5 The last lake constructed was at Wicksteed Park at Kettering,

1. Bridges, T. C. ‘Fish culture’, Harmsworth’s Universal Encyclopedia,Vol. 4 (undated, 1920s, apparently issued in
weekly or monthly parts), pp. 3170-1. London: Amalgamated Press. A plan of the earthworks appears in Royal
Commission on Historical Monuments England (RCHME), An Inventory of the Historial Monuments of the
County of Northampton,Vol. 4 Archaeological Sites in South-West Northamptonshire (1982) p. 10. London:
HMSO.
2. Laundon, J. R. ‘The historic White Water Lake’, Northamptonshire Past and Present, vol. 9 no. 2 (1995), pp.
111-119. The boathouse and outbuilding (described as a ‘furnace’) were later studied by English Heritage and
found to be probably mid-18th century.
3. Plan in RCHM, op. cit., Vol. 4 (1982) p. 133.
4. Stroud, D. [N.] 1975. Capability Brown. London: Faber & Faber. New edition, pp. 54, 107, 219, 225, 243.
5. Blatherwycke Lake ‘was under construction by 1817’ and ‘finished by 1824’ according to a letter of 6 May
2004 from Hilary Clare. The lake at Apethorpe was formed in 1908 and filled in 1909 according to a letter of
27 June 1999 from Lord Brassey of the Manor House at Apethorpe.



completed in 1921.6 This was built for boating activities, and the park itself differs
markedly from the others in being established for public recreation, with the claim that it
is the oldest leisure park in the whole country.

Reservoirs were built to provide water either for canals or for domestic and industrial
purposes. Most of the canal reservoirs are older and smaller than those constructed for
water supplies. All were studied by means of at least one circuit walk between 2000 and
2005. After the reservoirs came gravel-pits, which resulted from mechanized sand and
gravel extractions producing excavations which filled with water. Thrapston gravel-pits
date from c.1927,7 but Billing gravel-pits are apparently slightly older; these are the earliest
and most exploited pits the county. Here Billing Aquadrome Ltd. was established in 1935,
although gravel extraction continued on the site until 1960.8 Expansion took place in
1970 when a gravel-pit was ‘turned into a Boating Marina for 110 floating births [sic]’,
and today the Aquadrome is essentially a caravan park with pleasant surroundings of water-
filled pits, lawns, and poplars. It is described as ‘Northampton’s Holiday Park’. Gravel
extraction continues elsewhere to the present time, and there is now a chain of pits
stretching 43km (27 miles) from Kislingbury to Aldwincle in the Nene valley. They are
comparatively shallow, consisting of closely grouped irregular lagoons, separated by earth
banks. Most are bare and ugly, yet they are important sites for wildfowl, surpassed in the
county only by Pitsford Water.9 Altogether, there are now lakes of varied origins at some
37 locations in the county, none of which are natural.

Canal reservoirs
Canals were channels of open water laid out to transport coal and other goods, and were
dependent on reliable supplies of water. The Oxford Canal from Coventry was the first to
enter the county at Kilsby in the west, from where it followed the county boundary
through Warwickshire and Oxfordshire to Aynho in the south. It was completed in 1790.10
Water was needed from sources above the canal so that it could be fed by gravity. Thus
reservoirs were constructed at Byfield and then at Boddington by the damming of the
Highfurlong Brook (Table 1). A wide channel called a ‘Canal Feeder’ was built in Byfield
parish to draw water from streams around Priors Marston in Warwickshire.

The Grand Union Canal from London ran through the west of the county from Cosgrove
in the south. At Norton Junction it divided, one part heading north to Leicester whilst the
other went west to Birmingham. The canal to Birmingham was originally called the
Grand Junction Canal and was linked to the Oxford Canal at Braunston, being completed
in 1800, except for the Blisworth Tunnel which was opened in 1805.10 The Leicester
branch from Norton Junction was the (old) Grand Union Canal and was opened in
1814.10, 11 An arm to Buckingham from Cosgrove was opened in 180112 but is now disused,
and another to Northampton from Gayton Junction at Blisworth was constructed in
1815.10 The Northamptonshire heights proved ideal for the location of reservoirs and
eventually five were built to feed the canal (Table 1). Drayton was originally called
Middlemoor Reservoir. Naseby, situated on the infant River Avon, was significantly

74 northamptonshire past and present
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enlarged by the raising of the dam in 1837.13 The locations of all the reservoirs in
Northamptonshire are shown in Figure 1.

The canals and their reservoirs were nationalised in 1948 to become British Waterways.
This is now one of the last remaining state industries and is undergoing an economic
revival based on leisure activities. However, Sulby Reservoir is currently administered by
MEM Fisheries of Lutterworth and is private except for a public footpath across the dam
which now forms part of the Jurassic Way long-distance path. The main A361 road from
Rugby to Daventry runs along the top of the dam at Drayton.

The reservoirs were built by constructing dams of earth and stone across valleys which
resulted in natural beds of mud and silt. At Boddington the reservoir is contained within
a barren stone embankment on much of the west and north sides. Water is drawn off from
the dams by means of either the operation of external wheels (as at Boddington and Sulby)
or from tunnels (as at Daventry, Naseby, and Welford). Concrete overflow slopes are
provided at the sides of Daventry, Drayton, Naseby, Sulby, and Welford Reservoirs, whilst
excess water cascades into a sluice beneath a jetty off the dam at Boddington.

Sailing is a major activity at Boddington and Drayton during the spring, summer and
autumn, where wooden clubhouses and boat yards have been built. Some boating still
takes place at Naseby. Wooden walkways with fishing platforms have been erected along
the sides of Drayton and Sulby Reservoirs. There are car parks at Boddington, Daventry,
and Welford, that at Daventry being provided with a café, visitor centre, and public toilets.
This reservoir is situated in Daventry Country Park and a gravel path surrounds it. A path
for walkers has also been laid out around Boddington. The Old Pool at Byfield and
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Figure 1: The reservoirs of Northamptonshire

13. S. Price of British Waterways in letter of 16 October 1963.



Daventry reservoirs are maintained as nature reserves. All the canal reservoirs are attractive
and interesting, but Drayton suffers from surrounding building development and traffic
noise, as well as occasional cormorant scaring by the use of ‘rockets and shotguns’.

There are no buildings of architectural merit. At Naseby there is a ruined brick lodge, an
old wooden summerhouse complete with veranda, a crumbling timber open-sided
boathouse, and a decayed wooden clubhouse, all in the north-west corner. At Sulby there
is a rotting wooden boathouse on a backwater on the north side.

The vegetation is best developed at the oldest reservoir now known as Byfield Pool. A
small area of open water is fringed by reed-beds of common reed Phragmites australis,
colonized by carr of grey willow Salix cinerea together with scattered old trees of crack-
willow S. fragilis. Phragmites reed-beds are a habitat of major importance, and this is the
only community at any canal reservoir in the county; it apparently flourishes here because
a high water-level is maintained throughout the year. Drier slopes are overgrown with
hawthorn Crataegus monogyna and elder Sambucus nigra scrub. There is a small plantation of
hybrid black-poplar Populus x canadensis at the east end. The pool is the most important
site in the county for the water rail Rallus aquaticus.

Some of the best aquatic vegetation occurs along the south side of Sulby Reservoir. Here
there are extensive beds of amphibious bistort Persicaria amphibia and reed canary-grass
Phalaris arundinacea, as well as quantities of yellow water-lily Nuphar lutea, common club-
rush Schoenoplectus lacustris, and bulrush Typha latifolia. Mats of floating Persicaria are also
prominent at Naseby, whilst reed-beds of Phalaris occur in the north-east corner of
Boddington. Stands of lesser bulrush Typha angustifolia are found at Drayton, extensive at
the west end; this is an important site for this local plant from where it has been known
since c.1840.14 A narrow band of pedunclate oak Quercus robur and crack-willow surrounds
Sulby Reservoir. Dense mature carr, chiefly of grey and crack-willow, has developed
around Naseby, and mature trees of crack-willow dominate woodland on the east and
south-west sides of Daventry Reservoir.

On the south-west side of Boddington there is extensive open rough grassland of common
bent Agrostis capillaris, cock’s-foot Dactylis glomerata, perennial rye-grass Lolium perenne, and
timothy Phleum pratense, together with scattered clumps of tufted hair-grass Deschampsia
cespitosa, as well as frequent welted thistle Carduus crispus and curled dock Rumex crispus,
with beds of white clover Trifolium repens beside the path. This is an important winter
habitat for the meadow pipit Anthus pratensis. The only close-copped pasture, dominated by
crested dog’s-tail Cynosurus cristatus and perennial rye-grass, at any canal reservoir in the
county is along the north shore of Welford. It is grazed by animals and wildfowl, especially
the Canada goose Branta canadensis, an introduction from North America.

Near the eastern corner of the dam at Naseby at grid reference SP 669 779 a flat gravelly
area was created by the removal of topsoil in order to carry out meteorological
observations. Here a small area of acid grassland developed before 1950, rare in the county,
dominated by Agrostis capillaris. I studied it from 1953-1956. The mosses Ceratodon
purpureus, Polytrichum formosum, P. piliferum, Pseudoscleropodium purum, and Rhytidiadelphus
squarrosus, and the lichens Cladonia fimbriata and C. furcata were abundant. C. chlorophaea,
C. diversa, C. floerkeana, and C. subulata were frequent, together with occasional thalli of C.
coniocraea and C. ramulosa15, whilst C. glauca, C. macilenta, and C. polydactyla were scarce.
Dibaeis baeomyces15 was locally frequent on earth scraped bare by rabbits, and Peltigera
polydactylon was frequent, especially in the damp grassland. Today the site is covered with
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14. Notcutt, W. L. 1843. Catalogue of plants observed in the neighbourhood of Daventry, Northamptonshire.
Phytologist 1: 500-508; p. 506.
15. The only record of this lichen from Northamptonshire.



a dense growth of bracken Pteridium aquilinum and ground lichens and most mosses are
absent. The open vegetation became overrun because of the decline in rabbit grazing due
to the onset of the virus disease myxomatosis which severely reduced the rabbit
population in the late 1950s.

A narrow bank on the north side of Sulby Reservoir separates the water from the old
rectangular fish-pond of Sulby Hall. Attractive cultivated plants (e.g. winter aconite
Eranthis hyemalis; rhododendron R. ponticum) from the former Sulby Park are naturalized
here and some original railings remain. Sulby Hall was a country house of architectural
importance by Sir John Soane; it was built in the 1790s with additions in 1824.
Unfortunately it was demolished in 1949.16

A major ecological feature of all the canal reservoirs except Byfield Pool and Sulby is the
fluctuating water level which varies with the seasons. In winter and spring the reservoirs
are often full but in summer and autumn the levels drop as water is drawn off, leaving a
bare zone of mud around the edge. The streams which fill the reservoirs pass through
cultivated fields and therefore they are eutrophic, either alkaline or neutral, and rich in
nutrients, all factors of benefit to many forms of wildlife. Daventry has a larger winter
wildfowl population than the others9, and is an important site for the breeding of the
common tern Sterna hirundo on artificial rafts.

Water supply reservoirs
The earliest reservoir in Northamptonshire is Engine Pond at Castle Ashby which was
constructed c.1690 (Figure 2). It is an open rectangle surrounded chiefly by poplars. The
water was used to drive a waterwheel which provided the power to supply water to the
mansion. Morton17 reports that the ‘Brook is collected to a Head of Water of 10 Acres
extent, so that when the Brook is dry, as it is usually in Summer, the Water in that Head
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16. Heward, J. & Taylor, R. 1996. The Country Houses of Northamptonshire. Swindon: RCHME, p. 89 & Fig. 114;
p. 315 & Fig. 413.
17. Morton, J. 1712. The Natural History of Northampton-shire. London: Knaplock & Wilkin, p. 495.

Figure 2: Engine Pond constructed c.1690 and 1739 Cottage at Castle Ashby.
The oldest reservoir in Northamptonshire (Jack Rodney Laundon)



will suffice to drive the Wheel, as we had an Instance in 1701. when for 4 Months space
there was no Rain.’ He described the pumping in detail.

The Conveyance of Water to my Lord of Northampton’s House at Castle Ashby was effected by
Samuel Warren an ingenious Blacksmith of Weston Favel… From a Spring in the Village of
Chadston, he brought the Water, almost an 100 Yards in Pipes of bor’d Elms, to a Cistern … A
Pipe goes from this Cistern to a Leaden Cistern, upon a level with it in a Water-Mill, which
is wrought by the Brook. The water Wheel, which is 14 Foot Diameter, is driven by an over
Shoot, the Spokes are of Iron. It moves a Nut, the Nut a Crank, which Crank moves four
wooden Rods, each 21 Foot long, at whose Ends are Buckets or Plugs, which striking into
as many hollow Cylinders of Brass, through those Cylinders drive up the Water in the
Cistern; one Bucket following another without Intermission. The Water is kept from
returning by Valves. , Tis forced into Pipes of Two Inches Diameter, which convey the Water
800 Yards, 100 Foot above the Level, to a Cistern-house by Ashby Town side, from whence
the Water is convey’d upon a Level 200 Yards, to another Cistern near his Lordship’s Seat.

At the north-east corner of Engine Pond is the attractive stone Engine Pond Cottage, with
a date stone of 1739 (Figure 2). In the mid 19th century extensive modernization to the
supply was carried out. A stone pump house, now ruined, was built a little to the north of
Engine Pond which supplied the water tower next to the mansion. This tower bears the
date 1865 in the stone parapet.

Brickhill Pond, high on the plateau in the former Blatherwycke Park, first ‘appears on an
estate map of 1826’18 It could have been constructed on the site of old brick pits, as its
name suggests, because ‘stone, sand, lime and clay for bricks were to come from the park’
for the building of the hall in 1720.16 On the north-west side of Brickhill Pond is a
rectangular pool which could be an old brick pit. However, Brickhill Pond itself was built
to supply water by gravity to Blatherwycke Hall, the evidence for which was the digging
up of stone pipes in a nearby field c.1970.19 Unfortunately the hall was demolished in
1948, but the stone ruin of the plain stable block of 1770 still survives between the site
and the church. The hall was of architectural interest, especially the austere north front,
having been designed by Thomas Ripley.16

Brickhill Pond is formed by an earthen dam on the north side and is about nine metres
deep. At the eastern end is an overflow, in which excess water runs into a ditch. Extensive
Phragmites reed-beds occur on both sides, colonized by carr of old trees of grey and crack-
willow, with other trees and shrubs (silver birch Betula pendula, hawthorn, apple Malus
domestica, pedunculate oak, etc.) present beyond. In the carr the common nettle Urtica
dioica dominates much of the field layer. Mature trees of hybrid black-poplar have been
planted around the edge of the area. On the south-east side is a rare sheet-metal boathouse
of corrugated iron, now empty.

Reed-beds of Phragmites are more important for birds than those of other waterside plants.
This is because they are both tall and dense. The reed warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus, a
summer visitor, is a characteristic species of Phragmites beds in Northamptonshire, and two
to six pairs usually have territories here. Brickhill Pond is also noteworthy as a possible
nesting site for uncommon breeding species of duck: thus, a female teal Anas crecca
squattered when disturbed by me on 3rd June 1951; a male shoveler A. clypeata hid in the
reeds on 10th May 1953; a male mandarin Aix galericulata was present on 9th May 1994,
and a male gadwall Anas strepera on 24th May 2004.

The provision of water services in the late 19th century for expanding towns was a major
advance in public health. In order to provide drinking water of quality, individual towns
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18. Hilary Clare, Genealogist and Record Agent, in letter of 6 May 2004.
19. Verbal communication from J. R. ‘Red’ Haseler and others of Alders Farm, King’s Cliffe.



formed their own water companies which constructed reservoirs nearby. Stamford was an
exception, for here the town took over the existing White Water Pond in, or shortly after,
1877 for supply purposes.2 Kettering was the first town to construct its own reservoir,
which was completed at Cransley in 1884. Other reservoirs were built later, their dates
being given in Table 2. From 1934 Corby needed large quantities of water for use in
Stewarts and Lloyds’ steelworks, and these were obtained from Blatherwycke and Deene
Lakes and Thrapston gravel-pits before the construction of the Eye Brook Reservoir across
the county boundary in Leicestershire and Rutland in 1940.20

The second half of the 20th century was noteworthy for the building of reservoirs of
considerable size. Pitsford Water was ‘first flooded in 1955’20 by the Mid-
Northamptonshire Water Board, this being the first of a trio of major reservoirs
constructed in the East Midlands. The other two were Grafham Water in Huntingdonshire,
opened in 1966, and Rutland Water completed in 1975. The individual companies
covering all water functions were amalgamated in 1974 to form large regional public
utilities based on land drainage, so that those in much of Northamptonshire became part
of Anglian Water, apart from the north-west (including Stanford Reservoir which straddles
the Leicestershire boundary) which is administered by Severn Trent Water, and the south
which is managed by Thames Water. Small reservoirs were taken out of service, and today
Cransley, Sywell, and Thorpe Malsor are no longer used for supply purposes.

Visitors are welcome at six of the seven reservoirs. Indeed, Sywell Reservoir now forms
Sywell Country Park which is administered by Northamptonshire County Council. A
well-maintained footpath goes all around it and is much used by dog-walkers and ramblers
from the pay and display car park. At Hollowell, Ravensthorpe, and Stanford there are free
car parks at both ends. Roads on causeways cut across Pitsford and Ravensthorpe, whilst
a railed public footpath runs along the dam at Cransley. Toilet facilities are available at
Pitsford, Ravensthorpe, and Sywell. In contrast Thorpe Malsor is owned by Malsor Fishing
Club and is used for private fishing and agricultural irrigation.

All the reservoirs were formed by the building of stone dams across river valleys, giving
rise to large areas of open water (Figure 3). The overflows are channels running from one
end of the dam to the stream below, often stepped. At Cransley and Ravensthorpe water
is drawn off by the operation of wheels on the dam, whilst at Hollowell a draw-off tower
was constructed on the dam. Pitsford, Stanford, Sywell, and Thorpe Malsor have offshore
draw-off towers built to extract water at different levels. Below the Ravensthorpe dam
water treatment works with settlement tanks are laid out, landscaped with ornamental
conifers. The remains of similar works and plantings occur at Cransley and Sywell.

The dams are important habitats for some birds. Small parties of wagtails are
commonplace, whilst waterfowl frequently rest on the stone surface. The steep banks of
cut grass behind the dam were formerly of ornithological value. Thus at Thorpe Malsor
dam I found and photographed the nests of the tree pipit Anthus trivialis and whinchat
Saxicola rubetra in 1948, both of which are now rare in the county.

The beds and sides of the reservoirs are of natural mud and silt. A narrow band of willow
usually occurs along the shore. Zones of reed swamp have developed around the open
water, most commonly of either reed sweet-grass Glyceria maxima, soft-rush Juncus effusus,
reed canary-grass, common club-rush, and bulrush. Beds of Phragmites, the most important
reed, occur only at Stanford and Sywell. Rough open grassland occurs above the reed
swamp, which is grazed by sheep at Hollowell and Sywell. This is being colonized by
hawthorn scrub at Cransley, in the northern half of Pitsford, and at Stanford.
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Pitsford Water is divided into two parts by the causeway, the southern half being devoted
to recreation and the northern half to nature conservation. An 11km metalled path
extends around the southern section for use by both walkers and cyclists, linked to
Brixworth Country Park to the west. Here the extensive facilities include a restaurant,
shop, toilets, visitor centre, cycle hire, and a pay and display car park. Below the park are
the buildings of the Northampton Sailing Club, including the Northampton Watersports
Centre. In contrast, the northern half is a quiet nature reserve encircled by a 10km grass
path giving access to eight hides for excellent bird watching. Cycles and dogs are banned.
A day permit of £2 (£1 for pensioners in 2004) is issued at the Lodge at the east end of
the causeway. There are extensive plantations, chiefly of Scots pine Pinus sylvestris, around
the reserve, but a small area of mature pedunculate oak woodland, supporting some 50 or
so rooks’ nests, is situated on the eastern side to the south of Walgrave Hide.

Plantations have been established at all the water supply reservoirs except Stanford, which
compensates with an attractive wooded path on the north side between the reservoir and
the canalized River Avon. A small mixed wood dominated by European larch Larix decidua
is established on the north side of Cransley Reservoir. A plantation of Scots pine extends
along much of the west side of Hollowell Reservoir, with stands of Sitka spruce Picea
sitchensis near the dam; on the east bank there is a small plantation of ash Fraxinus excelsior
and Scots pine. A plantation of ash and sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus extends along the
north-east side of Ravensthorpe, whilst the end beyond the causeway is much overgrown,
especially with an oak-ash plantation. The north-west arm of Sywell Reservoir has a small
mature oak wood surrounded by extensive immature broad-leaved woodland. Above the
north-east corner of Thorpe Malsor there is a plantation of Scots pine.

The waters of the reservoirs are rich in nutrients and are stocked with fish. The larger the
reservoir, the more important it is for wildfowl. Pitsford Water has by far the highest mean
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Figure 3: Open water at Hollowell Reservoir, completed in 1939.
The dam is on the left and the sailing club in the distant centre (Jack Rodney Laundon)



total of any lake in the county.9 Moreover, more uncommon bird species are recorded
from Pitsford than from any other site in Northamptonshire. There is disturbance at
Hollowell and on the southern half of Pitsford due to sailing. There are two bird hides at
both Stanford (on the south side) and Sywell, the former reservoir being maintained as a
nature reserve with access available to members of the Wildlife Trust. The importance of
all the reservoirs for the provision of quality water, recreation, and for the scientific study
of their varied natural history is paramount.
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Construction Grid Water
date reference surface area

(hectares)

1 Old Pool Reservoir, Byfield 177813 SP 500 527 1
2 Drayton Reservoir, Daventry 179513 SP 568 648 12
3 Daventry Reservoir 180312 SP 580 640 32
4 Boddington Reservoir 1807-181512 SP 496 530 29
5 Sulby Reservoir 181313 SP 653 811 14
6 Naseby Reservoir 182111, 13 SP 668 778 33
7 Welford Reservoir 183713 SP 648 810 8

Construction Grid Water
date reference surface area

(hectares)

1 Engine Pond, Castle Ashby c.1690 SP 855 593 2
2 Brickhill Pond, Blatherwycke Park c.1825 SP 983 954 4
3 Cransley Reservoir 188421 SP 831 781 20
4 Ravensthorpe Reservoir 189022 SP 680 705 45
5 Sywell Reservoir 1905-190623 SP 832 654 28
6 Thorpe Malsor Reservoir 191024 SP 828 794 13
7 Stanford Reservoir 192825 SP 600 804 55
8 Hollowell Reservoir 193922 SP 690 726 50
9 Pitsford Water 195722 SP 757 693 299

Table 2: Water supply reservoirs, with construction date, grid reference
and water surface area

21. D. Dunsford Price, Town Clerk of the Borough of Kettering, in letter of 19 March 1964. 
22. Leonard H. Brown, Engineer and Manager of the Mid-Northamptonshire Water Board, in letter of 30
September 1963. 
23. A. G. Crowdy, Clerk to the Higham Ferrers & Rushden Water Board, in letter of 16 March 1964. 
24. Ron L. Greenall, historian, in letter of 27 September 2005, reports that the ‘Kettering Leader of 31 Dec 1909
mentions that the TM reservoir is ‘almost complete’, and later reported that it came into use in March 1910.
25. John S. M. Willis, Engineer and Manager of the Rugby Joint Water Board, in letter of 16 March 1964.

Table 1: Canal reservoirs, with construction date, grid reference
and water surface area
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BOOK REVIEWS

WILLIAM BROWNE’S TOWN
THE STAMFORD HALL BOOK, VOLUME 1: 1465-1492

Edited by Alan Rogers

The Stamford Survey Group, 2005
ISBN 0-9502832-1-5

Paperback, price £10.00 (including postage & packing). Available from 2 Kings Road, Stamford,
Lincolnshire, PE9 1HD or Stamford Museum

Thirty or more years ago the Stamford Survey Group, formed as a result of local history
classes in the town taught by Alan Rogers, then a staff tutor for the University of
Nottingham’s Department of Adult Education (in whose domain Stamford was located)
produced several notably well-researched publications on the town’s medieval history.
What a great subject they had, and have. Located on the great road to Scotland and being
the market centre for an agriculturally rich part of the country, Stamford was one of the
great towns of Medieval England. Alan Rogers went on to other things and so did
members of the group. In retirement, Professor Rogers has moved back to the district, and
the Group has re-formed. The present volume (published in association with Stamford
Town Council and Stamford Civic Trust) is the first of a new series aiming to publish
Stamford’s medieval records.

It starts with a volume which takes its title from the leading figure in Stamford’s history in
the later 15th century, whose name is remembered today as the founder of Browne’s
Hospital, one of the great almshouses of England, and (with his brother) the re-builder of All
Saints in the Market Place, to which they added a majestic tower and spire, one of the
architectural ornaments of the town. The Brownes were a dynasty of wool merchants, and
the stupendously rich William, as merchant of the Staple of Calais, through which town, then
in English possession, the highly-prized wool of this country was exported to the cloth
makers of the Continent, was a major figure at the national level. Taxes levied by the crown
on the woolsacks through Calais were a major source of government revenue, and Browne
as a leading Stapler, served on several occasions as Mayor of Calais. Here we see Browne, his
brother John, and his nephew Christopher, as leading figures in Stamford’s local government.
Although the manor, castle and town were in the hands of the Duke of York, and later other
royal persons, the real power lay with William Browne (who died in 1490) and his brethren,
who dominated Stamford’s government in the years covered by this volume.

If Stamford had had a mayor, Browne would surely have been mayor. Although a chartered
borough, Stamford’s chief magistrate was, in fact, known as the Alderman, which is what
Browne was in his time. As such, he was able to see that the King’s peace was preserved
and the rights of the burgesses of Stamford were defended against over-mighty lords and
‘foreyners’. A new charter had been obtained in 1462 and this volume records this town
council’s business in its first three decades. The incorporated boroughs of Old England,
although they all had roughly similar powers, rights and privileges, had constitutions with
varying nomenclatures and peculiarities (no boring uniformity then: local government
being really local). Thus, Stamford had an Alderman, a First ‘Twelve’ (ex- or future
Aldermen), and (although its charter did not specifically sanction it) a Second Twelve,
which in other towns might have been called ‘the Burgesses’ or ‘the Commonalty’. There
was even, briefly, a Third Twelve. As in other boroughs, Stamford’s corporation also had the
power to regulate the trades of the town, grant ‘freedoms’ to journeymen, register
apprentices, organise and regulate the craft company groupings (here called ‘pagentes’) and
had oversight of the markets, as well as a range of other powers. Thus, in this well-edited



book, transcribed and translated from the Latin, students of 15th-century Stamford and of
English history more widely are able to see how economic life and local government
worked in the era of the Wars of the Roses and the first years of the Tudor Century.

R. L. Greenall

THE CATESBY FAMILY AND THEIR BRASSES AT ASHBY ST LEDGERS
By members of the Monumental Brass Society and others

Edited by Jerome Bertram

The Monumental Brass Society Occasional Publication No. 3, 2006, 122 pages
ISBN 0 9543271 3 6

While this sizable paperback volume is, inevitably, largely concerned with the brasses at
Ashby, it is far more than this. It consists of a sequence of articles by various writers. These
include a detailed discussion of the Catesby family in the 15th century, and there is much
background information about the architecture and fittings of the church. Of great interest
are John Goodall’s transcriptions of various accounts of the church written between 1590
and 1721, the latter being the account from the county historian, John Bridges. The volume
also contains direct reference to our Society, in that when the Northamptonshire
Antiquarian Society folded in 1970, it passed its belongings and library to the Record Office.
These included some loose brasses, and some of these have now been identified as coming
from Ashby church, and moves are afoot to have them returned. They include especially
beautifully engraved figures of John Catesby and his wife c.1405. This is an admirable
volume, and the Monumental Brass Society is to be congratulated on producing it.

Bruce A. Bailey

A GRAND LIFE: MEMORIES OF GEORGE FREESTON OF BLISWORTH
Barbara Hornby

Published by the Blisworth Heritage Society, 2005
Softback A5, 136 pages, glued sections

Price £8.50 including postage and packing
Remittance to Mr R. Andrews, 2 Northampton Road, Blisworth, Northampton, NN7 3DN

This small softback volume records the life of one of Northamptonshire’s most recently lost
great characters. George Freeston was a remarkable man. Born into a family who had been
at Blisworth for nearly a hundred years, George worked with his brothers in the family
garage business. He became involved with village life, and soon his antiquarian bent rose to
the fore, and he began to chart the history of the area. In 1946 he purchased a cottage in
Stoke Road and over the next few years transformed it into a museum, with rooms filled
with all manner of objects, salvaged from the locality. Yet it remained a most comfortable
home. It was perhaps his friendship with Victor Hatley which inspired George to start to
carefully record information – Victor was a meticulous documenter – and George’s cottage
became more office-like, with numerous folders and filing cabinets. But George was not
just a dilettante, but a considerable expert, especially about the canal system.

However, what everyone who knew him will remember is his ever-cheerful personality –
George’s smiling face appears in many of the illustrations. Life and local history, for
George, was fun, and no-one had more fun with it than George. Barbara Hornby has
charted his life splendidly. Many who knew him will be fascinated especially with her
account of his war years with the R.A.F., of which I for one had little knowledge. This is
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a delightful book, and Mrs Hornby has provided a worthy memorial of one of the county’s
best loved characters.

Bruce A. Bailey

LOOK AT FINEDON
John Bailey

Published by the author at High Street, Finedon, 2004
ISBN 0 9504250 2 8

A4, case bound, 172 pages, price £18.00

This book consists of good quality photographs, some dating from the 19th century, with
substantial explanatory texts. In 1986 the author’s publication Finedon Revealed contained
245 photographs. But far from being ‘more of the same’ this new book contains 309
pictures of which only three were used in the earlier volume. The author is to be
congratulated on discovering so many good quality shots that depict people, places and
events. So often, surviving pictures are poor quality family snapshots with limited
accidental backgrounds of greater interest than the subjects, except to their kin.

The photographs are arranged geographically beginning with the Hall and church, then
taking each street. The reproduction of the large-scale plan made by the Ordnance Survey
in the county survey of 1884 serves as a guide and marks every tree.

Finedon Hall is shown with its avenue of trees before the unfortunate depredations made
in the 1970s. John was instrumental in preventing the complete destruction of this
important building. We are reminded of the Edwardian confidence in the postal service
when reading, on the back of one of the Hall postcard pictures, a message from a resident
at the Hall (1910) to Keswick, Cumberland, saying that she would arrive at Keswick by
train at 6.25pm the next day!

The captions are full and very informative, benefiting from the author’s detailed study of
Finedon’s history. He began his photographic collection long ago when there were still
people around who could identify buildings and faces from 1900. As well as interesting
factual information about buildings, events, people, their occupations and relatives, etc.,
there are other items transmitted by oral tradition. One of the few pictures I have seen of
the ironstone mines lying under Finedon and Irthlingborough (no. 307), shows four men
underground below Burton Wold, one of whom was Doug Knight. The story is told that
one day, as a boy, he was missing and his mother asked someone passing by ‘have you seen
our Doug’ to which the reply was ‘I don’t know, what colour is it?’ If you cannot
understand the humour you need to brush up on Northamptonshire dialect.

Photographs nos. 207 and 208 show Dolben Square with two large stones lying near a
building. The author nervously airs the theory that they were perhaps prehistoric standing
stones and later the meeting place of the Domesday Navereslund Hundred, of which Finedon
was the centre (Finedon, means ‘thing valley’, the thing being the name for a Saxon moot or
council). The suggestion seems possible, but obviously difficult to prove. The county does
not now possess any stone circles, but there is a (presumed) Bronze Age barrow in Wakerley
Wood with a central large stone marker surrounded by a ring of small flat stones.

The book has a full index to people and places and is very nicely produced. John Bailey
is to be congratulated in providing a volume that sets a high standard for all photographic
volumes to follow.

David Hall
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THE CORRESPONDENCE OF EDWARD LYE
edited by Margaret Clunies Ross and Amanda J. Collins

Publications of the Dictionary of Old English 6, the Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies,
Toronto, 2004

ISBN 0-88844-906-2
Hardback, 15 by 23cm, xxii + 412 pages

Edward Lye (1694-1767), who spent most of his adult life as a clergyman in Northampton-
shire, is rarely remembered today except by students of Old English scholarship. Yet during
his lifetime Lye was the leading scholar of Anglo-Saxon and other ‘gothic’ tongues in the
country, corresponding with scholars in Sweden, Denmark and Germany, as well as the
leading antiquaries and literary figures of his day. This collection of correspondence brings
together 193 letters which passed between Lye and 45 correspondents between 1729 and
1767. Most of these letters come from a collection made by Thomas Percy, Lye’s near
neighbour, which is now in the British Library, but the editors have identified others from
the Bodleian, the Beinecke, and other public and private repositories. The introduction gives
an assessment of Lye’s wider scholarly significance, a summary of what is known of Lye’s life
and context, together with a discussion of the known images which have survived (about
which a note was published in the 2005 issue of NPP). There is also a series of appendices
providing biographical information on his correspondents, a bibliography of manuscripts and
printed works and other documents relating to the printed letters. The letters themselves –
some of which are in Latin, Greek or Swedish – are meticulously edited with annotations
offering a considerable amount of social, political and cultural contextual information. The
interest of this volume of correspondence for the readers of Northamptonshire Past and Present
may, however, be limited. Despite his long residence in Northamptonshire (he became vicar
of Little Houghton in 1720 and was presented to Yardley Hastings in 1737 by the 5th Earl
of Northampton) there is little to be learned about the county, its social networks, its
churches or even the county history, to the editorial committee of which Lye belonged in
1755. The discussions between Lye and his correspondents focus instead on the correct
translation of a line of Saxon verse or the whereabouts of a particular manuscript.

Yet there is still much to be gleaned from this volume for those with a broader interest in
the 18th century and in particular its academic pursuits. What it illuminates more than
anything else is the intellectual culture of 18th-century society outside the universities.
Oxford and Cambridge are well known to have been somnolent and complacent
institutions during this period. But important academic work was being carried out by lone
scholars such as Lye. Clergyman such as he in rural parishes, not over-burdened with
pastoral responsibilities, had the time and leisure to pursue a life of intellectual inquiry. A
regular postal service enabled him to keep in touch with scholars across the country and,
indeed, across Europe. Lye was an active participant of the Republic of Letters or, as one of
his Oxford correspondents put it, ‘the commonwealth of learning’. This republic or
commonwealth was based upon the principles of free exchange and communication. Books
were lent, manuscripts transcribed (Charles Lyttelton the Dean of Exeter was even prepared
to send manuscripts from the cathedral chapter by carrier on extended loan to Lye in
Northamptonshire) and advice freely given. It was a world where political, religious and
national affiliations could be transcended in pursuit of scholarly research. Indeed, little, if
anything, can be gleaned about Lye’s political or religious tenets: many of his corres-
pondents were well-known non-jurors, such as Thomas Hearne, Richard Rawlinson and
Michael Mattaire, but we should be careful not to read too much into such friendships, as
correspondents amongst supporters of the Hanoverian regime were equally numerous.

Lye was not a Northamptonshire man by birth. Unusually for an Anglo-Saxon scholar he
came from Totnes in Devon: the Saxonists of the late 17th and early 18th centuries had
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been predominantly from the north east where the local dialect still held strong affinities
with the Saxon and gothic tongues. Although Lye studied at Hart Hall, Oxford, he does
not appear to have developed any interest in Anglo-Saxon there. Rather, it was something
he took up after his ordination by Edmund Gibson in 1719. Perhaps it was in the hopes
of attracting further preferment, as Gibson was himself one of the leading antiquaries of
the day and had published an edition of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Lye did not stop at
Anglo-Saxon, however, but went on to master the other northern tongues, developing an
expertise which Thomas Percy, at that point still the vicar of Easton Maudit, was able to
draw upon in his Five Pieces of Runic Poetry (1763). For his part, Lye’s published oeuvre
consisted of an edition of Franciscus Junius’s Etymologicum Anglicanum (1743); an edition
of the Swedish antiquary Eric Benzelius’s edition and Latin translation of the Gothic
Gospels Sacrorum evangeliorum versio Gothica (1750) with his own corrections, notes, preface
and gothic grammar; and the unfinished magnum opus, the Dictionarium Saxonico-et-
Gothico-Latinum completed and published posthumously by Owen Manning in 1772. Lye
had also been working on a translation into Latin of Old English poems of Caedmon from
a manuscript in the Bodleian, but this was never finished. 

Even in his own day, Lye’s interests were esoteric and of limited interest to the general
reader. These letters also give a vivid glimpse into the difficulties of mid 18th-century
academic publishing. It is striking to note that the print run for academic works like those
of Lye remain roughly the same now as they were in the 18th century – around 500 copies.
Much else has changed, however, (although prices have not fallen as much as one might
expect) not least because modern scholars are no longer reliant upon the aristocratic patron.
For all the current academic interest in the expansion of print culture and the consumption
of printed material in the 18th century, not all sectors were driven by the market.
Antiquaries were heavily reliant upon aristocratic support if their publications were ever to
see the light of day: Lye’s patrons included John Carteret, Earl Granville, whose death in
1763 proved a serious setback to Lye’s publication plans, the 5th Earl of Northampton and
Archbishop Secker. The correspondence allows us to see these ties of patronage at work.
Lye’s range of correspondents also reveals the polymathic interests of 18th-century scholars.
This was a period before disciplinary boundaries had become institutionalised and before
scholarship had become so specialised as to preclude the participation of the educated
layman. Thus we find letters from the naturalist and physician, Sir Hans Sloane and the
physician Sir James Stonehouse. Most of Lye’s circle were, however, antiquaries. Elected a
fellow of the Society ‘unsolicited’ in 1749, in recognition of his edition of Junius, he never
attended a meeting, but he exchanged letters with its leading figures: Lyttelton, Milles,
Ducarel, Norris, Morton and Rowe Mores. These individuals represented a core of scholars
who shared Lye’s interest in ‘our national tongue’ and who sustained Anglo-Saxon
scholarship during a period when it was despised by many for its gothic barbarity. There
was a strongly patriotic – even nationalist – element to their championing of Anglo-Saxon,
to which the German origins of the Hanoverian monarchy gave an additional boost (at one
point Lye was appealed to provide a suitable expression of congratulation in one of the
‘septentrional tongues’ by the University of Oxford on the occasion of George III’s
marriage to Princess Charlotte of Mecklenberg).

Sadly we acquire little sense of Lye the man from these letters. He was clearly modest and
retiring; he had a strong sense of responsibility to his mother and sister, to his living, and
to his friends. How representative these letters are of all those that he must have written
and received it is impossible to say. Thomas Percy put together the collection which is the
basis of this edition as a tribute to a leading scholar of Anglo-Saxon language and
literature. Many letters were presumably rejected because they did not shed light on his
publications or his scholarly contacts, but which might have said more about his life at
Yardley Hastings, the club at Wellingborough to which he refers occasionally, or his role
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in furthering the county history. The volume does, however, serve as an important
reminder of the intellectual vitality which could exist in provincial England during the
18th century.

Rosemary Sweet
University of Leicester

RAUNDS BOOTMAKERS MARCH TO LONDON, Centenary 1905-2005
J. R. Betts

Published by Graham J. Underwood, Raunds, NN9 6NS, 2005
ISBN 0 9550099 0 1

Softback, 20 by 22 cm, glued sections, 94 pages, well illustrated. Price £5, including postage, from
89 London Road, Raunds NN9 6EH, or 11 Chelveston Road Raunds, NN9 6DA

In 1905, 115 bootmakers from Raunds and surrounding villages marched to London via
Bedford, Luton, Harpenden, St Albans and Watford. There had been a dispute over the
wages paid with the National Union of Boot and Shoe Operatives. After the Boer War
there was a fall in government demand for boots, meaning less work and undercutting of
prices by local competitors. The War Office had not honoured a previous agreement on
prices. The Trade Union demanded the full price from the employers without success and
so a strike began on 3rd March 1905. The Union payments were more than any of the
workers could earn, but there were non-union members on strike who received nothing.
Local collections were made for them. About 500 people were on strike at one time, but
after nine weeks some went back to work at the old rates.

The Union’s permanent organiser was Councillor James Gribble from Northampton. He
suggested a march to London to petition the Secretary of State and the War Office. The
Trade Union disapproved of this action, but the march went ahead on 8th May 1905,
organised on army lines as a result of Gribble’s experience as a former regular soldier.
Three men cycled ahead to make arrangements for accommodation, one was a first-aider.
The others were divided into ‘companies’ each commanded by a sergeant; one company
was a brass band. John Pearson of Ringstead went all the way on crutches. The progress of
the march was reported by the local and national press with interest and many
photographs were taken of the men on the road and being welcomed in towns and
villages. At Luton 2,000 people assembled to hear speeches by ‘General Gribble’, and the
next day money was collected as they passed through Harpenden. They were fed on route
by various sympathetic people such as the proprietor of the Crown Inn, Cricklewood.

The Government agreed to make an enquiry into the dispute but not to meet a
deputation. The men were allowed to march as far as Hyde Park where they were met by
London Trades Council members and other supporters who lined Trafalgar Square and
Whitehall. A deputation of 10 was allowed to continue to the House of Commons where
they met MPs including F. A. Channing, the member for Peterborough that then included
Raunds. The Secretary of State refused to join them and in frustration James Gribble
shouted at the House from the Strangers’ Gallery. He was promptly ejected. Four of the
MPs arranged for a meeting with Secretary of State and later, as the marchers returned for
Raunds, a lawyer was appointed to study wages in the army boot trade. Before that there
were several meetings in London where the marchers were entertained.

The book gives more details of events and the return to Raunds. The strike continued,
but the enquiry was underway by 19th May. After much negotiation, prices were agreed
and there was a return to work, and the strike was considered a success.
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The book is of interest to me because both my grandfather and his brother took part in
the march and I used to be told stories about the experience. Each participant was
afterwards presented with a certificate that was proudly framed and mounted along with
family portraits. The book is well illustrated and is a useful record of an important event
in the history of trade-unionism and the boot and shoe industry. It would seem
unbelievable to those marchers that one hundred years later there would be no boot-
making industry in Raunds.

David Hall

SHORTER NOTICES

Last year saw the publication of the first of the new series of the Record Society’s shorter
volumes dedicated to the memory of Victor Hatley (NPP 58, 5). Below is a photograph
of the launch of the book, A Georgian Country Parson, at Naseby church, for which there
was no space to publish in NPP 58.
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Figure 1: From the left, the Record Society Chairman, Christopher Davidge, and the
Country Parson editors Christine Vialls and Kay Collins with Ron Greenall, the general
editor of the Record Society, standing behind them, and, on the right, the Vicar of Naseby.



EARLY NORTHAMPTON WILLS
edited by Dorothy Edwards, Margaret Forrest, Jaqueline Minchinton, Michael Shaw,

Beryl Tyndall and Patience Wallis

Northamptonshire Record Society, Volume 42, 2005
ISBN 0 901275 646

Case bound, 15 by 23 cm, 290 pages

The Main Series of Record Society volumes continues with this excellent text. It contains
145 wills, all those relating to Northampton, taken from a manuscript ledger containing
650 copies of wills for the Archdeaconry of Northampton made during the years 1467-
1506. Most of the wills are in Latin and the original text is published as well as English
translations. There are analytical chapters on the themes of society and customs,
topography, religion and people, as well as appendices and indexes. It is an important
volume that illustrates many aspects of life in a late 15th-century county town, as well as
being of obvious interest to genealogists.

The book is all the more remarkable because the editors had little or no experience of
medieval Latin until they attended a class on palaeography given by Mrs Minchinton. It is
inappropriate for a member of the editorial committee to review the book, but I give
notice of it here to introduce it to non-member readers and to give a context for the
photograph of the authors. 
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Figure 2: Wills Contributors, from the left, Dorothy Edwards, Patience Wallis, Mike
Shaw, Jaqueline Minchinton and Beryl Tyndall. Margaret Forrest was unable to be present
when this photograph was taken (10th December 2005).



UPPINGHAM IN LIVING MEMORY: SNAPSOTS OF UPPINGHAM
IN THE 20TH CENTURY

PART 1: UPPINGHAM AT WAR

Uppingham Local History Study Group, 2005
ISBN 1 85937 614 2

A4, 56 pages, soft cover, pinned
Price £6.83 (includes postage and packing)

available from Mr R. Stephenson, 7 Newton Road, Uppingham, Rutland, LE15 9TR

Uppingham at War is the first part of a new local history series produced by the local
history group. It covers various aspects of the town and community during 1939-1945. It
is full of interesting information and well illustrated, including such items as a leaflet
informing the Home Guard on how to pronounce common German military expressions,
such as stehen bleiben = shtayen blyben (stand still). Instructions for Americans on how
to grapple with pounds, shillings and pence began with ‘one of our quaint English customs
is to make the currency as difficult as possible for everybody, including ourselves’. The text
is divided into seven sections, each with a different author. It is unfortunate that it has been
bound with pins rather than sewn, but otherwise is a well-produced booklet.

THE THORPES OF KING’S CLIFFE, LONDON, UPPINGHAM
AND LEICESTER

Michael Lee

ISBN 1 902256 14 X
A4, 98 pages, perfect bound

The family of Thorpe produced many master builders and masons over the centuries,
working in London and several counties. The most famous of the many John Thorpes was
primarily a recorder of buildings (e.g. Burghley and Holdenby, see the article by the late
Eric Till in NPP 52, 15 (1999)). The book draws upon previous publications about John
Thorpe, with additional material about his ancestors and descendants. It is essentially a
collage of information, not always fully sourced, but very well illustrated. A copy has been
deposited in the Record Society’s Library.

Pen & Sword Books Ltd., of Barnsley, who published the book Naseby, the Decisive
Campaign, by Glenn Foard, reviewed last year (NPP 58, 97-9), have produced another
book of Civil War interest, Edgehill, the Battle Reinterpreted, by C. L. Scott, A. Turton and E.
G. Gruber von Arni (ISBN 1 84415 254 5), price £16.99.

Books received for review next year

THE POULTONS OF DESBOROUGH, LORDS OF THE MANOR AND
RECUSANTS, by J. R. Betts. Published by Randesbeck Books, 89 London Road, Raunds,
NN9 6EH, 2006. ISBN 0 955251 0 5. Softback with glued sections, xiii + 122 pages, 16
by 24 cm, illustrated.
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OBITUARY NOTICES

The Dowager Lady Hesketh
1929-2006

Lady Hesketh was born Christian (Kirsty) Mary McEwen the only daughter, along with six
brothers, of baronet Sir John McEwen of Marchmont, Berwickshire. At 20 she married
Freddy Lord Hesketh, moving to the fine Hawksmoor house of Easton Neston, built of
Helmdon stone. After only five years she was widowed with three young sons to bring up.
Her life was beset by tragedy, as well as the early deaths of four of her brothers and her
husband, she lost an eye in a motor accident on the M1 and wore a distinctive black eye-patch.

Lady Hesketh was nevertheless very active in Northamptonshire matters, among them
being President of Towcester Race Course, owned by the Hesketh family. She served as a
county and district councillor and was chairman of the governors of Sponne
Comprehensive School, Towcester. She also helped to launch a new independent grammar
school when the old Northampton Grammar School became comprehensive. She was
High Sheriff for the county in 1981.

Lady Hesketh was awarded a doctorate by King’s College, London, for a thesis on the
political opposition to the government of Charles I in Scotland and had many other
artistic and historical interests, and, less likely, was at one time rugby correspondent to The
Spectator.

Princess Alice, Duchess of Gloucester
1901-2004

Princess Alice, Duchess of Gloucester, was the Record Society’s oldest member. She was
born Lady Alice Christobel Montagu-Douglas-Scott, third daughter of the seventh Duke
of Buccleuch, at Montagu House in Whitehall. The official obituaries in the national press
have given much detail of her early life and the royal connections that came with her
marriage to Prince Henry, Duke of Gloucester, third son of King George V and Queen
Mary in 1935. In her 1991 autobiography, Memories of Ninety Years, the Duchess explained
how she had tired of the debutante seasons and left England, travelling to Africa and India.
During the War she was involved with work of the Red Cross and the Order of St John
and other organizations.

The Gloucester’s Northamptonshire home was the 16th-century Barnwell Manor, where
the present Duke, Richard, was born in 1944. The estate consists of farmland at Barnwell
and in the Lyveden Valley between Brigstock and Biggin, Oundle. Princess Alice also
involved herself in county matters, for instance, attending formal occasions at Darsdale
Home for the Blind at Raunds on two widely separated occasions. She died in November
2004, aged 102.
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR CONTRIBUTORS

All contributions must be provided in hard copy and electronic format on
a disk or CD (preferably in Word). Please use the existing style of NPP.
Normally, the maximum length is 6,600 words. Shorter articles and small
items are also welcome. Draft texts may be sent for discussion. Printed
references used more than a few times should be abbreviated after the first
time and referred back to the full citation. Alternatively the Harvard
system may be used in the footnotes (e.g. Bailey 1996, 28) and the full
reference given in a bibliography at the end of the article.

Each article should have at least one illustration, and full articles at least
three. All illustrations must be good quality, with copyright permission
stated and obtained where appropriate.
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THE NORTHAMPTONSHIRE RECORD SOCIETY

The Northamptonshire Record Society was founded in 1920 and its main
aims were:

i The publication of manuscripts
ii To arrange lectures
iii To accumulate manuscripts

At the outset, the collection of records, many of which would have been
lost, was very important but it became an immense task for a Society
funded by subscriptions and grants only. Consequently, in 1952, this part
of the work was transferred to the Northamptonshire Record Office
which, since 1974, has been part of the County Council.

With 1,000 members, the Society is probably one of the most prestigious
of its kind in the country. There are members from many parts of the
world, including academic institutions in Europe, America, Canada and
Australia. We enjoy the membership of distinguished historians and
members of Northamptonshire families as well as others with a general
interest of history.

The benefits of membership are free entry to lectures held twice yearly
(usually May and October); a free copy of the Society’s annual journal,
Northamptonshire Past and Present; and a free copy of a hard-backed volume
of an historical text, approximately every two years. There is also access to
the Society’s library at Wootton Hall Park. Members may use the library
to study and borrow up to six books at one time. The subscriptions help
the Society to publish editions of documents which, due to language or
location, may be otherwise inaccessible to all but the specialist.

The subscription rate for ordinary members is £18.00 per annum for
2007 and 2008, rising to £20.00 in 2009. For further information please
contact the Secretary at the Northampton Office, Wootton Hall Park,
Northampton, NN4 8BQ.
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