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THE NORTHAMPTONSHIRE RECORD SOCIETY
(FOUNDED IN 1920)

WOOTTON HALL PARK, NORTHAMPTON NN4 8BQ
President

Lady Juliet Townsend LVO

NOTES AND NEWS
As reported in the 2007 Northamptonshire Past and Present, Ron Greenall has retired as Honorary
General Editor for the Society and David Hall has been elevated to that position. In October 2007,
I was appointed as Honorary Editor of NP&P. Past editors have set a very high standard for the
journal which I will do my utmost to maintain.
At the outset, let me make the editor’s perennial plea for papers, on any subject which falls within
the brief of the title, short or long, preferably illustrated and submitted on CD or as an attachment
to an email. Happiness for an editor is a bulging file of potential papers!

*  *  *  *  *
Sir Hereward Wake has retired as the Society’s President/Chairman after 30 years. The official
announcement of his retirement was made at the AGM in May at which time the Chairman
announced that the Council had invited Lady Juliet Townsend to be our new President and she had
accepted. She has served on the Council for more than twenty-five years and we look forward to
many more years of association with her.
Sir Hereward has written an article about his Aunt Joan and himself which you will find near the
end of this issue. It has been a delight to attend meetings of both the Society and the Council at
which Sir Hereward presided. He will be sorely missed in that capacity but we wish him well and
look forward to seeing him at Society functions.

*  *  *  *  *
2008 is the 60th anniversary year of NP&P which was first produced in 1948 by Joan Wake. Our
Diamond Jubilee. Quite coincidentally, the article mentioned above by Sir Hereward provides a
fitting commemoration of this occasion.

*  *  *  *  *
At a gathering in July the Council unanimously agreed to invite Sir Hereward to be the Society’s
patron, and he graciously accepted.

*  *  *  *  *
Mr John Munro, Chairman of the Library Committee, has announced that the David Bates
Memorial Fund has been used to contribute to the cost of purchasing the History of Parliament
volumes. Three sets of volumes have been purchased covering 1509 to 1558, 1558 to 1603 and 1660
to 1690. These are now in the Library and are set out in chronological order on the shelves. 

*  *  *  *  *
This issue, quite by chance, has a gardens theme. Of interest to garden historians will be the
discovery among boxes of engraved plates, wood and metal, of some rather special plates at the
Northampton Central Museum. The Museum asked Ian Stephens, wood engraver of
Northampton, to have a look at them. Over a period of two years Ian sorted through the boxes
and near the end of his searches he came across two copper engravings which made the hairs on
his neck stand up. They were of the John Tradescants, father and son, and engraved by Wenceslaus
Hollar, a Belgian much favoured as an engraver in the seventeenth century. The engravings had
been done for a catalogue of the Tradescants’ array of curiosities which were to form the basis for
the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. How they ended up in Northampton is not known but if you
are interested, they can be viewed at the Museum.

*  *  *  *  *
During the late 1990s, the Northamptonshire Association for Local History (NALH) launched an
initiative to record, for future reference purposes, details of new books and other similar material
relating to the county. This was initially known as the Northamptonshire Resource Register,
intention being that the material so gathered would be of use in answering future related queries



from members or other people researching Northamptonshire subjects. For more details on this
project, please see the article by Barry Taylor at the end of this issue.

*  *  *  *  *
My thanks are due to members of the Council who have made me feel so welcome, to David Hall
who has gently guided me through the process of editing Northamptonshire Past and Present, to the
authors and reviewers and to Jean Hall and David Harries for their help in producing the journal.
Don’t forget you can keep up to date with Society news and events via the Society website at
www.northamptonshirerecordsociety.org.uk.

Barbara Hornby
Notes on Contributors

John Adams is a senior lecturer in nursing studies at Anglia Ruskin University and lives in Great
Oakley. He is currently undertaking doctoral research using oral history to study psychiatric
treatment regimes at a hospital in Cambridgeshire.

Jenny Burt, born and bred in Northamptonshire, is a garden historian and Chairman of the
Northamptonshire Gardens Trust. She is also a director of the Parks and Gardens database
(www.parksandgardens.ac.uk) set up by the Association of Gardens Trusts in partnership with
York University to provide a web-based resource of historic parks and gardens and designed
landscapes.

Colin Davenport is a history graduate and was formerly a lecturer in History at Daventry Tertiary
College and Northampton College. He was awarded an MA in English Local History at the
University of Leicester in 1996 and is currently secretary of the Daventry Local History Group.

Nicholas Karn teaches history at the University of Southampton, and is series editor for the
Anthony Mellows Memorial Trust, which is producing editions of the records of Peterborough
Abbey for publication by the Society.

Edmund King, an emeritus professor at the University of Sheffield (where he taught from 1966
to 2008), is working on a new edition of the Peterborough chronicles. He was General Editor
of the Society between 1970 and 1994.

Jack Rodney Laundon was kept awake at night during his schooldays in the 1940s by the
continual shunting of trucks of iron ore at Kettering furnaces. The destruction of the landscape
on the north side of the town did not cease until the closure of the Corby steelworks in 1980.
After working at the Natural History Museum in London from 1952 until 1990, Jack purchased
a new house at Kettering situated in an old ironstone quarry where a mineral line originally ran
through the site of his back garden.

Avril Lumley Prior developed an interest in Anglo-Saxon history during her childhood in
Sunderland. She transferred her attention to Mercian studies after accepting a teaching post in
Peterborough. Following her early retirement, she attained an MA at the University of Leicester
and a few years later, at the same institution, a PhD on the forged charters of Peterborough
Abbey. She is currently co-writing with her husband a book on the mineral water manufacturers
of Peterborough and conducting research into medieval Castor and Peakirk.

Peter McKay is a history graduate and has previously published a number of articles on the
eighteenth-century Grand Tour in Northamptonshire Past and Present. He has recently retired as
the custodian of the Marquess of Northampton’s archives at Castle Ashby.

Alan Rogers is a local historian with a special interest in the late Middle Ages. Much of his work
has been on the history of Lincolnshire and especially Stamford on which he is currently
working, and he has worked on Nottinghamshire and other areas of the East Midlands, including
Rutland. He currently holds honorary professorial positions at both the University of
Nottingham (where he is a Research Fellow of the Institute of Medieval History) and the
University of East Anglia.
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Fact and/or Folklore? The Case for St Pega of Peakirk1

AVRIL LUMLEY PRIOR

Introduction
The careers of the eremitic fenland saints, Guthlac (c.673-714) and Pega (died c.719), were
inextricably linked. Guthlac’s association with Crowland was registered in Felix’s Life of
Guthlac, compiled within a generation of his death, and in several pre-Conquest Latin and
Old English texts.2 Although Pega features in most of these works, her connection with
Peakirk, eight kilometres north of Peterborough, is more tenuous and is based almost
entirely upon post-Conquest literature, etymological evidence and local folklore. This
paper examines these sources in conjunction with archaeological, architectural and land-
scape features in an attempt to unravel the myths surrounding this enigmatic saint and to
discover the site and significance of her hermitage (Figure 1).

Pega in Literature
The earliest known citation of Pega appears in the final chapters of Felix’s Life of St Guthlac
in which she is described as ‘sororem meam Pegam’ [‘my sister Pega’] and ‘Christi famula
Pega’ [‘Christ’s handmaiden, Pega’]. From Guthlac’s pedigree, we may conclude that Pega
was the daughter of Tette and Penwalh, a relative of Penda of Mercia and member of the
Middle Anglian tribe, the Guthlacingas. Indeed, the alliterative nature of the names ‘Penda’
and ‘Peada’ and ‘Penwalh’ and ‘Pega’ suggests kinship. While Felix portrayed Pega as
‘Christ’s handmaiden’ whose company Guthlac deliberately avoided, it is unclear whether
she had taken formal religious vows, although it is feasible that she may have received
instruction with Guthlac at the double monastery at Repton. Pega’s first recorded act was
to travel to her brother’s funeral. She either tarried at Crowland or returned a year later in
order to re-inter Guthlac’s incorrupt corpse in a sarcophagus and to restore the sight of a
blind man with salt that Guthlac had blessed.

Guthlac’s sanctity was the inspiration for two poems, composed in Old English in Mercia
during the late ninth century and preserved in the tenth-century Exeter Book. The first,
in the form of a homily known as Guthlac A appears to have been based upon oral
tradition and does not mention Pega. The author of the second composition, Guthlac B,
used a version of Felix’s Life as his exemplar, referring to Pega as firstly ‘sweostor minre’
[‘my sister’], when Guthlac instructed his acolyte [Beccel] to transport her to Crowland,
and then as ‘pær fæmne’ [‘the maiden’] and ‘wuldres wynmæg’ [‘glorious saint’] upon
Beccel’s arrival at her cell.3 An eleventh-century Old English prose version of Felix’s Life
describes Pega as ‘Christes peowe’ [‘Christ’s servant’] but does not acknowledge her
kinship with Guthlac.4 The compiler of the late ninth-century Old English Matyrology also
relied upon Felix’s Life for his account of the healing of the blind man by ‘sancte Pegean
geleornes pære halgan fæmnan. heo wæs Gudlces swyster’ [‘the holy maiden, Pega, who
was St Guthlac the hermit’s sister’], adding that she died on 9 January.5 Therefore, these
works offer no further information about Pega than can be gleaned from Felix’s text.

Orderic Vitalis, writing c.1124/5, claimed that after Guthlac’s reburial Pega embarked
upon a pilgrimage to Rome where she died c.719 and was entombed in a church
consecrated in her honour, the site of numerous miracles.6 A chronicle claiming to be the
1 I am grateful to Dr. Graham Jones of St. John’s College, Oxford. for his helpful advice and comments on this
paper. I would also like to thank Nick and Jo Everitt of ‘Peakirk Hermitage’ for allowing me access to their home.
2 For the most recent edition of this text, see Felix’s Life of St. Guthlac, ed. and tr. B. Colgrave (Oxford, 1956). 
3 Exeter, Dean and Chapter 3501, ff. 32v-52v.
4 London, British Library [BL], Cotton Vespasian B xxi, ff.37v, 38v.
5 An Old English Martyrology, re-edited from Manuscripts in the Libraries of the British Museum and of Corpus Christi
College, Cambridge, ed. G. Herzfeld (London, 1990), pp. xi-xiii, 16-7.
6 The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, ed. and tr. M. Chibnall, 6 vols. (Oxford, 1969-80), II (Books III and IV).



work of Abbot Ingulph of Crowland (c.1085-c.1109), but in reality composed in the early
fifteenth-century, elaborated that upon Pega’s arrival in the city all the church bells began
to peal in recognition of her piety.7 Unlike Guthlac and his near contemporaries,
Cyneburh [Kyneburgha] and Cynesweoth [Kyneswitha] of Castor, the daughters of Penda
of Mercia (died 655), and the ninth-century trio of Thorney martyrs, Thancredus,
Torhtredus and Tona [Toua], there was no reference to Pega in the eleventh-century ‘List
of saints resting-places’, indicating that she may have been interred abroad (Figure 1).8
Nevertheless, it is possible that, just as Cissa inherited Guthlac’s hermitage at Crowland,
devotees may have adopted Pega’s cell, perhaps venerating secondary relics or mementoes.

8 northamptonshire past and present

7 Ingulph’s Chronicle of the Abbey of Croyland, ed. and tr. H. T. Riley (London, 1854).
8 BL, Stowe 944, ff. 36v-38v.

Figure 1. The Peterborough Region c.1189 showing the Hermitage Sites
1. Peakirk (St. Pega, c.714x716); 2. Crowland (St. Guthlac, c.700x716); 3. Ancarig [Thorney] (Tancred,
Torthred and Tona, pre-870); 4. Throckenholt (?Godric, s. vii; Throcken, c.974x1114); 5. March (Wendred
[Wendreda], s. vii); 6. Bodsey (Boda, c.969x974); 7. Singlesholt [Singleshole] (s. xii); 8. Ely (Æthelthryth
[Etheldreda], c.655); 9. Higney (Eadwin, c.1134).



Moreover, John of Worcester, compiling his Chronicle at St Albans during the twelfth
century, was so impressed by Pega’s virtue that he perceived Guthlac as almost her
subordinate, describing him as ‘the delecte Christi uirginis Pegie germanus innumerabilis
ium uirtutum’ [‘the brother of the virgin, Pega, beloved of Christ and performer of
innumerable miracles’].9 Pega’s feast day continued to be celebrated at Crowland on 8
January until the Reformation.10

Pega in the Landscape
i. St Pega’s Cell[s]
a) Saintly Sister or Satanic Spectre? Pega’s Sojourn at Crowland

William d’Avranches, a monk of Ramsey Abbey, who dedicated his poem to Abbot Henry
de Longchamp of Crowland (1191-1236), promoted the concept that Guthlac had
installed Pega at his hermitage, describing her as an anchorite and

‘A virgin, Noble, beautiful, yet humble, who was subject to Christ,
Yet absolutely prepared to be compliant with her brother’s jurisdiction’.

According to William, the devil assumed the guise of Pega, deceiving Guthlac and enticing
him to break his vow never to eat before sunset. Consequently, Guthlac evicted her from
Crowland, never to see her again. William’s poem leads us to consider if ‘Pega’ was a
soubriquet, derived from the Old English verb pæcgan [‘to decieve’], almost as a
counterbalance to ‘Gudlac’ [‘God’s law’].11 Thus, the temptation of Adam by Eve and
Christ by Satan were reflected. Perhaps, Pega’s banishment from Crowland to a life of
solitude and deprivation in the wilderness was intended as an analogy of Adam and Eve’s
expulsion from the Garden of Eden in order to find redemption for their sins.

Although there is no reliable evidence to substantiate the concept that Pega established a
cell at Crowland before Guthlac’s death, Felix related that she had kept vigil over her
brother’s corpse in his oratory for three nights and it is feasible that she may have lingered
until his re-interment a year later acting as a guardian of his shrine. As late as 1434 there
was a chapel within Crowland Abbey’s precincts consecrated in her honour but devoid of
a priest to say masses there.12 In 1735, Reverend Stukeley mused that the foundations of
Pega’s cell were located at ‘the place called Anchor church, there to the east of the Abbey,
about 1⁄2 a mile, in the road to Postland’.13 However, Canon Moore, writing in 1879,
proposed that the foundations of two parallel stone walls on a Bronze-Age barrow called
‘Anchorite or Anchor-Chapel Hill, about a quarter of a mile on the east side of the road
to Spalding’ belonged to Guthlac’s ‘house and chapel, which he built for himself ’.
Curiously, Moore overlooked the fact that the excavations of 1866 revealed that the
buildings were constructed from Barnack ragstone, indicating that they must have post-
dated Guthlac’s and Pega’s occupation of Crowland and at best could be contemporary
with Turketyl’s mid tenth-century abbey.14 Nevertheless, Audrey Meaney does not dismiss
the possibility that Anchor Hill was the site of one of Guthlac’s cells.15 If Pega did reside
at Crowland for a year after Guthlac’s death, it would have been more practical for her to
adopt his anchor-hold rather than to construct her own. However, it is more likely that

fact and/or folklore? the case for st pega of peakirk 9

9 John of Worcester, The Chronicle of John of Worcester, ed. R. R. Darlington and P. McGurk, tr. J. Bray and
P. McGurk, OMT (London, 1995).
10 English Benedictine Kalendars after A.D. 1100, I: Abbotsbury to Durham, ed. F. Wormald (London, 1939), pp.
113-4, 117.
11 Cambridge University Library [CUL], Dd. 11. 78, f. 74rv; Dr. G. R. Jones, pers. com.
12 W. Page, ed., The Victoria History of the County of Lincoln [VCH], 1 vol. (London, 1906) II, p. 118.
13 W. Stukeley, The Family Memoirs of William Stukeley etc., 3 vols. (Durham 1882-7) II, p. 305.
14 Canon Moore, ‘St. Guthlac and Croyland’, Journal of the British Architectural Society 35 (1879), p. 133.
15 A. Meaney, ‘Felix’s Life of St. Guthlac: Hagiography and/or Truth’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Antiquarian
Society (2001), pp. 35-6.



her permanent residence was four miles
upstream along the River Welland at Peakirk,
the settlement to which she gave her name
(Figure 1).

i. b) The Hermitage at Peakirk, ‘four leagues
from the oratory of her brother’

Unfortunately, neither Felix nor any other
known pre-Conquest source provide inform-
ation regarding the exact location of Pega’s
hermitage except to intimate that it was less
than a day’s journey by boat from Crowland.
This premise is supported by the fifteenth
roundel of the twelfth-century ‘Guthlac Roll’,
which depicts Pega boarding a vessel in
response to her brother’s deathbed summons.
Orderic Vitalis was the earliest known histor-
ian to maintain that it was at Peakirk that ‘the
holy Pega, sister of St Guthlac had served God
for many years’ prior to her arrival at
Crowland. ‘Ingulph’ did not mention Pega’s cell
by name but explained that it ‘lay to the west at

a distance of four leagues from the oratory of her brother’, elaborating that she remained there
for two years and three months after Guthlac’s death before retiring to Rome.

Local folklore, influenced by Orderic’s and ‘Ingulph’s’ histories, dictates that Pega founded
her cell on the site of the present ‘Hermitage’, formerly a chapel but now a private
residence (at TF 169- 068-). A grant made between 1233 and 1245 to Peterborough
Abbey by Roger Paganus de Helpston of a meadow at Peykirke disclosed that the adjacent
property was known as the ‘hermitagium sancti Bartholomei in marisco’ [‘the hermitage
of St Bartholomew in the marsh’].16 Undoubtedly, it was named in honour of Guthlac’s
patron upon whose feast day he twice had arrived at Crowland and who, according to
Felix, had rescued him from the gates of hell. The two-cell building comprises a late
thirteenth-century chancel and re-constructed nineteenth-century nave. It is strategically
positioned near the Roman catchwater drain, Car Dyke, and close to the confluence of
the Follies River and the old course of the Welland to the north of Peakirk parish at
Walderam Hall (at TF 179- 073-) (Figures 1 and 2). Until the mid seventeenth century,
when the South Drain was cut, the ‘Hermitage’ mound, at approximately nine metres
above sea level, was an islet surrounded to the north, south and east by the undrained
Borough Fen [Peterborough Great Fen]. In 1947, when the Welland and Follies burst their
banks, the ‘Hermitage’ site became an island again. The region continued to be
waterlogged intermittently until the Maxey Cut was widened between 1954 and 1956, to
prevent flooding in the Market Deeping area. In 1957 the area to the north, south and east
of the ‘Hermitage’ was developed as Peakirk Wildfowl Trust. Although the site has been
derelict since 2001, the ponds remain (Figure 2).

Without reliable archaeological evidence, it is impossible to substantiate that the chapel
occupied the site of Pega’s oratory and whether evidence of her domestic quarters lie
beneath the adjacent late nineteenth-century cottage with its 1937 extension. However,
the present ‘Hermitage’s’ association with St Pega and its isolation from the gravel fen
margin upon which the main settlement of Peakirk developed, suggests that it was an
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Figure 2. Peakirk Hermitage Chapel
from the Wildfowl Trust

(A. M. Lumley Prior)

16 Peterborough Dean and Chapter 1 [The Register of Robert of Swaffham] (Peterborough, c.1250), here-
after Swaffham, f. 218v.



archetypal island retreat, comparable with Ancarig [Thorney], St Cuthbert’s cell on Farne,
St Hubert’s cell on Derwentwater and Sceilg Mhichil, County Kerry.

There is no reference to the ‘Hermitage Chapel’ in the Valor Ecclesiasticus of Henry VIII,
indicating that it did not belong to Peterborough Dean and Chapter in 1541. However,
the building is shown on John Blæu’s ‘Map of ‘Regiones Inundatæ’ [1648] as ‘Peakerke
Chappel’. The ‘Hermitage’ continued to maintain its links with Peakirk parish church after
the Reformation. The parish registers of 1617 and 1783 state that the owner of the
‘Hermitage’ was responsible for the upkeep of the vestry and two rows of seats in the
adjoining the twelfth-century North or Lady Chapel, hinting that the area previously
contained a shrine to Pega.17 The village green remained the property of the ‘Hermitage’
until September 2002, when it was purchased by Peakirk Parish Council from the Society
of the Precious Blood, an order of Anglican nuns, whose mother house is Burnham Abbey,
Berkshire.

fact and/or folklore? the case for st pega of peakirk 11

Figure 3. The Topography of Peakirk Village
(Ordnance Survey Map, Sheet 111.6, Peakirk North [1887])

17 VCH: Northamptonshire, ed. R. M. Serjeantson and W. R. D. Adkins, 5 vols. (London, 1902-2002), II, p. 519. 



ii. Place-Name and Patronage
a) St Pega’s Church

Peakirk parish church lies within a rectangular graveyard on the western edge of the village
(at TF 168- 067-), approximately 150 metres from the ‘Hermitage’ and separated from it by
the village green and Car Dyke (Figure 3). Although Anglo-Saxon long-and-short quoins
and pilaster strips survive in the eastern wall of the tall, narrow nave, the earliest known
reference to the present church at Peakirk was by the Peterborough chronicler, Hugh
Candidus (c.1100-c.1175), who stated that in 1146 Pope Eugenius III confirmed to
Peterborough Abbey ‘Glinton and Peakirk with its church and chapels and toll of Deeping
and Peakirk, with the fishery and their other appendices’.18 Eugenius’ bull was endorsed by
Richard I’s charter of 1189.19 Despite Michael Franklin’s reservations, there are several
criteria which suggest that Peakirk church enjoyed medemra mynster [‘medium minster’]
status, with a priest or priests dispensing pastoral care to the hinterland.20 A fragment of a
late tenth-/early eleventh-century carved stone cross-shaft, discovered during the nine-
teenth-century restoration of the church and now displayed at the ‘Hermitage’, indicates
that the site was significant before the Norman Conquest (Figure 4). Furthermore, the
reference to Peakirk and its dependent chapels at Glinton and arguably at the ‘Hermitage’
and the settlement’s association with a royal local saint suggest that during the mid twelfth-
century Peakirk was a matrix ecclesia. The elaborate Romanesque tympanum which adorns
the western entrance and sumptuous early fourteenth-century wall-paintings in the nave
and aisles demonstrate that the church continued to be important during the later medieval
period (Figures 5 and 6). Nevertheless, the unique dedication in honour of St Pega is post-
Reformation, since a will of 1539 reveals an ‘All Hallows’ [‘All Saints’] consecration.21

The most overwhelming evidence to connect Pega with Peakirk is etymological. The place-
name, meaning ‘Pega’s church’, has Scandinavian connotations, suggesting that it either
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18 The Peterborough Chronicle of Hugh Candidus, ed. W. T. Mellows (Oxford, 1949), hereafter HC, p. 110.
19 Swaffham, f. 44r.
20 M. J. Franklin, ‘Minsters and Parishes: Northamptonshire Studies’ (unpubl. PhD thesis, University of
Cambridge, 1982), pp. 165-75.
21 M. A. Serjeantson and H. Isham Longden, ‘Parishes and Religious Houses of Northamptonshire:
Dedications, Altars, Images and Lights’, Archaeological Journal 70 (1919), p. 388.

Figure 4. Peakirk: Fragment
of cross-shaft (c.975-c.1025)

(A.M. Lumley Prior)

Figure 5. Peakirk:
Romanesque tympanum
above the south door
(A.M.Lumley Prior)



became a nucleated settlement after the area was governed by Danelaw c.870 or that it was
renamed by Danish incomers. Peakirk’s earliest known citation survives in the mid twelfth-
century Peterborough cartulary, the Liber Niger, as a copy of a charter by which Eadmund
Ironside (1016) conferred a ‘villa’ [‘farmstead’] with one-and-a-half mansas of land at
Pegecyrcan, which previously had been held by Siuerth, ‘at the place called the ‘nouum
monasterium’ [new minster] of the Holy Trinity and the Mother of our Lord and All the
Saints’. Cyril Hart and Edmund King propose that the endowment was to New Minster
[Hyde Abbey], Winchester, and that, since Eadmund died in November 1016, the charter was
never ratified. Thus, Peakirk remained under Peterborough’s authority.22 However, no record
of the transaction survives in the Winchester archive. The New Minster, founded in 901 by
Edward the Elder to accommodate the remains of his father, Alfred (849-99), was
consecrated in the honour of St Mary, St Peter and the Holy Trinity, but not All Saints.
Therefore, in view of Peakirk church’s earliest recorded dedication to All Saints, it appears
that John Blair’s theory that the ‘nouum monasterium’ was ‘the new minster’ at Peakirk
seems plausible and explains the preservation of the charter in the Liber Niger.23

ii. b) Pegelandæ Cœnobium
Orderic Vitalis, recorded that Pegelandæ Cœnobium [‘Pega’s land’s monastery’], founded on the
site of Pega’s cell, was amalgamated with the Benedictine abbey at Crowland c.1048 by the
decree of Edward the Confessor and with approval of Abbot Wulfgeat of Peakirk. However,
Orderic was writing at the behest of Abbot Geoffrey (1110-24) and Prior Wulfwin of
Crowland about events that had occurred over seventy years earlier and which probably were
preserved as oral tradition, since most of Crowland’s documents were destroyed in a fire in
1091. Thus, Orderic’s account can only be as accurate as his source material.

‘Ingulph’ is more forthcoming but perhaps more inventive, regarding the origins of
Peakirk monastery, stating that in 833 three virgates of land at Peiekyrke were granted to
Crowland Abbey by Wulget, erstwhile butler to Wichtlaf [Wiglaf] of Mercia (827-40).
Apparently, by 851 the area had been colonised, for a charter of Wiglaf ’s successor,
Bertulph [Berhtwulf] (840-52), declared that Crowland’s boundary with Medeshamstede
[Peterborough] extended ‘towards the west as far as the lands of the monks of the church
of St Pega in the southern marshes of the Welland’. Thus, Crowland was staking a claim
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Figure 6. Peakirk: Wall painting of the ‘Three
Living’ (14th c.) (A.M. Lumley Prior)

22 London, Society of Antiquaries, 60, f. 42r; Early Charters of Eastern England, ed. C. R. Hart (Leicester, 1966),
No. 165, pp. 112, 200-1; E. King, Peterborough Abbey 1086-1310: A Study in the Land Market (Cambridge, 1973),
p. 10.
23 J. Blair, The Church in Anglo-Saxon Society (Oxford, 2005), p. 356.



to territory that had been granted to Peterborough in the twelfth-century forgery,
‘Wulfhere of Mercia’s charter to Medeshamstede of 664’, which is also preserved in its
earliest extant form in the Liber Niger.24 ‘Ingulph’ was silent regarding the fate of St Pega’s
monastery during the Danish incursions of 870, probably in his haste to record the sack
of Crowland and Peterborough and the martyrdom of their brethren. However, he related
that in 948 Abbot Turketyl regained Peykyrk and many of Crowland’s other lost estates and
that he despatched secular ‘clerks’ to the site of St Pega’s cell, where he rebuilt the chapel
for them and ordered them to strictly adhere to the Benedictine Rule. We are told that
the clerks were so devout that during the monastic revival of Eadgar the Peaceable’s reign
(959-75) many became fully-fledged monks at Crowland, leaving Peakirk devoid of priests
to minister to the local community. Turketyl addressed the problem by founding a
theological college for novices under the tutelage of a learned priest named Reynfred,
whose lay congregation ultimately determined whether a probationer was ready to
graduate to the priesthood or to become a monk of Crowland. 

‘Ingulph’ maintained that Peakirk was destroyed by the Danes in 1013 together with its
neighbouring manors of Glinton, Northumburtham [Northborough], Makesey [Maxey],
Badyngton [Bainton] and Bernake [Barnack]. He must have perceived that the monastery
was rebuilt since he claimed that, having been hounded by the successive abbots of
Peterborough, namely Ælfsige (1006-41), Ernwin (1041-1055) and Leofric (1055-66),
Abbot Wulgat [Wulfgeat], was expelled from Peakirk by Earl Godwin and Hardicanute
(1040-42). When Wulfgeat attempted to relocate his religious house at Northborough, he
was thwarted by Fernot of Bosworth, who declared that St Pega’s pre-1013 estates had
been alienated, a claim that was sustained by Edward the Confessor. Ultimately, Wulfgeat
was obliged to forfeit his monastery’s rights to Maxey, Barnack, Bainton and Helpston, all
of which like Northborough lay within Peterborough’s eleventh-century prouincia.25
Rendered homeless, Wulfgeat and eighteen brethren sought refuge at Edward’s court.
Upon the death of Abbot Briehtmer of Crowland in 1048, Wulfgeat was appointed as his
successor and decamped there with his Peakirk monks. Thus, ‘Ingulph’s’ version of the
demise of Pegelandæ cœnobium and its union with Crowland differed from that presented
by Orderic Vitalis. However, it must be remembered that ‘Ingulph’s’ Croyland Chronicle was
an early fifteenth-century compilation and that Wiglaf ’s and Berhtwulf ’s charters are
preserved in their earliest form as sixteenth-century copies embedded in ‘Ingulph’s’ work.
Furthermore, the Peterborough conflation of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle [Manuscript ‘E’]
and Hugh Candidus inform us that within a decade Leofric held the abbacies of both
Peterborough and Crowland. Therefore, it may have been Leofric’s decision and not
Wulfgeat’s to unite Peakirk and Crowland.

No evidence of ‘Peakirk Monastery’ survives above ground. However, during the mid
tenth-century period monastic revival Benedictine houses were founded, or in the case of
Ely reformed, near hermitages associated with local and sometimes aristocratic saints,
namely Guthlac of Crowland, Æthelthryth [Etheldreda] of Ely and Tancredus, Torhtredus
and Toua of Ancarig. Further sites with royal connections, like SS. Cyneburh’s and
Cynesweoth’s nunnery at Castor and St Wendred’s cell at March, were superseded by high-
status churches. Even the purported retreats of lowlier anchorites, such as Boda of Bodsey
[Ramsey] (at TL 293- 877-), Godric and Throcken of Throckenholt [Thorney] (at TF 363-
093-), Eadwin of Higney (at TL 205- 836-) and the anonymous hermits of Singlehole on
the former island of Eye, near Peterborough (at TL 254- 069-), were destined to evolve
into monastic granges staffed by detachments of monks as ambitious post-Conquest
abbots began to colonise the fenland on the edge of their domains. Therefore, it would
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24 Soc. Ant., ff. 59v-64r.
25 It seems unlikely that Barnack with its high-status pre-Conquest church and chapelries at Bainton, Pilsgate,
Souththorpe and Walcot was a daughter house of Peakirk. See Franklin, Minsters and Parishes, pp. 154-8.



have been unusual if a tenth- or eleventh-century monastic outpost had not been
established at Peakirk, reputedly the island cell of Guthlac’s sister, Pega, close to navigable
waterways and more crucially on Peterborough’s boundary with Crowland and Thorney
(Figure 1).

If Orderic Vitalis’ assertion regarding Pegelandæ cœnobium was based on fact rather than the
hearsay of Abbot Geoffrey of Crowland, where was it situated? Roger de Helpston’s
statement of c.1233 that St Bartholomew’s chapel was ‘in the marsh’ is supported by the
Ordnance Survey Map of 1887 (Figure 3) and the Land Registry Map of 1976.26 There
would have been little space on Pega’s mound for more than the oratory and a single
ancillary building. Therefore, Eadmund’s one-and-a-half mansas of land must have extended
across Car Dyke onto the gravel margins to the west of the ‘Hermitage’. Earthworks in
‘Bundsmith’s Field’ to the north of Car Dyke (at TF 166- 068), similar to those at the
Worcestershire abbeys of Halesowen and Bordesley, probably were fishponds associated
with the Peakirk piscatura, confirmed to Peterborough in Eugenius III’s bull of 1146. Before
Borough Fen was drained in the nineteenth century, the land to the east of the village also
would have been unsuitable for building. While it is tempting to speculate that Peakirk
village green once was bounded to the north and east by Car Dyke and extended to the
west as far as the open fields, the ‘Inclosure Map’ of 1819 shows that the village green,
bisected by Car Dyke, was not public land. However, common front and rear property
boundaries and regular plots suggest that the pre-Conquest hamlet was planned to the
south of Rectory Lane [Glinton Footway] along what became the eighteenth-century
Glinton to Crowland turnpike road [St Pega’s Road] (Figure 3).

Archaeological finds signify that the Rectory Lane area was occupied during the
Romano-British period. Oyster shells and fragments of pottery vessels, including
amphoræ, were unearthed in 1919 during the excavation of a pond in what is now the
‘Old Rectory’ garden (at TF 167- 068-). Further sherds of late third-/early-fourth-century
Nene Valley grey-ware were discovered in the adjacent churchyard (at TF 1682 0669) and
on the allotments to the south of Rectory Lane (at TF 1680 0669), while herringbone
masonry extends in a north-south direction from beneath the garden of 1 Rectory Lane
onto the adjoining property, known as ‘Butterfly Barn’.27 This leads us to conjecture that:

1. From the Romano-British period until the advent of the Glinton-Crowland
turnpike, Rectory Lane was the main thoroughfare to Glinton, where it joined the
Peterborough-Lincoln road.

2. Siuerth’s early eleventh-century ‘farmstead’’ was in the vicinity of Rectory Lane.

3. Car Dyke formed the northern and eastern limits of a block demesne or consolidated
holding, whilst the southern and western margins were Rectory Lane and western
boundary of the present ‘Old Rectory’ garden, with the enclosed space roughly
resembling a playing-card shape (Figure 3).

However, these hypotheses give rise to further speculation. Could the area encapsulated
within these bounds have represented, first a Romano-British villa complex, then Siuerth’s
‘farmstead’ and finally Pegelandæ cœnobium or Edmund Ironside’s ‘new minster’ precincts?
If so, did the church, dedicated in 1016 in honour of the Holy Trinity, the Virgin Mary
and All Saints, serve the parishioners of Peakirk and its surrounding hamlets, whilst the
detached ‘Hermitage’ site supported an oratory and lodgings for the resident clergy?
However, it would have been more convenient for the college of priests or canons to have
been installed at the site of the present ‘Old Rectory’. Curiously, there is no reference to
Peakirk in Domesday Book and it is understood that the estate, held by the abbot of
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26 Swaffham, f. 218v.
27 C. W. Phillips, ed., The Fenland in Roman Times (London, 1970), p.251; pers. com., Greg Prior, 1, Rectory Lane.



Peterborough, was included with the 13 hides at Glinton, where the twelfth-century
church consecrated in the honour of St Benedict remained a chapel-of-ease to Peakirk
until 1865.28 Therefore, is it possible that the pre-Conquest manorial centre was at
Glinton, with a religious centre in Peakirk and that both settlements were part of a
multiple estate, which included Etton, Helpston, Maxey and Northborough?

Conclusion
It appears that all known documentary evidence relating to Pega is founded upon Felix’s
Life of Guthlac, which in turn was based upon oral tradition and the eye-witness accounts
of Guthlac’s associates, Cissa, who inherited his anchorage, Beccel, his companion at
Crowland, and possibly Pega. Guthlac’s biography was copied and enhanced by subsequent
authors, rendering it difficult for the modern historian to separate fact from fiction.
Nevertheless, all of the known citations of Pega concur that she was of noble birth, the
virgin sister of Guthlac, an anchorite and miracle worker, who lived within a day’s journey
from Crowland, probably as Orderic Vitalis maintained and etymological evidence
suggests, at Peakirk.

The most logical location for Pega’s cell is on the site of the ‘Hermitage Chapel’, a former
island that may have been perceived as a wilderness on the frontier of Peterborough
Abbey’s late seventh-century territory (Figure 3). Although Pega died in Rome,
recollections of her sanctity and exploits were preserved by oral tradition and it is possible
that a cult developed in the vicinity. However, it seems unlikely that a conventional pre-
870 monastery existed in Peakirk as ‘Ingulph’ claimed. During the mid tenth-century
period of monastic renaissance, a centre of worship appears to have been established on
the gravel margins west of the ‘Hermitage’ site.

There is inconclusive evidence to substantiate that Abbot Turketyl founded Pegelandæ
Cœnobium and that it was united with Crowland c.1048, as claimed by Orderic Vitalis and
‘Ingulph’. Moreover, Peakirk lay unambiguously within the Peterborough’s late tenth-
century prouincia, which during Leofric’s abbacy (1055-66) also included Crowland. Thus,
it appears that Crowland’s claims to the settlement of Peakirk were based on the grounds
that Pega was Guthlac’s sister and deemed to be his subordinate. However, Bishop
Æthelwold of Winchester (c.910-84) founded or reformed the Old and New Minsters at
Winchester, Abingdon, Ely and Thorney, all of which had connections with local saints.
Therefore, it is also possible that c.1016 Eadmund Ironside also may have aspired to endow
a minster church staffed by a college of secular canons to offer pastoral care to the
population of Pegecyrcan, upgrading the status of a pre-existing church which had close
associations with St Pega. If such a college existed, the most practical location for its
precincts would have been to the south and west of Car Dyke and north of Rectory Lane.

Peakirk’s absence from Domesday Book may be explained by the possibility that it was
included in the Glinton assessment. Etton, Helpston, Maxey and Northborough, declared
by ‘Ingulph’ as possessions of Peakirk in 1013, were also excluded from the survey. Thus,
we may speculate that these parishes may have formed a ‘multiple estate’, controlled by the
abbot of Peterborough, but with its religious centre at Peakirk and its caput or manorial
centre at Glinton. It is not within the remit of this paper to explore Peakirk’s relationship
with the neighbouring settlements of Glinton, Etton, Helpston, Maxey and
Northborough, all of which now form the modern benefice of parishes. However, the
author anticipates that it will be the subject for future research.
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The Peterborough Chronicles

NICHOLAS KARN and EDMUND KING

In the central middle ages, the monks of Peterborough Abbey produced or edited a series
of chronicles, which set out to explain how the monks understood the position of their
abbey in relation to its past, in relation to its neighbours, and in relation to the English
kingdom and western Christendom as a whole. With a couple of significant exceptions,
they are all in Latin, and can be regarded as expressions of the learned and Latin culture
of the medieval church; but they also include other material, drawn from oral sources or
from vernacular works, especially poetry, which show the rootedness of the abbey in its
Northamptonshire and Midlands context. The number and scope of these chronicles has
not clearly been set out, and so this essay will provide a short analysis of each work and
set it in its context.

The first of these is what may be termed the house chronicle. This chronicle provides the
corporate memory of the monastery. Three monks in particular are associated with the
labour of writing, Hugh Candidus (in the mid-12th century), Robert of Swaffham (in the
mid-13th century), and Walter of Whittlesey (in the early-14th century). The chronicle has
been edited in its entirety only once, by Joseph Sparke in the early eighteenth century.1W.
T. Mellows published a fine edition of the first portion of the chronicle, by Hugh
Candidus, shortly before his death in 1950.2 It is clear from his papers that he intended to
move on to publish the second portion, that associated with Robert of Swaffham and
Walter of Whittlesey.3 His establishment of the Anthony Mellows Memorial Trust will
allow that intention to be realised.4 A new edition of the house chronicle is projected in
two volumes. The second volume, but the first published, will contain the later material,
which is only available in the very rare and somewhat inadequate edition of Sparke. It is
then hoped to reuse Mellows’ texts, along with other surviving materials, as the basis for
a new edition of Hugh Candidus.

It is through the house chronicle that one can best appreciate the genius loci, the sense of
place. It starts with the site of the monastery, which ‘once was called Medeshamstede and
is now generally called Burch’. Its site, on an island within the Fens, ‘which I believe God
himself raised, with the intent that it should be the habitation of those servants of God
who had chosen to dwell there’, made it uniquely favoured. And these early monks did
not lack ambition:5

On this place, seeing that it was so good and splendid, so fit and pleasant indeed, and so
fruitful and delectable and rich and comely as well: a very paradise on earth granted to them
by God, did its first builders set their monastery, striving to build no commonplace structure,
but a second Rome, or a daughter of Rome in England.

The monastery grew rich and became known as the ‘golden borough’,6 for in its size it
seemed like a city and it contained many treasures. Threats to this prosperity came from the
outside, first from the Danes, looting and pillaging, and then from the Normans. The

1 Joseph Sparke, ed., Historiae Coenobii Burgensis Scriptores Varii (London, 1723).
2 W. T. Mellows, ed., The Chronicle of Hugh Candidus (Oxford, 1949), prints the Latin text and there is an
English translation in The Peterborough Chronicle of Hugh Candidus, trans. Charles Mellows and William Thomas
Mellows, 2nd edn. (Peterborough, 1966). 
3 Hugh Candidus, p. 132 note 1.
4 Sandra Raban, ‘Records of the past: William Mellows and the monks of Peterborough’, Northamptonshire Past
and Present, 58 (2005), 7-16.
5 Hugh Candidus, pp. 4-6; trans. pp. 2-3. Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in England c.550-c.1307 (London,
1974), p. 281, notes that the Ely and Ramsey chronicles commence with similar passages.
6 Hugh Candidus, p. 66; trans. p. 35.



Norman Conquest was presented as a catastrophe. ‘That city which was called the Golden
Borough became the poorest of cities’, for their treasures were looted and their possessions
diminished, ‘so that scarcely a third of the abbey remained in demesne’.7 Domesday Book
does not confirm the monks’ figures, but the issue may have been as much one of confidence
as of cash. And the losses were real enough: 46 per cent of the abbey’s lands had to be given
to the descendants of the 140 armed men who came with Abbot Turold, a member of the
church militant, to oppose the English resistance leader Hereward ‘and his genge’.8

The last episode in the abbey chronicle for which Hugh Candidus was an eye-witness was
the election of abbot William of Waterville in 1155.9William was from one of the knightly
families that held of the abbey, and reportedly a confidant of the new king, Henry II. It is
interesting that this is the last episode in another work, which also goes under the name
The Peterborough Chronicle. This is no other than the final continuation of the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is a complicated work, preserved through a number
of manuscripts from different churches, each of which offers a distinct version of the text.
All, however, depend upon and share a common text for the annals to the late tenth
century, which was made at the court of King Alfred the Great to glorify the Wessex
dynasty. Thereafter, great churches continued the work, producing multiple continuations
with different local flavours, but often sharing sources and borrowing from other churches’
continuations. Peterborough’s version was made after the disastrous fire of 1116, when a
version of the chronicle was borrowed from Canterbury and copied with many additions
of Peterborough interest, and then continued independently.10

The final entries in the Peterborough text of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle represent not so
much a narrative as a series of meditations on the disorders of Stephen’s reign. These are
classic texts on what has become known as ‘the anarchy’.

When the traitors understood that he was a mild man, and gentle and good, and did not exact
the full penalties of the law, they perpetrated every enormity. They had done him homage and
sworn oaths, but they kept no pledge; all of them were perjured and their pledges nullified,
for every powerful man built his castles and held them against him and they filled the country
full of castles. They oppressed the wretched people of the country severely with castle-
building. … I have neither the ability nor the power to tell all the horrors nor all the torments
they inflicted upon wretched people in this country; and that lasted the nineteen years while
Stephen was king, and it was always going from bad to worse. They levied taxes on the villages
every so often, and called it ‘protection money’. When the wretched people had no more to
give, they robbed and burned the villages, so that you could easily go a whole day’s journey
and never find anyone occupying a village, nor land tilled. … Wherever cultivation was done,
the ground produced no corn, because the land was all ruined by such doings, and they said
openly that Christ and his saints were asleep.11

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and Hugh Candidus together show the monastery as making
an important contribution to one of the most productive phases of English historical
scholarship. It is argued in the literature that credit for this should be shared between at
least two of the monks.12 Hugh Candidus wrote his chronicle in Latin, in a clear,
unvarnished style. The other monk wrote in English, much more freely and poetically (as
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7 Hugh Candidus, pp. 80-5; trans. pp. 42-5.
8 Edmund King, Peterborough Abbey 1086-1310: A Study in the Land Market (Cambridge, 1973), pp. 13-14.
9 Hugh Candidus, pp. 124-7; trans. pp. 68-70.
10 The Peterborough Chronicle 1070-1154, ed. Cecily Clark, 2nd edn. (Oxford, 1970): the election of abbot
William is s.a. 1154, p. 60.
11 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: A Revised Translation, ed. Dorothy Whitelock, with David C. Douglas and Susie
I. Tucker, 2nd edn. (London, 1965), s.a. 1137, pp. 198-200.
12 The Peterborough Chronicle (The Bodleian Manuscript Laud Misc. 636), ed. D. Whitelock (Copenhagen, 1954),
pp. 33-4; Peterborough Chronicle, ed. Clark, pp. xxvi-xxviii.
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the above passage shows). Knowles commented that ‘a patriotic and strangely melancholy
spirit pervades the entries in the last text of the old English chronicle’.13 He refers to the
‘two chroniclers’.14 A monk who was comfortable if not proficient in both languages is not
out of the question, however.15 We will find at least one later monk who writes both in
Latin and the vernacular.

The chronicle of the house would be continued up to the early fourteenth century, first
by (or for) Robert of Swaffham and then by Walter of Whittlesey. The two continuators
dealt mainly with the abbots through brief biographies which focus on their building
works and their land transactions, particularly as these affected the choir monks. But
‘national’ affairs impinge at times, with abbots active at court, kings visiting the monastery,
and with a civil war being fought over ground that the abbey controlled. Perhaps the best-
networked of the abbots within this timeframe was Benedict (1177-93). He had been an
eye-witness to the murder of Thomas Becket and wrote a Life of the saint. He was said to
have been a particular intimate of Richard I, and active in government when the king was
on crusade; when news came of the king’s capture whilst on his way home, it was his idea
that the chalices of all the English clergy should be melted down to pay his ransom. The
abbot starts to come to life in Swaffham’s chronicle,16 though never as vividly as his
contemporary Samson of Bury St Edmunds in the pages of Jocelin of Brakelond.

13 David Knowles, The Monastic Order in England, 2nd edn. (Cambridge, 1963), p. 127.
14 Knowles, p. 182.
15 Knowles makes the very interesting suggestion that many Latin authors of the time may have been much
more familiar with, and as it were ‘translating’ from, English (p. 184 note 1, and generally, pp. 182-4, 271-2).
16 Sparke, pp. 97-103; Edmund King, ‘Benedict of Peterborough and the cult of Thomas Becket’,
Northamptonshire Past and Present, 9:3 (1996-97), 213-20.

Figure 1. The beginning of the Peterborough Chronicle in the Book of Walter
of Whittlesey (© British Library Board. All Rights Reserved. Add. MS 39758, fo. 20r)



By the time Walter of Whittlesey wrote the abbey was keeping detailed financial records
and his chronicle verges at times towards a quantitative history. His figures show how the
civil war of Henry III’s reign impacted on the monastery. The abbot started on the wrong
foot, for some of the abbey knights had been captured at the battle of Northampton,17 and
they claimed – ‘falsely’ interjects the chronicler – that the abbot had sent them there. He
never regained his equilibrium. The king even threatened to close the monastery down
and was only placated by large and repeated fines. Everything is carefully itemized, from
the payment of £333 6s. 8d (i.e. 500 marks) levied on the abbot, ‘because he had held with
the barons after the battle of Lewes’, to the loss of two cart-horses, two bulls and one cow,
valued at 46s 8d, driven off from Biggin Grange by men unnamed. In all the abbot paid
out the enormous sum of £4324 18s 6d, though part of this was to pay off his
predecessor’s debts which were attracting penal rates of interest. This section of the
chronicle reads almost as a litany of a decade of hardship.18 The abbey’s relationship with
the next king, Edward I, was rather more cordial. He and his family visited the monastery
in 1302. He could always be relied upon to say the right thing. But this was not true of
his son (later to be Edward II), as the chronicler records with some feeling.19

Abbot Godfrey also received at Peterborough the lord Edward, the king’s son, and the lord
Piers of Gaveston, to whom he gave gifts as follows. When a messenger was sent by the abbot
to the lord Edward, with a cup valued at £100, he asked intemperately if he had been sent
with a gift for the lord Piers as well. When he said that he had not, the lord Edward refused
to accept the cup and sent it back. The messenger was then sent to the lord Piers, with
another cup valued at £40, which he gratefully received. The messenger then asked the lord
Piers to advise the abbot if the first cup would now prove acceptable to the lord Edward, and
he was told that it would. The messenger then let on that the lord Edward had refused to
receive him. The lord Piers then summoned his chamberlain and told him: ‘Go to the lord
Edward and say that I would like him to receive the abbot’s gift’. They then went to the lord
Edward with the said cup, and he received them courteously and thanked the abbot for his
gifts.

The relationship of Edward II and his favourite Piers Gaveston would play a central role
in the politics of the early years of that king’s reign. This of course is the abbey’s ‘Piers
Gaveston story’. And it is a good one, for it bears on, and could usefully have been used
in, discussion of the treasure which came to the exchequer after Gaveston’s execution in
June 1312.20 There is much material of this kind in the house chronicle and it is hoped
that a new edition will help to make it more accessible.

The monastery at Peterborough had a fine library and works of history with broader
concerns were well represented in it. Though much has been lost two significant volumes,
which may be considered as chronicles, survive in the Cottonian collection in the British
Library. Each has provoked considerable discussion as to authorship. The first of them bears
the heading Gesta Henrici II Benedicti Abbatis (‘Abbot Benedict’s The Deeds of Henry II’).21
A literal translation of this title, which is not contemporary with the writing of the text,
made Benedict the author of the work. Stubbs showed over a century ago that he could
not have been, and the work is now attributed to Roger of Howden.22 It was simply that
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17 On the conflict in its local setting, see R. F. Treharne, ‘The Battle of Northampton’, Northamptonshire Past
and Present, 2:2 (1955), 73-90.
18 Sparke, pp. 132-45.
19 Sparke, pp. 171-2: ‘petiit idem Edwardus incontinenti’.
20 Pierre Chaplais, Piers Gaveston: Edward II’s Adoptive Brother (Oxford, 1994), pp. 90-108.
21 BL, Cotton MS Julius A.xi, fos. 3r-112r. An admirable catalogue of these Cottonian manuscripts is now
available on-line. 
22 Gesta Regis Henrici Secundi Benedicti Abbatis, ed. W. Stubbs, 2 vols (Rolls Series, 49: London, 1867), i, pp. l-liii;
David Corner, ‘Howden, Roger of (d. 1201/2)’, Oxford DNB (Oxford, 2004).
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this was ‘Abbot Benedict’s book’, one of the books that he caused to be copied and added
to the library.23

A similar title in the second volume has provided a more intractable problem. This reads
Chronicon Anglie per Johannem Abbatem Burgi Sancti Petri (‘Abbot John of Peterborough’s
Chronicle of England’).24 Here both the authorship and the identification with
Peterborough have proved contentious. Liebermann, again over a century ago, called the
work ‘The Peterborough-Spalding annals’, but more recently the Peterborough
connection has been discounted, and they appear simply as ‘the Spalding annals’.25 It is
certainly true that these annals note the priors of Spalding from 1229 to 1353, giving
several of them substantial obituaries. On the other hand: the work starts with the
foundation of the monastery at Peterborough in 654; considerable attention is paid to the
abbots of Peterborough, particularly from the Conquest up to the early thirteenth century;
and as late as 1227 there are two entries ‘of purely Peterborough interest’ included within
the ‘national news’. Also distinctive is the fact that some of the Peterborough entries have
precise dates, e.g. for the start of the new abbey church in 1117 and the reception of abbot
Martin of Bec in 1133; these dates are also to be found in, and may have been taken from
Hugh Candidus.26 The most recent discussion sees ‘a Peterborough book’ as lying behind
several important thirteenth century chronicles, including ‘the Spalding annals’.27 At least
so far as this latter work is concerned, this identification is surely right. As to how the
Spalding continuation then as it were came back to Peterborough, there are equally several
possibilities. But it would be wrong, without good evidence, to discount the memory of
the house. And this states firmly that the volume was ‘abbot John’s book’. John Deeping
was a long-lived abbot of Peterbough, ruling the house from 1408-1438. And he was a
local man. Deeping Fen stretched up the gates of Spalding Priory. The first editor of
‘Abbot John’s Chronicle’, Joseph Sparke, suggested that this volume may have been
procured for the monastery by abbot John Deeping. Sparke has not always had a good
press, and he may have been ‘mad a quarter of a year together every year’,28 but on this
occasion he may have been right.29

The borrowings were not all in one direction. Just as the chronicles of Peterborough were
copied for other religious houses, so works of neighbouring religious houses were copied
for Peterborough. A version of the Bury St Edmunds chronicle was transcribed for
Peterborough around the year 1295, with some Peterborough material being inserted and
some Bury material deleted. This process can be traced with some exactness since, most
unusually, not just the copy made for the Peterborough library survives but also the very
text that it was copied from.30 Almost identical in date is another Peterborough chronicle,

23 Karsten Friis-Jensen and James M. W. Willoughby, Peterborough Abbey (Corpus of British Medieval Library
Catalogues, 8: London, 2001), pp. 15-22, where the Gesta Henrici is item no. 42.
24 BL, Cotton MS Claudius A.v, fos. 2r-45v. Chronicon Angliae Petriburgense, ed. J. A. Giles (Caxton Society:
London, 1845).
25 F. Liebermann, Ueber ostenglische Geschichtsquellen des 12, 13, 14 Jahrhunderts, besonders den falshen Ingulf
(Hanover, 1892), pp. 11-12; Gransden, p. 403 note 155; Henry Summerson, ‘Peterborough, John of (supp. fl.
1369)’, Oxford DNB.
26 Giles, pp. 78, 87.
27 Richard Kay, ‘Walter of Coventry and the Barnwell Chronicle’, Traditio, 54 (1999), 141-67.
28 Remarks and Collections of Thomas Hearne, ed. C. E. Doble et al., 8 (Oxford Historical Society, 50, 1907), p.
382, as cited in G. Le G. Norgate (rev. W. J. Sheils), ‘Sparke, Joseph (1682-1740)’, Oxford DNB. 
29 Kay, pp. 161-2 note 71, concurs. 
30 The copy made for Peterborough is now in the Parker Library at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, MS
92; the text for the period 1152 to 1294 is printed from this manuscript in Florence of Worcester, Chronicon
ex Chronicis, ed. Benjamin Thorpe, 2 vols (English Historical Society, 1848-9), ii. 136-279. The exemplar is
London, College of Arms, MS XXX; printed, The Chronicle of Bury St Edmunds 1212-1301, ed. Antonia
Gransden (London, 1964). For the identification, ibid., p. xvii, and Gransden, Historical Writing, pp. 402-3.



covering the years 1122 to 1295, which has been attributed to William of Woodford (abbot
1296-99).31 Up until 1226 the entries are extracted from other chronicles; from this point
on it is original and becomes increasingly detailed: almost three-quarters of the text is
devoted to the years 1280-94.32 It describes lawsuits in which the abbey is involved. It is
also a valuable source for Edward I’s involvement in Welsh affairs. Here, as in the barons’
wars, national politics impinged on the abbey, for it was to Northampton, in January 1283,
that the knights of the shire and the clergy were summoned to grant taxation for the Welsh
war.33 From the 1290s onwards the abbots would keep separate registers of such material:34
this ‘chronicle’ is in its later sections analagous to a register of abbot Richard of London
(1274-95).

The British Library contains two works that were compiled by, and partly written by, and
possibly even illustrated by, Walter of Whittlesey, a monk of Peterborough. The first of them
was termed by Janet Martin, in her invaluable catalogue of the abbey’s registers, The Book
of Walter of Whittlesey.35 The title could hardly be improved upon. It is his book. The first
half of the book contains the house chronicle, up to the death of abbot Godfrey in 1321,
and then continued in another hand up to 1338-9 (Figure 1). The second half of the book
is a cartulary, containing specifically ‘privileges’ granted by successive popes (1116-1360)
and by the kings of England (664-1329). Hardly an inch of parchment is wasted. The
margins contain a further chronicle of England up to the year 1274 (to which we will
return), the escheator’s account for the abbey following the death of abbot Godfrey of
Crowland on 21 August 1321, a chronicle of the popes (written alongside the papal
privileges) and various legal proceedings involving the house 1329-1333. It may even have
been Whittlesey who added a version of the Anglo-Norman Brut chronicle to the margins
of the later folios of the house’s copy of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.36 It seems now almost
sacrilege to have defaced a precious manuscript in this way, but Whittlesey did not
differentiate between his texts. All was grist to his mill.

A large chunk of Whittlesey’s book is taken up by the charters issued by the kings of
England. Those kings are the subject of the second manuscript made by Whittlesey to be
found in the British Library.37 This is not a book but an illustrated genealogical roll, of a
type that was particularly popular in the early fourteenth century.38 This traces the kings
of England from Saxon times. Each is shown enthroned in a roundel, from which descend
the kings and princes they engendered, placed companionably in a single line (Figure 2).
The Whittlesey roll is distinctive in two ways when compared with the other rolls of this
type. First, because there are sections in Latin as well as (what is more usual) in French.
Second, because its author is a monk. For these rolls are traditionally seen as ‘popular
history’. Thus, according to their first editor, they were commissioned by wealthy laymen
as ‘popular historical manuals … for the instruction of [their] children’;39 these are early
versions, if you like, of ‘Little Arthur’s History of England’. More broadly and more

22 northamptonshire past and present

31 London, Society of Antiquaries, MS 60, fos. 75r-80v, 85r-136v; Chronicon Petroburgense, ed. T. Stapleton
(Camden Society, xlvii, 1849).
32 Kay, pp. 156-61.
33 Gransden, pp. 452-3.
34 Janet D. Martin, The Cartularies and Registers of Peterborough Abbey (Peterborough D & C, Anthony Mellows
Memorial Trust 1 / NRS 28, 1978), pp. xiv-xv, 36-45.
35 Martin, pp. 17-19.
36 Cecily Clark, ‘The Anglo-Norman Chronicle’, in The Peterborough Chronicle, ed. Whitelock, pp. 39-43, at
42 note 21.
37BL Add. MS 47170; for a brief description, with illustrations, see Anon., ‘A royal pedigree and a picture of
the Black Prince’, The Ancestor, xi (1904), 158-60.
38 A roll of this type was sold by Sam Fogg, London, in 2005, priced at £350,000, and the fine catalogue
illustrates the roll in its entirety: Alixe Bovey, The Chaworth Roll: A Fourteenth-Century Genealogy of the Kings of
England (London, 2005); H. R. Woudhuysen, review in Times Literary Supplement, 3 June 2005, p. 29.
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cautiously, Michael Clanchy suggests that ‘they were perhaps intended for laymen of
restricted literacy’.40 This roll provides a reminder, if one were needed, that there was no
hard and fast distinction to be made between ‘popular’ and ‘elite’ culture at this time. Walter
of Whittlesey’s taste in history was catholic, ranging from the history of his own monastery
to the history of the nation and of its kings.

It was Whittlesey who preserved the final chronicle which we consider, written in
minuscule within the margins of his text, which has entries running from Brutus to the
time of Edward I. The work is mainly digested from popular sources, such as Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain and Henry of Huntingdon’s History of the
English, but ‘from 1200 to 1235 the source is uncertain’.41 We print here an extract from
this section of the chronicle. It describes what happened when the tyrant, King John, died
in 1216. John was still at that time in conflict with his barons, who controlled London and
much of eastern England and who had enlisted the support of the French. The French
contingent was under the leadership of Louis, the son of the French king; the new king
of England was Henry III, a boy of only nine years old. Among the barons loyal to the
new king, the pride of place was held by two men, William Marshal, earl of Pembroke,
who was appointed regent of England, and Ranulf III (de Blundeville), earl of Chester. It

Figure 2. King John and his descendants, from the genealogical roll of Walter
of Whittlesey (© British Library Board. All Rights Reserved. Add. MS 47170)

39 Thomas Wright, Feudal Manuals of English History, a Series of Popular Sketches of Our National History, Compiled
at Different Periods, from the Thirteenth Century to the Fifteenth, for the Use of the Feudal Gentry and Nobility
(London, 1872), p. ix.
40 M. T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England 1066-1307, 2nd edn. (Oxford, 1993), p. 142.
41 T. D. Hardy, Descriptive Catalogue of Materials relating to the History of Great Britain and Ireland, 3 vols (Rolls
Series, 26: London, 1862-71), iii. 202-3.



was they who won a significant victory in capturing the city of Lincoln, which was held
by the French. The count of Perche was killed during the engagement (Figure 3). The
French forces left shortly thereafter, following a further naval defeat off Sandwich, and the
civil war was over.42

When King John had gone the way of all flesh, the great men of England, and especially
those, clergy and laity, from the eastern sea as far as Lincoln, wished to avoid the father’s
tyranny in a son taking after his father. So they agreed on this, that the blood of such a tyrant
should be wholly eradicated from the land (for they had not considered the prophecy saying,
‘the son shall not bear the iniquity of his father’); and they agreed that some other should
become king than the rightful heir of the kingdom whom they had raised up. So, they sent
into France for Louis, son of the king of France, then a boy of about fourteen years, that they
might elevate him as king over them, and his father entrusted him to the great men of
England for this enterprise under the guardianship of the count of Perche and of many other
nobles of France. Thus Louis came to London, where he received the homages and fealties of
the men of the region, and then, in order to accept the same from the great men of the
North, he hurried to Lincoln. Knowing this, Earl Ranulf of Chester, who had not consented
to this conspiracy, gathered together other great men of the North, amongst whom he was
the foremost and most powerful, when he took an oath to the son of King John, the true heir
of the kingdom. So, gathering a great army, he hurried the journey to Lincoln; and after the
fourth day of Louis’s coming to Lincoln, he came to the count who had been waiting for that
time. Then, the count of Perche, considering his short stature, pronounced: ‘Did we expect
after such a time someone so small, so very little?’43 Hearing which, the earl replied: ‘I swear
to God and St Mary, whose church this is, that before vespers tomorrow, I will be seen by
you stronger and greater than this bell tower’. And so in anger each went back, Ranulf
returning to the castle. The earl of Lincoln then was John Lacy, sometime constable of
Chester, whom on account of his good service in the Holy Land, the said Earl Ranulf
promoted, with Margaret his niece, to the county of Lincoln.44

And then, the said Earl Ranulf with the other magnates gave orders for his gathered army,
and, arriving that same night, they entered the castle of Lincoln by the west gate. Day having
come, the count of Perche, armed apart from the head, went up into the cathedral church
with all his men, where they left Louis, before departing in order to provoke Earl Ranulf to
fight. At the first shout the earl had the gates of the castle opened, and he and his men made
an attack towards the count, and killed the count of Perche and all who went up with him.
Moreover, he captured Louis, and in the cathedral church, upon the body of the Lord, upon
the holy gospels of God, and upon the relics of saints, placed upon the high altar, Louis swore
that he would never exact the realm of England, and that he would hurry to leave the realm
of England with his men, never to return, and that, when he had received his father’s realm,
he would return Normandy to the realm of England.

Having sworn this, he left England without delay. And on the same day Earl Ranulf gave
orders concerning Henry, son of King John, who meanwhile had been left alone in a certain
cow farm belonging to the abbey of Bardney, near Lincoln, on the western side. Being led
thence, and being placed upon the above-mentioned altar, Earl Ranulf, by a single white rod,
signifying the sceptre, returned his inheritance to him, that is, the realm of England, and
having done this, gave him homage and fealty, and after him all the other magnates. The same
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42 William Dugdale, The Baronage of England, 2 vols (London, 1675-6), i. 42-3, gives a translation of this extract.
What follows is a new translation, from the original Latin text, which is printed in the Appendix.
43 This appears to be the only indication that Earl Ranulf was unusually short.
44 This may be somewhat confused. John de Lacy was described as constable of Chester when he received his
inheritance (Complete Peerage, vii. 676), but only received the title as earl of Lincoln after the death of Earl
Ranulf (Complete Peerage, vii. 678–9), though the account is correct in stating that his right to the title came
from his wife, daughter of Ranulf ’s sister.
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Ranulf obtained from the king, for this labour, the body of his enemy, and all the possessions
of Maurice de Gaunt, who was at that time one of the great men of the land, and founder of
the abbey of Vaudey in Kesteven.

‘A highly mythical account’, said John Horace Round, who was a great one for debunking
myths. He did not ask, but surely we should ask, where this mythical account comes from.
There is a famous passage in Piers Plowman, in which one of the characters, Sloth,
remarks:45

I don’t know my paternoster by heart, as the priest sings it,
But I know rhymes about Robin Hood and Randolph, earl of Chester.

The stories of Robin Hood are well known but those of Ranulf of Chester are more
difficult to identify. The passage suggests, however, that in the late fourteenth century the
tales of both these heroes enjoyed a wide circulation. Ranulf does occur in the romance
of Fouke fitz Waryn, but he appears only briefly and comes off second-best.46 But in the
passage from this Peterborough chronicle, the diminutive figure of Ranulf, earl of Chester,
commands the stage. He is the leader of the royal forces; he and his men kill the count of
Perche; he gets the French king to leave the realm of England; he then brings the young
king, Henry III, out of hiding, and solemnly restores his inheritance to him. Should we
look behind the text for rhymes of Ranulf, earl of Chester? It is tempting to do so. The tale
is admittedly highly condensed - any troubadour worthy of his salt would have required
many stanzas to recount such stirring deeds. But the exchange between the earl of Chester
and the count of Perche, with its almost Music Hall comedy, is in every way characteristic
of the genre.

Figure 3. Death of the count of Perche outside Lincoln castle, drawing by
Matthew Paris from his chronicle

(© The Master and Fellows of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge. MS 16, fo. 51v)

45 Langland, Piers Plowman, Passus V, lines 401-2, ed. J. A. W. Bennett (Oxford, 1972), p. 49; trans. Jenny King.
46 Glyn Burgess, Two Medieval Outlaws: Eustace the Monk and Fouke fitz Waryn (Cambridge, 1997), pp. 174-6.



The question would then arise, if we were allowed to continue with this hypothesis,
whether these ‘rhymes of Randolph’ would have had anything to contribute to an account
of the Battle of Lincoln? This is a more difficult question. The direct royal involvement is
certainly myth. At the time of the battle Louis of France was at Dover not at Lincoln, while
the young Henry III was most likely at the castle at Nottingham rather than in a cow-
house in the Lincolnshire countryside. They have been brought into the city so that the
end of the civil war can be condensed into a single episode. What of the relative
importance in the battle of ‘earl Ranulf and the other magnates’? It is known that there
was tension at this time between earl Ranulf and William Marshal, the regent. In the
History of the Marshal, earl Ranulf claims the right to strike the first blow, and rides out
from camp at the head of the army, but he then reappears only late in the day, attacking
the city from the south-east. 47 It is almost as though Ranulf of Chester has been edited
out. In our account, however, he enters by the west gate. This west gate (and possibly a
distinct west gate which led directly into the castle), feature in other accounts as having
been stormed by John Marshal, a nephew of the regent, and by Peter des Roches, the
bishop of Winchester. It has been shown that the author of the History drew on two
different versions of the battle, which rather than collate he simply laid end to end.48 It
might then be argued that what we have here in our Peterborough text is taken from a
third version, which prioritises Ranulf of Chester. This might then be the source for the
Welsh Brut, which singles out Ranulf and Falkes de Bréauté,49 and it might lie behind a
song on the battle which refers to ‘the shield of Chester’ at the heart of the action.50 There
were doubtless other versions also. Roger of Wendover, well placed at Belvoir, mentions
all the leaders so far listed but gives no one of them the predominant role.51

This would not be the only example in the Peterborough chronicles of the use of
vernacular verse as a source and inspiration. Most importantly, the monks were responsible
for the preservation of the Gesta Erwardi, the twelfth-century Latin translation of the lost
English epic poem of the life and deeds of Hereward the Wake, for the text was included
in the Book of Robert of Swaffham, and extracts in the Book of Walter of Whittlesey.52
This translation was made at Ely, and a few lines were preserved by the monks there;
however, Hereward had an important if destructive role in Peterborough’s history, and so
interest in his deeds at the abbey seems natural.
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47 History of William Marshal, ed. A. J. Holden, S. Gregory, and D. Crouch, 3 vols (Anglo-Norman Text Society,
2002-6), ll. 16215-20 (2, pp. 312-13) for the disagreement; ll. 16247-8 (2, pp. 314-15) for the earl of Chester
setting off from Torksey at the head of the royalist forces; ll. 16785-7 (2, pp. 340-1) for the later skirmish. T. F.
Tout, ‘The Fair of Lincoln and the Histoire de Guillaume le Maréchal’, in The Collected Papers of Thomas Frederick
Tout, ii (Manchester, 1934), 191-220, at 212, and F. M. Powicke, Henry III and the Lord Edward, 2 vols (Oxford,
1947), i. 12, ii. 738, take their lead here from the History. D. A. Carpenter, The Minority of Henry III (London,
1990), pp. 37-9, suggests that Ranulf of Chester may have attacked the North gate. 
48 Tout, Collected Papers, ii. 197; Crouch, History of William Marshal, iii. 30-1.
49 Brut Y Tywysogyon or the Chronicle of the Princes: Peniarth MS. 20 Version, ed. Thomas Jones (Cardiff, 1952), p.
94: ‘the troop at the head of which were the earl of Chester and Falkes de Bréauté came into the castle through
an unfamiliar door’.
50 Thomas Wright’s Political Songs of England: From the Reign of John to that of Edward II, ed. Peter Coss
(Cambridge, 1996), p. 24: ‘Cestrensis clipeus … comitumque sodales Cestrenses’.
51 Roger of Wendover, Chronica, sive Flores Historiarum, ed. H. O. Coxe, 5 vols (English Historical Society,
1841-4), iv. 18-19; there is a similar list in the Histoire des Ducs de Normandie et des Rois d’Angleterre, ed. F. Michel
(Société de l’histoire de France, 1840), pp. 194-5, where ‘li cuens d’Eciestre’ (Exeter) is clearly an error for ‘li
cuens de Ciestre’ (Chester).
52 Martin, p. 10; British Museum: Catalogue of Additions to the Manuscripts, 1916–1920 (London, 1933), p. 172
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More mysteriously, the Chronicon Anglie per Johannem abbatem Burgi Sancti Petri mentions in
its annal for 1148 a lost work, an epic of the deeds of one Drogo the sheriff.53 Nothing
else is known of this work, but its apparent use in the making of one of the Peterborough
chronicles matches the presumed circumstances of the account of Ranulf of Chester rather
closely. The connection with poetry was not made in one direction only, however, for
seemingly at the end of the thirteenth or start of the fourteenth century the monks
versified into French (or commissioned the versification of) parts of Hugh Candidus’s
history of the abbey, and this survives as the La Geste de Burch.54 The editor of this work
conjectured that it was translated into French as a means of explaining Peterborough’s
understanding of its past and the glories thereof to notable visitors.

Perhaps the last major essay in historical writing undertaken at the abbey was the volume
known as Henry of Pytchley’s Book of Fees, which was made around 1400.55 It is not a
single history comparable to some of the chronicles discussed before, but instead the
greater part of it comprises a series of short accounts, each of which described the
succession to the various knights’ fees created by the abbey in the eleventh century, and
which drew heavily upon many of the cartularies and registers of the abbey. Despite its
use of these, it cannot be described as a business book, however, because service levied
from the knights’ fees had, by the time of its writing, not been summoned for decades, and
because it is hard to see what its practical function might have been, for it is not obviously
of value as a guide to the muniments. Rather, it seems to have been a purely antiquarian
compilation, which sought to depict some aspects of the relationship between the abbey
and its knightly tenants, who were partners with the abbot in the running of the district,
and were the immediate elite neighbours and supporters of the abbey. As such, like many
of the other chronicles, it set out a view of the abbey in relation to the world outside, if
in this case in relation to a part of the outside world neglected in many of the more
annalistic compositions.

Chronicles are perhaps the most characteristic product of the culture of medieval
monasteries, especially Benedictine ones. The monks of Peterborough Abbey were entirely
conventional in their production and preservation of such writings, but were unusual in
that they made or copied far more historical writing than other abbeys comparable in size
and wealth. For instance, nearby Ramsey Abbey in Huntingdonshire was the closest in
wealth to Peterborough according to Domesday Book, yet, for all the merits of its late
twelfth-century history, produced nowhere near Peterborough’s range of historical
writing. Peterborough was also unusual in that its historical writings were made by many
monks over a long period of time; elsewhere, historical writing seems more a product of
individual enthusiasm than a consistent institutional interest, as for instance at Malmesbury
Abbey in Wiltshire, where the very considerable historical remains were largely the work
of one man, William of Malmesbury. Peterborough’s chronicles are thus an important and
distinctive group of texts, which not only provide specific information but also indicate
something of the culture around Peterborough’s cloister, both its participation in themes
common in monastic life, and local variations on them.

53 S. Marritt, ‘Drogo the Sheriff: A neglected lost romance tradition and Anglo-Norwegian relations in the
twelfth century’, Historical Research, 80 (2007), 157–184.
54 Edited and translated by A. Bell as an appendix to Hugh Candidus, pp. 177–218.
55 Cambridge, Peterborough D & C MS 7: The first part is ed. William Thomas Mellows, Northamptonshire
Record Society, 2 (1927); the second volume is now being edited and will appear in the Mellows Trust series.



Appendix: The Battle of Lincoln, 1217
Sir William Dugdale (1605–1686) prefaced his extract with the rubric ‘Ex minori registro
Petroburgensis coenobii, per fratrem Walterum de Wittlesey eiusdem domus monachum’
(‘From the lesser register of Peterborough monastery, by Brother Walter of Whittlesey,
monk of the same house’). It is overwhelmingly likely that Dugdale used BL ms. 39758,
because his text is clearly the same, and he linked it with Walter of Whittlesey, whose name
appears on the first folio of this manuscript; his rubric presumably calls it the lesser register
in opposition to a greater register, perhaps that of Swaffham, rather than in opposition to
any other work of Walter of Whittlesey. What is less clear is where Dugdale saw the
manuscript, for he does not give any information about this. He probably saw it in 1659 or
1660, because on fol. 39v of the same notebook is a comment that he saw a deed
transcribed there in November 1659 in the possession of the earl of Elgin, but there seems
to be no other evidence for where Whittlesey’s register was at this point. Whittlesey’s
register could not have been in the hands of the dean and chapter at that point, because it
was in abeyance during the protectorate; but in 1675 Dugdale noted that it was ‘Walter de
Whittlesey MS, penes Dec. & Cap. Petreburg’. Perhaps he knew that the volume had gone
back to the dean and chapter after the reconstitution of the corporation after the restoration
of Charles II, or perhaps he merely assumed that this had happened. At any rate, Dugdale’s
knowledge of Whittlesey suggests that it could not, by this date, have been in the hands of
the Fitzwilliams, its later owners, for he seems not to have had access to their muniments.

Main text = BL ms. Additional 39758, fols. 76r–77v

D readings = Bodleian ms. Dugdale 18, fol. 47v, columns a–b.

Italicized passages are not in D.

De H(enrico) filio regis Ioh(ann)is et de Lodowico filio regis Francie.

Rege enim Ioh(ann)e uiam uniuerse carnis ingrediente, et in loco prenotato sepulto honorifice,
magnates Angl(ie) precipueque omnes tam ecclesiastici quam seculares a mare australi usque
Lincoln(iam) tyrannidem patris in filio patrisante56 precauere uolentes, conuenerunt in hoc,
ut sanguinem tanti tyranni de terra totaliter extirparent, non considerantes prophetiam
dicentem, ‘filius non portabit iniquitatem patris’;57 et ut alium in regem, (fol. 76v) quam
regni uerum heredem erigerent; miseruntque in Franciam pro Lodowico58 filio regis
Francie, tunc paruo59 admodum .xiiii. annorum, ut ipsum regem eis preficerent; quem ad
hoc mittens pater sub tutela comitis de Perchis, aliorum et multorum nobilium de Francia
magnatibus Angl(ie) commendauit. Veniensque60 dictus Lodowicus61 London(iam),62
homagia et fidelitates conprouincialium recepit,63 et ad hoc idem de magnatibus plage
meridionalis recipiendum,64 uersus Lincoln(iam) festinauit. Quod agnoscens Ranulphus
comes Cestrie, qui ad talem conspiracionem non consenserat, ceteros magnates
Noricorum65 conuenit, cum quibus omnibus ipse primus et potentissimus, cum filio regis
Ioh(ann)is, uero regni herede coniurauit; et congregans magnum exercitum, uersus
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56 from patrisso, to take after one’s father (rare, but in Lewis and Short).
57 Based on Ezekiel 18:19.
58 Ludovico D
59 Puero D
60 Veniens D
61 Ludovicus D
62 Londonias D
63 \re/cepit D
64 accipiendum D
65 Presumably this means ‘of the North’. This is a diagnostic of an early date – see J. C. Holt, The Northerners:
A Study of the Reign of King John (Oxford, 1961), 8–9, where comparable forms are noted.
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Lincoln(iam) iter arripuit; et post quartum diem aduentus Lodowici66 ad Lincoln(iam),
ipsum comitem per idem tempus expectantis aduenit; cuius breui statura considerata, comes
de Perchis in hec uerba prorupit; ‘Expectauimus tanto tempore talem minimum, talem
tantillum?’ Quod ipse audiens, ait; ‘Voueo Deo et Sancte67 Marie, cuius est hec ecclesia,
quod ante crastinam uesperam, uidebor tibi forcior et maior isto campanili’. Sicque in ira
ab inuicem recedentes, Ranulphus in castellum secessit. Comes Linc(olnie) (fol. 77r) erat
tunc Ioh(ann)es Lacy, quondam constabularius Cestrie, quem pro bono seruicio suo in terra
sancta, dictus comes Ranulphus promouerat, cum Margareta nepte sua ad comitatum
Lincoln(ie). Statimque, dictus comes Ran(ulphus) pro exercitu68 congregato, cum ceteris
magnatibus mandauit, et eadem nocte aduenientes, intrauerunt in castellum Lincolnie per
portam occidentalem. Maneque facto, comes de Perchis,69 cum omnibus suis, armatus preter
capud,70 ascendit in ecclesiam cathedralem; ibique Lodowico71 relicto, exiuit, et comitem
Ranulphum ad pugnam prouocauit; qui ad primam uocem portas castelli aperiri fecit;
ipseque et sui, impetu in comitem facto, ipsum comitem de Perchis,72 et omnes qui
ascenderant cum eo, interfecit; Lodowicum cepit, et in ecclesia cathedrali super corpus
Domini, super sancta Dei euangelia, et super reliquias sanctorum, positus super magnum
altare, iurare fecit, quod regnum Anglie nunquam exigeret; quod de regno Angl(ie)
nunquam rediturus cum suis exitum festinaret; et quod Normanniam, accepto paterno
regno, regno73 Anglie redderet. Hiis iuratis, de Anglia sine mora recessit. Eodemque die
comes Ranulphus mandauit pro Henr(ico) filio regis Ioh(ann)is qui medio tempore solus
latebat in quadam uaccaria pertinente abbatie de Barden’, iuxta Linc(olniam), ex parte
occidentali. Quo adducto, et super pretactum altare posito, comes Ran(ulphus), per unam
albam uirgam, sceptrum signantem, reddidit ei (fol. 77v) hereditatem suam, scilicet regnum
Anglie, et hoc facto fecit homagium et fidelitatem, et post ipsum omnes ceteri magnates.
Ipseque74 Ranulphus obtinuit a rege, pro hoc labore, corpus inimici sui, et omnes
possessiones N.75 Gaunt,76 qui erat illo tempore unus de maioribus terre, et fundator abbatie
Vallis77 Dei in Cesteuen.78

66 Ludovici D
67 S. D
68 excercitu D
69 Perches D
70 caput D
71 Ludovico D
72 Perches D
73 \regno/ D
74 Ipse D
75 D adds de
76 This must be Maurice de Gant; see J. W. Alexander, Ranulf of Chester: A Relic of the Conquest (London, 1990), 48.
77 last two letters above an impenetrable crossing-through
78 Kesteven D



Fermour vs Stokes of Warmington:
a Case Before Lady Margaret Beaufort’s Council c.1490-1500

ALAN ROGERS

Fotheringhay in north-east Northamptonshire was one of the two main residences of the
York family in the fifteenth century (the other was Ludlow in the west Midlands). It was
a favourite residence – Leland speaks of the great love Edward IV “bare to Foderingay”.
The dukes of York and their successor Edward IV spent lavishly on the castle and the
collegiate church there; Edward IV’s mother Cicely duchess of York resided there for
several years during the early part of his reign; and Richard III was born there. The last
duke of York, Richard, was re-interred there with great pomp in 1476. From it, the
extensive estates of the family in the eastern half of England were administered.

After the death of Richard III, the regional function of Fotheringhay was displaced by
Collyweston nearby. Collyweston came into the hands of Sir William Porter (1417-8) who
had made a fortune and started to build a great house there. This attracted the attention of
Ralph lord Cromwell who acquired it by 1441 and added it to his other two major building
projects, Tattershall Castle in Lincolnshire and Wingfield Manor in Derbyshire. Cromwell
also built at Collyweston and died there in 1455. The property came into the hands of the
earl of Warwick by 1459, and thence to his daughter who married the duke of Clarence,
who may have added to the great house. After his death, the manor came to the king and
was in royal hands when Henry Tudor defeated Richard III at Bosworth in 1485.

In 1487, Henry VII gave Collyweston to his mother, Margaret Beaufort, countess of
Richmond and Derby, and she soon took up her residence there. She had spent much of
her youth in the area at Maxey Castle further to the east. At Collyweston, Margaret
extended the palace – “for the moste parte … a new building by Lady Margaret, mother
to Henry the vijth” as Leland put it. Here too she established her court and with it a legal
council. There seems to have been some plan to turn her council into a council for the
region, a pale imitation perhaps of the Council of the North1. Which may be why, some
time before 1490, a petition from one William Fermour of a nearby manor, Warmington,
Northants, to the royal council appealing for justice was sent to the council of Margaret
Beaufort for settlement.

The case is of particular interest both locally and nationally. It throws light on the social
conditions of this north east part of the county at a time of recovery after a lengthy period
of disturbances and it throws light on some of the processes of kinship and friendship and
political influence. It also contributes to the body of knowledge about Henry VII’s use of
local councils to administer justice and impose law and order at this period – although
much more is needed before two cases can be said to provide clear indications of policy
or of the failure of policy.

Very little is known about this William Fermour. He is not the William Fermour of
Oxfordshire and is unlikely to be the William Fermour gent of London2, although he may
possibly be the William Fermour clerk at the receipt of the Exchequer3, since the family
he was suing, the family of Stokk or Stokes, also seems to have had Exchequer links and
his only known supporter, Sir John Sapcote, was connected to Lord Dynham Treasurer of
England. In the 1450s, his father was a tenant in Warmington of the abbot of Peterborough4.

1 See M K Jones and M G Underwood The King’s Mother: Lady Margaret Beaufort, Countess of Richmond and Derby
1992; VCH Northants ii 502, 550, 569; History of Kings Works vol ii 649-50; iv 67-8; Leland Itinerary i. 4, 22
2 CCR 1500-1509/86-7, 129, 217; Visitations of Northants 1564 and 1618-9 W C Metcalfe 1887 p19
3 William Fermour clerk at the receipt of the Exchequer surrendered the position in 1508, when he was
appointed king’s coroner and attorney in the King’s Bench, CPR 1494-1509/622, 624.
4 Northants Record Society vol 16 1954 Book of John Morton pp 49-50
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He may be the William Fermer released by the London mob from the Marshalsea during
the Readeption of Henry VI.5

William Fermour’s plea was relatively simple. He claimed that in 1482-3 his father William
Fermour (I), now deceased, had mortgaged some lands and tenements in Warmington for
seven years to the lord of the manor of Warmington, Sir William Stokes6, in return for a
loan of £20, raised in two stages of £10 each. Sir William Stokes died (14857) and the
lands in question came into the hands of his brother Thomas Stokes, rector of Easton on
the Hill and canon of York8. Some time about 1489-90 (the seven years of the mortgage
being up), William Fermour II, who had succeeded his father, borrowed the £20 from Sir
John Sapcote of Elton, Northants, and tried to pay it back to recover the lands. But
Thomas Stokes clerk refused the payment on the grounds that, while the first payment of
£10 was for a mortgage, the second payment (which he alleged was of £20, not £10) was
for the purchase of the property, not a mortgage.

William Fermour II then sued Thomas Stokes clerk. Sometime before November 1490,
the earl of Wiltshire appointed a group of arbiters (Sir Guy Wolston, William Merbury
controller of Lady Margaret’s household, and Richard Burton lawyer and councillor for
Lady Margaret, along with Oliver Sutton) to hear the claim and counterclaim and to take
evidences; this commission sat on or about 4 November 14909 and heard depositions; they
soon afterwards reported to the king’s council.

Nothing seems to have happened until after Thomas Stokes died in 149510, when the lands
in question descended to the two co-heirs of Thomas Stokes, Isabel his sister and widow
of Robert Fitzacreley, and Elizabeth Elmes his niece, being the daughter of Margaret
another sister of Sir William and Thomas Stokes and wife of William Browne wool
merchant and Calais stapler of Stamford11. At this stage, William Fermour appealed to the
king’s council, naming the two women as the defendants in the last stages of this plea. The
king sent the petition to Margaret Beaufort’s council as the property in dispute lay on her
doorstep. The council of Margaret Beaufort appointed a second committee drawn from
the staff of Lady Margaret’s household (Sir William Knyvett steward, Roger Ormeston
chamberlain, William Bedell treasurer, and Henry Horneby dean of her chapel) to hear the
plea, and hearings were taken at various times. Both sides stated their positions and
brought witnesses to support their case. The committee decided in favour of William
Stokes’ heirs.

This in summary is the case set out in the following papers presented during the trial. But
closer analysis shows that William Fermour II never stood a chance – for two main reasons.
First, he or his counsel was badly informed. The names of the defendants were given
wrongly as Isabel Elmes and Elizabeth Viseacreley; and his counsel was not sure whether
Isabel was the daughter or the sister of William Stokes. This meant that Fermour’s case was
damaged from the start. Some of this was set right by the defendants using a hand-drawn
pedigree which was submitted to the court and is reproduced as Document 6.

But William Fermour did not stand a chance for a second quite different reason. For those
who were appointed to hear the case all came from a small group of north
Northamptonshire gentry of which the defendant Sir William Stokes was a member.

5 Rot Parl vi 50 
6 The spelling of the name varies considerably but it was pronounced to rhyme with ‘stock(s)’.
7 CIPM Henry VII i. p20; CIPM Henry VII iii. pp37-39; CIM 1422-1485/ 469, 470
8 See note to pedigree
9 One hearing was held in Oundle at the urgent request of Sir John Sapcote who had lent the money to
Fermour to repay the debt to Stokes; this was clearly regarded by the arbitrators as a concession to that party.
10 Will January 1495, probate November 1495 PRO Prob 11/10 fol 229-230; CIPM Henry VII iii 37-9
11 See note to pedigree 



William Stokes is a fascinating example of late fifteenth century gentry. Trained as a clerk,
he joined the army and was knighted. Despite the fact that he had been attainted in the
first parliament of the reign of Edward IV as a Lancastrian rebel who had fought against
the Yorkists, Sir William had been rehabilitated and formed part of this cohort of gentry12.
Like his father, John Stokes esquire of Warmington, he was acting as feoffee for the Knyvett
family from which one of the judges came and which held land in Warmington13; and he
held offices in Rockingham forest jointly with another of the judges, Richard Burton14.
Sir Guy Wolston of Apethorp (a servant of Edward IV’s household) was lord of the manor
of Tansor in which some of the lands in dispute lay15 and it is unlikely that he would want
to offend the neighbouring lord of the manor of Warmington; in any case, his wife was
the mother-in-law of William Elmes, son of Elizabeth Elmes, one of the defendants16, and
he was acting as feoffee for Elizabeth at exactly this time, 149917. Almost all of those named
on the two benches which were appointed to hear the case were joined together in
commissions of array in the area, inspecting the equipment, skills and training of the local
militia; all served together on commissions to make enquiries, assess the royal taxation and
to appoint and supervise the tax collectors – both of which tasks took them into every
village and manor in the area18. All were long-standing JPs in the county19. And most were
part of Margaret Beaufort’s connection20.

This may have been part of the reason why William Fermour II vigorously refused to
accept the verdict, so, although the king’s writ of privy seal expressed the hope that the
commissioners would finally determine the matter in such a way that “noon of the said
parties shall have eny cause resounable to resorte unto us for other remedy in this partie”,
in 1502 the case with the supporting documents was sent back to the royal council –
which is why these papers are now among the National Archives.

The documents are significant in the details which they reveal of life at that time; it is what
they tell us ‘on the side’ about social practices at the end of the fifteenth century which
make them compelling reading. In the early 1480s, William Fermour I, husbandman,
occupied land in Warmington, clearly outside the manor held by the Stokes family (he
held directly of the abbot of Peterborough). He and his wife found themselves in need of
raising some money, so they chose to ask the lord of the manor of their own village, Sir
William Stokes (who also held of the abbot of Peterborough). But rather than go directly,
they went through an intermediary, William Stokes’ brother in law, Robert Fitzacreley,
who lived with his wife Isabel (William Stokes’ sister) at Kirkby, Northants.

During the Christmas feast, Fermour and his wife turned up at Kirkby with a fully cooked
meal for the Fitzacreleys, requesting Robert to help them obtain a loan of £10 from
Stokes; and after enjoying this meal, they all adjourned to New Park, Rockingham, where

32 northamptonshire past and present

12 See Emden Cambridge p 559; Rot Parl v 46, 512; vi 28; CIM 1422-85/205, 469-470. His petition for
restitution is PRO SC8/29/1434.
13 CPR 1461-67/323; CPR 1476-85/53; CIPM Henry VII iii.37-9
14 grant of custody of assarts in the forest of Rockingham 1477 CPR 1476-85/13, 57
15 VCH Northants ii 542, 595; RCHM Northants vi 1.
16 See J T Driver, The Careers of Sir Ralph Hastings and Sir Guy Wolston: Two Northamptonshire Gentry as
Knights of the Shire in the Parliament of 1472-5 and Servants of the Crown, Northants Past and Present vol 57
(2004) pp 13-19: I owe this reference to David Hall. 
17 Devon Record Office Simcoe 1038 M/T/13/6
18 e.g. CPR 1476-85/396, 400, 491, 567
19 e.g. CPR 1476-85/567
20 For example, Thomas Stokes junior (see note to pedigree) was clerk in the receipt of the Exchequer
working directly with Lord Dynham Treasurer of England who had been a party to Lady Margaret’s
arrangements for her will during the reign of Edward IV, CCR 1500-9/105. Since Sir John Sapcote was
Dynham’s son in law and coheir (Complete Peerage sub nom Dynham), even Fermour’s supporter was closely
linked to the opposing side.
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Stokes (recently installed as Keeper of the New Park) was celebrating the festival. Stokes
agreed to lend the £10. But within a short time, Fermour came back, this time bringing
a large carp and other fish and asking (so William Fermour II said) for another £10; the
defendants said he asked for £20. Stokes said he would not make such a loan without
security and asked Fermour to return with the deeds of his lands and tenements.

Fermour (accompanied by a local husbandman John Elys) did this, and the whole party
travelled to Rockingham to see the vicar there. In the church Sir William Stokes carefully
read the deeds; then he asked the vicar to bring out the bag of money he had left in his
custody (an example of using the church as a safe repository, perhaps), and on the altar he
counted out in gold and silver another £20 (or so the defendants alleged). There are some
delightful touches: for example, the abbot of Pipewell who was a witness taking Sir
William on one side and quietly telling him that if he were to pay so much for this
property, he needed to be certain of the bargain, to which Stokes replied that he was
determined to acquire this property since it had once belonged to the manor and should
be reunited with it; and John Elys and William Fermour I taking the gold and silver home
to Warmington, Fermour carrying a small amount while Elys was instructed to conceal
the rest about his costume, presumably in case of robbers on the way. When they got to
Fermour’s house, they spread the coins out on the bed and counted them again, and then
Fermour gave Elys something (unspecified) for his labour. The fact that this witness chose
to support the Stokes’ account rather than the Fermour account must have been a severe
blow to William Fermour II.

We can confirm part of the story. Fermour claimed that he had two indentures, one for
each loan; and as it happens, one of these indentures does survive. An indenture of
mortgage21 dated 26 February, 22 Edward IV [1482/3] between Sir William Stok’ and
William Fermor of Warmyngton, husbandman, states that Stok’ had lent Fermor £10 for
seven years, commencing at the previous Michaelmas, and that Fermor had mortgaged his
lands and tenements “in the town of Warmyngton” and Tansour. Fermor was to occupy
the premises during the term of seven years, paying Stok’ 40s per year, Stok’ having the
right to distrain if the rent were not paid. If the £10 was not repaid in full at the end of
the term, Fermor was to convey the premises to Stok’. If this indenture refers to the
second loan and not to the first, then it would seem that the Stokes claim that the sums
involved were first £10 and then £20 was wrong and Fermour’s claim that the loan was
a mortgage, not a sale, was right.

This may account for Fermour’s refusal to accept the verdict and for the case to go back
to the royal courts. It is perhaps significant that in this case the council of Lady Margaret
was unable to enforce its judgments. In another case which came before that council,
between Christopher Browne and his uncle’s Hospital in Stamford (Browne’s Hospital),
the council again failed to ensure that its sentence in favour of the Hospital and against
Christopher Browne (despite his claim to be a member of the Beaufort Council) was
effective, and that case too went back to the royal council who referred it to the Court of
Requests22. This does suggest that it may have been the inability of Lady Margaret’s council
to ensure justice in the region which led to the abandonment of the experiment at a
regional council. But we need more such cases before we can be sure of this; and the fact
that a member of Beaufort’s Council (Christopher Browne) could have a verdict go
against him may indicate that this Council could be impartial.

What happened when the Fermour case came before the royal council the second time
we do not know for sure, but it appears that the Stokes side won. For in 1510, one
Thomas Stokes, “usually called Thomas Stokk, gent”, made out a bond to Thomas Pygot

21 Devon Record Office Simcoe 1038 M/T/13/123 – date: 1483
22 PRO REQ 2/4/216



for £100 to obey the award of Humfrey Conyngesby justice, and Guy Palmes serjeant at
law, with regard to ownership of a messuage, lands and tenements in Warmyngton called
Fermors Lands. Stokes was to come to London to plead his cause or make a quitclaim of
the land to Pygot and Elizabeth his wife before 6 November next and to cease from
receiving the rents and profits of the land23. So it would seem that the Stokes family
obtained the Fermor lands and disposed of them to their profit.

The documents which follow (with the exception of the writ of privy seal) are all written
on paper. Some are torn but the contents can in some cases be deduced (this is represented
by square brackets). They are printed in the order in which they appear in the file in the
Public Record Office of The National Archives.

PRO REQ 2/4/246, Folio 6
24William Fermor of Warmington, Northamptonshire, v Isabel Elmes, widow, and Elizabeth
Viseacrely [sic], widow: lands and tenements in Warmington and Tansor, Northampton-
shire. 9 mm. (A commission is directed to ‘my lades’ counsaill’ [My Lady’s Council], ie that
of Lady Margaret Beaufort, Countess of Richmond and Derby.): 1501 Aug 22-1502 Aug 21

Document 1: This is the return to the king’s council 21 May 1502. The document is torn on the
right hand side and some words have been lost. Editorial suggestions are in square brackets. Inserted
material in the original is in brackets with the abbreviation ins; deleted has the abbreviation del.

We Sir William Knyvett knyght steward, (Roger Ormeston knyght chamberleyn ins),
William Bedell esquier tresurer of the howsewold of the Right Excellent Prin[cesse]
Margarett Countesse of Richmond and Derby, and Henry Horneby clerk Deane of the
Chappell of the forsed Prynce[sse do] certifie that wee with other of the Counsell lerned
of the forseid pryncesse by vertue of the kyngys commaundement … by his most
honorable (Counsell del) letters of privey seale directed for the examynacion of a bill of
complaynte of [William] Fermour of Warmyngton byside Foderingay in the countie of
Northamton ayenst Elizabeth Elmes and Isabell Faz[acreley] hereunto annexed with the
seid privey seale, called afore us att Colyweston the Fryday and Satturday in the Wick [of
Easter?] last25 the seid parties, where the seid William appered in his (owne del) propir
persone and the seid Elizabeth and Is[abell by] ther Councell for as muche as the seid
Elizabeth was inhabit in Henley in the countie of Oxon and [of] grete age and myght nott
labour26, and then and there the saide Elizabeth and Isabell made answere as [in the
schedule] to this annexed apperith, and after wee examyned and toke the deposicions of
certeyn persons broght [by] William Fermour as beyn conteyned in a cedull also to these
presents annexed. And after to these premisses we ca[lled] councell of the partie
defendaunts to shewe what they had for the mayntenyng of the seid answere […] us
evidences under seale, Wherof the tenur hereafter ensue with the pedegree of the seid
defendaunts and […] of the deposicions of diverse persons takyn afore Sir Gy Wolston
knyght, William Merbury counteroller of [the household] of the seid Princesse and
Richard Burton lerned man arbytours bytwene the same William Fermo[ur …] partie and
Sir Thomas Stok clark27 in the seid answere named on the other partie by the mocion of
the late … the Erle of Wilteshire to awarde ordeigne and deme of and uppon the Right
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23 Devon Record Office Simcoe M/T/13/128 
24 Note from PRO catalogue
25 Easter 1502? If so, the hearings would have been on 1 and 2 April, so a referral back to the royal council
on 21 May 1502 would be reasonable.
26 Elizabeth Elmes was said to be aged about 48 in 1489, CIPM Henry VII iii. pp508-9; so in 1501-2 she would
have been about 60. But Isabel Fitzacreley was probably considerably older.
27 This Thomas Stoke clerk, canon of York and rector of Easton on the Hill (died 1495), is to be distinguished
from Thomas Stokes clerk junior. See note to pedigree.
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title and possession of the … seid bille conteyned, which deposicions were takyn by the
seid arbitours att the speciall Request and … seid Thomas Stok and William Fermour as
the seid William Merbury and Richarde Burton afo[reseid …] Councellers of the forseid
pryncesse affermyd and avowyd, and that the seid deposicions were … them and
subscribed with there hands. And than the said Councell of the said defendauntts also
sa[….] other witnesses for the proveses28 of the said answere which he wylle be redy
shortly to bryng In a […] awarde. And than we the forseid Councellers (of the seid
Councellers del) movyd the forseid p[arties?] then to abyde oure awarde in the premisses
and to take a short day of anothur apparance [for the] determynacion of this matter
whereunto the seid defendauntts agreed and the seid William F[ermour ..] and wold not
abide any Reasonable direccion in the premisses. Wherfore we in the said matter co[uld
not give?] Reasonable direccion, nor Reduce the seid William Fermour in eny wyse to
applye to our mocions for a … in the same which utterly he (refuseth del) refused and in
no wise wold be ordered by us.. we have subscribed oure names the xxj day of maye in
the xvijth yer of the reyne [of King Henry] vijth [21 May 1502].

William Kne[vytt]
Roger O[rmeston]
William [Bedell]

Document 2: writ of privy seal of the king. The names of the addressees are not given. The date is
28 April but the year is not given; it must be between 1495 and 1502.

Right trusty and welbeloved we grete you wele. And send unto you hierin closed a bille
of complaint to us lately presented on the behalfe of oure poor subgiet William Fermour
of Warmyngton in our countie of Northt comprising certain Injuries and wrongs to hym
doon by Isabell Elmes and Elizabeth Viseacreley [sic29] in witholding from hym certain
lands and tenements sette and lying in Warmyngton forsaid and in the fields of Tannsore
like as by the conntynue30 of the said bille ye shall nowe perceyve more at large. We
specially intending due and indifferent Justice to be ministred to the parties and trusting
in your wisdomes and sage discrecions wol and desire you and by thies present geve unto
you full auctoritie and power that calling afore you the parties with convenient diligence
ye duly and indifferently examyn as wele them upon the contents of the said bille and
circumstances as alle suche wittnesses as either of the same parties can bring to shewe and
prove for their claymes and interesses in the said lands and tenements and fynally determyn
this matier as ye shall think taccorde with oure lawes and good Justice, Soo as noon of the
said parties shall have eny cause resounable to resorte unto us for other remedy in this
partie. Or ells if by thobstinacy of eny of the parties ye shall not now soo conveniently
doo, we wol that they and the counsaill by thutas[?] of the holy Trynyte next commyng
of the veray trouth and playnnesse as ye shall fynde and understand by your examinacions
in this behalf to thentent that we by thadvise of our said Counsaill may sette suche a fynall
ende and direccion in this matier as shalbe thought consonant with oure lawes right and
good conscience … you to thaccomplisshment herof as ye intende the good avauncement
of Justice and desyre of ye right good .... Geven undre oure prive seal at oure Tower of
London the xxviijth day of Aprill. Ro. Saimon

Document 3: Petition of William Fermour II to the royal council. No date is given.

To the king our souverain lord

Shewith unto your most gracious highnesses your true and faithfull subgient William
Fermour of Warmyngton within your countie of Northt, That where your said oratours

28 proofs
29 In fact the defendants were Elizabeth Elmes and Isabel Fitzacreley.
30 contents



fadre and all his auncestours tyme that no mynde is to the contrary have been passibly
possessed and seased in and of certain lands and tenements set and lying in Warmyngton
and in the felds of Tannsor, and soo being seased morgaged the same to oon Sir William
Stoks knight for the terme of seven yeres for the summe of xxli upon certain condicions
expressed in a peyer of Indentures therupon made, And also by a certificate therupon made
mor plainly doth apper. Wherupon your said oratour acording to the vij yeres offred to
repay the said xxli to oon T Stoks clerc executour and heir to the same Sir William Stoks,
the which contrary to right refused to receyve the said money but by colour of the said
morgage wrongfully and by extort power occupied the said lands and tenements during
his life after whose deth oon Isabell Elmes wydowe suster (doughter ins) to the said
William and Elizabeth Viseacreley wedow suster to the same Sir William and Thomas
Stoks31 have occupied and posside the said lands and tenements albe the same Sir William,
Thomas, Isabell and Elizabeth have receyved of the said lands and tenements above the
sume of xl li contrary to alle right and conscience, and that [they] in nowise wol souffre
your said oratour to enjoye his possession to his uttir undoing without your grace especial
herein to hym be shewed. It may please therfor your highnesse in tender consideracion of
the premisses to direct your lettres under your prive seal to the same Isabel Elmes and
Elizabeth Viseacreley widdowes therin straitly commaunding by the same that brynging
with them suche evidences and title as thei pretende to have to the said lands and
tenements personnally apper befor (be and ins) the lords of your most discrete counsaill
taunswer to the premisses etc.

Document 4: depositions on behalf of William Fermour II. No date. This appears to be complete.

Thes be the deposicions brought in by William Fermour to prove the alonly morgage as
is in his bille of complaynte he hath alegged.

William Warde of Warmyngton of thage of iij xx yeres and more sworn and examyned before
us deposith and saith that he harde Sir William Stok sey that he had William Fermour’s land
in Warmyngton and Tansour in morgage for vij yeres for the sume of x li for the ffirst Bargen
and afterward the seid Fermour had of the seid Sitr William other x li for another Bargeyn
but whatt the bargen was he knewe nott but he never harde sey by Fermour nor by Sir
William Stok that he had other enterest (in ins) the seid lond un be morgage.

Item John Yslyppe of Warmyngton of thage of l yeres and more sworne and examyned
deposith and saith that he incontyently after the deth of old William fermour harde Sir
William Codding late vicar of Warmyngton sey and declare oppenly in the seid churche
that he (harde del) had examyned the seid William Fermour weder his londs were
morgaged or solde and he to hym made answere that it was never sold but morgaged and
that he prayed them to reporte.

Also John Rawlyn of Warmyngton of the age of l yeres and more deposith and saith that
he harde the seid vicar of Warmyngton saye in the churche as it afore rehersed and over
he saith that he and William Alward and William Fermour nowe complaynante had of Sir
John Sapcote knyght xx li and were by the seid Sir John desired to goo to Eston beside
Coliweston after the deth of Sir William Stok to Mr Thomas Stoks his Broder and heir
and to offer to hym the seid xx li for discharge of the morgage of the seid lond, the which
money he refused to take, for he said the lond etc was his Broders truly bought and sold
and so he wold kepe it.

And John Radeburn of Tychemershe of thage of (xx del) lx yeres and more saith that he
and William Fermour nowe complaynaunt were at Rokyngham with Sir William Stok and
ther he see the seid Sir William paie to the said William Fermour xxs [sic] but whye or
wherefore he can nott telle.
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Also William Peke of Cotherstoke of thage of iiij xx yeres and more deposith and saith
that he hat32 the desire of William Fermour nowe compleynaunte went to Warmyngton to
the seid maister Thomas Stok incontinentie after the deth of Sir William Stok and there
desired of hym that the seid William Fermour myght have Restitucion of suche londs as
were his faders and the Rather [sic] at his desire and prayer for as muche as he had maried
his dowgter33, to whome he made answere and seid that thay were his londs truly bought
by Sir William his Broder and he wold have them; never the lesse he sayd if Farmour wold
be of Gud demeanure he shuld faire the Better for his sake. 

Document 5: Response of Elizabeth Elmes and Isabell Fitzacreley. No date

Thaunswer of Elizabeth Elmes and Isabell (V del) ffysakerley to the bill of compleynt of
William Fermour

The seid Elizabeth and Isabell sayn that long tyme byfore that the seid William Fermor or
eny of his auncestours ony thyng had in the seid lands nowe in variaunce that one John
Stok and Agnes his wiffe fader and moder to the seid Sir William Stok named in the bill
of compleynt were seased of the seid lands in their demane as of fee taill by Juste title of
old enheritaunce to the seid Agnes (h del) descendid (after whos deth the seid lands and
tenements descended unto William Stok son and heir of the seid Thomas [sic] del) and
afterward the seid William Fermor fader unto the seid playntiffe was possessed of the seid
lands (and to del) but by what title they canne not say. And he so beyng possessed
morgaged the said lands unto the seid Sir William Stok for certeyn yeres for the sume of
x li and afterward the seid William Fermor Bargayned and sold the said lands to the seid
Sir William for the sume of xx li over and above the forseid sume of x li. And in porve34
and for the suerty of the seid Sir William in the same suffered a recovery in a writt of right
by the seid Sir William to be had ayenste hym of the seid lands (a del) byfore the kyngys
Justicez of hys commyn place35 by Reason wherof the seid William Stoks was seased of the
seid lands in his demeane as of fee and so seasid died seased, after whos deth the seid lands
descended unto T Stok clerk as Broder and heire unto the seid Sir William by force wherof
the seid Thomas was seas[ed] of the seid lands in his demeane as of fee taille by wey of
remitt’ and so seasid died seased, after whos deth the seid lands descended unto the seid
Isabell as syster and one of the heires of the seid Thomas and to the seid Thomas, that is
to say dowghter of Marget sustyr unto the seid Thomas without that that the seid William
and his aunsiturs have been seased of the seid lands in maner and forme as in the seiod bill
of complaynt it is surmyttyd and withoiut that that the seid Sir William Stok ever had the
said lands in morgage other wise than is above alegged, and without that that the seid
Thomas Stokes wrongfully and by powre occupied the same lands and tenements in the
seid bille it is surmysed.

Document 6: Pedigree

The pedigree appears to be incomplete; see next page.

The petigre with the conveyaunce of the State Taylle

[An at times illegible note in Latin alongside the first name on the pedigree may be
translated as follows: William de St Lucre de Sayton gave to this Ralph and Margaret his
wife a chief messuage ... with five other messuages, 144 acres of meadow, a rent of 221⁄2[d]
and 2 capons in Warmington with his villains whichever he had in that vill in his demesne
in service for the term of the life of Ralph and Margaret, remainder to Thomas Thorney
son of the said Ralph and Margaret in tail and for descent(?), the issues remain as in fact. 
32 i.e. ‘at’
33 It is not clear who has married whose daughter.
34 proof
35 justices of the king’s common pleas



Notes: this pedigree is not complete, and it is difficult to account for the omissions.

a) There was a third sister of William Stokes, Agnes who married John Browne of
Stamford brother of William Browne. She had several children including Christopher
Browne of Tolthorpe (Rutland) and Stamford who was alive at this time and had
interests in Warmington. Why he was not a third co-heir of Thomas Stokes senior is
not clear. This is discussed more fully in a forthcoming biography of William Browne
of Stamford. For Elizabeth and Isabel, see also PRO C1/328/58: Elizabeth Elmes
outlived Isabel Fazacreley and was involved in a dispute over her lands.

b) Before his death, Thomas Stokes senior settled lands on one Thomas Stokes clerk
junior and Agnes his sister; in 1496, Thomas Stok the younger was pardoned for
entering without licence into lands in Northants (Brigstok and Rushton) which
Thomas Stok clerk had held with remainder to Thomas Stok junior and Agnes, CPR
1494-1509/47; CCR 1485-1500/260; CIPM Henry VII iii 37-9. Among the State
Papers is an unusual bundle of papers running to at least 1497 of this Thomas Stokes
teller in the receipt of the Exchequer, which reveals how the work of a teller
operated, PRO SP46/123/57. In this bundle are two papers (perhaps more) from the
older Thomas Stokes canon of York, so the two were closely connected. But who this
Thomas and Agnes were cannot now be determined; they may have been illegitimate
children of either Sir William Stokes or Thomas Stokes clerk senior. The second
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Thomas Stokes is the person “usually called gentleman” who in 1510 was engaged
in a transaction concerning some land formerly of William Fermor, so the property
had come from the two widows to him (Devon Record Office, Simcoe
M/T/13/128).

Document 7: three pages. It contains the proofs submitted by Elizabeth Elmes and Isabel Fitzacreley.
This paper is badly torn on the right hand side, and the bottom of the sheet is torn away. The
inquisitions had been taken at the beginning of the proceedings, on 4 November 1490

The provez of the saale of the seid londs.

This is the certificat of Sir Guy Wolston knyght, William Marbury and Richard Burtion
esquiers made unto the kyngys councell by the vertue of the kings letter myssyve to them
directed of suche deposicions provez and witnesse as were had and taken before them and
one Oliver Sutton esquier late decessed att Oundell in the countie of Northamton the
iiijth day of Novembre the vjth yere of the Reigne of oure sovereigne lord the kyng that
nowe36 is by the commaundement and desire of the lord Edward Erle of Wilshire provyng
the sale of certeyn londs and tenements in Warmyngton to be made by William Fermour
the elder unto Sir William Stok knyght as hereafter ensueth, Sir John Sapcott then takyn
fulle parte with William Fermour the yonger and labored the seid metyng to be had at
Oundall aboveseid.

In primis Roberd Fitzacreley testifieth and witnessith that William Fermour of
Warmyngton and Margery his wife nowe deceased cam to his house in Kirkeby bytwyx
Cristmasse and Candelmasse in the xxij yere of king Edwarde37 and broght with them a
dynner desiring him and his wife to be good means for them to Sir William Stok knyght
for to leene them a certeyn sumed of money uppon his tenements and lands in
Warmyngton at whos desire bothe they and wee went to Sir William Stok att that tyme
beyng in the newe parke at Rokyngham38 and shewed to hym William Fermours intent.
Whereuppon after certeyn commynyccaion had bytwix them, the seid Sir William Stok
graunted to lenne the seid William Fermour uppon his lyvelode in Warmyngton the sume
of x li ; moreover the seid Robert seyth that the seid William Fermour and his wife cam
ayene to his house in Kirkeby in the lent season next folowyng bryngyng with them a grete
pike with othere fisshe and desired ayene hym and his wife to move (and sterre ins) the seid
Sir William Stok to bye out ryght his seid lands in Warmyngton morgaged byfore, at whos
mocion both they and wee went to the seid Sir William Stok and shewed hym the necessite
of the seid William Fermour that he must neds make a fulle saale of his livelode in
Warmyngton saying that lever he had to selle it to hym than to any other man, whereuppon
the seid William Stok and William Fermour condescended that for the sume of xx li over
that money which he had reseyved before the seid William Fermour shulde make a sure
astate of his seid lands in Warmyngton to the seid Sir William Stok and his heires for ever.
Also the seid Robert saith that at the day of an obite keppte at Warmyngton in August next
folowyng for the soules of John Stok and Agnes his wife the seid Sir William Stok entered
and toke possession in the seid lands in Warmyngton the seid Robert then beyng present
and many other. All this testificacion before written the seid Robert offerith himselffe to
depose and swere uppon a Boke so ever he shalbe lawfully required.

Item I sir John Scotte parson of Rokingham39 testifieth and sayth that William Fermour
of Warmyngton cam with Sir William Stok in the wynter season the xxij yere of the

36 1490-1
37 25 December 1482–2 February 1482/83
38 Sir William Stokke had been appointed keeper of the New Park at Rockingham for life in November
1477, renewed in Sep 1485, CPR 1476-85/55; 1485-94/7
39 John Scot clerk was feoffee for Thomas Stokes canon of York in a settlement of land in Northants on
Thomas Stokes junior, some time before the older Thomas Stokes died in 1495, CPR 1494-1509/47



Reigne of king Edward the iiijth to (his del) (my ins) house in Rokingham to borow
uppon his lyvelode x li. And in (ye del) my parloure the seid William Stok told out the seid
sume from a bagge of money which (which del) bagge the seid Sir William Stok had lefte
in my keping before, the x li delivered to the seid William Fermour as apperith by
endentur’ made betwyx them wreten with myn hande. The seid Sir William Stok delivered
the Residue of his money beying in the said bagge to my keping agene. And sone after,
that is to say in lent next folowyng, the same William Fermour brought with him his
evydencez to Rokingham and made fulle saale of his lyvelode to Sir William Stok (which
evydences del) and in my churche at Rokingham att an alter of oure lady on the northe
side of my churche, William Fermour delivered his evydence to the seid William Stok
which evydence whan he had ressayved them and overseyn he40 tolde oute of golde and
silver uppon the seid alter from his Bagge which he lafte in my keping the sume of xx li
which sume of xx li the seid William Fermour receyved at that tyme in full payment for
his lyvelode in Warmyngton sold to the seid Sir William Stok. Moreover I was confessor
to the seid Sir William Stok in his last confession that ever he made and straytely I dyde
examyn his conscience whether in byeng or in selling he had used any wronge weyes and
he answered and saide that he never bought thyng lond ne other but that he truly paied
for it. Soo I will depose afore god that he died a true Cristen man righuously sett to every
Cristen creature.

Item Robert Webster (keper of the new parke of Rokyngham ins) (the yonger del)
testifieth and sayeth that (he was present in Rokingham church whan ins) William
Fermour of Warmyngton nowe de[fendant?] made delivere of his evydence to Sir William
Stok att an alter on the north side of the same Chu[rche …] which evydence whan Sir
William Stok had overseyn and radde, he tolde oute xx li in golde and silver uppon the
same alter, And William Fermour Ressyved of him there the seid sume … in fulle
payement of his lyvelode in Warmyngton which he had solde to the seid Sir [William
Stok]. Moreover the seid Robert saith that he was present whan Sir William Stok kept his
ffadery[s obit] at Warmyngton in the moneth of August in the ffirst yere of the reigne of
king R the iijo [before the?] none of the day or high masse of Requiem beganne, the seid
Sir William Stok toke pesible possession in the hedde place in Sowthorpp according to his
Bargayn and the seid William Fermour delivered hym season41, he beyng present with
many other.

Item (Nicolas ins) Fitzacurley Testifieth and sayeth that he was present in the churche of
Rokingham whan that William Fermour that deid is delivered to Sir William Stok his
evydence at an alter of oure lady in the north side of the Churche and at the same alter
the seid William Fermour ressayved xx li in fulle payement for the saale of his lond.
Moreover he saith that he was present whan that Sir William Stok entred and toke
possession in a place in Warmyngton sett in Sowthorpp the same day that he kept an obite
for his fader and moder in the monyth of August the first yere of king R the iijde

Item John Elys of Warmyngton husbondman saith that William Fermour of Warmyngton
nowe deceased hired hym for the conveiaunce of his evydence to go with him to Sir
William Stok and in Rokingham churche at an alter in the north yle, the seid John Elys
sawe William Fermour deliver alle his evydence which he brought with him to Sir William
Stok which evydence whan he had seyn and Radde […] Sir William Stok tolde out of
over the same alter xx li in gold and silver which some William Fermour resseyved at the
same tyme in fulle payement of his Bargeyn and after the ressaite of this money the seid
William Fermour desired me to trusse in the lappe of my dobelett a parte of the [gold]
and in my pursse a parte of the silver to the some of xv li. And the remaynent of his

40 northamptonshire past and present

40 page break
41 seisin



fermour vs stokes of warmington: a case before lady margaret beaufort’s council c.1490-1500 41

paiement he caried himselffe, and whan we cam home to Warmyngton, the seid William
Fermour made this hole some of xx li to be tolde uppon a bedde in his chamber byfore
Margery his wife, And the money tolde nothyng wantyng of the seid sum of xx li, he gaffe
me for my labor and travel // and so I departid. This I testifie for truthe and that I wolle
swere uppon a boke whan so ever I shall [be] laufully required.

Item John Salmon of Lilforde testifieth and saith that he was present at Rokingham whan
William Fermour of Warmyngton delivered his evydencez to Sir William Stok in
Rokingham churche at an alter of oure lady in the north side of the churche at which alter
the seid William Fermour Resseyved of gold and silver the some of xx li in fulle paiement
for the saale of his lond sold to Sir William Stok. Also the seid John Salmon sayth that he
was present at Warmyngton whan Sir William Stok kept his faders yereday in August in the
first yere of the reigne of king R iijde, which day Sir William Stok toke possession of a place
in Sowthorpp at the which possession takyn he was present and many other.

Item I Thomas Abbott of Pippewell testifie and depose for truthe that William Fermour
layed to morgage to Sir William Stok knyght certeyn londs within the towne of
Warmyngton for the some of x li. And afterward the said William Fermour cam to the
forseid Sir William Stok and sold him oute the seid londs for the some of xx li over the
seid some of x liu. And I the seid abbot was required by bothe parties at the north dore
within oure church of Pippewell … the seid Bargayn, Than I toke the forseid Sir William
Stok aparte, sayeng to [him that if he would] ley so grete (a sume of ins) money uppon
yit, see that yee be put in a goode suertie of the lande, and he [replied …] seid as goode
as the lawe woll make. And also he seid unto the seid abbott that he [had a] conscience to
by itt bycause it was his enheritaunce aforetyme, and also the seid William [Fermour] was
ij tymes at Wissheton with maister Catisby the Juge42 to reyse a fyne uppon the seid londs,
and after the seid Sir William Stok rode to maister Catisby to have a con[vers]acion howe
the said fyne shuld be reysed for the suertie of the seid londs, I beyng with him in cont[…]
present the same Jorney. Then the seid William Fermour had so…. recourse to oure abbey
for the premissez that the matter shalbe known to the substaunce of all my brethren. And
this I depose of my prestehode and conscience as I shalbe redy to answere where a[nd
when?] sum ever I shalbe required.

I Richard Wa … [torn]

Acknowledgements

I am grateful to TNA for permission to publish these documents; to David Hall for comments on
an early draft of this paper; to Dr Richard Goddard and Dr Gwyllim Dodds of the University of
Nottingham for helpful comments and encouragement.

42 Catesby was another north Northamptonshire gentry who acted as commissioner along with Sir William
Stok and Sir Guy Wolston in 1478, CPR 1476-85/144



Daventry’s Craft Companies 1574-1675

COLIN DAVENPORT

Four hundred years ago Daventry was a relatively new Borough, having been granted a
Charter by Elizabeth I to form a Corporation and to hold fairs and markets. With these
developments trades and crafts were developed on a formal basis. The Borough Records and
the craft company books for the first one hundred years of the Borough’s existence have
survived the years and are now stored safely in the Northamptonshire Record Office. These
have been extensively used for the present article to construct a picture of the workings of
the craft companies and their role in the town’s political and economic structure.

The Early Years
In the seventeenth century Daventry, situated on the western uplands of
Northamptonshire close to the Warwickshire border, was a small market town with strong
agricultural links. The Compton religious census of 1676 reported that there were 1450
‘persons young and old’ and 8 ‘obstinate separatists’.1 Most of the working population
would have been employed solely in agriculture with others providing services for
travellers at inns such as ‘The Wheatsheaf ’ and ‘The Bell’. A sizeable number, however,
were in the craft and retailing trades although even some of these probably supplemented
their income from farming. Tillemans’s 1719 drawing of Daventry (see page 54) shows
both the rural nature of the parish with open fields and common land stretching to the
south and east of the town and a part of the urban development.2

The smallness of the town can be seen in its topography, which conformed to the pattern
of a typical small urban centre.3 The High Street running west to east was the centre of
commercial activity. Lined on both sides by dwellings, some of which would have included
workshops of town craftsmen, the High Street opened up at its east end in the centre of
which were the Moot Hall and Shambles. (Figure 1) Beyond these was the main market
square overlooked from the east by the church and the buildings of the ‘fayre Monasterye
suppressed by Cardinal Wulsey’ although ‘greatly defaced’.4 Abutting at right angles to the
western end of the High Street was the other main thoroughfare in the town, called
Newlands, now Sheaf Street, a part of the major road that linked London to Chester. In
1610 Camden noted that Daventry was ‘a thoroughfare well known at this day by reasons
of the Innes there’.5

Despite its small size Daventry had many advantages. It attracted people both by its
position as a route centre for many travellers moving through this part of the country and
as a focal point for smaller settlements in the surrounding area. The occurrence of regular
markets and fairs, its distance from other significant market towns, its variety of agricultural
products providing both food and raw materials for trade and the production of goods
encouraged merchants, retailers and craftsmen to gather. It was little wonder that Daventry
survived as a market centre in which a significant feature was the presence of traders and
craftsmen. By 1574 these had organised themselves into companies but it is unknown
whether they had a long history or were formed to fulfil the requirements for the town
to press ahead with a request to the government for borough incorporation.

Prior to the granting of Daventry’s first royal charter of incorporation in 1576, the manor
of Daventry was a part of the Duchy of Lancaster, governed by its steward with the aid of

1 Northamptonshire Record Office (NRO), Fermor Hesketh Baker 708.
2 P. Whalley, ed. The History and Antiquities of Northamptonshire compiled from the manuscript collections
of the late learned antiquary John Bridges, Esq. (2 vols, 1791). 
3 J. Patten, English Towns 1500-1700 (1978), p.39.
4 J. Norden, Speculi Britanniae Pars Altera (1720), p.48.
5 William Camden, Britannia (1610), p.508.



daventry’s craft companies 1574-1675 43

Figure 1. Daventry in 2008 showing the east end of the High Street where the 
Burton Memorial stands on the site of the old moot hall at the entrance to the

market square. (Colin Davenport)

the Manor courts, while Christ Church, Oxford, the inheritor of the lands and property
of the former Daventry Priory, had been granted its own manorial court over its own
possessions as well as the patronage of the parish church. By 1571, though, representation
had been made to Queen Elizabeth’s government by leading freeholders for the
establishment of a third body of authority in the town, an incorporated body, with a major
aim to improve the economy of the town. Consequently a preparatory form of town
government was created in 1574 in which leading members of craft companies had an
influential and supervisory role. This nascent town government was headed by two bailiffs,
annually elected, who had to keep a Bailiffs’ Account Book. This was maintained until
1684 and, after 1576, it became the responsibility of the Bailiffs to present their annual
accounts to the Borough Burgesses and the headwardens of the craft companies.

In 1574 the Account Book also began keeping preliminary records about the trades and
crafts. It grouped these into six companies, listed the existing freemen in 1574 and started
recording the headwardens and underwardens of the companies, newly approved freemen
and indentured apprentices in each of the companies and the contributions (quarterages)
that each company paid to the town government on the Quarter Days. This arrangement
continued after the Royal Charter on Incorporation came into force from March 1576.
The new Borough Corporation was composed of one Bailiff, fourteen Burgesses and a
Commonalty of Twenty. From the first there was a close linkage between the Borough
Corporation and the companies although the latter underwent a number of developments
before greater stability was established in the structure of Companies in 1590.

The Companies
In 1574 the six craft companies were the mercers (number of freemen unknown), the
woollendrapers, tailors and weavers with 28 freemen, the shoemakers and tanners with 26
freemen, butchers and victuallers with 34 freemen, husbandmen and smiths with 43



freemen and finally the leathermen (later glovers) and carpenters with 34 freemen. Within
these companies there was evidence that each trade or craft kept some degree of
independence, each having their own quarterages recorded rather than for the whole
company. Some of the companies seemed to lack a logical basis and some of the individual
trades had few members, consequently some attempt was made at rationalisation and
when Richard Farmer became Bailiff in 1589 he drew up a register of company freemen
and by then, through amalgamations, only three companies were shown to exist. These
companies were:

the Company of Mercers, Woollendrapers, Tailors, Innkeepers and Fullers composed of 12
Strangers that be Mercers and Linendrapers, 6 Tailors, 2 Fullers and 32 giving no occupation.

the Company of Shoemakers, Tanners, Whittawers (white leather), Glovers and Smiths with
a membership of 18 Shoemakers, 5 Tanners, 24 Whittawers and Glovers and 21 Smiths.

the Company of Husbandmen, Vittelers, Dyers and Weavers made up of 3 weavers and 100
giving no occupation.

Now with a clearer picture of what constituted each company it could be seen that some
anomalies in the groupings of the trades in the companies still existed. The Corporation
and companies were obviously still dissatisfied with this structure and organisation of the
companies. With a confidence borne from the confirmation of its authority by letters
patent in May 1590, the Corporation organised a further rearrangement and finally gave
its approval to the constitutions and ordinances of three newly restructured companies in
November 1590.

These companies were:

the Company of Mercers, Woollendrapers, Linendrapers, Haberdashers, Tailors, Dyers, Fullers
and Weavers; 

the Company of Shoemakers, Ironmongers, Sadlers, Barber Surgeons, Smiths, Glovers and
Whittawers; 

the Company of Masons, Bricklayers, Joiners, Plumbers, Carpenters, Coopers, Glaziers,
Ploughwrights, Painters and Plasterers.

Each of the three companies now kept their own record books of freemen, apprentices
and ordinances instead of information being recorded in Corporation books, although
their actions still needed the approval of the Borough Corporation.

The most drastic change from 1589 was the disintegration of the Company of
Husbandmen, Vitellers, Dyers and Weavers and the creation of a company for construction
craftsmen. It was natural that the small numbers of dyers and weavers should join a
company based on textile trades. A comparison between freemen named in the Company
of Husbandmen etc. in 1589 and freemen in the Company of Masons from 1590 showed
that the former included a number of members whose freedoms were for building crafts.
Furthermore the selling of meat and provisions was opened up and in 1595 a Corporation
order limiting the practice of trades to freemen made one exception and specifically
allowed the right to sell goods on market days and fair days to any butchers, fishmongers
and other victuallers. There was no need for these traders to remain in a company with
the husbandmen.

A company for husbandmen did continue to exist after 1590 but it appeared not to have
the status of the other three. There is no evidence that it had ordinances approved by the
Corporation in 1590; nevertheless the company paid its quarterages until 1607 and then
all trace of it disappeared. The new Borough Constitutions issued in 1607, following a
reaffirmation of the Charter by James I, applied to the three 1590 companies which had
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to pay fixed fees to the Corporation for each freeman approved by a company. The
husbandmen were not included or, indeed, mentioned in these arrangements.

The Companies of Mercers, Shoemakers and Masons remained in being until 1675 when
the Corporation obtained a new Charter from Charles II. This fundamentally adhered to
the Elizabethan and Jacobean Charters but with some important amendments to the
structure and workings of the Corporation so that the craft companies disappeared as
formal bodies in the town and their major duties were assigned to the Corporation. 

The Craft Companies and the Borough Corporation
The freedom of Daventry gave the right to be a master of a trade or craft in the town, to
employ apprentices and journeymen and to have a role in Borough politics. Politically the
freeman could, in the course of time, be invited to be either a Burgess or a member of the
Commonalty.

Members of companies had been instrumental in establishing the Borough Corporation and
until 1675 the leading figures of the companies were members of the Corporation or worked
closely with it. The Corporation was a self perpetuating oligarchy; the original fourteen
Burgesses were named in the Elizabethan Charter and they had the right to appoint a new
Burgess when a vacancy arose. The Burgesses chose the Commonalty and filled vacancies on
that body and they also nominated two of their number from whom the Commonalty chose
the Bailiff each year. The companies were, in effect, arms of the Corporation and they needed
each other. The Corporation received quarter payments and entry fees for freemen from the
companies. Although the Corporation issued its own trade regulations and had the right to
approve the companies’ own ordinances, the companies provided a structure through which
business could work for the well-being of the town’s economy.

The Mercers did not have the greatest number of freemen but it was the most powerful
politically. From 72 names identified to be Burgesses from 1595 to 1676, 52 have been
traced in company records and of these 33 (65%) were from the Company of Mercers, 11
(22%) from the Company of Shoemakers and 3 (6%) from the Company of Masons. Some
of the other 20 were from the small core of gentry and professional people living in the
town. These appear in no freemen’s lists but their social standing was such that if they
wished to involve themselves in Corporation affairs a means would be found. Generally,
few of this group became Burgesses and power on the Corporation remained with the
leaders of the companies and with the Mercers in particular.

The companies’ involvement with Corporation affairs can be seen in various constitutions
approved by the Corporation. In 1595 the headwardens of the companies were ordered to
attend upon the Bailiff every six weeks in the Bailiff ’s parlour in the Moot Hall and, on
leaving these meetings, together with the Burgesses, they were not to talk about anything
discussed except among themselves. Further in 1607 the Corporation issued 52 constitu-
tions of which twelve specifically outlawed trade on the Sabbath, set out regulations for
the election of headwardens, the enrolment of freemen and apprentices and the introduc-
tion of the companies’ own rules. The 1607 constitutions helped to define the relationship
between the Corporation and the companies for the period to 1675.

Freemen
The main aim of a craft company was to protect the interests of all the members of the
company. This was done by controlling entry into a trade or craft in order to maintain the
income of freemen and the standard of work. Freedoms could be obtained by purchase,
apprenticeship, patrimony and probably by gift.

A potential freeman of a company was approved by all members at one of the regular
meetings of a company when the entry fine and any other conditions were imposed. These
varied according to the trade, the economic situation and whether an applicant was a



townsperson or a ‘stranger’.6 All companies took a dim view of any member who was
found to have accepted a bribe or received favours to support an applicant and severe
penalties could be imposed in these cases.

After a company had given its approval to a potential freeman it had to pay a set entry fine
to the Corporation, have the freedom recorded in the Borough records and the letters of
freedom marked by the Borough Seal. (Figure 2) In 1607 the Borough entry fines were
put at 20 shillings for a freedom in the Mercers, 10 shillings for the Shoemakers and 5
shillings for the Masons, a reflection of the relative political and economic importance of
the three companies.

Certainly conditions of entry were paramount among the ordinances of the Daventry craft
companies and the 1607 Corporation constitutions, indicating the need to protect the
interest of members. Entry was not automatic; some applicants, especially ‘strangers’ could
be rejected and the entry fee into a company might discourage some potential traders.
Initially in 1590 the companies specified the maximum entry fees payable to them,
‘Strangers’ becoming ‘free’ shoemakers, ironmongers or sadlers were expected to pay an
entry fine of £10, while barber-surgeons, smiths, glovers and whittawers were to pay £5.
In the Mercers, the entry fee for townspeople and ‘strangers’ was to be the same and it was
to go to the freemen’s trade company unless it waived its right to it. The entry fee for the
wealthier trades of mercer and draper is not known but it would be more than the £5
payable by tailors, dyers, fullers and weavers. The Company of Masons clearly did not rate
its trades as highly or expect them to be so profitable; at first the entry fee was put at only
£2 for non-apprentices. A subsequent undated ordinance put the entry fine for ‘strangers’
to the Masons at £10 although the Company could vote to accept any amount up to this
limit; this gave the Company more scope to control entry.
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Figure 2. A modern version of the Daventry seal, probably used from 1595.
The seal would be appended to a craftsman’s letter of freedom.

(Colin Davenport)

6 The term ‘stranger’ was used to denote a non-resident.
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The companies very rarely imposed the maximum entry fee; instead they charged varying
amounts and sometimes added other conditions as well. Occasionally it was recorded that
new members were required to provide wine or a meal at a company meeting in addition
to their entry fee, some were only allowed to trade on market days and usually
haberdashers were free only to sell hats and caps, presumably so that they did not extend
their activities in competition with other cloth traders. In 1602 one shoemaker had to pay
10 shillings towards the building of the grammar school. The entry fine took account of
the economic conditions and whether a person was resident in the town and it could be
used to discourage new applicants.

All freemen feared illegal intrusions on their trade. The Corporation co-operated with the
companies on this and in 1597 powers were authorised over the town seal for the Bailiff
to nominate yearly one person from each company to report to the Bailiff non–freemen
trading so they could be expelled if necessary. The Shoemakers issued orders against
cobblers making shoes but it was the members of the Masons who clearly believed that
non-freemen might undertake their work. Since many of the members of this company
would not be located in a workshop but moved to wherever the job might be, there was
scope for abuse. Consequently there were warnings to strangers, who were not freemen,
who ventured to work in the parish and to members of the company prepared to employ
any stranger or journeyman contrary to the rules. Even if a master used his son or servant
as casual labour then the former would be fined 10 shillings if the helper was not
registered as an apprentice at the next quarter meeting or enrolled with the headwarden
within a month. These ordinances were designed to protect the work available for
members of the company. Likewise the Masons also approved ordinances to make sure jobs
were shared among members so that a member did not suffer when another member of
the company might have jobs in hand.

Yet the Corporation and companies were prepared to allow ‘strangers’ to become freemen
when it served their interests and when ‘strangers’ saw it to their own advantage to set up
a permanent base in the town or have the right to attend the markets and fairs. The 1676
list of all existing freemen showed that 42 (28%) of the total of 151 continued to live
outside the town after gaining their freedom. Most ‘strangers’ joined the Shoemakers and
Mercers who gave freedoms mainly to tradesmen who either did not compete with those
residing in Daventry or could enhance the town’s trades. Fellmongers and tanners were
allowed in from Northampton; 7 out of the 8 ironmongers were from Warwickshire; all
the dyers came from surrounding market towns whereas a high proportion (12 out of 17)
of the fullers came from villages.

Regulations were produced by the craft companies then to prevent the intrusion of
unqualified tradesmen and craftsmen into the town to the detriment of their freemen. The
extent of the rules suggested that they were needed but there is little evidence to show
whether they were enforced, and, if they were, to what extent or with what severity. In the
1590s the Mercers distrained the goods of three illegal traders and also ordered their
underwardens to search out and report any ‘stranger’ trading illegally, In 1598 the Corporation
agreed to appoint a freeman to undertake similar work. However there were only two
recorded cases of the Corporation taking action against a ‘stranger’ and that was in 1626 when
twice within three weeks it distrained the goods of a ‘stranger’ who had set up a shop in the
town. Then in 1655 there was a more serious case when the headwarden of the Shoemakers
and one of his senior members, Timothy Smith, who was also a Burgess, had not only been
found guilty of freeing a ‘stranger’ contrary to the rules but had also continually refused to
appear before the Bailiff and Burgesses when summoned. Consequently Smith was to lose his
position as a Burgess. The Burgesses took severe action on these occasions but the recorded
cases were too few to determine how generally ‘strangers’ disregarded the regulations and how
systematically the Corporation and companies imposed them.



There were events for which the companies could not regulate and to which the comp-
anies had to react. All trades suffered from the bouts of famine and plague that struck
Daventry in 1597, 1604, 1611 and particularly 1623-25 and from the First Civil War 1642-
46. In the 1620s burials outnumbered baptisms and lists of registered freemen in the early
1630s showed numbers depressed significantly compared with 1590.7 The companies
responded by granting a predominance of freedoms by purchase, probably to ‘strangers’,
rather than relying on apprentices to complete their training to make up their numbers.
No doubt the town was trying to hasten its economic recovery from the setbacks in the
early decades of the 17th century.

The Civil War’s short term effects were also significant; not only did burials outnumber
baptisms but with the town situated near to Royalist Banbury and Parliamentarian
Northampton the area was vulnerable to raiding parties and armies from both sides. The
town’s economy and governance were in turmoil; the Companies’ Books showed a
considerable decline in the registration of both freemen and apprentices in the war years.
The coming of peace in 1646 saw freemen admissions and apprentice indentures spring
back up. For the next 30 years recorded freemen admissions remained stable but with a
large percentage increase in those due to apprenticeships rather than purchase compared
with the earlier years of the century. It could be argued that many of the trades, particularly
shoemaking, could now supply their own workforce.

The1676 list of freemen provided a summary of the membership of the three companies
and confirmed the trends shown by the registration of freemen. By 1676 the strength of
the Companies of Shoemakers and Mercers was back up to the 1590 levels. Numerically
leather trades dominated the town’s crafts; the Shoemakers’ Company had 50% of the
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Figure 3. A page from the Book of the Company of Mercers, etc. of Daventry
1590-1676 (NRO ML. 696, by kind permission of Daventry District Council)

7 K. Ward, Transcript of Daventry Parish Records, NRO, ZB 770/13 & ZB 770/14
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freemen in the town, a total of 76 out of 150. Of these 30 were shoemakers, having risen
from 8 in 1634; this suggested that the shoemakers were the one occupation producing
goods or providing services for more than the local area. Other leather crafts did not make
the same progress; glovers, quite strong before 1642, declined in number after the Civil
War and other leather goods were never numerous. This was surprising since Daventry was
already developing as a route centre but only a handful of freemen provided harnesses for
horses. There was no reference to whip-making for which Daventry became famous in
the 18th century although some leather craftsmen were probably producing whips as a
side product to their other goods. Despite their numerical strength, the Shoemakers still
had only an equal representation with the Mercers on the Corporation.

The cloth trade remained relatively weak in Daventry. By 1676 there was only one mercer
and nine drapers in Daventry, although this number had doubled since 1631. Cloth
making was never strong in the town with only seven weavers being recorded as freemen
from 1590 to 1675. Allied trades such as fulling and tailoring declined after the Civil War.
The evidence suggested that the other trades in the town also provided for local needs.
Grocers, chandlers, bakers, apothecaries, barbers, smiths and trades in construction
maintained a recruitment of freemen at a level to meet the needs of the town and its
immediate surrounding area. Like many other towns, though, new trades were appearing
by 1675 which reflected a demand for wider goods and services; a bookseller, a stationer
and a pewterer appeared in Daventry from 1669 and a tobacco pipemaker started his trade
in 1670 to take advantage of the new fashion. (Figure 3)

Apprentices and Journeymen
To what extent freemen employed journeymen and apprentices is unknown although
there were regulations governing their employment. All the Daventry companies had a
common rule that a properly registered apprentice, having served his term of years shown
in his indenture, could obtain his freedom for 3s 4d. To prevent a master employing too
many apprentices as cheap labour or creating too many freemen for the future, some trades
forbade a master having more than two apprentices. Although the length of service was
never specified in the ordinances, 76% of apprentices were indentured to serve their
masters for seven years and 22% for eight to nine years, these longer apprenticeships largely
being associated with the drapers, mercers and apothecaries.

Socially the apprentices were largely from ‘the middling sort’ (independent trading
households) and many trained within their own families. All three companies stopped
providing information of the geographical origins of apprentices after 1645. Prior to 1645
Daventry supplied most of its own apprentices; additional ones came largely from
Northamptonshire and Warwickshire settlements within fifteen miles of Daventry. The vast
majority of these immigrant apprentices were from local villages and probably acquired
their positions through family connections or by contacts made on market days. 

The fee for enrolment of an apprentice in a company’s records was 2s 6d although this was
sometimes waived where a son was indentured to his father. In 1607 the Corporation’s
constitutions ordered apprentices to be enrolled in their companies within two weeks of
their indentures and to be registered in the Borough records within a further two weeks.
This constitution was not conscientiously observed although before 1630 there was some
evidence of attempts to force masters to enrol apprentices. The system particularly broke
down during the First Civil War when enrolments were delayed until after the disruption
had ended. Having set a precedent there seemed less pressure after 1645 to meet the time
limit for enrolment and in the 1650s and 1660s companies became lax with less than 50%
of apprentices enrolling within one year of their indentures. Reduced or waived fees and
the failure to enrol apprentices reflected an increasing reluctance of companies to impose
their rules as their control over trade weakened.



A sizeable group among the trades would have been the journeymen, qualified craftsmen
who had not taken out a freedom, but they featured very rarely in the records. Each
company had its ordinances limiting their activities and controlling their use by masters. A
journeyman properly registered could work in the town for a master but if he left his master
without permission or if he took work for his own benefit or if he received money for his
master and did not pay it over in one day to his master he would lose his rights. If a master
employed a journeyman he had to pay the journeyman’s fee to the company within a day
or two and fulfil a master’s obligation to him so that the master did not have continual cheap
labour. The very limited evidence from the Companies of Masons and Mercers showed that
a minority of journeymen went on to become freemen. So for some craftsmen, not ready
or unable to afford their freedom when they qualified, being a journeyman was an
intermediate step; others never obtained or wanted their freedom in the town.

Rules, Duties and Responsibilities
Having acquired his freedom with the protection and support it provided, a freeman, in
turn, had duties and responsibilities to both the Borough Corporation and his company.
As a tradesman he was still an individual responsible for his own livelihood but the
substance of a company was the regular and necessary meetings to admit new members,
record apprentices, make new rules subject to Corporation approval, redress problems,
contemplate breaches of existing regulations, receive headwardens’ accounts and to pay
quarterages. In 1607 the Corporation confirmed each company’s arrangements of a
Dinner Day and a minimum of four other meetings each year. These replicated the
Corporation’s year which held the inauguration of the Bailiff on All Saints Day followed
by at least four other meetings annually.

The major annual event for each company was the Dinner Day at which the headwarden
for the ensuing year was chosen. Every member was expected to be present because of the
importance of the occasion and they had to pay for their ‘trencher’ whether they could
attend or not. The Masons’ figures for 1657-73 showed the annual number of dinners
ordered varied from 26 to 36 which were in line with the strength of the company shown
in 1676 although there was some evidence that a few members would stay away. At one
time the annual dinner was a social occasion but an earlier order specifically excluded
wives, children and friends. Whether the Dinner Days became increasingly too unruly for
the more sober mood of the Protectorate or whether the cost was becoming too much,
on 26 December 1657, the next meeting after their Dinner Day, the Shoemakers decided
that in future none of the company stock would be spent on ‘strong beare upon the
Dynner Day’. The event was to become more of a business meeting with the appropriate
company accounts being presented as well as electing a new headwarden.

The regular meetings were important to the companies; members were fined for non-
attendance and could be imprisoned at the headwarden’s pleasure for non-payment of the
fine. Some functions of the meetings were routine such as the collection of quarterages
and dues payable to the Town, but meetings were also opportunities to discuss new
proposals, provided they were presented beforehand, and to hear complaints. Attempts
were made to run orderly meetings with standing orders against abusive behaviour and a
failure to keep quiet when reprimanded by the headwarden, suggesting that there were
heated debates, perhaps when the quality of member’s work was debated or a fine
imposed. When members departed from their meetings all companies forbade them
discussing or disclosing anything done, spoken or recorded in the meetings except to
fellow members of their own company, so preserving both the idea of mystery and the
special relationship between members.

The headwarden was the key member of the company and was not only responsible for
organising meetings but also had to protect members’ interests, supervise the activities of
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the company and its members and enforce the regulations during his term of office. There
was nothing in any of the Daventry companies’ records to suggest that anyone did not
accept the position of headwarden from 1590 to 1675 but there were substantial fines
available to deter anyone who might think of refusing. Throughout his period of office
there would be demands on a headwarden’s time and finances although the role would be
spared the cost of ceremony and pageantry in larger towns.

Certainly in a small market town such as Daventry there was little evidence of elaborate
civic or craft ceremonial by the end of the 16th century. Corporation processions
involving members of companies took place to the Church on the important religious
festivals of Easter, Pentecost and Christmas and on Fair Days. The latter required
Corporation members to attend both a church service and the reading of the
proclamation afterwards. They were to be attended by the Constables and Thirdbarrows
who were to be appropriately dressed with cloaks and carrying staves. Every Sunday two
Burgesses were to accompany the Bailiff to church and they were to be accompanied by
those members of the Company of Mercers who had a halberd. In 1613 there were seven
of these and they were held by past headwardens.

In the craft companies pageantry was much muted. In the wealthiest company, the
Company of Mercers, it was not until 1600-01 that it was ordered that the headwarden
and every future headwarden should have a gown. Every headwarden and past headwarden
were then to wear their gowns on every Dinner Day and quarterly meeting, and every
member had to be dressed in a cloak, if they had one, or in decent apparel. Similarly the
Company of Masons ordered every member to attend quarterly meetings or at any other
time thought appropriate in his cloak or ‘comelyest apparell’.

One of the major gatherings of any company was the death of a member or his wife.
Funerals were occasions when a company could offer support to a member or his family.
In 1615 the Shoemakers gave ‘Old Powell to burie his wife xiid’. Each of the three
companies demanded the attendance of all its members in ‘comely or decent apparell’ at
burials. The Company of Mercers demanded a well organised procession with four
members appointed by the headwarden to carry the corpse and the rest to follow in ranks
of two or three. In 1634 the Company of Shoemakers attempted more dignity at their
funerals by purchasing a black hearse cloth.

One of a company’s major tasks was to settle disputes between its members. In doing this
they were helping the Corporation to keep order within the town. Companies, while
wishing to maintain standards of workmanship, did not want members undermining each
other with unfounded criticism or with public disparagement of another’s work or
products. Consequently rules were introduced to ensure the quality of work but if there
was any slippage it was to be dealt with inside the company, so companies would hear all
complaints from members, have their leaders arbitrate and impose fines and forfeitures
upon offenders. The headwarden of the Company of Masons with his nominees was
expected to settle grievances between members about poor workmanship, debts or trespass
within ten days and if the allegations were upheld, the defendant would be required to
make good the work or face a fine. If a member wished to commence legal action against
a fellow member then the aggrieved member needed a licence from his headwarden and
permission from the Bailiff.

Similarly in the Company of Mercers, the headwarden was expected to hear most
complaints and members could only sue or have fellow members arrested if the action was
worth over 20 shillings and permission for the action had been granted by the
headwarden. In the case of the tailors the members gathered together to judge the quality
of a garment that had been criticised for poor workmanship and the verdict would be left
to a vote amongst members. Thus it was the common practice for a fellow tradesman or



a recipient of poor service or goods to make complaint to the headwarden who could
order redress if the criticism was upheld.

Having imposed fines a company might experience some difficulty collecting them. Only
the Masons showed the procedures adopted when a member appealed against his fine. The
whole company would hear the appeal and could reduce the fine but the whole amount
would be re-imposed if the guilty member still did not pay. Then the burden would be
placed upon the headwarden who would have to pay the fine himself if the member
continued to default and he did not execute the order. The position of headwarden was
not an honorary one but carried with it many responsibilities including the possibility of
stern action against fellow members.

Another of a headwarden’s responsibilities was the maintenance of his company’s records
and, in particular, its stock and accounts. The Companies of Shoemakers and Mercers each
invested in chests to keep securely their paperwork including records of their companies’
stock and the Headwardens’ bond for the security of the stock.

Having secured their property the companies were also determined that their funds would
not be subject to fraud by their headwardens and so a series of checks were placed upon
them to ensure that company stock and monies were made safe to be used in the
companies’ interest. A major fear was the misuse or misappropriation of funds and all three
companies took action to indemnify themselves against loss. Each company required its
headwarden to provide a bond capable of covering the company’s stock and monies.

Companies existed to help their members and all companies were prepared to lend money
to their members provided the latter prepared a bond acknowledging the funds had been
received and sureties for their repayment provided. Loans usually ranged from 10 shillings
to 40 shillings. Repayment was not always straightforward and in December 1658 Mr
Bassett, the headwarden of the Masons, was given permission to use the company’s money
to cover the costs of attempting to recover funds loaned to a member who had died.

Other entries in the companies’ accounts showed how funds were spent. There were
administrative costs with regular payments to the clerks and beadles of each company.
Entertainment and gifts were sporadic items listed. In 1595-96 the Mercers gave wine and
sugar to the Bailiff, supplied wine for the Judges of the Assizes and paid for the Clerk of
the Assizes’ man at The Bell, while the Shoemakers bore the charge of the ‘Ringers’ to
welcome ‘my Lord Judg’ to the town in 1611-12. When the Mercers’ headwarden and
three senior members went to Northampton in 1595-96 and the headwarden of the
Shoemakers went there for dinner at the Quarter Sessions their respective companies paid. 

The companies also became involved in legal affairs to protect their interests. In January
1608/9 Thomas Glover, headwarden of the Mercers, was allowed 40 shillings to defend a
suit against the whole Company, while in 1614 10 shillings was paid to Mr Symes ‘for
counsell’ and £1-13s-4d to Mr Henry Allen, a Burgess and an Attorney in the town.
Unfortunately no details were given of either case. The Shoemakers also made use of Mr
Allen for legal advice and drawing up bonds and in 1600 the headwarden and his two
underwardens had their costs covered by individual members of the company in taking
action against the glovers of Northampton.

Although the number and the detail of the ordinances were extensive, surprisingly no
ordinances dealt with wages, prices or methods of production. Few ordinances were dated
and there was little evidence on how effectively they were implemented. The general
impression created by the records is how routine much of the business of meetings must
have been with the aim to get members to support the company and fulfil their
responsibilities. Through the observance of a company’s rules it was believed members’
interests would be protected.

52 northamptonshire past and present



daventry’s craft companies 1574-1675 53

The Demise of the Companies
In February 1675/6, Daventry’s Charter was revised by Charles II in response to the
changing needs of the town. The 1576 Elizabethan incorporation had provided a legal
basis for the town’s craft and trade companies, through their representatives on the
Corporation, to effect bye-laws and ordinances which would protect their interests. In
return the companies, through their internal structures, would help in the administration
and regulation of trading and production within the town. By the 1670s the system of
mutual dependence was inadequate. The demise of the Daventry companies suggested that
though they had fulfilled their role of protection and control in the past this was no longer
the case in the 1670s. The companies’ records were silent on whether this was due to the
regulations being too restrictive and holding back the economic development of the town
or being unenforceable as economic structures changed. The decision to abandon the
companies in Daventry was not a sudden one and the need to change the Charter to adjust
to changing circumstances had been pondered upon for a number of years.

Already in October 1657, the Bailiff, Burgesses and Commonalty had agreed a renewal of
the Charter should be sought with alterations and additions for the good of the town.
Whether this was simply to get the town’s rights approved by the Protectorate or because
of changing economic circumstances was not explained, but nothing was done. Then in
February 1671/2 the Corporation once again resolved to renew the Charter with such
additional privileges that could be obtained. By this time Sir Heneage Finch, the Attorney
General and Daventry’s Lord of the Manor, offered his assistance and so the Corporation
agreed to provide £120 to defray the costs.8 In January 1673/4, the Mercers agreed to
provide £4 out of their stock, if needed, for renewing the Charter. Eventually the revised
Charter was issued on 2 February 1675/6.

The revision made some significant changes with the Corporation taking over the main
functions of the three craft companies. The Burgesses were reduced from fourteen to
twelve but their oligarchical nature remained. More importantly was the appointment of
new officers, the Chamberlain and two Wardens, from among the freemen of the Borough.
The right to grant freedoms and to enrol apprentices was granted completely to the
Bailiff, Burgesses, Chamberlain and the two Wardens and the latter three officials were
made responsible for the collection of entry fines.9 Trading and production were still
confined to freemen except for fair and market days when ‘strangers’ could trade upon
payment of a fine imposed by the Corporation. The control over entry into the town’s
trades and crafts had now passed completely to the Corporation and the three craft
companies’ main reason for existing had disappeared. These changes had been approved
and actively sought by the leading members of the companies who served on the
Corporation and they would only have done that if they thought it in their interests or if
the companies were unable to undertake their duties effectively.

The demise of the three craft companies was not catalogued but the Shoemakers’ records
provided evidence of less involvement of members in their company in the 1670s. In 1667
seven members had not paid their quarterage on Dinner Day, by 1671 sixteen had not
paid. In October 1673 the company agreed that, in future, the headwarden would be
chosen by the Bailiff of the Borough with fines on members of the company who refused
to accept the choice, thus taking away a long established right of members which had been
the most important item of business on Dinner Day. The recording of headwardens’
accounts ceased in 1672 but they had shown a continuous reduction in amounts
throughout the 1660s. Certainly the indications were of a company in which the members
were playing a lesser role, perhaps because they felt it had outlived its usefulness. While
8 NRO, ML106, f.30v. The Corporation’s stock of £60 was to be used and the Bailiff and Burgesses agreed
to raise a further £60 mainly from themselves.
9 G. Baker, The History and Antiquities of the County of Northampton (2 vols, 1822-41), 1, p.320.



there still needed to be some control over who traded in the town, that could be carried
out by the Corporation without the other obligations and restrictions that the companies
had put upon their members.

In the 1690s Celia Fiennes described Daventry as ‘a pretty large market town and good
houses all of stone’, and soon afterwards Defoe visited the ‘considerable market town (of
Daventry) which subsists chiefly by the great concourse of travellers on the old Watling
Street way’10. (Figure 4) Like nearby Lutterworth, Daventry was a small town in a rural
environment, its market and fairs provided an important focus for the villages in the
surrounding countryside and its position on a major road made it a route centre and
helped it to establish links beyond the local area.11 The companies had been an essential
element in developing the nature of the town, making it significantly different from the
villages around it. They played their part in achieving incorporation for Daventry in the
late 16th century and helped to create its urban character, along with other elements such
as the Corporation, some professional services and the grammar school.

While the trades and crafts of Daventry’s three craft companies were important to
Daventry’s economy they did not dominate it since more people would have been
involved in agriculture and service occupations. Only 151 freemen were listed in 1676 of
whom 42 were ‘strangers’; even with a generous multiplier for their households the
resulting total would be well below 50% of those indicated by the Compton Census.

From 1574 to 1675 Daventry’s trades and crafts were largely functional, limited in scope
and not producing or dealing in luxury or specialised goods seen in larger towns. In 1675
the trades and crafts were small scale, supplying the needs of the town and local area; only
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Figure 4. Daventry 1719: Tillemans’ print of the southern part of the town,
looking eastwards towards Borough Hill

(from The History and Antiquities of Northamptonshire by John Bridges)

10 C Morris, ed., The Journeys of Celia Fiennes (1949), p.118; P Rogers, ed., Daniel Defoe : A Tour Through the
Whole Island of Great Britain (one vol., 1974), p.406.
11 J. Goodacre, The Transformation of a Peasant Economy : Townspeople and villagers in the Lutterworth area 1500-
1700 (1994), p.224.
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shoemaking, the most important trade in the town, was perhaps supplying a wider area.
The companies’ actual economic and social role, though, can only be fully understood
when the economic activities of the rest of the town’s population and the surrounding
villages have been explored. Nevertheless the craft companies had been a central feature
of the town’s development between 1574 and 1675, but from 1675 the freemen had to
rely upon the Corporation alone to protect them.

Primary Sources : not in print

Northamptonshire Record Office

D3382 Daventry Borough Records : Book of the Company of Masons,
Bricklayers, Joiners, Plumbers, Carpenters, Coopers, Glaziers,
Ploughwrights, Painters and Plasterers, 1590-1675.

D3383 Daventry Borough Records : Book of the Company of Shoemakers,
Ironmongers, Sadlers, Barber Surgeons, Smiths, Glovers and Whittawers,
1590-1675.

D3384 Daventry Borough Records : Headwardens Book 1592-1675.
Admissions of freemen and apprentices and accounts (Company of
Shoemakers, Ironmongers, Sadlers, Barber Surgeons, Smiths, Glovers and
Whittawers).

ML696 Daventry Borough records : Book of the Company of Mercers,
Woollendrapers, Linendrapers, Haberdashers, Tailors, Dyers, Fullers and
Weavers, 1590-1675.

ML106 Daventry Borough Book 1595-1783

ML755 Daventry Borough records : Baliffs’ Accounts, 1574-1684, with receipts
for quarterages and lists of members of the various companies 1574-
1594.

ML756 Daventry Borough Records : Admissions of apprentices and freemen
and Chamberlain Accounts 1676-1802.

Fermer Mr. Newton’s bills of Procurations and Synodals, Co. Northampton, 
Hesketh beginning April 1669 to 1676.
Baker 708



George London at Castle Ashby
PETER McKAY

Most of what is known about the early life of the landscape gardener, George London,
comes from Stephen Switzer’s The Nobleman, Gentleman, and Gardener’s Recreation,
published in 1715, a year or two after London’s death. Switzer’s book was in part a tribute
to London for whom Switzer had worked in the early 1700s, indeed he called himself
“Servant to Mr London and Mr Wise” on the title-page of the 1718 edition of
The…Recreation. The date and even the place of London’s birth is unknown; the first solid
piece of information that Switzer gives is that London was apprenticed to John Rose who
succeeded André Mollet as Charles II’s gardener at St James on Mollet’s death in c.1665.
London must have proved himself a promising apprentice for Rose is said by Switzer to
have sent London to France to study French garden styles and techniques and “soon after
he returned, he was preferr’d to the Bishop of London’s Service…”.1This appointment to
manage the Bishop’s gardens at Fulham Palace probably happened c.1675.

The Bishop of London referred to was Henry Compton (1632-1713), brother of James,
3rd Earl of Northampton, who was succeeded by his son George in December 1681.
George was born on 18 October 1664 and when he inherited he was studying at Christ
Church, Oxford, where he took his degree in February 1682. He then appears to have
gone on the Grand Tour. There are almost no records of where he went, but by March
1685 he was in Paris where he was required to augment his sister’s marriage portion so
that she could marry Charles Sackville, 6th Earl of Dorset.2

Soon after his return George married (in May 1686) Jane, the youngest daughter of Sir
Stephen Fox. Born in 1625, Sir Stephen had an impeccable royalist background having
fled England after the Battle of Worcester and joined Prince Charles’s household in France.
On the Restoration he was made Clerk of the Green Cloth and Paymaster General, both
of which offices he held under both Charles II and James II and subsequently under
William III. As Paymaster General he amassed a great fortune and was clearly a man of
considerable financial acumen. This acumen he put at the disposal of his son-in-law. He
appears to have been instrumental in putting in place a proper accounting system for
George’s estates and thus establishing a sound financial basis for the Earl’s ambitious plans
for the improvement of Castle Ashby.3

One of the Earl’s first projects was the modernisation of the gardens at Castle Ashby. On
18 December 1686 Sir Stephen wrote to his son-in-law from Whitehall as follows:

… I herewith send your Lordshipp an abstract of your estates for the halfe year ending at Lady
Day 1686 which I extracted out of those bookes of surveys and accountts which Mr Newton
laid before mee & left with mee wherin I tooke a little pains to informe my selfe how much
your Lordshipp may relye on (after all charges incident to an estate is taken out of it) to carry
on the expences of support & maintenance & at the end I found my selfe suffitiently
recompenced for my pains because it concludes better than by discourse. I could be secured
it would doe & answeres the question I so often troubled your Lordshipp with, what would
be the cleere income after all charges were deducted. Which by this half year’s accountt and
comparing it with the forgoing halfe yeare, I doe not doubt but your Lordshipp may have a
good £4,000 a yeare from your Lordshipp’s estate of Warwick & Northamptonshire & at least
£400 per annum out of Somersetshire besides the interest of the mony which if you cannot

1 S. Switzer, op. cit. pp. 59-60.
2 W. B. Compton, 6th Marquess of Northampton, History of the Comptons of Compton Wynyates (London, 1930),
pp. 131-32.
3 See H. D. Turner, George, fourth Earl of Northampton; Estates and Stewards, 1686-1714 in Northamptonshire Past
and Present, Vol. IV no. 2 (1967), pp. 97-105.



george london at castle ashby 57

keep to be full ten, yet I hope it will remaine neer that sume after your garden is paid for
which Mr London tells me his part wilbe under £900 and the other parke will not exceed
[£] 600 and of both your Lordshipp will have estimates given you by Mr London who I am
very confident will serve your Lordshipp as well as hee can for his lifee & in probabillity it
wilbe a noble garden so I hope your Lordshipp will take great delight in it & make it an
addition of sattisfaction to the other pleasures of the great and good seat of Ashby which I
heartely pray you may long live to enjoy …4

The mention of “Mr London” is most interesting as the designer of the first terrace garden
at Castle Ashby has not previously been identified. George London is, however, an obvious
candidate given that he was not only in charge of Bishop Henry Compton’s Fulham
Palace gardens but was also by this time a partner in the Brompton Park Nursery business
referred to below. Sir Stephen Fox may also have become acquainted with George London
by this time, for in 1682 the building of Wren’s Chelsea Hospital was started. The layout
and construction of the gardens between 1688 and 1695 were the responsibility of
London and Wise and it is not therefore unreasonable to suppose that Sir Stephen who, as
Paymaster General, was intimately involved with the funding of the construction of the
Hospital had, by 1686, already held some preliminary discussions with London about the
layout of the gardens.5

The mere mention by Sir Stephen of “Mr London” does not, however, prove any
significant contribution by London and unfortunately the first proper accounts which
survive at Castle Ashby are for the year ended Michaelmas 1689 and by the autumn of
1688 much of the work appears to have been done. John Evelyn visited Castle Ashby on
20 August 1688 and records “… they were now inlarging the Gardens, in which was
nothing extraordinary but the Yron gate, opening into the Parke, which is indeede very
good worke, wrought in flowers, painted with blew & gilded …”6 Clearly much of the
work, and in particular the earth-moving work, must have been substantially completed if
the gateway into the park had been set up.

Thomas Newton, “Receiver of the Rents, Issues and Profits” of the Earl’s Northampton-
shire estates, records in his accounts for the year to Michaelmas 1689 a payment to “Mr
Twiford for Mr London” of £155/0/0. His following year’s accounts show two smaller
payments of £20 and £10 to Mr London.

The House Steward (George Paske) recorded the following payments in the year ended
Michaelmas 1690:

Mr Emmett Bricklayer for making Ashby Garden Walls etc. £86/6/0
Ja Glasford for Trees, Greens and Plants £22/6/6

As James Glasford was Head Gardener this payment may not be particularly significant but
in the following year (1690/91) these payments appear:

Mr Witts for flower roots £3/11/0
Mr London and Mr Wise for ditto £16/5/0
Mr Fuller for ditto7 £28/10/0
“Mr London’s man” received a tip of 2/6.

4 Castle Ashby Archives, FD 1093.
5 J. Summerson, Architecture in Britain 1530-1830 (3rd ed., Harmondsworth, 1958), p.137 and D. Green,
Gardener to Queen Anne: Henry Wise (1653-1738) and the Formal Garden (Oxford, 1956), p. 52.
6The Diary of John Evelyn ed. E. S. de Beer (Oxford, 1959), p. 886.
7 Mr. Fuller was probably Edward Fuller (fl. 1680-c.1720) who supplied seeds and plants from the Strand. His
catalogue was published in the third (1688) edition of J.Woolridge’s Systema Horti-Culturae, or The Art of
Gardening. See J. Harvey, Early Nurserymen (London and Chichester, 1974), p. 5. For London and Wise, see
below. “Mr Witts” has not been identified.



Thereafter, although the accounts continue to show payments for various Garden works,
it is not clear whether these relate to the terraces or to other works. London nevertheless
appears to have held a watching brief, he was paid a further £10/0/0 “on account” in
1691/92. These extracts put it beyond doubt that George London did indeed carry out
substantial work at Castle Ashby.

It is clear from Sir Stephen Fox’s letter that by the end of 1686 the terraces and “the other
parke” had been designed and costed. Most of the work was therefore probably carried
out in 1687 and/or 1688. Construction may have been quite quick; the contract for the
building of the Great Parterre at Chatsworth was signed by London in June 1694 and the
work was to be completed by March 1695.8 This speed of construction was possible
because London was a partner in the influential Brompton Park Nursery business.

This nursery had been founded in 1681 by Roger Looker, gardener to Queen Catherine
of Braganza, Moses Cook, the author of The Manner of Raising, Ordering and Improving
Forest and Fruit Trees (1679) and the Earl of Essex’s gardener at Cassiobury, John Field,
gardener at Woburn and George London himself who appears to have been the junior
partner.9 From the start Brompton Park – unlike the other nurseries then in existence –
appears to have offered a design-and-build (or plant) service. Following the death of
Looker in 1685 and Field in 1687, Henry Wise joined the partnership. Moses Cook sold
out his share in 1689 and the famous London and Wise enterprise began. London was the
salesman and probably usually the designer while Wise managed the nursery itself. This
was huge by the standards of the day, it was established on the south facing land which
slopes gently from the present Kensington Road and Kensington Gore down to the Old
Brompton Road and Cromwell Road. To the west the nursery reached to near the present
Gloucester Road while to the east it extended to the boundaries of Knightsbridge. In all
it was over a hundred acres10 and supplied most of the trees and shrubs required for the
gardening improvements carried out in the late seventeenth and the early years of the
eighteenth centuries.

One of the first projects on which all the partners at Brompton Park appear to have been
involved was at Longleat from 1683 onwards. Over the next decade or so the gardens were
extended by a succession of parterres to the east of the house while the woods up the
hillside were shaped into straight rides or walks, many of them radiating from a central
hexagon. The agreement between the Brompton partnership and Thomas, Viscount
Weymouth, expired in 1694 but work on the gardens and particularly the waterworks
continued until Thomas’s death in 1714.11 The result, which has a distinctly French feel,
was the subject of a Knyff and Kip engraving in Britannia Illustrata (1707).

In March 1683 “Mr Cook and Mr London’s opinion about Burghley gardens” was also
being sought.12 About the only visual evidence of the work done there is a survey map
produced by John Haynes in 1755. The central section of this survey map is reproduced
as Fig.1. Most of the formal garden was placed to the south of the house where a large
grass lawn was divided in two by a broad, presumably gravelled, pathway. These lawns were
flanked by the “Garden Pond” (marked H on Haynes’s map) and a “Bowling Green” (T).
The pathway then passed between two hedged blocks called “The Wilderness” (on the east
- Q) and “The Bantam Grove” (on the west – M) and then across a canalised stream (N).
Between the two parts of the canal, in the middle of the pathway, was an octagonal
“Goldfish Pond” (O). The pathway then proceeded to a bastion which would have
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8 See Green, Gardener to Queen Anne, pp. 34-35 where the contract is transcribed.
9 Harvey, Early Nurserymen, p. 52.
10 Green, Gardener to Queen Anne, p. 9.
11 D. Burnett, Longleat, the Story of an English Country House (rev. ed., Wimbourne, 1988), pp. 88-90.
12 D. Jacques and A. J. van der Horst, The Gardens of William and Mary (London, 1988), p. 31.
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Figure 1. Detail from a Survey Map of Burghley House and its grounds by
John Haynes dated 1755.



60 northamptonshire past and present

Figure 3. Detail from a Survey Map of Castle Ashby by John Eyre dated 1760.

Figure 2. Aerial photograph of the east side of Castle Ashby House
taken 12 June 1990.



provided a viewing point for the rising parkland beyond. The “North Court” (E)
contained a walled, oval-shaped parterre; a space which still exists. The old Tudor hunting
park on the north side of the house was organised into a grid of straight rides.13

Though none of the elements in this layout is new, the way they are put together is
peculiar to the site. The extensive use of grass and the lack of floral parterres is worth
noting. The “Flower Garden” is marked G while L is “The Pheasantry” and W “The
Vineyards”. It needs however to be stressed that Haynes’s map was drawn some seventy
years after London designed this garden and the extent of the changes made between 1683
and 1755 (if any) is unknown.

London, apparently alone, began work at Chatsworth at some time before 1688 in which
year he signed a contract to build the West Parterre. As has been seen, the contract for the
Great Parterre on the south side was signed in 1694. At the same time Chatsworth House
itself was being rebuilt by William Talman who between 1687 and 1696 was responsible
for the design of the south and east fronts of the house.14 This appears to be the first time
that London and Talman worked together, though they collaborated on numerous projects
thereafter. “Wherever Talman built, London gardened” wrote John Harris in his article on
George London in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.15

London’s work at Castle Ashby in 1687/88 was therefore one of his earliest commissions
and for this reason alone is of interest. But, as at Burghley and Longleat (and, to a lesser
extent, at Chatsworth), London’s scheme was obliterated by Capability Brown. The
problem is compounded at Castle Ashby by the construction in 1860-65 of a new terrace
garden overlaying some of what Brown had left of London’s creation. This nineteenth-
century garden was, however, significantly smaller than that laid out by London as can be
seen from an aerial photograph taken in 1990 (Fig. 2). A detailed survey map by John Eyre,
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Figure 4. Peter Tillemans’s Prospect of the Earl of Northampton’s House at Castle
Ashby taken in ye Gardens dated 1 August 1719

13 Haynes’s map is reproduced in full in V. Leatham, Burghley. The Life of a Great House (London, 1992), p. 225.
This reproduction includes the key to the designatory letters used by Haynes. A drawing, also by Haynes, of
the gardens on the south side of the House is reproduced as the frontispiece.
14 H. Colvin, A Biographical Dictionary of British Architects 1600-1840 (3rd ed. New Haven and London, 1995),
p. 952.
15 Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford, 2004), Vol. 34, p. 347.



similar to that produced by John Haynes at Burghley, was made in 1760 shortly before
Brown’s remodelling took place (Fig. 3).16 In addition there is the published drawing of
the terraces made by Peter Tillemans in 1719 (Fig. 4).17 From these various sources it is
possible to gain a fair idea of the extent of London’s creation.

As we have seen, the gardens at Longleat were laid out predominantly on the east side of
the house. The same thing happened at Castle Ashby, the west side being occupied by a
riding school and the stables and beyond these, the village itself. But whereas at Longleat
the gardens were extended up the hill, at Castle Ashby they were extended downhill
towards a watercourse. A comparison with Melbourne, Derbyshire, is not inappropriate.

The Tillemans drawing appears to show walls extending the east side of the House to
enclose the north lawn and the terraces themselves. The Eyre map shows these walls as
solid lines. The planting between the terraces and the water, including the avenue to the
east, has the look of a late seventeenth-century design and was probably the “other parke”
referred to in Sir Stephen Fox’s letter. 

Tillemans’s drawing also appears to suggest that the terraces were grass intercut with
curved walks, the planting being carried out on the peripheries. It is impossible to know
whether this was how the original terraces were laid out or whether their design was
modified between 1688 and 1719. It is clear, however, from the paintings of Wollaton Hall
by Jan Seberechts dated about 1695, as well as from Burghley House, that the principal
terraces of both houses were grass intersected by straight walks. Sir William Temple’s
instructions, set out in his essay Upon the Gardens of Epicurus; or, Of Gardening in the year
1685 are relevant. “The part of your garden next your house … should be a parterre for
flowers or grass-plots, bordered with flowers; or, if according to the newest mode, it be cast
all into grass-plots and gravel walks, the dryness of these should be relieved with fountains,
and the plainness of those with statues.” Earlier, in the same essay, Temple had remarked
on “two things particular to us … the gravel of our walks, and the fineness and almost
perpetual greenness of our turf ” neither of which was to be found in France or Holland.18
At Castle Ashby the “plainness” of the grass-plots (if that was indeed the original design)
were relieved by large stone urns. It would also appear from Fig. 2 that the planting was
concentrated on the north side of the terraces. The series of hexagons visible in this
photograph may be the remains of a parterre or perhaps a maze.

The creation of the terraces and the planting in East Park were by no means the end of
the 4th Earl’s improvements at Castle Ashby. The north side of the house was rebuilt in
1719-21. Talman had been approached for a design in 1695 but this was not accepted.19
The greenhouse between the church and the private garden, to the south-east of the
house, has been putatively assigned to Talman.20 It was, however, partially demolished in
1874 and there is no documentary evidence to tie Talman positively to its design. However,
London’s involvement at Castle Ashby certainly gives additional weight to this attribution.

London’s contribution to Castle Ashby and the Compton family was not, however, limited
to gardening. Henry, Bishop of London, was one of the signatories of the invitation to
William of Orange to depose James II and, following William’s invasion, Princess Anne,
fearing that her father would secure her as a hostage, plotted with the future Duchess of
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16 Castle Ashby Archives, FD 1348(i).
17 See Northamptonshire in the Early Eighteenth Century. The Drawings of Peter Tillemans and Others. ed. B. A.
Bailey (Northamptonshire Record Society, Vol. 39. Northampton, 1996). This contains two drawings of Castle
Ashby, the one reproduced as Fig. 4 and one of the south front. 
18 This essay was first published in the second part of Temple’s Miscellanea in 1692. The quotations are taken
from Essays by Sir William Temple (London, 1821) Vol. 1, p. 35 and p. 32.
19 Talman’s estimate is preserved in the Castle Ashby Archives, FD 1084.
20 Colvin, A Biographical Dictionary, p. 953.
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Marlborough to escape from the metropolis. In this she was assisted by Bishop Henry who,
with his nephew-by-marriage, the Earl of Dorset, arranged her flight from the capital. In
this the Bishop was assisted by his gardener, George London. Bishop Burnet’s account of
the escape is a dramatic and characteristically waspish piece of writing. “…About midnight
she [Princess Anne] went down a back staircase from her closet, attended only by the Lady
Churchill, in such haste that they carried nothing with them. They were waited for by the
Bishop of London, who carried them to the Earl of Dorset’s whose Lady furnished them
with every thing. And so they went Northwards, as far as Northampton where that Earl
attended on them with all respect, and quickly… a small Army was formed about her, who
chose to be commanded by the Bishop of London, of which he too easily accepted.”21

From Northampton Princess Anne was escorted to Nottingham where she joined up with
an insurgent army. Switzer merely notes “…upon the Revolution, [London] was made
Superintendent of all Their Majesties Gardens, for which he had £200 a Year and a Page
of the Back Stairs to Queen Mary; and it was particularly observed, that he assisted at the
Revolution in carrying the then Princesse Anne to Nottingham from the Fury of the
Papists.”22

21 G. Burnet, History of His Own Time (London, 1723-34), Vol. I, p. 792.
22 Switzer, The Nobleman, Gentleman, and Gardener’s Recreation, pp. 59-60.
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Rushton Hall and Its Parklands: A Multi-Layered Landscape

JENNY BURT

Place-name evidence1 suggests that Rushton takes its name from ‘rush farm’ and this may
indicate the nature of the area where the early settlements formed, later becoming the
parishes of Rushton St Peters and Rushton All Saints, uniting in 1780 as the parish of
Rushton.

The present Hall is sited in the deserted medieval settlement of Rushton St Peter’s and is
built on an artificial platform of land overlooking the River Ise to its south. The river flows
in an easterly direction through a shallow valley of upper lias clay, whilst the land to its
north and south rises gently to the boundaries of the parkland, this land being mostly
covered with boulder clay. Domesday Book records numbers of smallholders and villagers,
2 mills, meadow and some 25 acres of woodland2, a thriving community, and there are still
extensive stands of woodland both within and without the parkland.

Today the Hall and its parklands cover some ninety two hectares of land, twelve hectares
being formal gardens surrounding the Hall and the remaining eighty hectares comprising
the park. English Heritage has listed the Hall as a Grade I building whilst the landscape is
listed Grade II* on the Register of Historic Parks and Gardens of Special Historic Interest
in England. Many of the other buildings within the landscape are also listed. The
development of the Hall and its parklands owes much to the influence of the families
owning and living there; the Treshams, whose main residence it became; the Cockaynes,
Viscounts Cullen who completed the formal gardens in the eighteenth century; William
Williams Hope, a diamond merchant who brought to it a more naturalistic landscape; and
to the Clarke-Thornhills and their tenants. In 1931 the estate was purchased by Gordon
and Douglas Pain of James Pain Ltd. of Corby, and the Hall was used to house an Officers
Training School during the Second World War. The Ministry of Works purchased the Hall
and the immediate gardens in 1957 and it was opened in 1961 by the Royal National
Institute for the Blind as a School for blind children, closing in 2001. Mr. and Mrs.
Hazelton purchased the Hall in 2003 and have now opened it as a country house hotel.
The remainder of the estate was retained by the Pain family.

The Treshams and Their Influence in the Sixteenth Century
William Tresham purchased the manor of Westhall in Rushton and the advowson of St
Peter’s Church in 1438. He was lord of Sywell, Northamptonshire, Attorney-General to
Henry V and three times Speaker of the House of Commons under Henry VI. By the time
of his death in 1450, he had acquired a large estate in Northamptonshire scattered through
twenty-five different manors. His son Thomas added to the estate, including the manor of
Lyveden, and it was at Rushton and Lyveden where the two main seats of the family were
sited. Thomas was attainted and executed in 1471 and his estates confiscated, but in 1485
on the accession of Henry Tudor to the throne, the family estates were restored to his son
John. John probably built the earliest surviving parts of the present Rushton Hall, perhaps
wisely holding no state office.

John’s son, Thomas, became Prior of the restored Order of St John of Jerusalem in
England, the Knights Hospitallers, and began the process of consolidating his estates
around Rushton and Lyveden; this included the purchase of the remaining half of the
manor of Easthall in Rushton c.1533. Thomas was a King’s Commissioner for the
surrender of Monastic lands and as a staunch Catholic, proclaimed Mary Tudor as Queen

1 J.E.B. Gover, Allen Mawer and F.M. Stenton The Place-names of Northamptonshire University Press Cambridge
1995, p120.
2 History from the sources. Domesday Book, Northamptonshire General editor John Morris, Phillimore Press , 1979.
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Figure 1. Photograph of Dryden’s Walk in the Wilderness at Rushton with the
Urn commemorating the poet John Dryden, c.1890. (Private collection)

at Northampton. During the reign of Queen Elizabeth he was allowed to retain the title
of Lord Prior in consideration of his service to her and at his death in c.1560, he was
afforded a handsome monument in St Peter’s church, which stood close to his Rushton
manor house.

When his grandson, Thomas (c.1543-1605), inherited in 1559 at the age of 15, he
exercised control of a large part of Rushton parish. By a continuous process of acquisition
and inclosures he converted arable land to pasture, building up a great sheep farm whose
flock in 1597 was recorded as a total of 6,780 sheep.3 The enclosed sheep pastures at
Rushton may have formed the basis of the present parkland.

The Tresham papers4, suggest that Thomas was much involved with building and carried
out further works both to Rushton Hall and to his house at Lyveden. He was a staunch
Catholic and spent a considerable time in prison or confined to his home and was also
heavily fined. His strong Catholic faith was expressed in his garden buildings and the
symbolism contained within their design is unique. His belief in the Trinity can be seen
in his first symbolic building, the Triangular Lodge, situated on the north west corner of
the present parkland, commenced on 28 June 1594 and probably completed by 15975. In
the weekly accounts contained in the Tresham papers this lodge is described as the
‘Warryner’s Conegerie’ and to its north is the earthwork of a prominent and well-

3 M.E. Finch Five Northamptonshire Families Northamptonshire Record Society 1955, p.74.
4 The Tresham Papers. British Library Additional manuscripts Nos 39828 to 39839.
5 Sir Gyles Isham Rushton Triangular Lodge H.M. Stationery Office 1970.



preserved pillow mound. On 2nd August 1596 the foundation of another lodge was laid,
in the Hawkfield at Rushton, and the building was finished in autumn 15976. The design
drawings are still extant but the building no longer exists; however, it is believed to form
part of the structure of Styles Lodge.7 During 1596 Sir Thomas also commenced the
construction of a Summer House or Garden Lodge at his house at Lyveden which was
built in the form of a cross to express the Passion of Christ and is now known as Lyveden
New Bield. The building was unfinished at his death in 1605.8

Sir Thomas’s interest in his gardens and orchards was acknowledged, for when he was first
committed as a recusant in 1581-3 he was allowed to remain at his own house at Hogsden
or Hoxton, a fashionable village near London, with the enjoyment of a little orchard and
garden. Lady Tresham’s accounts of July 1589 include a reference under ‘Reparacons’ ‘to
gardeninge and worke done in the orchard’9. Similarly, after his death in 1609, Lady
Tresham wrote to Lord Salisbury offering him 50 fruit trees from the orchard at Lyveden
‘Because I think no one can furnish you with more and better trees and of a fitter growth
than this ground, for my late husband, as he did take great delight, so did he come to great
experience and judgement therein.’10

After periods of confinement and imprisonment, Sir Thomas was allowed to return to
Rushton in 1593 and the Tresham papers indicate that extensive alterations were being
carried out in the gardens. It is not entirely clear which of Sir Thomas’s properties are
referred to when gardens are mentioned, but it is generally accepted that the account
books of George Levens,11 Sir Thomas’s steward at Rushton, mostly relate to Rushton with
the exception of the letters concerning Lyveden referred to in note 8 above. Levens’
entries record the gardens being levelled, ‘carryinge out of earth to levell the garden’, alleys
and borders were dug and trees planted. Great care seems to have been taken to conserve
the best earth. When work on the ‘upper quarter begunne’ in June, the men were recorded
as ‘cartinge back ye good mould taken out of the uppermost alley of the lowest quarter
and laying it uppon heapes in the middle of the second quarters’. For that week the cost
of this work was the equivalent of 42 man days at 6d. per day. On the later drawing of the
mansion and its gardens made by William Winstanley in 1741, huge terraces are shown to
the west of the mansion leading down to the rectangular canal and it may have been these
terraces which were constructed by Sir Thomas at this time. At each of the Tresham
mansions, one progressed through terrace walks to view the water feature.

Levens was a skilled surveyor recording Tresham’s land sales and in 1596 was reported to
be ‘measuring or layeing out the Teenantes plattes’ in Rushton. He is also known to have
been loaned out to neighbouring gentry.12 He carried out the surveying, supervising the
work and making the disbursements; however it was Sir Thomas himself who was the
inspiration for the design. In 1604 he sent Levens to Cirencester to view the ground and
make plots for laying out land there for Lord Danvers.

In 1599 Levens was taking levels about the dam head at Rushton as Sir Thomas was
planning a new channel from the river to the mill which also involved two bridges to be
built or rebuilt, the Abbey and Hawkfield bridges, sometimes referred to as the Nether and
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6 B.L. Add.mss. No.39831 ff.3 drawings of Hawkfield Lodge and No. 39832 account dated 2 August 1596 to
8 October 1597.
7 Personal communication of D. Pain.
8 A. Eburne ‘The Passion of Sir Thomas Tresham: New Light on the Gardens and Lodge at Lyveden’ Journal
of the Garden History Society, Spring 2008.
9 Report of Historical Manuscripts Commission, Various Collections, Vol III p.48.
10 R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England Thames and Hudson, 1979. Cecil papers DOM 48/136 27
October, 1609.
11 B.L. Add.mss. Nos.39832-5.
12 Finch, 1955 p. 185.
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Upper Bridges. It is not clear when the rectangular lake, known as the canal at Rushton
was first constructed a little farther along the valley from the mill, but this may also have
been the work of Sir Thomas, since he was clearly extremely concerned with water
management. At Lyveden he laid out a magnificent water garden, which although
incomplete at his death, is still visible within the landscape. The gardens there rise up the
hillside from the mansion house, with wide terraces leading to the orchard and thence to
the moated water gardens with their attendant canals and mounts with views of the new
garden lodge, the New Bield.

Sir Thomas seems to have closely directed the workings of his estates and the produce
needed to sustain his large household. Fish for consumption is evidenced in a letter he wrote
from his prison at Ely to Levens, his steward, giving instructions about congers and eels in
the canals at Lyveden.13 At Rushton a series of medieval fishponds lay to the south of the
manor house and with the rectangular lake would have provided a rich source of food. A
similar canal existed at Deene Park in 160514 (shown on a plan of that date), the home of Sir
Thomas’s daughter Mary who married Sir Thomas Brudenell of Deene in 1605.

George Levens’ accounts also refer to‘digging the lower discent of the garden platt below
the Dovehouse’, a useful building whose occupants and their eggs contributed to the
family’s larder. He also describes ‘diggin in ye cowhouse garden’ and in March 1594 writes
‘the Gardyner beganne this weeke to work there’. These were productive gardens, close to
the working farm buildings, but must also have formed a pleasing group, particularly the
Dovehouse which still stands east of the Hall, now restored.

Sir Thomas was fined heavily for his recusancy. He also made extremely generous
provisions for his daughters’ marriage allowances and for his younger children and his wife
is recorded as having ‘kept a great table’, all of which caused a drain on the finances of the
estate. His eldest son Francis was involved in the Gunpowder plot dying in the Tower in
1605 and the second son Lewis inherited at Sir Thomas’s own death that same year.
However the estate was in financial difficulties and Lewis mortgaged some of the Rushton
closes to William Cockayne (c1561-1639) of London. The money was not repaid and a
further mortgage was obtained from Cockayne for large parts of Rushton including the
Hall. By 1613 William Cockayne had taken possession of the Hall and estate of Rushton.

Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century Developments
William Cockayne (died 1626) was an extremely wealthy and prominent merchant and
financier, who rose to be an alderman and Lord Mayor of London, but his principal estate
and home remained at Combe Nevill near Kingston, Surrey. It was his son Charles (1602-
61), created Viscount Cullen in the Irish peerage in 1642, who made Rushton the family
seat, enlarging and extensively remodelling the house between 1626 and 1631. It is at this
point that the single-storey screen was built to enclose the central courtyard of the
mansion and this provided an upper walkway between first floor doorways. It also had a
loggia with three central bays on the courtyard side.

Examination of the routeways around Rushton may help to elucidate the developing
landscape of Charles Cockayne’s inheritance. The medieval road from Rushton to
Desborough linking the settlements of Rushton All Saints and Rushton St Peters probably
ran north of the manor house, as the entrance across the screens passage faced this
direction. The road continued westward to the fulling mill on the River Ise and appears
to have moved northward when the Treshams were consolidating their holdings and
extending the house. The Little Park may have been created north of the River Ise at this
time. The medieval village was also swept away by the Treshams’ enclosures leaving the

13 B.L. Add. mss. No. 3983.
14 Deene Park. Private collection.



church of St Peters east of the manor house. The main views from the mansion house were
from its principal rooms on the west, over the terraced gardens and across the Little Park
to the Triangular Lodge and also southwest across the Great field or Great Park in the
direction of the Hawkfield Lodge and over the rectangular canal.

In 1640 the old medieval road between Rothwell and Pipewell, which crossed the Great
Park, passing the fulling mill and thence across the Little Park was diverted around the
southern and eastern boundaries of the park. Charles Cockayne built a ‘picturesque two
span stone bridge over the River Ise’15 to carry the road and a datestone of 1641 with the
Cockayne arms was set into the stonework. This realignment appears to indicate expansion
of the Great park.

John Bridges collected material for his county history between 1718 and his death in 1724
although it was not published until 1791, and he records the seat of Lord Cullen as being
‘pleasantly seated, declining southwards to the river Ise which runs here under a stone
bridge of two arches. The Manor is in Lord Cullen to whose seat adjoins a garden and
paddock equally elegant and pleasant.’16

Bridges commissioned Peter Tillemans to illustrate his proposed history and his view of
Rushton c.1720 depicts the mansion with the wilderness to the north west and terraced
gardens on the west side descending to the canal.17 East of the mansion, the illustration
shows the Church of St Peter with the parsonage and farm overlooking a large field lying
between the mansion and the Rothwell to Pipewell road. To the north lies the Wilderness,
reputedly laid out by Sir William Cockayne, with hornbeam hedges planted in the form
of a cross, each quarter laid out with walks, labyrinths and bowers 18. The hornbeams were
imported from France, the soil at their roots containing the spores of truffles, the subject
of much debate in the late 17th century, and these truffles were exhibited at 19th century
horticultural shows at Rushton. In 1712 John Morton wrote that the truffles were
particularly to be found in the quarter next the park and in the ‘Upwright Walk’.19 Morton
goes on to state that Lord Cullen’s seat at Rushton 

‘is everywhere famous for its pleasant Paddock or Wilderness, where the Ground is so well
laid out, that nothing of this kind can be more delightful. The poll hedges of Hornbeam are
so tall and neat, the Walks so strait and yet disposed and cut with so much Art running various
ways from one Common Center, that although they are bounded with Hedges on the Side
of them, ‘tis certainly one of the most pleasant Confinements imaginable.’

It was in these walks that the Poet Laureate John Dryden composed his work ‘The Hind
and the Panther’ published in 1687. He frequently stayed at Rushton with Bryan the
second Viscount Cullen and his wife Elizabeth, a Lady of the Bedchamber to Queen
Catherine. A long straight walk on the eastern side of the Wilderness was named ‘Dryden’s
Walk in honour of the poet and contained a pedestal inscribed to his memory surmounted
by a small moss and lichen covered urn (see Figure 1 on page 65). This urn was described
in 1896 as modern and having replaced an old one.20

The first known plan of the estate is that of 173221 by George Nunns and is likely to have
been drawn up for the coming of age of Charles 5th Viscount Cullen (Figure 2). The plan
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15 ‘Rushton and its owners’ reprinted from Northamptonshire Notes and Queries ed. J.A. Gotch et al 1896.
16 John Bridges, History of NorthamptonshireVol.II. p.67.
17 Northamptonshire in the Early Eighteenth Century, The Drawings of Peter Tillemans and Others ed by Bruce A.
Bailey. Northamptonshire Record Society 1996.
18 ‘Rushton and its owners’. Op. cit.
19 J. Morton, ‘Natural History of Northamptonshire’, 1712.
20 ‘Rushton and its owners’. Op. cit.
21 N.R.O. Map 5064. George Nunns ‘Survey of Rushton for the Rt. Hon. Charles, Lord Viscount Cullen,
1732’.
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Figure 2. George Nunns’ Survey of Rushton, 1732. Detail of the parkland.
(Private collection)

depicts an enclosed park mainly to the west and south of the mansion which is divided
into named areas. The Little Park of c.14 acres northwest of the mansion and the
Wilderness and close to the Triangular Lodge may have been the original park. Two tree
avenues cross westwards from the mansion to its boundary, the northern avenue centred
on the Wilderness middle crossing, whilst the southern avenue provides a vista from the
Mount to the church spire of Desborough. Three acres of the Little Park are recorded as
being ‘in my Lady’s hand’ in 167422 and a mortgage of 171223 lists the ‘little Park and the
Great Field in the tenure of inter alia Mary Nunns’.

The Wilderness is divided into four quarters by walks, the two southerly quarters shown to
be ornately planted, and below this, the terraces slope down to the canal. The immediate
gardens around the mansion are unclear but bowling green close is the name given to the
open field shown on Tillemans’ drawing, south east of the mansion and may have been the
site of the Cullen’s bowling green. The Dove house close lies to the north east with the
Rothwell to Pipewell road separating it from the Inn (known as The Three Cocks).

William Winstanley’s drawing executed in 174124 illustrates the gardens as largely corres-

22 NRO M(TM) 375 Rentals of the Cockayne Estate 1653-79.
23 NRO YZ 9587 Indenture 1711/12.
24 Tracts relating to Northamptonshire 2nd series 1881.



ponding to George Nunns map of 1732. The Triangular Lodge with its own ornamented
garden is visible to the north west beyond a fenced paddock. The formal gardens around the
mansion are enclosed by stone walls and fences. On the western front of the house, a series
of four terraces retained by embankments and walls descend from the Wilderness woodlands
towards the canal where the ladies Cullen can be seen fishing. Beyond the terraces a broad
central walkway of some width descends via several flights of steps to the canal below. This
feature bisects the Wilderness and the long vista on the top terrace by ornate piers topped
with urns and a low gate. The top terrace continued to the boundary wall of the formal
gardens as shown thus on the Tillemans drawing, but the land below is a fenced horse
paddock. A further set of grand gate piers are situated on the main vista from the west front
of the mansion to Desborough church spire. In the central terrace on the west front six
square beds are shown surrounded by dwarf formal planting. To the north the adjacent
terrace has quartered grass plats with statues and east of this is a large Mount with a statue
of Hercules. Sections of the gardens to the south and west are enclosed by walls and an
ornate formal area is shown south of the hall with topiary pyramids and shrubs whilst
another area to the east is planted with clipped trees, possibly yews in a green court. Other
enclosures appear to be orchards, fruit gardens and vegetable gardens. The inner courtyard
area is grassed and bisected with gravel paths linking the doorways of the mansion.
Winstanley’s drawing depicts a well ordered landscape of formal gardens typical of the early
eighteenth century.

By the early eighteenth century a small bath house had been erected at St Peter’s Spring
in the ‘Great park east or hither part’. The name of the spring is marked on Nunns’ survey
of 1732 and the building is indicated on Eyre’s map surveyed c.172025, whilst Morton
mentions a summerhouse over a spring in 1712. The rectangular bath took up most of the
enclosed space which had a brick floor and a Latin inscription was placed over the round
headed entrance. On the opposite side a statue of a reclining woman lay on a large base
whilst over her head was a tablet of verses from Thomas Warton. Other verses were placed
over the niche at the mouth of the spring.26

Another building was constructed at the northwest corner of the Wilderness, the View of
Naseby arbour, dedicated to the battle whose fires were reputed to have been seen from
that spot, a wooden tablet contained verses commemorating the battle. It was evidently a
favourite walk and retreat having good views over the parkland. A plan of c.180027 has the
pencilled line of a new walk going diagonally through the Wilderness to this arbour
suggesting changes were proposed.

Further alterations to the main forecourt on the east side of the mansion occurred in the
1790’s. The parishes of Rushton St Peter’s and Rushton All Saints were united and a
faculty obtained in 1779 for the demolition of the Church of St Peter’s and the removal
of its monuments to that of All Saints in Rushton village.28 This allowed the forecourt
entrance to be cleared and a new lodge gate and serpentine driveway to be constructed
and a new stable block built to the north of the mansion.

William Cockayne, a younger brother of the batchelor 6th and last Lord Cullen, resided
at Rushton Hall with his wife Barbara and seems to have instigated further alterations in
the grounds, notably cutting down the hornbeam hedges in 1785, said to have been the
highest in England.29 He rearranged the walks to form a labyrinth in the south west
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25 T. Eyre, pub.1779.
26 ‘Rushton and its owners’ Op. cit.
27 N.R.O. M(TM)389 Plan of the Lordship of Rushton c.1800.
28 Royal Commission on Historical Monuments An Inventory of Historical Monuments in the County of
NorthamptonshireVol.II. 1979.
29 ‘Rushton and its owners’ 1896 Op. cit.
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quarter and Rushton is referred to in The Beauties of England and Wales as

‘beautifully situated on a gentle declivity, sloping to the River Ise, which passing under a
handsome bridge of two arches, gives a pleasing effect to the diversified plantations. The
recent spirited and tasteful occupier, the Hon. William Cockayne … had made several
alterations and projected further improvement but to these the arbitrator of all human events
put a sudden veto, by calling him prematurely from this stage of existency’.30

William predeceased his brother and at the 6th Lord Cullen’s death in 1810 his ten
daughters inherited their uncle’s estates. In 1826 Barbara Cockayne-Medlycott, William’s
widow, occupied the mansion and pleasure grounds, the park having been given up in the
previous year. A Sale catalogue prepared at this time describes the Mansion as ‘a large and
stately Building, surrounded by Gardens and Plantations, and situated in finely wooded
Grounds, which were formerly a Park. Near the Mansion is a running Stream, with a large
piece of Water and Stews for Fish.’31 The sale catalogue suggests that the park, now divided
into fields, was somewhat diminished in importance. Harriot Arbuthnot of Woodford in
her Journal for September 1826 wrote that she had visited Rushton ‘an old house hitherto
belonged to the Cullen family but which they have just sold to a Mr. Hope’.32 The
heiresses sold the estate for £140,000 to William Williams Hope of Amsterdam.

Nineteenth Century Alterations and Expansion
William Williams Hope

William Williams Hope (1802-1855) of Amsterdam was a diamond merchant and member
of the family bank and served as High Sheriff of Northamptonshire in 1832. He visited
Rushton Hall infrequently, often for the hunting season but carried out extensive
alterations to the Hall and gardens. Hope lived mainly in Paris and John Brunning, his
agent at Rushton, sent weekly reports on the work in progress to V.H. Crosby to be
forwarded to Hope in Paris. Some of this correspondence (1843-48) records alterations to
both the mansion and grounds.33

The Glendon to Desborough Road was moved even further eastwards and new lodges
were built at the entrance to the grounds, the 1641 bridge and earlier road remaining as
part of a new carriage drive. This ran inside the newly built high stone walls enclosing the
parkland and continued through the new pleasure grounds to the south known as Peter’s
Spring garden. Internal divisions within the park remained and many of the plantations
and enclosures were bounded by iron fences.

On 4th August 1843, Brunning wrote ‘making new walk from Naseby Temple to Triangle
gardens, clearing belts and digging by Wilderness walk and digging gravel’. An insight into
how the work was carried out is written in a later memorandum:

‘intended alterations to the Planted belt next the Park wall north side commencing at the Naseby
Temple and to be continued to the Triangle Lodge. Cut down all the refuge trees, underwood,
etc. The ground to be double dug or trenched over, and replanted with sundry shrubs etc. etc.
the greater part to be collected from sundry places on the Estate.’ (20 November 1843)

Further entries in August 1843 record ‘making good Park Wall and fixing sundry posts and
rails to trees and fences in Park’, ‘weeding and clearing lake’ and the carpenters ‘repairing
fishing Punt’. The lake was still being used for the same purposes as it was in the time of
Sir Thomas Tresham and the Ladies Cullen.

30 Rev. J. Evans & J. Britton The Beauties of England and WalesVol. XI. Pub 1813. NRO 227.
31 NRO C912 Particulars of Sale. Manor of Rushton 1826.
32 The Journal of Mrs. Arbuthnot 1820-1832 edited by Francis Bamford and The Duke of Wellington, pub. 1950.
33 Correspondence concerning the Rushton Estate between J. Brunning, V.H. Crosby and William Williams
Hope, 1843-1848. Private collection.



Work was also taking place near the old bath house at St Peter’ Spring. In October the
men were ‘gravelling walks. Forming strawberry beds. Digging borders and etc. at St
Peter’s Spring’. The new work consisted of connecting two medieval ponds with cascading
water falls flowing through new ponds into a large lake through which the River Ise ran.
The carriage drive was carried over an iron bridge erected in 1852 to connect the gardens
around the house to the Peter’s Spring garden. The area was enclosed by iron railings and
ornamental box hedges, as was the area around the View of Naseby Temple in the corner
of the Wilderness. Many of these evergreens were raised on the estate, Brunning reported
in April 1845 that his evergreens had suffered from the severe frosts and he believed many
of them were lost.

After the demolition of the Church of St Peter’s which stood close to the mansion house
the land was retained in the glebe, but in 1844 William Williams Hope agreed an exchange
with the Rector of Rushton of this land (‘a part of the Lawn in front of Rushton Hall
called the Bowling Green’) together with the site of the old St Peter’s Parsonage ‘now in
Plantation’34. The two plots of glebe land were exchanged for part of a close and ‘two
cottages thatched and in bad repair’ in Rushton village cited as being ‘better situated and
more convenient’ for the Rev. Wetheral. The Exchange ensured that Hope now owned all
of the land within the pleasure grounds. A good relationship was maintained between Hope
and the Rector who frequently visited the mansion and shot extensively on the estate.

On 13th May, 1844, Brunning suggested that the Mound should be removed:

‘The Mound at the back of the Hall contains about 2000 solid yards of earth or 1500 loads.
The removing of which I consider would greatly tend towards preventing the damps which
arise in the Butchery, Larder, passage and etc. at that part of the Hall and it will cause a better
circulation of air.’

This was agreed and farm labour employed in June to commence removing the Mound,
which Brunning reported as consisting of ‘blue clay, lime stone soil and rubbish. It is of the
same nature as was dug out in sinking the cellars for foundations at the time of Building

72 northamptonshire past and present

Figure 3. The old Summer house in the Wilderness at Rushton Hall.
Nineteenth century photograph. (Private collection)

34 Particular Plan and Valuation for Exchange, 29 March 1844. Private collection.
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the Hall’. Work continued spasmodically on levelling the Mound until March 1846 prior
to seeding and the erection of a pedestal on which to re-erect the Statue of Hercules.

A further large project on which the Agent embarked was to drain the canal, reserving the
carp and trench to store in the ponds of the Peter’s Spring garden. The canal was left dry
for two months to ‘destroy jack sperm and eels’ and sedimentary mud averaging a depth
of four feet was dug out before the canal began refilling in July, the fish being returned in
October.

Neale’s View of 1826 illustrates that the formal gardens around the mansion had been
much reduced35. Brunning’s correspondence does not mention any flower beds close to
the Hall although some new garden walls are referred to on the south side of the house
whose frontage was greatly altered. Brunning’s letters chiefly refer to planting, draining,
repairs and landscaping in the park, the Wilderness and the areas of the Triangle Lodge and
St Peter’s Spring. He occasionally mentions the gardener and reports on the fruit, apples
and pears that seem to have been in abundance. However the kitchen gardens appear to
have been run down as at the time only a few bunches of ripened grapes were obtained
due to not having had fires in the vinery.

In January, 1846, a new gardener, Mr. Wainwright, was appointed, whom Brunning
considered had more general knowledge than Grist, the previous gardener. That year plans
were made for a new kitchen garden which was to include nearly 240ft of enclosed south
walling. It was proposed that the farm road should be moved to a new entrance off the
Rothwell road so that the new kitchen gardens could ‘not be seen from the Hall at any
point’. The garden would be hidden from the public road by a plantation. 

The plans were approved by Hope and in the winter of 1845-6 work started on clearing
the land and laying foundations for the new walls, approximately fifty thousand bricks
being made. The walls were completed by September 1846 and Hope was recorded to
have sent young fruit trees and vines from France to be planted in the new garden. 

In 1848 letters infer that the Rushton estate might be sold36. However, work continued on
the mansion and grounds, a terrace with steps was erected on the new south front, the
bowling green was levelled and seeded and the kitchen gardens with new gardener’s house
completed. Offers were made for the estate on condition that all new work was completed
but Hope would not agree a sale price. In 1854 a sale was agreed but Hope died in Paris
in January 1855, and it was his executors who completed the sale to the trustees of Miss
Clara Thornhill who married William Capel Clarke later that year adopting the family
name of Clarke Thornhill. 

The Clarke Thornhills
The sale catalogue of August 1855 provides a glimpse of the gardens.37 Several lots of green
painted garden seats must have graced the pleasure grounds and from the new kitchen
gardens came at least seven melon frames as well as 400 plants in pots from the greenhouse,
a note written underneath states 200 chrysanthemum.

The Clark Thornhills employed a large retinue of indoor staff recorded on the 1861
census38 whilst others were employed in the gardens and grounds, including as Head
Gardener, John Wainwright, appointed in 1846 by Brunning as having ‘more general
knowledge’. During the tenure of the Clark Thornhills, Rushton park and gardens
underwent very little alteration and it would seem that more energy and expense was
expended on the farming side of operations. A new farmhouse, new dairy and three new
35 J.P.Neale, 1826. Northamptonshire Library Local Studies Collection.
36 17 April, 1848. Correspondence of J. Brunning et al. Op. cit.
37 N.R.O. G(K)2378 Sale catalogues of furniture, 1855.
38 N.R.O. M 360 Census Return 1861.



Boxes at the Farmstead were recorded in 1860. The estate accounts39 commencing in 1857
record John Higgins as agent and he settled the Gardeners Book account which rose from
c. £300 per annum for the first few years to c.£470 by 1880. Guano was used as fertilizer,
other small bills were for John Jeyes, a local Nurseryman and for flowerpots, but much
larger amounts were paid from 1859 to James Stiles, the blacksmith, for fencing in the
park. Illustrations suggest that iron railings fenced off the grazing areas.40 Sums were
expended on general maintenance, a cistern in the Wilderness, fencing around the croquet
ground, a new bridge in the Park and a new Peach house in the kitchen gardens. 

Photographs at this time suggest that the main garden was concentrated on the south front
of the mansion where a large grassed area sloped down from the south terrace with flower
beds and standards, probably roses, planted at intervals. A ditch and iron fence separated the
west terrace from paddocks on the western side. The 1st edition Ordnance Survey map of
188641 confirms the terraces on the west and south sides of the mansions with the main
garden between the mansion and the canal. A sundial is marked at the corner of the
terraces and steps lead from either side of the south terrace to straight paths to the canal
and thence along its northern banks. Paths continue over the iron bridge to the lake which
at this time has silted up over half of its area. The walks through the Wilderness are
indicated together with Dryden’s monument and a cross shaped building in a clearing
leading from Dryden’s Walk that was a small summer house. This was also used as a Bee
house, the bees entering the hives inside through the letter box and under the windows
(Figure 3). The central courtyard has a circular centre bed planted with a conifer. The map
also indicates the position of the glasshouses and ancillary buildings including the Gas
Works within the kitchen gardens.

During the 1880s garden expenditure fell to its lowest point in 1888 and the following
year the Hall was advertised to let. The family had grown up, the eldest son, a diplomat,
was absent from Rushton with a house in London as well as the Clarke family home of
Swakeleys, in Middlesex, and produce was now being sold from the kitchen garden.

Mr. Pickering Phipps of Blisworth leased the mansion house and grounds in 1895, the
lease stipulating that the tenant had to keep the gardens and pleasure grounds in good
order, ‘the same as well cultivated and stocked as at present’.42 He had to retain the present
Head Gardener and pay the wages of all the gardeners and men employed in the pleasure
grounds. From the schedule to the lease, it is apparent that the gardens were both
productive and attractive, the main features from the Cullen era are still there, the Canal,
the Wilderness and Shrubbery of 18 acres and the Triangular Lodge with its own pleasure
grounds. The mansion house terrace and parterre covered an area of two and a half acres
sloping south of the mansion towards the canal. Hope’s five acre lake, with the series of
ponds above it, is included in the description together with St Peter’s Spring shrubberies
and pleasure grounds. A productive kitchen garden is indicated with Forcing House Pitts,
greenhouse, vinery, Peach house and Gardener’s house with flower garden and plantation.
Pickering Phipps had the use of furniture and effects in the Mansion house together with
sporting rights over the estate of c.3,000 acres.

The Garden magazine for April 189543 comments on the stately and beautiful house at
Rushton:

‘The vegetation both of woods and pleasure gardens near helps much. The walls, beautified by
time and Lichens, look as perfect as anything can be.… The absence of flower gardening except
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of the ordinary kind which leaves the beds bare in winter, prevents such beautiful effects as we
might easily have about such old houses by the use of Roses, flowering climbers, and charming
evergreen things which are essential in the permanent kind of flower gardening. In very few
of these lovely houses are the opportunities they offer for true flower gardening in simple and
delightful ways taken advantage of.’

It appears that such flower beds as there were at Rushton were bedded out, probably with
plants grown in the kitchen gardens, since the article goes on: ‘The place is fortunate in
having a fine kitchen and fruit garden, the crops in both departments under Mr.
Cruickshank’s care being excellent. There are also pretty borders of perennials here, which
often come in so well in kitchen gardens suitable for them.’

The Clark Thornhills retained the estate until 1931 but from this point the mansion and
surrounding gardens were leased out to tenants, George Donaldson for a short period,
J.J. Van Alen from New York in 1904 and finally to Ludwig Breitmeyer who died in 1930.
The tenancies of Pickering Phipps and Donaldson included use of the furniture in the
mansion but at their conclusion the Clarke Thornhills sold the contents leaving the
mansion empty.44

Thomas Mawson and the Twentieth Century
During J.J. Van Alen’s tenancy an agreement was reached with the Clarke Thornhills that
allowed him to improve the interior of the mansion. This was extended to the gardens and
Thomas Mawson (1861-1933), a well known landscape architect, was commissioned to
draw up a plan of improvement. He was the author of the highly successful book The Art
and Craft of Garden Making. He carried out many commissions for private gardens and
public parks winning competitions for civic design both in England and abroad and was
elected as the first President of the Institute of Landscape Architects in 1929.

In his autobiography Mawson45 describes the deplorable state of disrepair at Rushton with
the gardens having practically disappeared, the terraces had all gone and the lake that
flooded the lower grounds was a mass of tangled alder and swamp vegetation. He was
asked to plan new gardens around the house and to remodel the remainder ‘in such a
manner as I thought best’.

Mawson’s initial survey drawings survive in the Kendal Record Office and these indicate
that wide terraces lay on the west and south fronts of the mansion. The west terrace had a
ditch running alongside with an iron fence on the field side of the ditch. A sloping bank
led from the south terrace to a lawned area running down to the canal with steps from the
terrace to paths on either side of the lawn and along the north edge of the canal. Proposals
in this area suggest that the canal was to be altered to a smaller rectangular with wide semi
circles to the north and south, the whole area to be sited parallel to the mansion, the
existing canal having been on an oblique angle to the mansion. A gate separated the south
terrace from the east front where Mawson plotted the position of existing trees and then
pencilled in his initial proposals. He planned a new straight driveway to the east front
entrance using an existing large elm tree balanced with additional formal tree planting on
either side of the new drive. The drawings also show a preliminary design for the interior
courtyard which suggests a central octagonal feature with paths on four sides joining to a
walkway running alongside and within the walls of the mansion.

When work commenced on reinstating the terraces and digging foundations, the footings
of the original walls were found together with many sections of balustrade, piers and urns,
which ‘showed that our details followed the original somewhat closely’.46

44 NRO JAG.40 Sale catalogue 1904.
45 Thomas Mawson. The Life and Work of an English Landscape Architect, 1927.
46 Thomas Mawson, Autobiography. Op. cit.



Mawson intended the new work to complement the old mansion house and specified that
the face of the stonework should ‘be a little rougher on the face and that occasional
crevices be left into which it was my intention to plant fumitory, chiranthus, rock roses
and campanulas. The flags for the paths were self-faced and laid with occasional corners
knocked off to allow of the introduction of thymes, toadflax and lethospermum. The work
was carried out very rapidly and entirely to my satisfaction.’ Unfortunately, when Van Alen
returned from New York he vehemently disagreed and refused to pay for what he
considered bad workmanship and materials and demanded that Mawson himself should
foot the bill. The question was referred to arbitration and a surveyor called in ‘the sort of
man who spends his life calculating quantities for reinforced concrete’. Mawson wrote, ‘I
lost, paid and forgot as soon as I could’.

The plan published by Mawson showed the Wilderness, the Old Kitchen Garden and the
‘recently constructed Terrace Gardens’ designed for Mr. J.J. Van Alen47. Comparison with
the Ordnance Survey map 1926 edition48 and Mawson’s own remarks in his biography,
suggests that this commission was not fully implemented. The terraces and compartments
to the west of the house were predominantly complete and work to the foundations for
the south front terrace was commenced. However the extensive ‘ornamental pond’ and
‘water pavilion’ to the south, positioned on the canal and River Ise, were not executed and
the existing driveway to the east front was unaltered.

The Country Life article of 1909 records the improvements made by Van Alen both to the
mansion and gardens.49 Photographs record a wide terrace on the west front with planted
borders and climbers on the retaining walls and balustraded steps leading to the lawns
below. The south terrace was planted similarly and a graded slope rolled down to the south
lawn. The inner courtyard had a very formal structure, the large tree shown in earlier
photographs had been removed and replaced by a central octagon with clipped pyramid
shrubs, its shape echoed in the four grass quarters of the sunken garden. These quarters
were edged with narrow planted borders and low curved stone steps led up to the
surrounding flagged path.

At Van Alen’s death the contents of the Hall were sold50 and the mansion leased to Ludwig
Breitmeyer, formerly of Cuckfield Park in Sussex, in March 1913. During the First World
War the Hall was used as a hospital and convalescent home. Brietmeyer’s interest in the
garden was apparent as at his previous rented home at Cuckfield Park he had comm-
issioned J.Cheal & Sons, Landscape Gardeners and Nurserymen, to draw up plans for
additions to the garden there. The proposals included a rock culvert, a rustic bridge and
‘steep banks covered with trailing shrubs’51. Cuckfield Park was an Elizabethan mansion
house approached by a lime avenue. Cheal’s plan included a formal area with numerous
flights of steps and meandering paths through the ‘steep banks covered with trailing
shrubs’ to a pond or lake. Possibly Breitmeyer was aware of Mawson’s proposals as the OS
map of 1926 suggests that further work had been carried out since the Country Life
photographs of 1909, but there is insufficient evidence to indicate whether this work was
done by Van Alen, prior to his death in 1913, or by Breitmeyer. The map indicates a fountain
in the centre of the inner courtyard, the slope from the south terrace converted into a
retaining wall, and the lawn terminated with a curved south boundary with steps on either
side to the canal. It is of interest to note that at this date Mawson’s ‘rose walk’, on the south
side of the west gardens culminated in a rounded end with a ‘dot’ labelled ‘S.D.’ possibly a
sundial. Between 1900 and 1926 the five acre lake had been cleaned out and a boat house
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47 Thomas Mawson, Autobiography, Op. cit.
48 N.R.O. Map 4748 Ordnance Survey 3rd edition . 25 inch Sheet XXV 51926.
49 Country Life 2nd and 9th October 1909.
50 NRO J.A.G.41 Sale catalogue 1913.
51 West Sussex Record Office Sergison 3/5/9 Plan c.1903-1909.
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constructed at the north-west corner. Photographs taken during Breitmeyer’s tenancy
suggest that the gardens were immaculate and heavily planted and public functions were
held in the grounds.52

After the death of Breitmeyer in 1930, the Clarke Thornhill family sold the estate to James
Pain Ltd of Corby. The family did not reside at the Hall but developed the ironstone and
farmed the surrounding estate. The Hall became an Officers Training School during the
Second World War and by the early 1950’s the company applied for permission to
demolish part of the Hall and carry out alterations to allow for easier maintenance. A
public inquiry was held at Kettering in 1954 and planning permission was refused.53

The Hall and surrounding gardens were finally purchased by the Ministry of Works in
1957 and opened in 1961 as a School for handicapped blind children, remaining a School
until 2001. In 2003 the Hall and gardens were purchased by the Hazeltons who have
restored the Hall as a country hotel and spa within the developing gardens.

The parkland and outer landscape are still farmed by the Pain family who have spent
considerable efforts in restoring Tresham’s dovecote, the View of Naseby temple of the
Cullens in the Wilderness, William Williams Hope’s Peter’s spring garden, and recently the
Bathhouse close to the upper ponds.

52 Photographs. Private collection.
53 NRO Topographical notes on Rushton.
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Politics in Late Victorian and Edwardian Northamptonshire

JOHN ADAMS

For the political historian, the study of Northamptonshire in this period provides an
opportunity to observe a microcosm of late nineteenth century society undergoing
profound social changes.1 The county of ‘spires and squires’ retained a patchwork of great
landed estates graced by palatial houses such as Althorp, Apethorpe Hall, Fawsley Hall,
Castle Ashby, Boughton House, and Drayton House, and surrounded by farming
communities. This ‘traditional’ rural landscape contrasted sharply with the ‘new world’ of
the rapidly expanding industrial towns. In the last two decades of the nineteenth century,
agriculture was in economic decline with falling rents for landlords and a sharp reduction
in employment for rural labourers.2 Manufacturing industry in Northamptonshire,
principally the boot and shoe trade, was however still experiencing dynamic growth.
Efficient railway links with London and the main cities of the east midlands, the
development of a method for riveting the uppers to the soles of men’s heavy boots, and
the move from domestic production to factory manufacturing all helped to transform the
trade.3 The population of Northamptonshire was 243,891 in 1871, but by 1901 it had
increased to 338,088.4 New manufacturing towns like Rushden, with its shoe factories
and warehouses set amongst dense networks of streets lined with new terraced housing,
came to eclipse the stone-built historic market towns like Oundle and Thrapston.

Table 1: The Population of Northamptonshire Towns in 1901.5

Town Population

Northampton 87,021
Kettering 28,653
Wellingborough 18,412
Rushden 12,453
Daventry 3,780
Higham Ferrers 2,540
Brackley 2,467
Towcester 2,371
Oundle 2,404
Thrapston 1,747

In the period between 1870 and 1885, the political divide in Northamptonshire was
between the two two-member county seats (South and North) which generally returned
Conservatives, and the two two-member borough seats in Northampton and

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 The effects of the agricultural recession did not spare the county’s greatest landowners. In 1892, the Fifth
Earl Spencer, the leading landowner in the county, was forced to sell the Althorp Library in order to improve
his financial position.
Lord Spencer to CR Spencer, 26 July 1892, ‘It will make a vast difference to my financial position, and relieve
me of what at times was intolerable, the feeling that I had no right to go on even in the very reduced way
which we have adopted for some years past: and I saw no way out of the difficulty.’ P. Gordon (ed.), The Red
Earl: the Papers of the Fifth Earl Spencer 1835-1910 (Northampton, 1986) Vol. 2, p. 201.
3 R. L. Greenall, A History of Northamptonshire and the Soke of Peterborough (London, 1979) p.104.
4 Kelly’s Directory of Bedfordshire, Hunts and Northamptonshire: 1903 (London, 1903). p.1.
5 ibid.
6 Greenall Northamptonshire, pp. 107-9.
The most notable exception to this rule was provided by the success of the Hon. Charles Robert Spencer, a
Gladstonian Liberal, in winning one of the North Northamptonshire seats in the 1880 general election.
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Peterborough respectively, which were usually held by Whigs or Radicals.6 In the borough
of Northampton, politics was dominated by the struggle of the Radical, Charles
Bradlaugh, to gain support in the constituency and then when elected, to take his seat.7 In
Peterborough, politics had traditionally been dominated by the leading aristocratic Whig
family in the district, the Fitzwilliams of Milton. The standard-bearer for popular
radicalism in the cathedral city was the Liberal G. H. Whalley, who was elected in 1859 in
the face of fierce opposition from the Fitzwilliam faction, and managed to retain the seat
with Conservative support until his death in 1878.8 The electoral reforms of 1884-5 gave
the vote to the rural male householder, and the Boundary Commissioners in the latter year
redistributed the electoral boundaries of Northamptonshire. Under the Redistribution of
Seats Act 1885, the two two-member rural seats became four single-member ones: North
Northamptonshire centred on Oundle, Mid Northamptonshire centred on Brixworth,
East Northamptonshire centred on Wellingborough, and South Northamptonshire centred
on Towcester. Peterborough became a single member constituency, while Northampton
retained its two seats.9

In the 1885 general election, the Eastern division, which included the footwear
manufacturing centres of Kettering, Wellingborough and Rushden, returned the Radical,
Francis Channing, and he retained the seat until his retirement from politics in 1910.10The
Southern division elected Sir Rainald Knightley, a high Tory and the owner of Fawsley
Hall and over 8000 acres in the county. It remained in Conservative hands until 1906. In
the Northern division, the Conservative candidate Lord Burghley was successful, and the
constituency continued to be represented by Conservatives until 1906. The Mid Division,
which was dominated by the Althorp estate of the Fifth Earl Spencer, returned his half-
brother the Hon. Charles Robert (popularly known as Bobby) Spencer (Figure 1) for the
Liberals. Belonging to a prominent local land-owning family could clearly confer political
benefits, but it also had its drawbacks.

The Earl’s role as a Guardian for the Brixworth Union attracted much local controversy.
Under the leadership of Albert Pell, a local landlord, and Canon William Bury, and with
Spencer’s active support, the Brixworth Board had attempted a return to the pure
principles of the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 by drastically reducing the granting
of out-relief.11 The unpopularity of this policy – which caused the Guardians to be
commonly known as ‘the Bury-al Board’ – was a gift to Spencer’s Conservative
opponents, and Bobby Spencer lost his seat to the Conservative, James Pender, in 1895.
National politics also played a part in this temporary waning of Bobby Spencer’s political
fortunes. The Earl’s sudden conversion, in 1885, to the cause of Home Rule for Ireland

7 E. Royle, ‘Charles Bradlaugh, Freethought and Northampton’, Northamptonshire Past and Present, 6 (1980),
pp. 141-50.
When the Reform Act of 1867 became law, all (male) urban householders received the vote for the first time.
Bradlaugh, a supporter of republicanism, atheism, divorce, birth control and votes for women, stood as a candidate
in the 1868 general election, but did not win a seat until the rifts in Liberal ranks were healed in 1880.
8 Greenall, Northamptonshire, .p.110.
9 ibid.. J. Howarth, ‘The Liberal Revival in Northamptonshire, 1880-1895: A Case Study in Late Nineteenth
Century Elections’ Historical Journal, 12 (1969), pp. 78-118.
10 Francis Allston Channing (1841-1926) Educated: Exeter College, Oxford. Fellow, Tutor and Lecturer in
Philosophy, University College, Oxford. Barrister, Lincoln’s Inn. MP (L) Eastern Northamptonshire 1885-
1910. Created Baronet, 1906: 1st Baron Channing of Wellingborough, 1912.
11 Canon Bury was rector of Haselbech 1867-1882, then rector of Harlestone until 1907. He was chairman
of the Brixworth Board of Guardians 1882-1896. J. Gould, ‘In Search of Sydney Ward’ Northamptonshire Past
and Present, 8 (1993/4), pp. 393-406; E.T. Hurren, ‘Agricultural Trade Unionism and the Crusade against
Outdoor Relief: Poor Law Politics in the Brixworth Union, Northamptonshire, 1870-75’, Agricultural History
Review, 48 (2000) pp. 200-22; E.T. Hurren, ‘Labourers are Revolting: Penalising the Poor and a Political
Reaction in the Brixworth Union, Northamptonshire, 1875-1885’, Rural History, 11 (2000) pp. 37-55.



aroused hostility to the Spencer family from both landlords and labourers alike.12

Parliamentary representation did not present the only outlet within the county for party
politics. The passing of the County Councils Act in 1888 brought to an end the direct role
for magistrates in the administration of each county in Quarter Sessions. Earl Spencer was
duly elected as a county councillor, and became the first chairman of Northamptonshire
County Council at its inauguration in 1889.13 His additional position as Lord Lieutenant
of the county gave him further opportunity to advance the Liberal cause, albeit indirectly,
through his key role in the selection of new magistrates, as considerable social prestige still
attached to the position of justice of the peace. The vice chairman of the new county
council was the leading Conservative in county politics, Colonel Sackville George
Stopford Sackville.14 (Figure 2) The third major figure in county politics at this time, and
the shrewd chronicler of local foibles, was the Liberal barrister, Ryland Adkins.15 The
election results for the county council revealed that support for the two main parties in
Northamptonshire was finely balanced.

Table 2: Party Composition of Northamptonshire County Council 1889-1901.16

Conservative Independent Liberal Other Total

1889 25 1 25 - 51
1892 24 1 26 - 51
1895 28 1 22 - 51
1898 25 1 25 - 51
1901 26 3 23 2 54

The ‘Khaki Election’ of 1900
The political landscape in the final year of the old century was overshadowed by the war
in South Africa, which had been declared on 11 October 1899. Liberal party opinion on
the war was divided into three factions. The Liberal Imperialists, led by Lord Rosebery
and including Asquith, Grey and Haldane, supported Milner’s policy in South Africa and
urged bi-partisan support for the war. A faction led by Campbell-Bannerman, and
including Earl Spencer, called for negotiations between the two sides in the conflict.17 The
third faction, led by Lloyd George, viewed the war as unnecessary because it sought to
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12 Gordon, The Red Earl pp.6-7; As Lady Knightley wrote in her diary (13 Dec. 1888) ‘[The new Conservative
Mayor of Northampton] was by no means pleasing to Earl Spencer, who was not at all particularly cordially
received..... Lord Spencer as a Home Ruler utterly passes my comprehension. Is it possible that he believes in
it? and if not, how wicked to support it.’ P. Gordon, Politics and Society: the Journals of Lady Knightley of Fawsley
1885 to 1913 (Northampton, 1999), p. 135.
13 P. Gordon, “A County Parliament’: the First Northamptonshire County Council’, Northamptonshire Past and
Present 7 (1985/6) pp. 188-95. In 1888 also, the historic connection between Northamptonshire and the Soke
of Peterborough was severed.
14 Sackville George Stopford Sackville, born 1840, educated at Christ Church, Oxford. Owner of Drayton
House, near Thrapston. Conservative MP for Northamptonshire (North) 1867-1880, 1900-1906. Chairman
of Thrapton Board of Guardians. ‘FAL’, ‘Drayton House 1880-1926: Recollections of a House’,
Northamptonshire Past and Present, 3 (1961) pp.63-5.
15 William Ryland Dent Adkins, born 1862, educated at Balliol College Oxford, and called to the Bar in 1890.
His father had been a JP in Northampton, while his mother’s family owned an estate at Milton Malsor. Adkins
was vice chairman of Northamptonshire County Council 1908-1920; chairman 1920-1925. His book Our
County: Sketches in Pen and Ink of Representative Men of Northamptonshire (London, 1893), dedicated to his
Conservative opponent Stopford Sackville, provides a wry perspective on county politics. .
16 J. Bradbury, Government and County: a History of Northamptonshire County Council (Bristol, 1989).
17 P. Gordon (ed.),The Red Earl: the Papers of the Fifth Earl Spencer 1835-1910 (Northampton, 1986) vol. 2, p.
273.
18 J. Grigg, ‘Lloyd George and the Boer War’ in A.J.A. Morris (ed.), Edwardian Radicalism 1900-1914: Some
Aspects of British Radicalism (London, 1974), pp. 13-25.
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impose an inappropriate uniformity upon the
Empire.18 He felt that it would have been possible
to negotiate an acceptable political compromise
with the Boers, but went further than Campbell-
Bannerman in stressing the social cost of the war
in terms of the missed opportunity for reform,
with a particular emphasis on old age pensions. In
a speech delivered at Carmarthen on 27 Novem-
ber 1899, he declared:

The war, I am told, has already cost
£16,000,000, and I ask you to compare that
sum with what it would cost to fund old age
pensions. Where are the old age pensions now?
Not a Lyddite shell exploded but it carried
away an old age pension, and the satisfaction
was that it killed 200 Boers, fathers of families,
sons of mothers; are you satisfied to give up an
old age pension for that?19

With British forces meeting successive reverses
against the Boers, patriotic feeling ran high
amongst the more jingoistic sections of the
community and Liberal politicians presented
tempting targets. In June 1900, Lloyd George
tried to speak at a meeting of the South African
Consolidation Committee at Liskeard, Cornwall,
but the meeting was broken up by supporters of
the war.20

Opinions were equally polarised in Northamptonshire. The sitting Liberal MP for the
Eastern division of Northamptonshire, Francis Channing, at first found it difficult to hold
public meetings in his constituency because of the reluctance of local associations to court
controversy.21 This impediment was finally overcome through an invitation from the vicar
of Bozeat, who shared Channing’s opposition to the war, to hold a public meeting in the
village on 13 November 1899. This meeting passed off without incident and so invitations
arrived from Higham Ferrers and Earls Barton.

The series culminated in a dramatic meeting in Kettering on 22 November which
Channing characterised as ‘the most profoundly interesting of a long public life’.22 He dealt
courteously with the views of both Conservative and Liberal supporters of the war; the
meeting was not disrupted and the majority present supported him enthusiastically.23
Buoyed up by his reception in Kettering, Channing briefly considered resigning his seat
in order to force a by-election on the issue of the war.24 Local Liberal leaders, such as J.T.
Stockburn and Charles Wicksteed, were hostile and so he abandoned that idea.

Figure 1. Charles Robert Spencer,
6th Earl Spencer by George

Charles Beresford, 1 October 1903
(National Portrait Gallery, London)

19 W.R.P. George, Lloyd George: Backbencher (Llandysul, 1983), p. 299.
20 Gilbert, David Lloyd George, pp. 189-90.
21 F.A. Channing, Memoirs of Midlands Politics 1885-1910 (London, 1918), p. 219.
Support for the war in Northamptonshire was not just a matter of patriotism. Increased orders for Army boots
directly benefited the local economy.
22 Channing, Memoirs, p. 232.
23 ibid. p. 229.
24 ibid. p. 237.



At the May 1900 annual meeting of the constituency
association, which was held in the evening so that
working men could attend, Channing borrowed the
argument from Lloyd George that the money spent on
the war could have funded old age pensions, although
he used the more modest figure of nine million
pounds.25 Channing’s opposition to the war and his
support for old age pensions made him a natural
supporter of Lloyd George, a position which he maint-
ained for the rest of his political career. It was no
surprise that when the general election campaign began
in the autumn of 1900, Lloyd George was invited to
speak at a meeting held at the mansion of the Sharman
family, Wellingborough’s leading Liberals. Disestablish-
ment was now added to the familiar themes of
opposition to the war and support for old age pensions.

We were apt to forget our own concerns in watching a
great spectacle 6,000 miles away. That was an old Tory
trick. Millions were being given to landlords, pensions
for the aged poor forgotten, the priestly hold over the
conscience of the country tightened out of public
funds – all these things forgotten in the war fever. No
man played this game better than Chamberlain.26

Channing’s campaign was made particularly difficult
by the fact that his Conservative opponent, Captain
Denham Parker, was on active service in South Africa.
The issues which divided the parties could hardly have
been clearer. Channing responded by courting the
Labour vote. His supporters proclaimed that ‘Labour
and the old Liberal creed were never more united’ and
at Earl’s Barton, following a speech which claimed that
old age pensions would not be introduced until a
Liberal government was returned, an aged labourer
wearing an archaic smock frock was moved to exclaim,
‘I never voted for him before, but will now, for he’s the
poor man’s friend!’.27 Channing’s tactics were
successful and he increased his majority by 225 votes.

In the Mid Division, the Hon. Charles Spencer was
fighting the Conservative who had defeated him in the
general election of 1895, Sir James Pender. Two thirds
of Spencer’s election address was devoted to the war, in
support of Campbell-Bannerman’s line, and there was
only a brief account of social questions. Education and
‘the proper housing of the working classes’ were
included, but there was no mention of old age pensions.28 In the event, Spencer won by
794 votes. In the borough of Northampton, J.G. Shipman and Henry Labouchere were
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Figure 2. Sackville George
Stopford Sackville

by Sir (John) Benjamin
Stone, July 1901

(National Portrait Gallery, London)

25 ibid. p. 238.
26 ibid. p. 240.
27 ibid. pp. 251, 254.
28 Gordon, The Red Earl, p. 283.
29 ibid. p. 284. Labouchere had attracted national notoriety because of his pro-Boer views.
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both successful in the Liberal cause, despite the latter’s personal unpopularity.29 The other
two seats in the county were both retained by Conservative candidates; Colonel Stopford
Sackville in the Northern Division and the Hon. Edward Fitzroy in the Southern.30 So at
least in the local context, war-time conditions had not fatally harmed the Liberal cause,
and the commitment of the Radical wing of the party to social reform, with old age
pensions at its apex, had proved attractive to working class men.

Northampton Politics in 1900
In the final weeks of 1900, developments in local representation also enabled political
opinion to be sampled in the arena of local government. The continued growth of the
town of Northampton had led to an enquiry chaired by an inspector of the Local
Government Board to consider bringing parts of surrounding parishes into the borough.
As a result, parts of the parishes of Kingsthorpe, St James’ End, Far Cotton, Dallington and
Abington became part of the enlarged Borough of Northampton.31The first local election
using the new boundaries was held on 1 November 1900 and so it provides a detailed
reflection of political opinion in the town of which Labouchere had said: ‘everyone is
more or less a politician’.32 The Liberals emerged from the election with 23 seats, against
13 for the Conservatives. Leaving aside those seats in which no election was due in 1900,
this represented a net gain for the Liberals of 3 seats. Four Socialist candidates stood, and
although none was elected, they received a total of 881 votes. Even allowing for the fact
that Socialist candidates only stood in 4 of the 6 contested wards, a result which gave them
more than twice the 419 votes which separated the two main parties sent a powerful
message to politicians and party managers. A political programme which addressed the
concerns of working class voters was becoming essential in those areas where they formed
an major section of the electorate.33

An account of local councillors drawn from brief sketches in a local newspaper does not
give a completely accurate record of their affiliations and interests, but it can provide a
general guide. Several features of this table conform to expectation.

Table 3: Some Characteristics of the Councillors for the Borough of
Northampton, after 1 November 1900.34

Liberals Conservatives

Total 23 13
Baptist 7 1
Church of England - 6
Congregationalist 5 -
Primitive Methodist 3 -
Wesleyan Methodist 2 1
Unitarian 2 -
No religion given 4 5
Teetotaller 2 1
Friendly Society active 1 1

30 Captain Rt. Hon. Edward Algernon Fitzroy (1869-1943) younger son of 3rd Baron Southampton.
Educated, Eton, Sandhurst. MP for South Northamptonshire 1900-1906 and from 1910. Speaker of the House
of Commons from 1928.
31 The information on which this section is based is taken from Anon., Greater Northampton: A Souvenir
(Northampton, 1900).
32 J. Howarth, ‘Politics and Society in Late Victorian Northamptonshire’, Northamptonshire Past and Present, 4
(1970), p. 269.
33 ‘The Liberal Association in Northampton tended to respond [to socialist campaigns] by making
concessions’, M. Dickie, ‘The Ideology of Northampton Labour Party in the Inter-War Years’ (Warwick Univ.
M.A. dissertation, 1982), p. 23.
34 Anon., Greater Northampton.



There are the predictably strong associations between Nonconformity and Liberalism and
between Anglicanism and Conservatism, for example. However, attending a chapel or
being active in a Friendly Society were not exclusively the mark of a Liberal, and there
were teetotal Conservatives. The biographical sketches from the Northampton Mercury make
it clear that a sturdy individualism often broke through the party mould. Conservative
ranks found room for both Dr Frank Buszard, a leading physician in the town and the
exponent of a high Toryism which was totally opposed to any part in government for
working men or their representatives, and John Brown, ‘a Nonconformist by inclination
and a Conservative by profession’, who in his youth had been more radical than the
Radicals and now endeavoured to speak for the working classes.

Party and even church affiliations were not set in stone. Councillor Rowland Hill entered
public life as a Liberal and a Nonconformist, winning a seat on the Northampton Board
of Guardians, but then became a Conservative and joined the Church of England.
Councillor Daniel Stanton, a Liberal and the only working class magistrate on the
Northampton Bench, spent some of his middle years as a socialist due to his frustration at
the apparent inability of Northampton radicalism to support the cause of the workers,
before rejoining his original party. On the Liberal benches, he sat alongside prosperous
shoe factory owners like Thomas Singleton and James Manfield.

Such a kaleidoscope of views and their mode of expression should make the historian
cautious about accepting party labels as an infallible guide to personal positions on any of
the great issues of social policy. A Liberal working man could support non-contributory
pensions as just reward for a lifetime of toil, while his fellow Liberals who were
businessmen or active in friendly societies could equally oppose them on the grounds of
cost and damage to the tradition of thrift. Similarly, one local Conservative could oppose
them on the grounds that they would involve the redistribution of wealth, while another
would support them for that very reason.

The General Election of 1905
The first years of the twentieth century had seen the growth in electoral power of socialist
candidates aiming to capture the working class vote.35 Even a Liberal like Francis
Channing, the holder of one of the safest Liberal seats in the country, had spoken and acted
as if he were in coalition with Labour since at least the 1900 general election. In 1903, the
two parties agreed a secret Lib-Lab pact, negotiated by Herbert Gladstone and Ramsay
MacDonald.36 Under the terms of this agreement, candidates of the Labour
Representation Committee (L.R.C.) (this Committee had been formed in February 1900
in order to bring socialists and trade unionists together in a political party representing the
working class) were given a clear run without Liberal opposition in up to 30 seats, with
equivalent arrangements for Liberal candidates. Old age pensions were not mentioned in
the election addresses issued by Balfour for the Conservatives or Campbell-Bannerman for
the Liberals. The L.R.C. manifesto was alone in claiming that ‘the aged poor are
neglected’, but without making any specific promises.37

Gladstone’s electoral pact helped to ensure a Liberal victory in the general election, but at
the price of facilitating the first major intake of working men to the House of Commons.
There were now 29 MPs sitting under the auspices of the Labour Representation

84 northamptonshire past and present

35 ‘Very many voters must have remained open-minded about the choice of Liberal or Labour, or simply
uncertain as to the difference’, P. Thane, ‘Labour and Local Politics: Radicalism, Democracy and Social
Reform, 1880-1914’ in E.F. Biagini and A.J. Reid (eds.) Currents of Radicalism: Popular Radicalism, Organised
Labour and Party Politics in Britain, 1850-1914 (Cambridge, 1991), p. 259.
36 K. Laybourn, The Labour Party, 1881-1951 (Gloucester, 1988), p. 55.
37 F.W.S. Craig, British General Election Manifestos, 1900-1974 (London, 1975), p. 3.
38 B.B. Gilbert, The Evolution of National Insurance in Great Britain: The Origins of the Welfare State (London,
1966), p. 202.
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Committee and a further 24 unaffiliated labouring men sitting officially as Liberals.38 In
Northamptonshire, the chief beneficiary of the Lib-Lab pact was George Nicholls, the first
Labour MP to be elected in the county, who defeated Colonel Stopford Sackville in the
Northern Division.39 Francis Channing increased his majority in the Eastern Division. In
the Mid Division, the Hon. Charles Spencer had retired from national politics and his seat
was retained for the Liberals by Harry Manfield. Manfield was the son of a leading boot
manufacturer with a factory in Northampton (‘Manfield and Son’s half-guinea boot’) and
had for many years been the acknowledged leader of the local Liberals.40 In the Southern
Division, the Liberal candidate, Archibald Grove, overturned a Conservative majority of
just over 1,000 to win by 322 votes. In the two Member Northampton Borough seat, the
two Liberal candidates, H.W. Paul and J.G. Shipman, were successful. However their
majorities were smaller than they had been in 1900 as two Socialist candidates, J. Williams
and J. Gribble, entered the race and polled over 2,000 votes each.41 The Conservatives had
been comprehensively defeated in Northamptonshire by the Lib-Lab pact, and the
national stage was set for the reforming Liberal administration of 1906.

39 George Nicholls OBE JP (1864-1943) born Whittlesea, pastor evangelist at Congregational Church,
Chatteris, Cambs. 1894-1902; then at Congregational Churches at Silverdale and Chesterton, Staffs.
MP (L) North Northants. 1906-10; Mayor of Peterborough 1916-18.
40 Adkins, Our County, p. 61.
41 J. Vincent and M. Stenton, McCalmont’s Parliamentary Poll Book: British Election Results 1832-1918.



The Wakerley Calciner Furnaces

JACK RODNEY LAUNDON

Outside the small village of Wakerley are some strange structures of a puzzling nature
(Figure 1). They comprise four round bases, two of which carry towers. They form an
impressive sight, especially when viewed from Barrowden churchyard in Rutland, with the
River Welland in the foreground. An elderly resident of Wakerley informed me that they
were built for the burning of iron ore in order to get rid of some of the waste before going
to distant furnaces for smelting. Ore had already been burnt over fuel, presumably coal, for
three months to a calx in the open at Nassington in the area known as the ‘calcining banks’
and it was from this refining process that the idea of building the furnaces was developed.
All four were built by prisoners during the Great War of 1914-1918, but two remained
unfinished. None was ever used.

Figure 1: Calciner furnaces at Wakerley in 2007
They were built in 1914-1918 (Jack Rodney Laundon)

The calciner furnaces consist of four solid concrete circular bases reinforced with vertical
rows of iron rods towards their tops. The two without towers have single elder Sambucus
nigra bushes and weeds covering their upper surface. On two of the bases are round towers
of red brick, both with eight round-headed brick openings high up where the towers
begin. The tops of both are completely open to the sky. The walls are very thick but are
now cracked and may be unsafe. The east tower has numerous putlock holes, originally
used to hold the wooden scaffolding during construction, and vertical rows of iron L-
shaped pegs on the exterior, whilst the west tower has a few putlock holes but no pegs.
There are piles of bricks in two of the openings. The west tower has a concrete rim at the
very top. There are no entrances at ground level to any of the four and, indeed, no
doorways higher up. In 2007 they were frequented by jackdaws Corvus monedula,
apparently breeding, and a little owl Athene noctua.

On the west side of the furnaces are the ruins of a small square brick enclosure, whilst on
the north side is a low mound beyond which is a drystone wall bordering the dismantled
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railway which is now overgrown with hawthorn Crataegus monogyna bushes. There are
remains of two embankments and some quarries in the surrounding fields.

At Nassington the calcining banks can still be seen at grid TL 054 971. They are now an
attractive, open, extensive, rabbit-grazed area of chiefly limestone plants on a mineral soil
amid remains of rail tracks. Showy plants such as wild liquorice Astragalus glycyphyllos,
oxeye daisy Leucanthemum vulgare, common bird’s-foot-trefoil Lotus corniculatus, creeping
cinquefoil Potentilla reptans, and cowslip Primula veris are abundant, together with some
grass vetchling Lathyrus nissolia, common toadflax Linaria vulgaris, musk-mallow Malva
moschata, etc. The banks are now part of Old Sulehay Nature Reserve owned by the
Wildlife Trust for Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire, Northamptonshire and Peterborough.

The Wakerley calciners were built on the south side of the Rugby and Stamford Railway,
at grid SP 947 996. The line here from Seaton to Sutton ran past the other refining site at
Nassington further east. It was opened on 1 November 18791 as a short cut for trains
running from Birmingham to Peterborough. The original line ran from the important
junction at Rugby up the Avon Valley and down the Welland, joining the Midland
Railway’s main line at South Luffenham in Rutland and hence ran onwards to Stamford
and Peterborough. It closed to passenger trains on 6 June 1966, ‘but some goods traffic
continued for a year or two after that’1, and was later dismantled. Where the ore from
Nassington was sent for final smelting has not been established.

It is ironic that the unused calciners remain as a monument to a vanished age of
Northamptonshire’s ironstone mining, when the important and exciting smelting furnaces
which were prominent landmarks at Corby, Cransley, Finedon, Irthlingborough, Islip,
Kettering (in Rothwell parish), Nether Heyford, Northampton (near Hunsbury Hill),
Stow Nine Churches, Towcester, and Wellingborough2 have long been demolished and
their land put to new use.

Acknowledgement
I thank Sue Trow-Smith of King’s Cliffe Heritage for details of the railways mentioned.

1. Sue Trow-Smith in letter of 5 February 2007.
2. List in Ireson, T. 1954. Northamptonshire. London: Hale. [p. 301]. I have added Irthlingborough based on the
New Popular Edition One-Inch Ordnance Survey Map 133 revised in 1930 and published in 1946. A moving
account of the appalling working conditions in Kettering furnaces was given by my late friend Allah Buksh
in the Kettering Evening Telegraph of 19 May 1995.



Joan Wake And The Northamptonshire Record Society

SIR HEREWARD WAKE

At the Annual General Meeting of the Northamptonshire Record Society on 10 May 2008,
I retired at the age of 91 after being Chairman 1981 to 1989 and President up to 2008; and
a member for 62 years. I joined the Society after a little forceful encouragement from my
aunt, Joan Wake, who founded the Society. Lady Juliet Townsend who has been elected
President in my place suggested that I write an article for Northamptonshire Past and Present,
recording some of my reminiscences of my aunt and her Record Society.

‘Miss Wake’ as she was commonly known, was
born on 29 February 1884, a leap year baby
with a birthday every four years. She had little
formal education. She and her three brothers
and two sisters spent their happy childhood at
Courteenhall with governesses. She was the
second daughter of the 12th Baronet, Sir
Herewald. Her mother was Catherine, who was
born a St Aubyn from St Michael’s Mount,
Cornwall. Joan’s father was a Northamptonshire
squire, a countryman, knowledgeable about
natural history and keen on foxhunting. As he
grew older he became an invalid and spent
much time writing and illustrating stories and
poems for the enjoyment of his children. Joan
greatly enjoyed all the people who lived and
worked on the Estate, especially Mrs Haskins,
whose husband had been the last headmaster of
the 1672 Courteenhall Grammar School. She
knew the names of everyone in the Parish.

Her scrap book makes me suspect that she was
teased as a child for being unwilling to partake
of some country pursuits. She was not built
for riding ponies, being large and heavy, and
she soon took up other interests. One of them
was music. In 1909 she bought and paid for a

large organ which came from a London church; she had it moved and installed in
Courteenhall Church. From the age of 16 she was the organist there, trained the village
choir and also taught the children at Sunday School. She was forceful, outspoken, very
intelligent and had a remarkable memory. She had an enormous curiosity and loved a
good argument. Later, she enjoyed entertaining her Oxford undergraduate nephews and
nieces. When one of them said about something ‘I don’t care’, she said forcefully, ‘You
MUST care – care about everything.’ She had a good sense of humour and a loud laugh.
She sometimes wore a grey wig, often skewed or put on back to front to amuse the young.
She was certainly not a practical person.  Only on smart occasions would she attempt to
use make-up but was ‘not a very good shot with the lipstick.’ A liberal powdering of her
face, still wearing her spectacles, impaired her eyesight.

As a young woman she was acutely aware of the deficiency of a formal education.
However, she read widely and became interested in literature and art, surprisingly
persevering in Latin and eventually knowing how to interpret medieval charters. (Figure
2) From 1916 to 1919, she was the Honorary Secretary of the Northampton and

Figure 1. Joan Wake
by George Holland c.1953

(By permission of Mr Brian Lawrence)
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Courteenhall District Nursing Association; and during this time she attended courses at
the London School of Economics and learnt to express herself on paper. Before the
commencement of the First World War she had accompanied her mother on a cultural trip
to the Continent, visiting Bruges, Budapest, Prague and Vienna.

Her father had died in the middle of the War when Joan was 32. When the War ended
Joan’s widowed mother moved to Weston Turville, near Aylesbury. For the next twenty
years, Joan had no fixed home until 1937 when she rented the Green Farm house at
Cosgrove. In 1955 she inherited and lived for the rest of her life in a house in Oxford.

Realising at an early age the importance of parish documents and maps, she started a
crusade to save manuscripts and deeds from being destroyed during the wartime paper
salvage campaign. This became increasingly important due to the sale of landed estates.
Joan had got to know the towns and villages of Northamptonshire whilst she was working
with the District Nursing Association. She became aware of the value of the study of local
history, a rather novel idea at the time. In December 1920, therefore, with a few of her
friends, she formed a Record Society whose object was to preserve and accumulate in a
safe place historic manuscripts and deeds, list and publicise these local records, arrange
lectures with the help of the County Education Committee, and make materials freely
accessible to students. Joan was immediately elected Honorary Secretary, a post which she
filled with great enthusiasm for the next 43 years.

To learn more about how other countries dealt with their local archives, she found time
in the following year to visit Holland, Sweden, Denmark and France. Joan envisaged, even
at this early stage, the day in the future when all the official archives of a county would be

Figure 2. Joan Wake inspecting a medieval charter, c.1925
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preserved in a permanent and secure County Record Office, under the supervision of a
trained archivist. In 1922 copyright tenure was abolished, and there were no more
manorial records. The Master of the Rolls ordered each county to make provision for the
upkeep of records, modelled on Joan’s Northamptonshire Record Society.

William, 5th Marquis of Exeter was a fine Lord Lieutenant of the County and was elected
the first President of the Society. I always enjoyed the story of old Lady Exeter having to
attend a funeral in the morning in a black hat and a wedding in the afternoon. She had left
her flowery wedding hat in the porch. To her horror, the coffin was carried up the aisle
with her wedding hat on top of it!

During the next few years Joan visited many solicitors’ offices throughout the County.
From one in Daventry she collected 76 sacks of manuscripts and deeds. (Figure 3) She also
visited the Duke of Buccleuch at Boughton and collected on loan documents to put in
what she called her Record Rooms in Northampton when she was living at 39
Collingwood Road. As the volume of records expanded, they were dispersed and stored
at Overstone Park, Brixworth Hall and Brixworth Rectory, and later at her Cosgrove
Green Farm. An important landmark occurred in 1930 when the Master of the Rolls,
Lord Hanworth, opened new record rooms for the Society at County Hall in
Northampton. In this way the Society acquired its first secure home.

During the Second World War there was again a salvage campaign to save paper. To save
precious documents being destroyed she visited 18 solicitors’ offices and 36 firms and

Figure 3. Joan Wake collecting sacks of deeds, 1935.
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businesses in the County. Her journeys were made in her little car which she had
purchased in 1940, which she called ‘Allegro non Troppo’. Her unique enthusiasm and
personal drive saved thousands of documents and led not only to the establishment of the
Society but also of the County Record Office. Amidst all these activities, she managed to
find time to research and write her book on the 7th Earl of Cardigan, entitled The
Brudenells of Deene Park, which received wide acclaim and publicity.

After the end of the War there was not sufficient room at County Hall for all the records.
In 1947 Sir Gyles Isham who was then living in the old Rectory at Lamport, made rooms
available at his Lamport Hall. The building had been damaged by prisoners of war and
compensation was obtained for some repair and redecoration. Volunteers helped to move
167 boxes and parcels of documents into Lamport. By 1950 there were ten ground floor
rooms full of wooden crates, sacks, cardboard boxes and even hat boxes.

In the early days Joan spent much time raising money to pay for the Society’s Publications
to which she had contributed and edited herself. The most notable achievement of the
Society is that since she founded it 85 years ago over 50 volumes have now been edited,
printed and bound recording important Northamptonshire history – and doubtless there
will be many more to come which will surely continue to attract a wide range of
distinguished historians. She was also aware that there was room for a less academic but
high quality magazine which would appeal to a wider audience. In 1948 she produced and
edited the first issue of Northamptonshire Past and Present. By the time she relinquished the
Honorary General Secretaryship in 1963, the Society had a membership of 1097 and an
income of £3,000 a year to help pay for the publications. It was a great relief to her when
in 1952 the County Council formed the Northamptonshire Archives Committee which
took over responsibility for the custody of county records. A newly-formed County
Record Office was housed together with the Record Society at Lamport Hall. The first
Chief County Archivist was Patrick King who had been Assistant Secretary to Joan.

It was soon realised that a more permanent home for the two organisations was necessary.
One possible site was Delapre Abbey, on the south side of Northampton, previously the home
of the Bouverie family, which during the war had been requisitioned by the Army and
vacated in 1948. The Town Council subsequently bought the Abbey and then let it to the
County War Agricultural Committee, on which I served. Five years later the Northampton
Corporation voted for the complete demolition of the Abbey. Joan immediately started a
’Save Delapre’ campaign which was supported by the County Council. The Abbey
immediately required £20,000 spent on essential repairs and it was agreed that, provided the
Record Society raised this sum by the end of June 1956, the County Council would then
rent Delapre for 99 years at a peppercorn rent. Her campaign was successful and on 9 May
1959, Delapre Abbey became the exciting new home of the Northamptonshire Record
Society and the County Record Office bringing together the scattered archives all under one
roof. The opening ceremony was performed by Lord Evershed, Master of the Rolls. Fifty tons
of archives were now moved into this 35-room historic mansion. A plaque remains in the
entrance to Delapre Abbey recording Joan Wake’s part in saving this historic building. On 5
June 1970 the Society’s very enjoyable 50th Anniversary was held at Delapre Abbey attended
by Lord Diplock, a Lord of Appeal. Five months later, on 10 November HM The Queen
Mother visited the Society’s Exhibition at Delapre where she saw the Great Seals of the
Realm from the reign of Henry II to King George V.

The Society’s 75th Anniversary in 1995 was celebrated at Courteenhall with Lord Bingham
the Lord Chief Justice attending. All members of the Society were presented with a copy
of the Society’s publication of the fine drawings of Northamptonshire by Peter Tillemans.

Joan’s energy was undiminished. In 1957, she carried out a two-month lecture tour in the
United States, visiting Harvard University and the Huntingdon Library and travelled over
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13,000 miles in nine weeks. She also lent her full support for the restoration of the
ironstone workings around Corby which had left large areas in the county derelict.
Eventually, the Government was persuaded to undertake restoration as far as possible.

However, by 1963, Joan was suffering from a painful spine and migraine headaches and
reluctantly retired as Secretary of the Society after more than four decades in the post. Her
eldest brother, Hereward, the 13th Baronet, who died that same year, asserted that his sister
Joan had shed lustre on the family, and was the first Wake to be ‘distinguished for literature
as well as intelligence’. Certainly, she was heaped with honours over the years as her
endeavours had become nationally recognised. They included Fellowships of Society of
Antiquaries and the Royal Historical Society, an honorary MA from Oxford University
(Figure 4) and an honorary Doctor of Laws from Leicester University. She was appointed
a Commander of the Order of the British Empire in 1960.

Her final contribution to the Society was the editing of a volume of The Letters of Daniel
Eaton which was published in 1971 when she was 87. Three years later, on 15 January
1974, she died in the Northampton Nursing Home where I visited her. The nurse told
me that she was seriously ill. Joan straightway sat up and said to me, ‘Cheer up I’m not
going to die’. She died that evening, five weeks before her 90th birthday with her critical
faculties unimpaired.

She had planned her funeral in detail insisting on the 1662 Book of Common Prayer. She
stated that the Service must ‘not be too solemn and the church bells were not to be
muffled but to be rung loudly.’ One of the mainsprings of her life was her devotion to the
Church of England and her love of Courteenhall Church, wherein are memorials to over

Figure 4. Joan Wake with Sir Maurice Bowra, Vice Chancellor, Oxford
University, on the award of an honorary Master of Arts degree, Oxford, 

23 January 1953
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50 members of the Wake family. A large congregation from many different organisations
sang hymns accompanied by the fine organ that she had bought and installed in the
Church. She was buried in the churchyard alongside so many of her family. Following the
Service, food and wine were served in the old Courteenhall Grammar School according
to her wishes.

During the 1980’s it was increasingly realized that the premises occupied by the Record
Office at Delapre Abbey since 1956 were rapidly becoming unsuitable for the purpose.
The old building was deteriorating and despite efforts by the County Council the building
was no longer good for the storage of the ever growing mass of documents, books etc of
great interest and value. The County Council asked the Government to help and
surprisingly they suggested a new building in which to house all the County Records and
provide facilities for the Society and the County Archivist.

In 1989 planning permission was granted for this new building which would include a
special area underground to be available for Senior Officers of the County Council in case
of Emergency Wartime Planning (the Cold War with Russia).

Dr David Walmsley was the Society’s very capable Hon. Solicitor. Our thanks go to him
and the members of the Society’s Sub Committee who finally successfully agreed the
terms of the lease whereby with effect from 1 April 1992 the Society rented for 68 years
from the County Council part of the new building to be built at Wootton Hall Park at an
annual rent of £100 per year. This would house all the County Records in fireproof, damp
proof and secure accommodation, and provide permanent and secure facilities for the
Society, its members, the County Archivist and students. Happily we remain there today.

We also record our thanks to Mr Edward Needham, the highly respected Valuer, who gave
his services free of charge; and to Mr Jeffrey Greenwell who acted on behalf of the County
Council and who reminded them that it was entirely due to the efforts of Miss Joan Wake
that from 1956 to 1991 the historical Delapre Abbey was saved from demolition by the
Borough Council. The Council was lucky to receive the improved building free of any
charge or expense.

Joan Wake was known to her nephews and nieces as ‘AJ’ (Aunt Joan). She was Victorian
and disliked too much familiarity. During the 30 years in which I acted as
Chairman/President of her Society, I was always aware that her creation was largely
entrusted to me, which inspired me to do my best for her. She would, I am sure, have
approved of the move by the Society and County Record Office in 1992 to Wootton Hall
Park with its magnificent facilities. On a personal note, I was indeed fortunate to preside
at a period when the Society grew and thrived. This was due to an exceptionally good
Council.

I especially record my thanks to Mr Christopher Davidge (Chairman), Mr Peter McKay
(Treasurer), and Mr David Hall (General Editor). I would also like to record my
appreciation for the assistance of people who have been involved in the Society over the
years: Mr Vere Davidge (Past Chairman), Sir Gyles Isham (Past President), Mr Leslie
Skelton (Past Secretary), Mr Arthur Farmer and Mr Gordon Rust (Past Treasurers), Mr
Patrick King (Past County Archivist) and Mr Ron Greenall (Past General Editor and
Editor of Northamptonshire Past and Present).

For detailed information about Dr Joan Wake’s life read Professor Peter Gordon’s excellent
account in his The Wakes of Northamptonshire (1992) from which illustrations are taken.



The Northamptonshire Reference Database
BARRY AND LIZ TAYLOR

During the late 1990s, the Northamptonshire Association for Local History (NALH)
launched an initiative to record, for future reference purposes, details of new books and
other similar material relating to Northamptonshire. This was initially known as the
Northamptonshire Resource Register, the intention being that the material so gathered
would be of use in answering future related queries from members or other persons
researching Northamptonshire subjects.

Initially, the Register was compiled and collated by Dr. Stephen Mattingly of Little
Brington, but when Dr. Mattingly decided to relinquish the task, it was taken over by
Barry and Elizabeth Taylor, who for some time had themselves been engaged in collecting
and cataloguing publications on Northamptonshire. It very quickly became apparent to
them that a combination of their existing database, and the newer information provided
through the NALH initiative, could form the basis of a wider Northamptonshire
bibliography.

Barry and Elizabeth have therefore continued to add to this combined database, obtaining
details of both new and older publications from a wide variety of sources. New books have
been notified by members of NALH, or have been found through local bookshops,
libraries, newspaper articles, interviews with authors on local radio, and local history
societies and their journals. Information on these new publications is then circulated back
to members of NALH by means of an annual listing. At the same time a gradual
accumulation of details of older publications has been made from sources as diverse as local
libraries, other relevant bibliographies, second-hand bookselling sites and even EBay.

The Register, which has now evolved into The Northamptonshire Reference Database,
currently consists of some 6,500 entries, of which approximately half are books or other
publications on Northamptonshire. The remainder form a listing of articles that are
contained in the many journals and some periodicals relating to Northamptonshire that
have been published over the last 150 years, covering, for example, the Northamptonshire
Architectural Society, the Northamptonshire Natural History Society, both series of
Northamptonshire Notes & Queries, the Northamptonshire County Magazine, and of course the
current journals such as Northamptonshire Past and Present, and Hindsight.

There is a longer term possibility of making this material available for publication in some
form, although there is much work still to be done, but it is also important to continue
accumulating information on new publications. However, information on new material is
becoming increasingly difficult to obtain. Local booksellers are unfortunately disappearing
and the national bookstores are much less likely to stock these marginal local publications.
These are usually published only in small quantities and on a very local basis, often in the
more distant corners of the County.

Members of the Northamptonshire Record Society may be able to assist in this respect by
informing Barry and Elizabeth of any new publications of which they become aware, in
particular those of a very specialised or localised nature and restricted circulation. They can
be contacted by email at barryr.taylor@btinternet.com or by post at ‘Hayloft Cottage’, 15
Richardsons Lane, Loddington, Northamptonshire NN14 1LD. The details required are
ideally: genre (i.e.: book, CD, DVD, etc.), title, author, publisher, ISBN, and a brief synopsis
of contents if this is not obvious from the title. However, even basic information such as
just the title is welcome, as it can then form the basis of further research.
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‘GRATEFULL TO PROVIDENCE.’ THE DIARY AND ACCOUNTS OF
MATTHEW FLINDERS, SURGEON, APOTHECARY AND MAN-MIDWIFE

1775-1802. I. 1775-1784

Edited by Martyn Beardsley and Nicholas Bennett
Lincoln Record Society/The Boydell Press, 2007. xxv +166pp

ISBN 09780901 503596
Price £30.00

This volume, a transcription of the Diary and account books of a late eighteenth-century
Lincolnshire surgeon, apothecary and man-midwife, Matthew Flinders, is particularly
valuable on a number of counts. First, it provides a detailed insight into every day rural life
in a remote fenland village, second, it throws much light on medical practice and treatment,
especially in relation to childbirth, and third, it provides some interesting information on
the childhood of Flinders’ famous son, Matthew, who was to become a central figure in the
early history of Australia.

Flinders, who was born in 1751, lived in the small South Lincolnshire market town of
Donington, where he practised his profession for 26 years. There was a difference between
qualified doctors and surgeon-apothecaries, the latter of whom may or may not have
served an apprenticeship, but who often acted in a double capacity to those who could
not afford normal medical help. However, much of Flinders’ time was occupied with
midwifery. As we know from the fictional account in Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, it was a
hazardous and lengthy business. In one case, Flinders recorded that he was ‘much fatigued,
as I had not been in bed or had my boots off for 40 hours.’ He was also responsible for
bringing into the world his own four children, two boys and two girls. The chances of
survival at birth were often slender; Flinders’ first wife, Elizabeth, lost four children in the
space of 11 months. He drew some comfort from the death of his twin daughters, stating,
‘How kind is the Providence of God! thus to free us from the expence and care of a
numerous family, for had all our young ones lived with us, we should scarce [have] known
what to have done with them.’

Although a man of limited education but obvious intelligence, Flinders’ thirst for
knowledge was impressive, as can be seen in the detailed account which he kept of
expenditure on books and journals, which range from medical magazines to sets of
encyclopaedia. His curiosity encompassed a wide range of local happenings. In 1776, he
describes watching a lunar eclipse through an 18-inch telescope. When a famous fire-eater
visited the village, Flinders ‘ventured to ask him if he was sensible of heat, he
acknowledged he was, and sometimes by chance burnt himself.’ He was equally intrigued
by the visit to the village of an illusionist, and was excited at seeing a cassowary from Java
at the village fair. Another highlight was a trip to Boston to see a 52-foot whale which
had been chased by boats to the shore.

Of particular interest are the entries in the Diary relating to his eldest son, Matthew, born
in 1774, two years before the Diary begins. He joined the Royal Navy in 1791 as a
midshipman, serving under Captain William Bligh. Matthew circumnavigated the landmass
of Australia, thus proving that the eastern and western parts of the continent were
connected. He was also the first person to consistently use the name Australia to describe
the land. The Diary records that Matthew was enrolled at the local school when he was six
‘for Reading only’, and began to learn Latin the following year. Flinders expected Matthew
to become an apothecary, but there are early indications that his interests lay elsewhere.
Flinders reported in 1780 that his nephew, John, was keen to go to sea in the Navy; within
three months he had been in action against a French frigate for which he received prize
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money. In the same year, Flinders carefully copied out extracts from his nephew’s letter for
his family to read. He had also purchased a book describing the principal naval and military
engagements in Europe from the ninth century to the present. Intriguingly, there is an entry
for April 1782, stating that he had bought for Matthew a two-volume edition of Robinson
Crusoe, a story which must have stirred his imagination.

Although many of the entries in the Diary naturally relate to Lincolnshire, there is a good
description of a 70-mile excursion into Northamptonshire which Flinders undertook in
June 1778. He accompanied his brother, John, to Guilsborough, where John’s son was a
boarder at the Grammar School there. The journey took them through Peterborough and
Oundle, where they rested. Flinders remarked, ‘The country is delightfull travelling, the
Prospects very extensive, and charmingly diversified with beautiful Seats and Villages.
Northamptonshire has been termed the Garden of England and indeed it is a sweet
country.’ They took a rather circuitous route, much to Flinders’ irritation, passing through
Kettering, Broughton, Old, Scaldwell, Lamport, Brixworth (‘a considerable village’),
Spratton, Creaton and thence to Guilsborough (‘supposed to be one of the Highest points
in the kingdom’). Whilst in Guilsborough, they took the opportunity to visit a relative of
Flinders’ wife, Sir Thomas Ward, then High Sheriff of Northamptonshire. Looking back
on the expedition, Flinders made two observations, ‘viz. that the common People in
Northamptonshire are much more civilised & courteous than in our vulgar part of the
Kingdom and that in those inland towns there does not appear half the hurry and bustle,
and that you meet by far fewer travellers than in our towns and roads.’

The book, comprising the first part of the Diary, ends on a cheerful note. After the death
of his wife in March 1783, Flinders made six journeys to Spilsby to meet a widow,
Elizabeth Ellis, whom he married in December. Matthew, now aged almost eleven, was
about to start at the Grammar School, and was receiving Latin tuition from his father.
Flinders was to live another seven years, during which time he continued to keep a
detailed record of events in his Diary.

This handsomely produced volume, published by the Lincoln Record Society, has been
meticulously edited and the rich selection of footnotes well illuminate the text. The
Society is to be congratulated on this publication, and the second volume, hopefully
containing a full index, is eagerly awaited.

Peter Gordon

THE HISTORIC GARDENS OF ENGLAND, NORTHAMPTONSHIRE
by Timothy Mowl and Clare Hickman

Published by Tempus, 2008
ISBN 9 780752 445687

Softback, 192 pages, 17 x 25 cm, illustrated
Price £17.99

Before I start this review proper, I have to declare an interest: this book is dedicated to me!
However, this is just to mark a long standing friendship and I had no hand in Tim Mowl’s
assessment, and what he has produced belongs entirely to him and his collaborator, Clare
Hickman. So what has he produced? First and foremost a most worthy addition to
Northampotonshire literature. Crammed with information, well produced and illustrated,
it should be on everyone’s bookshelves.

You need to be prepared for Tim Mowl’s very personal approach and manner of writing.
He can have rather blinkered views and these may well irritate many readers, but I hope
they will persevere. For example, how many people would sum up Northamptonshire as
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the ‘absent minded’ county? But read on and you will surely agree that he has plenty to
say in glowing terms.

There is a splendid discussion of Sir Thomas Tresham’s Rushton and an inspirational
account of Stoke Park. On the latter we entirely agree: Stoke Park, with its pavilions, is
one of the rarest places in England. He is kinder about English Heritage’s restoration of
the Baroque garden at Kirby than I expected – for me one of the county’s disappoint-
ments. Tim Mowl is a romantic, so it comes as no surprise that he loves Victorian gardens
with their rich planting, trees, conservatories and rockeries. Castle Ashby, therefore, is given
outstanding praise and he clearly fell in love with Sir Charles Isham’s gnomery at Lamport!
The public parks in Northampton get quite a slamming, especially those at Kingsthorpe
and Delapre, and Abington only fares a little better. Tim will not be happy to hear that
Abington Park may soon lose some of its splendid chestnut trees. It will come as a surprise
to many that Wicksteed Park in Kettering gets glowing pages of praise, and I for one just
have to go and see if I agree!

There are one or two blips. The topiary garden on the south front of Fawsley is credited
as Victorian, when it was acquired in recent years from a Garden Festival, and Carter, the
seventeenth-century architect involved at Castle Ashby suddenly becomes Carpenter on
the next page. Also a photograph of the south front of Castle Ashby is captioned as if it
were the east front. But these are minor defects within a text which will bring lots of
surprises. Several gardens keep reappearing within the chronological sequence: Tresham’s
Rushton becomes early 1900s Thomas Mawson; Castle Ashby moves from Capability
Brown to Digby Wyatt; and Althorp from Baroque to Princess Diana. Here is a book
which is a challenging read. You may not always agree with Tim Mowl, but he will make
you think – and hopefully make you go out and see the gardens in Northamptonshire
which you have not found. I recommend it wholeheartedly.

Bruce A. Bailey

PROTESTING ABOUT PAUPERISM
Poverty, Politics and Poor Relief in Late Victorian England, 1870-1900

By Elizabeth T. Hurren

Published by The Boydell Press for the Royal Historical Society
ISBN 978-0-86193-292-4
Hardback, xii +296 pages

Price £50.00

This book by a senior lecturer in the history of medicine at Oxford Brookes University is
of note for several reasons. It is about a particular set of developments in the history of the
Poor Law in the 19th century, which were given flagship treatment in one of
Northamptonshire’s poor law unions. It is also the work of one of the first postgraduate
students to complete a Ph.D. in history at University College, Northampton, (now the
University of Northampton).

Dr. Hurren’s subject is that phase of poor law history in which an influential group of so-
called ‘Crusaders’ tried to take the administration of the workhouse system back to its
severity of the 1830s, when the ‘New Poor Law’ replaced the older parish relief system. These
people were leading figures in the London-based Charity Organisation Society, formed in
1869 to try to reform what its members considered to be the wasteful overlapping of
charitable, provident and poor law provisions for the relief of the poor. These, the crusaders
believed, were bad for the taxpayers, the charitable and the poor themselves.

The 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act was passed because of the belief among politicians
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and poor law reformers that parish payments to the sick, the aged and the ‘able-bodied
poor’ were expensive, immoral and corrupt. The result was that the new system decreed
that no relief was to be given except to those who accepted the status of pauper and went
into the workhouse, which was to be ‘a place of wholesome restraint’. For various reasons,
out-door relief was only temporarily abolished. By 1869 charity workers, economists and
would-be social reformers had convinced themselves that the rising cost of poor law
administration could not be reduced unless outdoor relief was more severely administered.
Such relief was most widely given to old worn-out labourers and their wives. The
crusaders were certain in their convictions, and comfortable with the fact that in order to
reduce the tax burden and to get rid of ‘a culture of dependency’ (as we would call it now),
the poor had to be made to suffer. Needless to say, crusaders were convinced of their own
purity of motive and of their genuine concern for the poor.

The core of the book is a case-study of the Brixworth Poor Law Union, where a group of
crusaders were able to carry out the ideas of the COS, particularly the abolition of outdoor
relief. Their leader was Albert Pell of Hazelbech, a rich farmer who was Conservative MP
for South Leicestershire. His right-hand man was the highly opinionated Rev. William
Bury, rector of Harleston, and a former incumbent of Hazelbech, to which he was
appointed by Pell, and they were given the tacit support of the powerful Earl Spencer, the
dominant landowner in the district of the Brixworth Union as well as a major political
figure in national politics. They were opposed by a minority on the Board of Guardians,
who had humanitarian objections to cutting the benefits the poor received, especially when
times got very hard as agriculture moved into crisis from about 1879.

For more than twenty years, Pell, Bury and the farmers who supported them ruled the roost.
The case became a cause célèbre in Northamptonshire and beyond. In the end the crusaders
lost control of the Board for a variety of reasons, some of which were explained by Jack
Gould in an article in 1993-4 in Vol. VIII, No. 5 of this journal. What Dr. Hurren does in
this book is to explain the national context and the complexities of the Brixworth Union
case with great clarity. This is a volume which no one interested in the history of the poor
law or the rural history of Northamptonshire in the 19th century can afford to ignore.

R. L. Greenall

A HISTORY OF THE COUNTY OF NORTHAMPTONSHIRE
Volume 6: Modern Industry

John Beckett, Alan Thacker and Elizabeth Williamson
with contributions from Cynthia Brown, Charles Insley and Peter Mounfield (Boots &

Shoes and Leather Trades)

Published for the Institute of Historical Research, University of London,
by Boydell & Brewer, 2007

Price £60

After the splendid Volume 5 on the Cleyley Hundred, one looked forward to this volume.
This is an exciting new venture for VCH since it concentrates on a single aspect of history
not only for a part but the whole of the county, including Peterborough although since
1888 this has not been part of Northamptonshire. In the context of this volume, “Modern
Industry” covers a surprisingly long timespan from 1800 to the present day, and embraces
a wide variety of activities including traditional industries, new industries such as motor
sport, as well as transport, housing, the role of local authorities, financial and professional
services, retail and distribution. The interplay between these different activities makes
interesting reading. Six people have contributed to this volume and this shows in the very
uneven treatment of the topics covered.
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This volume has four main parts: Introduction, Economy and Society 1800-2000; Indus-
tries and Trade, 1800-1970, and After 1970. It is unfortunate that the Introduction does
not begin with its final paragraph so that the potential reader immediately knows what is
meant by “Modern Industry” as used for this book. There are some very useful
comparisons of Northamptonshire with other counties in the East Midlands. When it is
attempted to cover so much in a single volume, it is irritating to find that much of the
information in the Introduction also appears in later sections of the book. Economy and
Society is divided into 19th Century; 1900-1939; and Second World War and After. For
each of these periods there is discussion of Population, Work and Employment. There is
extensive use of statistics from Census returns and other sources to provide a useful
background to the discussion of different industrial activities. Reference is made to the
change from working at home to manufacture of footwear in factories; the transition from
traditional metal-working crafts into the activity of engineering; and the rise of ironstone
working and smelting the ore in the county. It is only in this section that the agricultural
industry gets more than passing coverage.

The part on Industries and Trade 1800-1970 occupies well over half of the book. There
are twelve sections: Transport; Road, Water and Rail; Boots and Shoes; Leather Trades;
Extractive Industries; Iron and Steel; Ironfounding and Mechanical Engineering; Electrical
and Electronic Engineering; Building and Construction; Brewing and Food Processing;
and Financial and Professional Services. From these headings it is apparent that some
industrial activities are likely to be missed, for example anything to do with timber
production and wood which was one of the main structural materials for machines at the
beginning of the chosen period. This third part is the work of four contributors which
again results in the very uneven coverage of the different industrial activities. Boots and
Shoes, and Leather Trades are described in an accurate and interesting manner and well-
balanced across the different areas of production in the county. In contrast, under
Extractive Industries, Clay Extraction and Brickmaking devotes almost two pages to the
Fletton brick industry near Peterborough whilst the former widespread brickmaking in
Northamptonshire, with some firms employing over a hundred men, gets less than half a
page. Iron and Steel is a concise, reasonable account of the production of those materials
in the county.

In the wide approach of this book it is inevitable that some local and minor activities will
be missed but there are some significant omissions. Although brewing is considered,
malting is ignored despite the number of large independent maltings such as those which
existed in Northampton, Oundle and Wellingborough, and elsewhere in the county. The
one-time extensive clothing manufacturing industry in Kettering, Desborough and
Northampton does not get a mention, neither does papermaking, carried on at several
mills in the NE of the county until the mid-19th century, and at Rush Mills near
Northampton until 1897, having been responsible for making the paper for the first
postage stamps in 1840.

It is unfortunate that the provision of services such as water supply, waste disposal (a
growth industry in recent times!) and energy supply is ignored. In addition to domestic
requirements, all the activities covered in this section and many in the later sections
required energy if they were to function satisfactorily. In 1800 there were only two steam
engines in Northamptonshire, and the one in Northampton was sold in 1806 so that
where more power was needed than could be obtained from human effort alone, water
wheels and to a lesser extent horse wheels and windmills, were still the sole providers.
Sadly, there is no reference to these natural energy resources and their gradual
augmentation and eventual replacement by other forms of power in the county. The
development of the use of steam engines and gas engines in providing power for many
manufacturing activities in the county before electricity was generally available seems to
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have been assumed, and not worthy of discussion. There is no mention of the gas industry
in the county, despite the existence of gas works in many of the towns. Although initially
to provide lighting, town gas was soon found to have other uses, and Northampton Gas
Works was an initiator of using gas for cooking. The continuing importance of gas is
emphasised by the change to using gas from the North Sea, which is not mentioned.
Electricity supply is more adequately covered, although under the heading of Electric and
Electronic Engineering instead of with the other utilities. Since industry cannot function
without money, the section on Finance and Professional Services is welcome and provides
a good insight into the development of banks, building societies and insurance companies.  

The Part “After 1970” has four sections: Decline of the Traditional Industries;
Regeneration of established Industries; New Industries and Growth of Service Sector.
There is an interesting account of the reasons for the decline of the Boot & Shoe Industry
and for the survival of the few firms which remain, where often the “brand” seems to be
as important as the actual manufacture. The decline of mechanical engineering is less well
covered. Regeneration seems an odd term for this section since it is concerned with
activities which continued and developed after 1970. The approach is much more on a
general and national level leading to quite limited consideration of the situation in
Northamptonshire. For example, there is no reference to firms such as Timpsons Ltd, in
Kettering, which produces large printing machines, many for export, and maintains a
modern foundry able to supply other companies (including one in Turkey making
tractors) in addition to satisfying its own needs. There are references to the small numbers
of employees in some companies, but no consideration of the size of output or turnover
which should have increased per employee with modern methods of production. “New
Industries” focuses on the Motorsport industry centred on Silverstone. A fundamental
factor in the employment of people is their skills, both physical and mental. The
development of appropriate vocational training and education is not considered until the
end of this section. There is no reference to the earlier development of centres for this
activity such as the several boot and shoe “schools” in the different centres of the footwear
industry in the county, the educational content of apprenticeships in other industries, and
the development of institutions providing vocational education and training in the county.
The very important section on “Growth of the Service Sector” is very good in a general
sense but references to Northamptonshire are quite brief.

Unfortunately, in addition to omissions mentioned above, there are far more errors than
one would expect in a work of the standing of VCH. They range from statements such as
that Butlin experimented with a blast furnace at his works in Wellingborough (which does
not accord with Butlin’s own statement that he erected the works at Wellingborough after
he had successfully smelted iron ore at his foundry in Northampton) to the statement that
“the corn mill at Ashton adjacent to the Rothschilds’ new mansion was converted to
supply electricity” whereas the mill is just under two miles away from the house at Ashton
Wold, indicating either careless writing or a lack of familiarity with the county. There is
reference to “large mills being established near navigable waterways and railways” quoting
Whitworth’s Victoria Mills at Little Irchester and Westleys Nunn Mills near Northampton
but also Davis’s mill at Kislingbury which was not on a navigable waterway and never
expanded beyond being a small local mill employing two people at the most.

The maps are generally clear but in some cases puzzling as to what features are included
or omitted. For example, Fig.1 Significant centre of trade and industry, marks roads and
not railways or canals but does name two canal junctions, although not the most important
one at Braunston; Fig. 5 marks routes through the county post-1970 but omits the railways
despite marking the stations. Fig 14 Railways in 1900 shows the railways at Rugby as in
Leicestershire with Rugby itself marked some 10 miles south! For non-railway enthusiasts
it would have been helpful to indicate where the different railway lines went after leaving
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Northamptonshire. Fig. 39 “Quarries in operation” does not indicate what is being
quarried. Is it stone other than ironstone since Byfield and Charwelton iron ore quarries
in the SW of the county, both in operation in 1930, are not shown?

Photographs are a welcome innovation for VCH but have not been used well in this
volume. The lack of textual coordination is noticeable and many excellent pictures suffer
from having inadequate and inaccurate information on date and/or location. The
wonderful aerial view of the effect of “hill-and-dale” ironstone quarrying loses much of
its value without this information. Probably the most extreme example of lack of
knowledge of the county is the photograph captioned “An ironstone quarry” which
originally appeared in Northamptonshire Past and Present volume 4 p.73 illustrating a quarry
for building stone near Clipsham, Rutland.

Although there are some very good points about this volume, overall it is unsatisfactory. One
gets the impression that the writers do not have the “feel” for Northamptonshire which they
might have got from talking with more people in the county. The adventurous decision of
the Trustees of Northamptonshire VCH to support this completely new direction for VCH
should have been rewarded with something very much better than this volume.

Geoffrey Starmer



OBITUARY NOTICES

The 9th Duke of Buccleuch and 11th Duke of Queensberry 1923-2007
Walter Francis John Montagu Douglas Scott, 9th Duke of Buccleuch and 11th Duke of
Queensbury, died on 4 September 2007, aged 83. He was the richest and grandest
descendant of all Charles II’s illegitimate offspring, the largest private landowner in Europe
and probably the richest duke after those of Westminster, Sutherland and Roxburghe. He
also inherited three earldoms and many other titles.

A hunting accident in 1971 left him confined to a wheelchair. In spite of this, he
commuted among his stately homes – Drumlanrig Castle, Dumfriesshire; Bowhill, in the
Scottish borders outside Selkirk; and Boughton House, Northamptonshire – with
artworks by Rembrandt, Da Vinci, Gainsborough and Van Dyck, set in more than a quarter
of a million acres. Until 1999, he also continued to attend the House of Lords, leaving in
1999 protesting furiously against his ‘enforced retirement’. He was the Conservative MP
for Edinburgh North from 1960 to 1973, when he succeeded to the dukedom.

The duke took his job managing his huge estates seriously and wrote in Country Living:
‘…I am responsible for 430 square miles of beautiful countryside and the people and
wildlife they support.’ He was once referred to as ‘a one-man National Trust’, an accolade
he loved. His Boughton estate was judged by the conservationist David Bellamy ‘one of the
best managed in the world’. His paternalist attitude towards the countryside was developed
young. His mother, who was descended from the 10th Duke of Somerset, restored and
made habitable the freezing and decrepit stately homes she and her husband, the 8th Duke
of Buccleuch, inherited in 1935. Young Walter (or ‘Johnny’ as his friends called him) was
sent to Eton and Christ Church, Oxford. During vacations he rode around his father’s
estates. ‘I used to know every farmer and pretty well every shepherd in the Borders area
where I grew up.’ The Duke enjoined his family that if fire threatened one of their stately
homes, they should save the art, rather than him, because he had had a full life.

From The Guardian, 6 September 2007

John Coales, OBE, FSA 1931-2007
John Coales died on 6 October 2007. In the 2007 New Year Honours List, he was appointed
OBE for his services to conservation and especially for his work as founder, and lately
chairman, of the Francis Coales Charitable Foundation. This was established in memory of
his grandfather in 1975 following a disastrous fire at the corn mill at Newport Pagnell which
Francis Coales established in the latter half of the nineteenth century. The main objective of
the Foundation was ‘to assist with the repair of old buildings open to the public …
preference [being] given to churches and their contents in Bucks, Beds, Northants and Herts,
these being the four counties in which Francis Coales & Son once traded. Coales was an
honorary member of the NRS and a keen attender of meetings, coming all the way from
his home in Somerset.

The Reverend Geoffrey Nuttall 1911-2007
The Reverend Geoffrey Nuttall, who died on 24 July 2007, aged 95, was a distinguished
ecclesiastical historian and Nonconformist minister, trustee of Dr Williams’s Library and
the first president of the United Reformed Church History Society; he was once
described as ‘the last and gentlest of the real Puritans’. From 1946 he wrote numerous
books and, in 1979, compiled for the Record Society the Calendar of Correspondence of
Philip Doddridge DD 1702-1751 which was published in conjunction with the Historic
Manuscripts Commission. He cared greatly for books and his knowledge of old books
secured their preservation at both New College, London University, and Dr Williams’s
Library. He was elected to a fellowship of the British Academy in 1991.
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Instructions for Contributors

All contributions must be provided in hard copy and electronic format on a disc, CD
or as an attachment to an email, preferably in Word. Please use the existing house style
of NP&P. 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. Each article should have at least one illustration and full articles at
least three. All illustrations must be of good quality with copyright permission stated
and obtained where appropriate.



NORTHAMPTONSHIRE
PAST AND PRESENT

N
O
R
T
H
A
M
P
T
O
N
S
H
IR
E
 P
A
S
T
 A
N
D
 P
R
E
S
E
N
T

N
u
m
b
er
 6
1 
(2
00
8)

Cover illustration:
Courteenhall House built in 1791 by Sir William Wake, 9th Baronet.
Samuel Saxon, architect, and Humphry Repton, landscape designer.
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