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Instructions for contributors.

All contributions should be submitted in Word.doc or docx, with images in separate
digital files, either JPEG or TIFF, preferably with a resolution of at least 300dpi. Please
use the existing house style of NP&P. (A style guide is available from the Secretary at
enquiries@northamptonshirerecordsociety.org.uk) 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. When negotiating
permission, please bear in mind that the issue will be published on our website a year
after publication – copyright holders need to be made aware of this. Normally the
maximum length is 6,500 to 7,000 words, but shorter articles and small news items are
very welcome. Draft texts may be sent for discussion. The deadline for material will
now be the end of April. 

All communications regarding articles in this and future issues should be addressed to 
Wendy Raybould, Hon. Editor, Northamptonshire Record Society, Wootton Hall Park,
Northampton, NN4 8BQ, or the Hon. Secretary at enquiries@northamptonshire
recordsociety.org.uk
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THE NORTHAMPTONSHIRE RECORD SOCIETY
(FOUNDED 1920)

WOOTTON HALL PARK, NORTHAMPTON NN6 8BQ
President

Lord Boswell of Aynho DL MA

NOTES AND NEWS

The close of the Society’s first century was marked, not with jubilation, but farewells. The
death of our legendary General Editor, David Hall, followed by the retirement of our
excellent Honorary Secretary, David Harries has left us feeling that this is indeed the end
of an era. Most of the Centenary celebration plans were brought down by the Covid
pandemic, but one survived. The exhibition Joan Wake the pioneer: her passion and
her legacy opened in May at Delapré Abbey and will close on 30 October. This has been
a collaborative project between our Honorary Librarian, Margaret Hawkins and staff at
Delapré, using graphic and audio-visual displays and some original items from the Society’s
collection to depict the life of our founder, including her fight to save the Abbey from
demolition.

In addition Neil Lyon’s book on Joan Wake, produced to mark our Centenary, is in the
running for the Publications Award from the Northamptonshire Heritage Forum this year,
but at the time of writing, we still await the opening of the envelope...

* * * * *

The Honorary Secretary Neil Lyon writes: ‘The past year has been a challenging time for
the Society. Losing our General Editor David Hall was a great blow, and then in December
we said farewell to our Secretary David Harries; both had been in post since 2007, and both
had given so much to the Society. I had already been lined up to take over as General Editor,
and for 2022 I am ‘holding the fort’ as Honorary Secretary on an interim basis. We have
also been without a Treasurer for three years now.

On the upside, we have engaged a local organisation to get our accounts in order, and we
remain in very good financial shape. We have maintained our publishing programme – and
Edmund King’s recent volume, The Peterborough Chronicles, has been well received. For the
first time we engaged a mailing house to post out the volumes, and we hope they reached
members satisfactorily. We are very fortunate to have a long list of interesting volumes in
the pipeline for the next few years, and we are always pleased to receive further submissions
– particularly Eighteenth and Nineteenth century topics.

It was a great disappointment to have to cancel this year’s Spring Lecture scheduled for 18
June, due to very low numbers. It is undeniable that quite a few people feel reticent about
attending such gatherings in the wake of Covid. We had hoped to arrange something at
Peterborough Cathedral this autumn to coincide with Edmund King’s volume, but events
have conspired against us and we are now looking at holding this in 2023.

We are very lucky to have a small team of people who have kept the Society going over
the past year, and we are always looking for more volunteers with fresh ideas. In particular
we remain in need of an Honorary Treasurer, who can oversee the work of our volunteer
bookkeeper and liaise with those who now prepare our accounts. If you think you might
be able to help, or if you know someone who might, do please let me know, as this is our
greatest need’
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notes and news 5

* * * * *

We are informed, by Mrs Rosemary Eady, of the death of Sir Norman Isham on 9
November 2021. On succeeding to the title Sir Norman fulfilled his ambition to create, in
2013, the Anglo-American Isham Ancestry Association, and many members of the
association were entertained to tea at Pytchley Church to mark the occasion before a
gathering on the following day at Lamport Hall. It is hoped that eventually he will be buried
alongside his late brother, Sir Ian Isham in the churchyard at Lamport.

* * * * *

There is an interesting variety of topics and periods in this year’s papers, covering both
town and country concerns and reflecting a wealth of fascinating research. 

Carew Treffgarne draws attention to the life and work of a lady few of us may have been
aware of, until now. 

Bill Franklin’s work illustrates the tendency for items of interest to turn up unexpectedly
while we are pursuing something else. 

DJ Bryden’s study of the career of Richard Comfield offers a rich picture of a character
who was ahead of his time – astronomy lectures for young ladies! We look forward to the
second part of his story next year.  

John Buckell has brought a local focus to a national (and international) debate in a way that
demonstrates the contextual importance of local history research to the discipline of general
history. 

Martin Gaskell’s expertise has demonstrated with great clarity an aspect of social history
that many of us are blind to even though it stares us in the face on a daily basis – so much
unspoken status in the design of a lintel. 

Ann Redshaw, meanwhile, looks at status in a rural setting, and brings us into the era of
broadcasting – not a period much covered in this journal. These last two papers bring home
quite vividly how different worlds may exist within the same county boundary.

Notes on Contributors

David Bryden worked for nearly four decades in various national and university museums.
He has published widely on early scientific instruments and the British instrument-making
trade, 1600-1850. A current interest is in the use of instruments to demonstrate and teach
the principles and applications of science during the long eighteenth century. Men like
John Banks used instruments to supplement the relatively poor coverage of the sciences
within a traditional and conservative education syllabus focussed on the classics.

John Buckell has lived in Northampton since 1971 and was a teacher in the town for over
30 years. He has an MA in Historical Studies from Leicester University and is the author
of a number of articles on local history.

Bill Franklin lives in Cambridgeshire and has had a career in nursing and healthcare
management. He took early retirement in 2012 and now spends most of his time researching

NORTHANTS PAST AND PRESENT 2022 PRELIMS.QXD_Layout 1  14/09/2022  10:59  Page 5



history. Particular interests are medieval and Tudor history and landscape history/archaeology.
His latest book, By Mere and Fen: a History of Soham, was published in 2014.

Martin Gaskell read History at Cambridge and undertook his PhD at the University of
Sheffield, researching Victorian housing reform and planning. He has subsequently published
extensively on this subject. His professional career has been primarily involved with the
management of higher education institutions, culminating as Rector of University College
Northampton. On stepping down from this post, he was invited to take up the position of
Director of St George’s House, Windsor Castle. Returning to Northamptonshire in
retirement, he served, inter alia, as a Deputy Lieutenant of the County.

Francis Howcutt is the author of numerous articles on local and family history topics.
Having finished indexing and publishing the 1673-1674 hearth tax lists for Northampton-
shire, he is currently working on probate records from the county. He launched and
administers the ‘Naseby, Thornby & Haselbech Village History’ social media group, recruiting
over 370 members in its first two years. Francis has served on the National Archives’ User
Advisory Group and as Vice Chairman of the Federation of Family History Societies.

Ann Redshaw has been researching the history of the village of Rockingham using the
extensive estate records held at the Castle and Northamptonshire Record Office. For the
nine hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the Castle this year she has published a social history
of the village. Copies of Rockingham The village under the Castle. A social history of a Northamp-
tonshire closed village are available from the author. Email rockinghamhistory@mail.com

Carew Treffgarne, originally from Oundle, studied Seventeenth Century History and
Literature for her BA at UEA. She did her PhD research at UCL Institute of Education
where she is currently an Honorary Associate Professor.

6
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Elizabeth Creed’s Legacy
carew treffgarne

Please note that the original spelling and layout of the memorials has been retained throughout,
following similar use of upper or lower case. Unfortunately the weak definition of some of the
photographs arises from the faded condition of those memorials which are in urgent need of restoration.

Introduction
Elizabeth Creed’s achievements in Northamptonshire have tended to be underestimated,
despite her impressive reputation for charitable and artistic work in the Oundle area that
was evident in the early 1700s. Edmond Malone, writing  his Life of Dryden a century later,
drew on her great grandson, William Walcot’s information that ‘many of the churches in
the neighbourhood of Oundle are decorated with altar-pieces, monuments and ornaments
of different kinds, the works of her hand’1. Among her memorable epitaphs, her tribute to
her Uncle and Aunt, Erasmus and Mary Dryden, and their celebrated son, John, at
Titchmarsh St. Mary’s, bears witness to her close friendship with her cousin, the Poet
Laureate: 

WE BOAST THAT 
HE WAS BRED & HAD HIS FIRST LEARNING HERE, WHERE HE HAS
OFTEN MADE US HAPPIE BY HIS KIND VISITS & MOST DELIGHTFULL 
CONVERSATION 

In retrospect, it is significant that this affectionate testimony in 1722 to the ‘tenderness,
fortitude and piety of our author’ moved Malone to endeavour to ‘rescue her name from
oblivion (for she who was so zealous in recording the merits of others) remains herself
without a monument….’ This in turn appears to have had the desired effect of getting her
great grandson to erect a memorial to her in Titchmarsh2. And the consequence of William
Walcot’s discovery of Dryden’s ‘Lines to Mrs Creed’3 in his mother’s4 cabinet (which Malone
published in his Critical and Miscellaneous Prose Works of John Dryden), has been that since
1800 this epigram is often included in collections of Dryden’s writings.

Elizabeth, known as Betty Pickering before her marriage, was born in 1642. She was the
only daughter of Sir Gilbert Pickering of Titchmarsh, a staunch Parliamentarian who served
Cromwell in several offices including that of Lord Chamberlain in 1656. Her mother,
Elizabeth Montagu, was the sister of Sir Edward Montagu, the Admiral of the fleet, who
became the Earl of Sandwich after he had accompanied Charles II on his return to England
in 1660. Betty, having no sisters, became a close companion to his daughters, Jemimah and
Paulina at their homes in Lincoln-in-the-Fields and Hinchingbrooke.

Both Samuel Pepys and John Creed benefitted from the patronage of Lord Sandwich in
working together in the Tangier Office and the Navy Office. Pepys graphically depicts his

1 Edmond Malone, The Critical and Miscellaneous Prose Works of John Dryden, London, 1800, vol. I, part I, p.340,
fn. 5.

2 This describes Elizabeth as ‘the constant helper of the poor and miserable, and faithful servant of God our
saviour in all things’. It makes no reference to her artistic achievements but was belatedly erected at the
request of his late Great Aunt, Elizabeth Steward.

3 This epigram is a pun on Elizabeth’s surname and religious piety, which Dryden composed extempore after
dinner at her home in Oundle, see Malone, 1800, p.341. See also J. R. Sweney, ‘Dryden’s Lines to Mrs
Creed’, Philological Quarterly, April 1972, vol.51, no.1, p.489.

4 Mary Walcot was the daughter of Elizabeth and John Creed’s son John.

ELIZABETH CREED - TREFFGARNE.QXD_Layout 1  14/09/2022  11:06  Page 7



8 northamptonshire past and present

love/hate relationship with John Creed in his Diary, but he regarded his colleague’s declared
interest in marrying his cousin, Betty, as ‘devilish presumption to aime at a lady so close to
my Lord’5 (although he later became resigned to the marriage). After their wedding in 1668,
John and Elizabeth had a home in St Martin-in-the-Fields, and also acquired the mansion
house that William Boteler, one of Cromwell’s Major Generals, had built in West Street,
Oundle6. They had 11 children, 5 of whom Elizabeth sadly records on her husband’s
memorial had died in infancy, with a 6th, Anne, mourned as ‘a gracious child of ix years’.

Although she appears to have painted some family portraits during her marriage, the pastel
self-portrait that hangs at Canons Ashby appears to have been drawn before 16687. There
also are two oil versions of the same portrait, one of which was given to her servant, Frances
Tipping, after her death in 17288. The other is part of the Walcot collection now in the
possession of her descendants, the Vowler family, in Devon. These are presumed to be
portraits of the same sitter and by the same artist in the popular Restoration style of Sir
Peter Lely9, the Court painter. However, none of these three portraits seem to fit Pepys’s
unflattering descriptions of a 21 year old Betty Pickering as ‘a very well -bred and comely
lady, but very fat’10, and 5 years later, as ‘not over-handsome, though a good lady, and one
that I love’11.

Hence, they could perhaps have been idealised self-portraits by an aspiring artist in the style
that Lely popularised in his portrayal of Court ladies12. Among other family portraits in
Devon, there are two oil paintings of Elizabeth’s son Richard, who died at the Battle of
Blenheim, and also one of her daughter, Jemima, which appear to have been painted by her
posthumously.

Bridges, in his research for The History and Antiquities of Northamptonshire, (undertaken
between 1719 and his death in 1724), cited Mrs Creed’s altarpieces with the Ten
Commandments at Lilford, Barnwell St Andrew and Ashton Chapel13. He recorded that
both the ones in the Churches at Lilford and Barnwell St Andrew were written and painted
by Mrs Creed in the 70th year of her age. The ‘newly erected’ altarpiece, that Bridges found
at Weldon, is also likely to have been painted by Elizabeth, because of her friendship with
the benefactor, Viscountess Hatton. Elizabeth Creed’s daughter, Elizabeth Steward, has

5 The Diary of Samuel Pepys, 24 April, 1665, H.B.Wheatley, (ed), London, G Bell & Sons, 1924, Vol.IV, p.375.
John Creed’s origins are obscure but are considered to be of lower social status than the Montagu family,
which is probably why Pepys disapproved of the courtship.

6 This is now called ‘Cobthorne’ and is the residence of the Head Teacher of Oundle School.
7 The picture is assumed to be the one listed in Sir Gilbert Pickering’s Inventory as being in the dining room

of his mansion house in Titchmarsh (PROB 4/17834, transcribed by Clive Carter & Anne Hill, Nov. 2016).
Sir Gilbert died in October 1668 a few days after Betty’s marriage to John Creed.

8 The cryptic reference in Elizabeth Creed’s will (PROB11/622/598, accessed 28 March 2021) to ‘what I
have given her now in a Note under my hand’ is assumed to refer to her gift of the portrait to her servant,
Frances Tipping.

9 Personal communication (July 2021) from team led by Catharine MacLeod, Curator of 17th Century
Collections at the National Portrait Gallery, who are working on the catalogue raisonné of Sir Peter Lely’s
work.

10 The Diary of Samuel Pepys, 15 September 1663, Idem, vol. III, p.261.
11 The Diary of Samuel Pepys, 5 January 1668/69, Idem, vol. VIII, p.182.
12 See C. MacLeod & J. Marciari Alexander, Painted Ladies: Women at the Court of Charles II, London, National

Portrait Gallery, 2001.
13 John Bridges, The History and Antiquities of Northamptonshire, compiled by Rev. Peter Whalley, Oxford, 1791,

vol.II.
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elizabeth creed’s legacy 9

Figure 1. Self portrait of Elizabeth Creed
(Vowler Family Collection, Devon)
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10 northamptonshire past and present

confirmed that her mother adorned Ashton Chapel ‘and seven churches more with her fine
fancy and masterly pencils viz Willdon, Woodford, Tishmarsh, both the Barnwells, Lillford,
Lutton, in six of which she wrote with her own hand the ten commandments surrounded
with Cherubims’14.

Elizabeth Creed’s career, as an artist and a composer of epitaphs, developed after her husband
died in 1701 when she moved from Oundle to the Manor House at Barnwell All Saints.
Her great-grandson, William Walcot, recounted to Malone that: 

She amused and employed herself in painting and in instructing many young women in drawing,
fine needle-works, and other elegant arts………………Two days in every week she constantly
allotted to the publick: on one, she was visited by all the nobility and gentry who resided near
her; on the other, she received and relieved all the afflicted and diseased of every rank, giving
them food, raiment, or medicine, according to their wants. Her reputation in the administration
of medicine was considerable’ and as she afforded it gratis, her practice was of course extensive.15

In the words of her daughter, Elizabeth Steward:

She was very glad to do good, but to particularise the acts of her Charity and Humility is
impossible for it was the bissiness of her whole life.16

She therefore developed a strong reputation during her widowhood, not only as an artist
and a philanthropist17, but also as a composer of epitaphs, a teacher and a healer of the sick.

Philanthropic and artistic work at Ashton
Her re-building of the Chapel at Ashton in memory of her daughter, Jemima, brought
together her charitable work, her interest in education and her artistic skills. Two tablets, or
boards, on either side of the door at the back of the chapel, explain the origin and
background of the Charity. The tablet on the left hand wall, headed by a small oval portrait
of Queen Anne in profile, explains how the Charity was set up after Jemima died in 1705:

THIS Chapell and Free School And 20
Acres of Medow calle[d] LAWS-HOLM lying in the 
Parish of OUNDLE was given by Mrs JEMIMA

CREED Daughter of JOHN CREED of OUNDLE
Esq. For the mantainance of a Master to instruct the
Youth of Ashton in the Principles of the Christian

Religion: And also to teach the Children to write and
Read gratis.

The tablet on the right-hand side of the door at the back of the Chapel bears the coat of
arms of George 1st, and records other local benefactors, who subsequently supported the
Charity. These included Elizabeth’s son, Major John Creed, who gave the land on which
the building stands, and her previously mentioned friend, Viscountess Hatton, who bought

14 I am indebted to Hilary Arnold, who found ‘A short account of Mrs Creed’s life’, written by her daughter,
Elizabeth Steward, among the Simcoe Papers on microfilm in the West Country Studies Library at Exeter
(Film A -4 -1, Reel 1).

15 Edmond Malone, The Critical and Miscellaneous Prose Works of John Dryden, London, vol.1, part I, 1800, p.340,
fn. 5.

16 From ‘A Short Account of Mrs Creed’s Life’ by Elizabeth Steward, cited in fn. 14.
17 Dictionary of National Biography 1885-1900, vol.13, Entry (68) by Gordon Godwin, London, Smith Elder &

Co., accessed 3rd March, 2020.
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elizabeth creed’s legacy 11

a piece of adjoining land for ‘a cottage and commons for a cow and a sheep’. The tablet on
the left has a hatchment at the apex celebrating the Creed and Pickering families, whereas
the other tablet only depicts the three swans denoting the Creed coat of arms. Both tablets
are likely to have been painted by Elizabeth Creed, just as she painted the impressive
altarpiece with the Ten Commandments at the opposite end of the Chapel. Sadly, this is
now the only altarpiece that has survived18 from the 6 recorded by her daughter Elizabeth
Steward. Her decorative use of trompe l’oeil, to depict the curtains surrounding the tablets
and an open Bible, gives us an indication as to what regrettably has been lost (in the majority
of cases as a result of Victorian restoration work) 19.  

Figure 2. Elizabeth Creed’s Altarpiece at Ashton Chapel
(Author’s Photograph, Courtesy of the Jemima Creed Charity).

Although the building is no longer used for educational or religious purposes, the Charity
that Elizabeth worked so hard to establish and embellish in memory of her beloved
daughter, Jemima, continues to function for the benefit of young people in the Parish of
Ashton through a small educational grants programme20. It is now mainly financed from
the leasing out of the former chapel, the schoolmaster’s house and the meadow (still known

18 It is therefore amazing to learn from John Hadman, one of the Trustees of the Jemima Creed Charity, that
this altarpiece was hidden for many years behind an old curtain and was only discovered by chance in
preparation for a local wedding celebration (Personal Communication, July 2021).

19 Apart from Lilford, which was demolished in 1777, and Barnwell All Saints, which acquired a new reredos
and panelling in 1740.

20 The Jemima Creed Charity, registered with the Charity Commission, number 255863.
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12 northamptonshire past and present

as ‘Laws Holm’, which stretches underneath the A605 bypass of Oundle). The Jemima Creed
Charity has also restored the Ashton altarpiece, along with a portrait by Elizabeth of her
daughter, Jemima, and the two tablets explaining the origins of the bequest.

Figure 3. Detail of the Bible on Elizabeth Creed’s Altarpiece at Ashton Chapel
(Author’s Photograph, Courtesy of the Jemima Creed Charity)

Family monuments at Titchmarsh
The other notable legacy of Elizabeth Creed’s work at Ashton Chapel is an oval portrait of
her daughter Jemima on the west wall, which has a framed handwritten note underneath
extolling her virtues of ‘Piety, Modesty, Humility and Charity’, similar to those recorded on
the stone monument Elizabeth installed in her memory at Titchmarsh St Mary’s. The style
of this stone memorial, with the Creed coat of arms in a lozenge and the epitaph inscribed
on a black marble panel, 7 feet high, is matched on the other side of the window in the
south-east corner of Titchmarsh St Mary’s by a similar memorial to her brother, Richard,
who had died in August 1704 at the Battle of Blenheim 6 months earlier. His mother wrote
a graphic account in his epitaph of how:

He had the Honour to command
One of Those Squadrons that began ye Attack,
In Two Several Charges He Remain’d Unhurt,
But in ye Third, & after many Wounds receiv’d,

Still Valiantly Fighting, He receiv’d a Shot in ye Head,
Which put a Period to his Life,

That had been so useful to his Country.
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elizabeth creed’s legacy 13

This re-iterates the similar account of his valour on the battlefield in the epitaph that
Elizabeth also composed for his memorial in Westminster Abbey21.

The memorial to Dryden and his parents, which has a lengthy inscription written by
Elizabeth in black capitals on beige wooden boards, with a plaster of Paris bust of the Poet
Laureate22 above the pediment, is located in the north transept of Titchmarsh St Mary the
Virgin. This is in the same part of the Church as two other memorials executed by Elizabeth,
which celebrate the lives of her brothers, Theophilus and Francis.

Figure 4. Wooden memorial on painted board to Erasmus, Mary and John
Dryden at Titchmarsh St Mary’s (1722)

(Author’s Photograph).

21 The difference being a reference to his relative, the Earl of Sandwich, in its original location west of the
nave, like the neighbouring memorial to Cottrell and Harbord. For full text, see Appendix in Richard
Creed’s Journal of the Grand Tour 1699- 1700, transcribed by Alice Thomas, Oundle Museum, 2002.

22 K A Esdaile, writing in English Church Monuments 1510 – 1840, London, B T Batsford, p.116, has speculated
that the Poet’s bust at Titchmarsh could be the one that Sheffield placed in Westminster Abbey in 1719,
which subsequently disappeared when it was replaced by Scheemaker’s portrait. 
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14 northamptonshire past and present

The imposing ‘grisaille’ panel dedicated to her younger brother the Revd. Dr Theophilus
Pickering, Prebendary of Durham and Vicar of Gateshead, depicts a grey painted bust of
the cleric on a lofty pedestal between pilasters, with putti on either side and delicate swags
of foliage. Elizabeth has painted shields, with the coats of arms of the Montagu, Agard and
Pickering families, onto the pilasters on either side of her testimony to her brother’s life.
Sacheverell Sitwell admired this monument for being ‘in the style, exactly, of a painted cloth’,
after citing Elizabeth Creed as an exemplar of the ‘Baroque of the unknown master or
amateur’. He identified her wall memorials at Titchmarsh as being ‘almost alone of their
kind in England’.23

Figure 5a. Painted memorial to Revd. Dr Theophilus Pickering (1710) and to
his brother Francis Pickering (1721)

Figure 5b. Detail of memorial to the Revd. Dr Theophilus Pickering
(Author’s Collection, Photographs by Helma Veeger).

23 S. Sitwell, Introduction to Esdaile, K. A., English Church Monuments 1510 to 1840, London, Batsford, 1946,
p.26.
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The much smaller, more modest stone memorial to Francis Pickering, which Elizabeth
erected 11 years later (‘Not without tears to his Dear Memory’), has been placed directly below
the memorial to the Revd. Dr Theophilus Pickering. This oblong tablet with swags and
black lettering written by his sister has been incorporated into the frame of the memorial
to the illustrious cleric, thereby replacing the farewell anthem to him: ‘There sleep, sweet Saint,
and let thy body rest’, recorded by Bridges24. 

In the south aisle, close to the Creed family memorials, Bridges also refers to ‘the Belief,
painted by Mrs Creed on a cloth against the wall’; but this, like the oval stone tablet in the
antique arch beneath, with an epitaph painted by her to Mrs Jane Pickering, who died in
childbirth in 165725, has also disappeared. The freestone monument that Bridges says
Elizabeth erected in memory of Robert and Alice Wells at Hemington (c.1718) can no
longer be found on the north wall near the tower26.

Family monuments at Barnwell
During the last 27 years of her life, Elizabeth lived at Barnwell in a manor house belonging
to the Montagu family. In what remains of Barnwell All Saints’ Church close by27, there is
an epitaph that she composed to her daughter Dorothy, who lived with her in Barnwell for
7 years, but died in 1714. The design and style of this monument is very similar to the ones
dedicated to Richard and Jemima at Titchmarsh St Mary’s, and so can be presumed to have
been executed by the same stone-mason’s workshop. It has the Creed family armorial
lozenge at the apex of the arch, surrounded by grey swags above the following painted
aphorism:

When this corruptible shall have put on
incorrutpion, and this mortal shall have

put on immortality, then shall be brought to
pass the saying that is written, Death is

swallowed up in victory28

Although the stone mason may have executed the main epitaph, it seems evident that this
painted aphorism is ‘clearly by the widow’s hand’29. 

Barnwell All Saints’ also has the remains of what Bridges described as ‘a free-stone
monument divided into three squares’30, consisting of memorial plaques to Dame Letice
Mountagu (sic) (died 1611) and her husband, Sir Charles, whose epitaphs Elizabeth wrote
in 1715. The first square is missing, but Dame Letice’s memorial plaque (the second square)
is on the wall, with a plaque recording Sir Charles’s family history now propped against the
wall below (partially hidden by a pew).

24 John Bridges, op.cit, 1791, p.386.
25 John Bridges, Idem.
26 John Bridges, Idem, p.402.
27 Barnwell All Saints was partially demolished in 1825, leaving only the chancel with the Montagu, Dillingham

and Ord family memorials, in addition to Dorothy Creed’s.
28 The same aphorism ‘Death is swallowed up in victory’ has been painted by Elizabeth below the bust to her

brother Theophilus at Titchmarsh.
29 K. A Esdaile, ‘Cousin to Pepys and Dryden: A Note on the Works of Mrs Elizabeth Creed of Tichmarsh’,

the Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs, vol. 17, no. 448,1940, p.27.
30 John Bridges, op.cit., vol. 11, 1791, p. 215.
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Family monument at Catworth
Another family memorial, that has been painted and composed by Elizabeth Creed,
celebrates the Revd. Dr John Lawton and his second wife, Mrs Rose Driden (sic). This can
be found just across the county border at Catworth St Leonard’s. The epitaph on this oval
memorial stone is written in black lettering, and includes some poignant lines written by
Rose’s brother, the Poet Laureate, referring to the loss of Rose Lawton’s only child, Erasmus
Lawton. The concluding lines are completed by one of Elizabeth’s characteristic winged
cherubims at the bottom of the oval frame.

Figure 6. Memorial painted on stone to Dorothy Creed at
Barnwell All Saints’ Chapel

(Author’s Collection, Photograph by Helma Veeger).
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Figure 7. Memorial painted on stone to Dr John and Mrs Rose Lawton
(née Dryden) at Catworth St Leonard’s

(Author’s Photograph).

Wall paintings
In addition to her painted lettering on stone and wooden monuments, Elizabeth sometimes
painted her altarpieces on canvas or cloth stretched onto an inner wooden frame. In one
case, the picture frame surrounding the canvas has been inserted into the wall above a
fireplace in a bedroom at Cobthorne31, her former home in Oundle. This depicts a naval
scene, which two historians who have specialised in Creed family history, Alice Thomas
and Hilary Arnold, believe that she is likely to have painted. It is plausible that this depiction
of an ‘English three-decker (first or second rate, 100 or 90 guns)’ 32 from the late 17th century
could be an allusion to her husband’s career in the Navy. 

In another case, she painted directly onto the wall. The mural decoration around the East
Window at Canons Ashby St Mary’s (c.1710), showing rather faded crimson curtains held
back by cherubs, and the remains of a nimbus with a holy dove at the centre, has also been
attributed to Elizabeth33. Its patchy crimson folds with a gold fringe are similar in style to

31 Cobthorne is currently the private residence of the Head Teacher of Oundle School.
32 D.J. Lyon, Curator - Naval Ordnance, Dept of Ships & Antiquities, National Maritime Museum, in corre-

spondence with Hilary Arnold, 16th October, 1985, Ref:H85/5097 in Creed family archive, Oundle
Museum. The Three Decker in the painting bears some similarity to ‘The Sovereign’, one of the most
celebrated battleships of the English fleet in the 17th century.

33 Canons Ashby Guidebook, The National Trust, 1992, p.38; B. Bailey, N. Pevsner & B. Cherry, The Buildings of
England: Northamptonshire, New Haven & London, Yale University Press, 2013, p.152.
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the painted curtains round the altarpiece at Ashton. However, it has been a common mistake
to attribute the frescoes in the chancel at Titchmarsh St Mary’s to her34, given that these
depictions of ‘the Good Shepherd’ and ‘the Lilies of the field’ were executed in the
1880s/1890s by Agnes Saunders35 (the sister-in-law of the Rector). 

Interior decoration at Canon’s Ashby
Finally, it is at Canons Ashby that Elizabeth Creed’s talent as an artist can be particularly
appreciated. She is believed to have worked there between 1708 and 1717, during the period
when her second cousin, Edward Dryden, was heavily involved in remodelling and
improving the house that he had inherited. In the Great Hall she painted the overmantel
panel above the fireplace, depicting military warfare, with muskets, cannons, drums, pikes,
and flags. Edward Dryden’s intention seems to have been to create a medieval hall with
heraldic devices and military insignia, in order to indicate the ancient lineage of the family
from which he was descended36. There is also a dummy board representing a Scots
Guardsman, or Sentinel, one of two believed to have been by painted by Elizabeth, 1715 -
171737. 

However, the lasting legacy of her mastery of the technique of trompe l’oeil has to be the
‘Painted Parlour’, also known as ‘Sir Henry’s Museum Room’38, which was originally
conceived by Edward Dryden as a withdrawing room. Bruce Bailey, writing in the 2013
revised version of Pevsner’s Architectural Guide to Northamptonshire, identified it as ‘the latest
of Edward Dryden’s interiors and a charming example of the talents of Elizabeth Creed, all
the panelling and the Corinthian pilasters being painted in trompe l’oeil’39. The 2018
Guidebook to Canons Ashby described this as ‘a little jewel of a room. Grandly conceived,
and yet on a minute scale, its partly real and partly painted perspective can deceive the eye
even on close inspection……Elizabeth… with a deft brush and an intimate knowledge of
paint created the illusion of three-dimensional marble mouldings with consummate
brilliance’40. 

A personalised approach to epitaph writing
Elizabeth’s epitaphs to her family extol their piety, charity and benevolence, but she was
not content simply to describe the many virtues of her relatives. In some cases, she added
a touching personal comment or allusion, such as the previously cited appreciation of
Dryden for ‘his kind visits and most delightful conversation’, and the description of her
friendship with her cousin, Rose Dryden, as extending beyond the grave. In this latter case,

34 Eg K. A. Esdaile, 1940, p.24; Arthur Mee, The King’s England: Northamptonshire, London, Hodder &
Stoughton, p. 329; Juliet Smith, A Shell Guide, Northamptonshire & the Soke of Peterborough, London Faber &
Faber, 1968, p.108.

35 See Tichmarsh Parish Magazine, nos 283 & 286, Jan/Feb 1885, p.2; nos 287 & 288, July/August 1891, p.92;
nos 319 &320, May/June189, p.319.

36 John Cornforth, writing an article in Country Life (28th June 1984, p.1860) has pointed out that the cleaning
of the overmantel during the National Trust’s restoration of Canons Ashby revealed the armorial bearings
of Edward Dryden with the motto ’Antient As The Druids’. The 2018 National Trust Guide Book to Canons
Ashby speculates that this choice of decoration ‘could be the sign of a young man determined to establish
his credentials as heir to an ancient family’ (p.23).

37 Canons Ashby Guidebook, The National Trust, 2001, p.7. The Inventory of Edward Dryden’s Household
goods, 1717/18, lists ‘Two Centinells painted on board’ in the Great Hall (NRO, DA [CA] 901).

38 According to its use by the antiquarian, Sir Henry Dryden, in the 19th century.
39 B. Bailey, N. Pevsner & B. Cherry, op.cit. 3013, p. 156.
40 Canons Ashby Guidebook, The National Trust, 2018, p.29.Although there is no record as whether anyone

else worked alongside Elizabeth Creed in painting this room; given the ambitious scope and scale of the
undertaking, it is tempting to agree with the National Trust that her daughter Elizabeth Steward (who was
also a talented artist) could also have been involved.
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she made the epitaph more personal through the inclusion of the poem about Rose’s
deceased son; whereas for her brother, Theophilus, she added an anthem. 

Some of her testimonies were very lengthy (eg 47 lines for Dryden and his parents, 45 lines
for her brother, Revd. Dr Theophilus Pickering), because she not only included a personal
appreciation of her relative’s character, but also commented on the way they lived and their
family history. In her tribute to John Dryden, she considered it to be her family duty to
express her gratitude ‘WITH MY OWNE HAND’ to their Great Grand-father Sir Erasmus
Dryden and her uncle (his father): 

AND IT IS WITH DELIGHT & HUMBEL THANKFULLNESS THAT I
REFLECT ON THE CARECTER OF MY PIOUS ANCHESTERS

In addition to being an artist of considerable merit, Elizabeth therefore stands out as a
composer of interesting epitaphs of ‘high historical value’. Esdaile considers that she could
be appreciated for this alone, given that ‘as a writer, if only of epitaphs, her enthusiasm for
her family’s achievements abounds in picturesque phrases; she even contrives to give a
personal touch to the elusive personality of Dryden himself ’41.  This was acknowledged by
Malone42, who quotes the memorial epitaph ‘of this very amiable and respectable lady’ (as
a witness of the final scene of her cousin’s life), in his biography of the Poet Laureate: 

‘HE RECEIVED THE NOTICE OF HIS 
APPROACHING DISOLUTION WITH SWEET SUBMISSION AND ENTIER 
RESIGNATION TO THE DIVINE WILL.AND HE TOOK SO TENDER  
AND OBLIGING A FAREWELL OF HIS FRIENDS AS NONE BUT HE 
HIM SELF COULD HAVE EXPRESSED (OF WHICH SORROWFULL NUMBER
I  WAS ONE.)

Conclusion: Elizabeth Creed - A woman of many talents
Katharine Esdaile has expressed her admiration for ‘this cousin of Pepys and Dryden, who
at 80 was still adorning churches’, concluding that she ‘must rank as an artist among the
most interesting of English amateurs’43, a view that was echoed by Sacheverell Sitwell in
his introduction to Esdaile’s later publication44. Guidebooks to the area, that have alluded
to some aspects of her reputation as a benefactor, an artist, a healer of the sick, a teacher,
and/or a composer of epitaphs, do not always acknowledge the magnitude of what she
managed to achieve with her diverse talents during the last 20 years of her life45. Murray’s
Handbook for Travellers in Northamptonshire and Rutland (1878) included a reference to ‘the
indefatigable Mrs Creed’ stating that ‘there are few churches in this neighbourhood which
could not at one time boast of a “painted cloth”, a “table of the Commandments”, or a
monument, designed and painted by Mrs Creed’46. We are therefore grateful for Elizabeth
Creed’s impressive legacy that has survived from the early 18th century at Ashton, Barnwell
All Saints, Canons Ashby, Catworth, Oundle and Titchmarsh.  

41 K. A. Esdaile, op.cit., 1940, p.27.
42 Edmond Malone, op.cit.,1800, pp.339-342.
43 K. A. Esdaile, Idem.
44 S. Sitwell, op.cit.,1946, p.26.
45 Both Herbert A. Evans, Highways and Byways in Northamptonshire and Rutland, 1924, p.82, and Arthur Mee’s

Northamptonshire, 1945, p.329, draw on the family recollection of her legacy, as recounted by William Walcot
to Edmond Malone.

46 Handbook for Travellers in Northamptonshire and Rutland, London, John Murray, 1878, p.46.
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Elkington: Two maps and some letters
bill franklin

When researching in other archives I often come across unexpected documents that are
relevant to the history of Northamptonshire. This short article describes a few such instances
in relation to the hamlet of Elkington. The first part relates to an early map in Hunting-
donshire Archives (part of Cambridgeshire Archives) and the second part to documents in
Cambridge University Library, Norfolk Record Office and the Raynham Hall Archive
(Norfolk).

Map of Elkington 1587
In the archives at Huntingdon is a map of part of Elkington drawn by Radus (Ralph)
Treswell in 1587.1 The map is quite simple, showing a block of land on which Treswell has
written ‘Parte of Ekington called Cockhills. 

Ralph Treswell
The date of the map indicates that the cartographer was Ralph Treswell senior. His son,
also Ralph (c.1570-c.1630) was also a cartographer. Treswell senior (c.1540 – 1616/17) was
a prominent surveyor/cartographer and painter-stainer, the second of 5 sons of Robert
Treswell, alias Baker and Margaret (nee Langley), of St Albans, Hertfordshire. His earliest
recorded work was in 1567/8 when he was paid £8-10s for painting three streamers and
a banner for the Carpenters Company. His earliest surviving survey was for the estates of
Sir Christopher Hatton at Kirby Hall, Northants, undertaken in 1580. It is not clear who
commissioned him to survey this particular estate in Elkington. The map is part of an
artificial collection created by P.G.M. Dickinson, however as many of the early maps in this
collection are believed to have originated at either Kimbolton or Hinchingbrooke, Sir
Edward Montagu is the most likely commissioner.

The Map
The map (figure 1.) is a simple affair showing a block of land, coloured in yellow ochre and
two slightly darker areas described as meadows to the east. The map is almost oriented
correctly, north-northwest being at the top. Surrounding the block of land and meadows
are representation, in lighter colour of the surrounding lands. On the north these are labelled
as “Parte of Elkington Mr Pell, Stanforde comon feilde” and “Welforde comon feilde”. To
the east is shown “Bushops feilde Mr Spencer” and to the west “Claycowton comon field”
and to the south “Blake Downe Sr Ed Montague” and “Cothills Sr Ed Montague”. Between
“Stanforde comon feild” and “Welforde comon feilde” is a very simple representation of a
hill marked as “Hemplowe”. A similar hill is marked to the south-east with Cothills.

Other than the two hills all boundaries are simple drawn lines and spaced representations
of trees. One road is shown crossing the land surveyed, this is show in a lighter colour with
its edges marked as a dotted line. The whole is framed in a brownish yellow and brown
lined border.

1 Huntingdon RO. KDMC/142
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John Helder, Land Steward 
John Helder of Wicken, Cambridgeshire, born c.1697, was a small farmer who had an
eventful life and became land steward to Lord Townshend in 1738. Throughout his life he
kept a  journal, an account of which first appeared in the Antiquaries Journal in 18882 and
from Wood’s account of this journal it is clear that Helder was a well-educated man and
this is confirmed by the description Wood gives us from the now lost journal, in which
Helder describes having read a number of learned books and dissertations on human
learning and the writings of Thomas à Kempis, a 15th century Dutch writer of religious
texts.  

He started off as the steward for the Townshend estate in Soham, Cambridgeshire, but
became such a trusted employee that Lord Townshend subsequently asked him to deal with
the Townshend estates in Hertford and Elkington. 

Helder’s appointment as Steward to the Townshend estates, probably commenced at about
the same time as Charles Townshend inherited the estate from his father. Initially his role
as Steward appears to have been somewhat different to the customary stewardship role on
the estate. Throughout the medieval period and into the 17th century the manorial Steward
for the Manor of Soham and Fordham had overseen the estate, run the manorial court, and
acted as bailiff, often also incorporating other roles such as warrener and master of the swans.

Figure 1. Treswell’s Map of land in Elkington.
(Courtesy of Cambridgeshire Archives. Author’s photograph.)

2 Wood, J. C. (1888) An Obscure Cambridgeshire Worthy. The Antiquary. November, pp.199-203.
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When Helder was appointed, he took on none of these roles, he appears to have been
appointed to manage the mere and fen tenancies all of which were short term leases. The
customary lands and the manorial court were left in the hands of another steward, who
according to the manorial court rolls, was a Mr George Mayfield. Helder appears to have
been senior to Mayfield as he was able to command Mayfield to hold a court if required. 

As steward Helder was required to ensure that leases, many of which were annual leases,
were let for the best possible price. He was responsible for ensuring that the lessees
maintained the Townshend properties and occasionally he had to plead with Lord
Townshend to allow him to spend money on maintenance or allow him to reduce a rent
on condition the tenant repaired or rebuilt part of a property. In his time in office Helder
was a very loyal servant of the Townshends, always diligent in his duties and not afraid to
offer advice, even if it was not always well received. Despite any frictions that may have
occurred between Lord Townshend and Helder, he was so well respected that in an age
when retirement for most was not an option, Lord Townshend agreed to his request to
stand down due to failing health in 1753 (aged 59) and continued to pay Helder an
allowance up to his death in 1766 Helder writing,

… Lord Townshend thought proper to dismiss me on the account of my age and infirmities, yett
his Lordship was so extraordinary kind as to allow me yearly a certain sum of money for my
future maintenance, which has been, regularly paid me half yearly ever since. 

In the first years of his retirement Helder wrote an account of Soham Mere, which was to
be given to Lord Townshend and which alongside of an account of his dealings with the
drainage of the mere was a guide for Lord Townshend in instructing those who followed
him in the role as Steward.3

The Letters
In Norfolk Record Office are eighty-five letters, most of which were written by John
Helder to Lord Townshend between 1738 and 1742. These form part of the Bradfer-
Lawrence papers relating to the Townshend family of Raynham Hall, Norfolk. These papers
are believed to have been among those sold in 1911 and 1924 when the bulk of the great
Raynham Hall archive, calendared by the Historical Manuscripts Commission in 1887, was
dispersed. This dispersal is described by A. Hassell Smith in his introduction to The Bacon
Letters.4 Many of the papers passed into the hands of dealers who subsequently sold them
in small lots. Harry Bradfer-Lawrence purchased a number of letters in batches, mainly in
the 1920s and 1950s.

From the letters it appears that by 1740 Helder had taken on the wider role of steward for
Hertford and Elkington. When travelling to Elkington Helder always travelled by horse,
usually via Hertford and from the letters it is clear that on occasions he suffered from the
journey. It appears that his ill health commenced in 1723 when he suffered a severe illness
which nearly killed him and while there is no indication of what this illness was it appears
to have affected him throughout the remainder of his life. When at Elkington he stayed at
an inn in Crick, travelling to the hamlet as necessary. The first we learn of such a visit is in
a letter dated 9th March 1740.5 It records that Helder had written to Lord Townshend from

3 Cambridge University Library Ms.Add.9874
4 Norfolk Record Society, XLVI
5 Norf RO BL/T/6/31/13
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Crick, but that it had not reached Lord Townshend. He notes that a tenant, a Mr Batterill
had begun to fence a piece of land as requested, but was refusing to do any ditching as it
was not in his agreement and continued to refuse despite Helder’s assertion that a good
fence included both the fence and accompanying ditch. The letter also informs us that
another tenant, a Mr Drayfen had planted a new quick hedge.

In February 1741 Helder was again at Elkington6 and whilst there he attempted to find a
local person to take on the role of steward there, writing to Lord Townshend, 

a few days before I set out for that place; giving me leave to quit the care of the Northamptonshire
estate: and to take some thought about a proper person to succeed me therein: on which account
your Lordships seemed to hint, that Mr John Watkins of Yelvertoft, was recommended to you as
a person somewhat suitable, on which account I made some enquiry after his character & abilities:
and have also had much discourse with him, and can find, nor hear nothing to the contrary; but
he may do verry well provided your Lordship can excuse his writting but an indefferent hand. I
took liberty to tell him that if he had the honour to serve your Lordship, he must be obedient to
your command, and exactly follow your directions, all which he promises to perform. If your
Lordship think him a proper person, I hope you’ll please to favour him with a line to signify
your pleasure: which will be esteemed by him a great favour.”

On this visit to Elkington he had to re-negotiate the lease of another tenant, Mr Gilbert
Sabine. Sabine was willing to take on the farm for a further term of three years. During his
tenure Sabine had allowed a quick hedge to die and had quarried stone, thus extending an
old stone pit. Helder said that as part of a new lease he thought Lord Townshend would
require Sabine to bank and ditch and then set a new post and rail fence on the sides of the
bank. The wood for the fence rails, Helder hoped might come from a derelict barn and he
proposed taking down two oak trees, one in Upper Turners Close if Lord Townshend agreed.
He also hoped Lord Townshend might provide new quicks for the hedge the following year.
He also reported that another tenant, a Mr Walton was wishing to quit his tenancy from
Lady Day. Another tenant, a Mr Reeve was willing to take some of the land on.

In the hamlet, a house known as Burnham House was, ‘almost down’ and a Mr Vault, possibly
an overseer, was asking if he could hire it to house a poor family from Elkington. Mr Vault
proposed that if Lord Townshend was to agree to rent it for 1s. per annum, then he would
ensure it was kept in repair, the alternative being, ‘there must be one built up for them at
the charge of the tenants & inhabitants.’ 

Helder was again in Elkington in July 1741, while the surviving letters record only his
leaving Hertford7 for Elkington and his return to Wicken.8 Most of the remainder of 1741
was either taken up by business on the Soham estate or by a dispute between the Townshend
estate and the Corporation of Hertford. This was followed by an illness which delayed any
further travel until April 1742. 

In Elkington, John Watkins of Yelvertoft took on the role of steward and made an agreement
with the tenants and had written to Lord Townshend about it. This appears to have been a
verbal agreement, which displeased his lordship, who ordered Helder to write to Watkins.
A copy of his letter to Watkins was sent to Lord Townshend.9 He wrote:

6 Ibid. BL/T/6/31/29
7 Norf RO, BL/T/6/31/38
8 Ibid, BL/T/6/31/39
9 Ibid, BL/T/6/31/40
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Tis by my Lord Townshends order I now write in answer to yours of 22 of March – If you have
made an agreement with Sarah Dunkley, Gilbert Sabin & Thomas Reve of Buckly tis very
necessary they each sign a short memorandum with proper covenants with you tokeep in your
custody till you have an opportunity to deliver them to my Lord – as to Reves desire of having
his pitt stoned you may allow him two load of stones on condition he will be at the charge of
carryage and laying them & all other chargres in making the pitt. Ye two loads of stone if bought
at ye best hand will cost but a trifle – as to ye stake hedge which parts little Blackden betwixt
Thos Reve of Yelvertoft and Ward Curtis and Garrett as there is a necessity of doing that now
in ye next winter tis unreasonable in him to expect it now at this unseasonable time However
you may venture to do six or seven days worke with one man now to mend up ye low places on
the hedge to keep ye cattle asunder for this summer or till you see his Lordships orders for new
planting ye quick next spring & making a substantial fence to preserve it – as to Norton I don’t
remember I made any agreement with him this year nor can I find any hint thereof in my Pocket
Book therefore conclude I made none now: but do remember last year when we talked of leaving
it except his pitt was stoned. I desired him to continue 3 years longer – as to ye new pen you
mention to be made in Watsons yard tis proper you wait till my Lordship comes over or write
you his pleasure.

Helder also sets out further instructions for dealing with tenants’ requests in a post script to
the main letter. From the surviving letters it appears that 1742 was the last year that John
Helder visited the estate of Elkington for Lord Townshend. For the remainder of his term
in office he had more than enough to do in managing the Cambridgeshire estate and
troublesome Hertford estate. John Watkins continued as steward at Elkington. I have not
found any letters from him to Lord Townshend and no copies of letters from Townshend
to Watkins. It is possible that unlike Helder who corresponded at least weekly to Lord
Townshend, explaining situations, making suggestions and then awaiting Townshend’s orders,
Watkins waited until his annual meeting at Raynham when he delivered his accounts and
received his orders.

Helder’s Sketch Map
Helder was very good at explaining things to Lord Townshend and would make sketch
maps and send these to his lordship, in some instances referring to the map in subsequent
letters. He made one such map of the Elkington estate (figure 2.) which survives in the
archive at Raynham Hall.
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Figure 2. Helders sketch map of the Elkington estate.10

(Courtesy of Raynham Hall Archive. Photograph by Glen Foard.)

10 Photographed by G Foard as part of the research for, Partida, Hall and Foard, An Atlas of Northamptonshire:
The Early and Early Modern Landscape. Oxbow. 2013.
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From the map we see that Helder has numbered each close within the estate and set out
the names of the tenants and the acreages they held.

No     Tenant                            A.    R.  P.    Location
on
Map
1          John Watkins                          26    3     16    Upper Turners Close
2          John Watkins                          10    0     24    Great Ram Mead
3          Thomas Mathews                   15    0     31    Wheat Close
4                                                                            Horse Close
5                                                                            Little Ram Mead
6          John Haycock                         8      0     0      Rye Close
7          Thomas Reeve                       20    0     0      Great Fir Close
8          Thomas Snow                        11    3     29    Little Fir Close
9          Thomas Snow                        6      0     11    Pinchers Mead
10        Thomas Reeve                       7      0     3      Nether Spellow Mead
11        Ward Curtis Garrett                9      2     17    West part of Island Mead
12        Thomas Reeve of Yelvertoft     Not stated      East part of Island Mead
13        Thomas Reeve of Yelvertoft     24    0     0      Part of Little Blackdon on the

south side
14        John Norton                          30    0     0      Part of the south side of Great

Blackdon
15        John Norton                          4      3     18    Middle Spellow Mead
16        Thomas Tarry                         9      1     17    Upper Spellow Mead
17        Richard & Thomas Reeves      3      1     0      Clover Close
18        Richard Reeves                      13    3     0      Part of Great Blackdon
19        Thomas Reeves of Buckby      16    0     37    Part of Great Blackdon
20        Thomas Wattson                     13    2     0      Part of Great Blackdon
21        Ward Curtis Garrett                30    2     1      The north side of Little Blackdon
22        Gilbert Sabine                        45    1     18    Stonepitt Close
23        Gilbert Sabine                        11    3     21    Stonepitt Mead
24        Thomas Tarry                         22    2     0      Nether Blackdon
25                                                                          
26        Thomas Tarry                         10    2     30    Blackdon Mead
27                                                                          
28        Mr Lovell                               10    3     4      Nether Cockhill Mead
29        Ely Batterill                            14    3     17    Nether Cockhill New Mead
30        John Kingstone                       10    0     32    Middle Cockhill Mead
31        Mr Lovell                               35    0     0      Part of Nether Cockhill
32        Mr Lovell                              77    0     0      
33        Mr Lovell                               11    1     20    Cockhill New Mead
34        Mr Lovell                               42    1     32    Pells Close
35        Mr Lovell                               6      2     8      Pells Two Meads
36                                                                          
37        John Kingstone                       48    2     0      Middle Cockhill
38                                                                          
39        Hail                                       14    3     10   Cockhill Mead
40                                                                          
41        Sarah Dunkley                        11    0     0      
43        Mason                                   36    0     16    Cockhill
42        Hail and Bliss                          22    2     0      Cockhill
         Sum                                      691   2     0      
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In addition to giving us the overall location of the Townshend estate in Elkington and the
tenants in 1741, the sketch map also informs of the location of the near derelict Burnham
House that the overseers asked to rent for a poor family (A on the map), the houses of
some of the residents and other features.

While they appear completely different, the two maps cover at least part of the same area
in Elkington, known as Cockhills, one hundred and fifty years apart.
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Richard Comfield (1774-1842),
dissenting school proprietor of Northampton:

‘an original fellow and probably far from
an ideal schoolmaster’.

Part I: The Horse Market Academy, 1794 to 1822
d.j. bryden

Introduction
The role of dissenting schools and academies in Northamptonshire education has been
indicated by Shearing.1 This article considers one operating in Northampton from the end
of the 18th century by Richard Comfield. 2 It ran for over two decades with an educational
offering markedly broader than that generally provided.  Richard’s father, Thomas, had been
appointed Master of the Free Grammar School in Guilsborough in 1762, and for many
years ran a fee-paying boarding school there.  By the summer of 1794 Thomas was working
in partnership with a younger son and successor, John.3 By that date, Richard, who may
have taught for his father, had moved to Northampton. He was soon working in partnership
with an established practitioner, Thomas Hague, who had been operating a boys’ boarding
school from his house in the Drapery, re-locating in January 1787 to the extensive property
in the Horse Market where the renowned Baptist Minister John C. Ryland had run a school
for many years.4 Resigning as Minister in favour of his son, John Ryland senior re-located
his teaching activities to Enfield. In the summer of 1785 it was indicated that John Clarke
would continue the school in Horse Market ‘with the personal Assistance and under the
immediate Inspection and Superintendence of Mr. Ryland’, but at the same time the
property was put on the market.5 After Thomas Hague took over the school, he advertised
for an assistant to teach ‘Writing, Arithmetic and the English language.’ 6 Robert Comfield
joined him as a partner in the summer of 1794.  The pair ‘intend to exert their united
Abilities, in Order to establish and execute a Plan of Instruction, which by blending the
Useful with the Agreeable, appears best calculated to form the Taste and promote the real
Interest of the young Gentlemen entrusted to their Charge.’7 The association with Hague

1 Shearing, D.K. Education in the Peterborough Diocese in the century following the ‘Glorious Revolution’, 1688.
University of London PhD Thesis, 1990. 

2 Torrens, H.S. &  M.A.Taylor, M.A. ‘Geological Collectors and Museums in Cheltenham 1810-1988, A case
history and its lessons’, Geological Curator 5 (1990), pp.176-7, is a brief but at times inaccurate sketch of
Richard Comfield’s activities in Northampton. However, that is en passant to a detailed and well researched
account of later activities in Cheltenham as Curator of the Museum of the Cheltenham Literary and
Philosophical Society.

3 Renton, E.L. Records of Guilsborough, Nortoft and Hollowell (Kettering 1929), 103; Goff,J. The Comfield family
of Northamptonshire (Privately published, Spratton 1975),p.69 – copy in Northamptonshire Record Office,
pamphlet 1222.  

4 Compare Hague’s advertisements in Northampton Mercury [hereafter NM] 6 &13 May 1786, with that of 23
December 1786.

5 On John Collett Ryland see Oxford Dictionary of National Biography [hereafter ODNB],
https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/24413  accessed 24 December 2021.  NM 18 July 1785 and 7 January
1786 for Clarke continuing the school. NM 30 May, 6 June, 20 August & 3 September 1785 for the sale of
the property. 

6  NM 26 June and 30 October 1790. 
7 NM 21 June 1794. Immediately under the Hague & Comfield joint advertisement is that of T. & J. Comfield

advertising their school in Guilsborough: ‘in Consequence of an Alteration having taken place in their
Family’. NM 15 September 1792 has ‘Thomas Comfield and Son’ advertising for an assistant – Richard
will then have been 18.   
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was brief. He had been ill and died in August 1794, with  Comfield taking responsibility for
the school in the Horse Market.8 Over the years various assistant teachers were employed.
Comfield’s reputation became such that when some set-up their own schools, they advertised
that fact.9 One of them, Robert Coales briefly became Comfield’s partner. 10

Another, J. Robinson, formerly his ‘classical assistant’, took over the Horse Market premises
in 1825 indicating that he would ‘embrace all the Essentials of Mr Comfield’s System.’11

Comfield’s educational offering 
Comparison of advertisements in the Northampton Mercury suggest that Comfield’s school
in Horse Market offered a basic programme similar to that of other private boys’ day and
boarding schools in the county.12 However, when taking over from Hague, Comfield
advertised a feature that immediately differentiated him from other establishments. He
offered introductory lectures on scientific topics to a wider audience than his own students:
‘Philosophical Lectures .... for the Purpose of opening the Mind and improving the
Faculties.’13 ‘Philosophy’ in this context meant ‘natural philosophy’, or what later in the
century would be called ‘science’.  In 1802 Comfield advertised a specific course of
‘FAMILIAR LECTURES On the most interesting Parts of MODERN CHEMISTRY,
Illustrated, and agreeably diversified, by select and numerous    EXPERIMENTS, ... calculated
for the Instruction and Entertainment of YOUNG LADIES (For whom they are exclusively
designed,)’. Adults were offered lectures on ‘PNEUMATIC CHEMISTRY ...
ILLUSTRATED BY A Variety of EXPERIMENTS.’14 Both courses were offered on a
subscription basis and required a sufficient number of subscribers if they were to proceed.
The young ladies would be charged five shillings [25p] per quarter for lectures that would
take place on a Tuesday evening at 6pm; adults paid a guinea [21 shillings = £1.05] for a
course of Thursday evening lectures again beginning at 6pm. In 1803 his ‘philosophical
lectures’ again focussed on chemistry, and the general and introductory nature of the subject
is indicated by the course following that outlined in a recent publication by Fenwick
Skrimshaw, a young physician then working in Kettering.15 As a subscriber to the System

8 NM 11 January 1794 for Hague’s illness and NM 2 August 1794 for notice of his death. Hague moved his
boarding school from the Drapery to the Horse Market late in 1786 – NM 23 December 1786. His wife
ran a day school for young ladies – NM 6 May 1786. Following his death his widow assisted Comfield, but
soon opened her own boarding school for young ladies at Abington Street – NM 11 June 1796. She later
sold out – NM 30 June 1808.  In common with others Richard Comfield routinely advertised his boarding
school in the Horse Market – eg NM 11 July 1795, 9 July 1796, 13 January 1798, 2 January 1802 &c.   

9 R.Garvey, Abington Street, Northampton – NM 20 January 1810; J.Rogers, Crick – NM 7 July 1810;
R.Coales, Northampton – NM 9 January 1813.

10 NM 12 & 27 July 1817 for Coales joining Comfield at his Horse Market school.  London Gazette 6
September 1817 for the 28 August dissolution of partnership - Comfield taking financial responsibility.  

11  NM 4 December 1824 – see also NM 15 January, 11 June, 9 July & 10 December 1825.
12 NM 9 September 1797 for Comfield advertising for an assistant to teach ‘Reading, Writing, Arithmetic,

Mensuration, Bookkeeping and English Grammar’. See the offerings of Rev. John Watts at his academy in
College Lane, Northampton: ‘English, Latin and Greek languages, Writing, Accompts, Geography with
lessons in the globes; also Trigonometry, Mensuration, Navigation, Music &c’, and  Rev. T.H.Bullen at the
Oundle Grammar School - Latin and Greek languages, Writing, Arithmetic, Merchant’s accounts, Land-
surveying, Mensuration, Geography, Navigation, Use of the Globes – both advertising in NM 31 December
1796. See also Comfield’s advertisement in NM 2 July 1808 and compare with those of other education es-
tablishments advertising that date and also the following week – NM 9 July 1808.

13 NM 10 January 1795.
14 NM 13 & 20 February 1802. 
15 Skrimshire, F. A series of popular Chymical Essays, containing a variety of instances of the application of Chemystry to Arts

and Manufactures, London 1802. Despite tepid comments in Monthly Review 41 (1803), 320, there was a second
edition, London 1804. Skrimshire (1775-1855) is remembered for having certified the peasant poet John Clare,
whom he had first treated in 1820 – see Martin, F. The Life of John Clare London 1865, pp.268, 291. 
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of Theoretical and Practical Chemistry by Frederick Accum, ‘Chemical Operator’ to the Royal
Institution, and a manufacturer of chemical apparatus and supplier of chemical reagents,
Comfield had access to the best contemporary techniques.16 The interest continued - he
joined the short-lived London Chemical Society in 1806.17 In 1808 he advertised that
‘Experiments and Observation in Natural History, Philosophy, and Chemistry would continue
to form ‘instructive Recreations’ for his pupils.  At the core of the curriculum were
‘Penmanship, in all its Varieties, Arithmetic, Book-keeping, and English Grammar’, and he
had engaged a teacher in ‘Ancient and Modern Languages’. His fees were then 30 guineas
(£31.50) a year, with enrolment limited to 30  boarders – with no day boys.18 The following
year the fees for new entrants to the school were raised to 35 guineas (£36.75) following
‘improvements in his domestic arrangements and plans of study’. The bonus was that his
pupils were free to attend ‘a systematic and regular Course of Lectures on Natural Philosophy,
Astronomy, Chemistry, Galvanism and Botany, which some of the liberal Inhabitants of the
Town and Neighbourhood of Northampton had done him the Honour to solicit.’19

16 Accum, F. A system of theoretical and practical chemistry 2 vols London 1803, vol.1, sig.a3r. 
17 Averley, G. ‘The “Social Chemists”: English Chemical Societies in the Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth

Century’, Ambix 33 (1986), p.111.
18 NM 2 July 1808.
19 NM 21 January 1809.

N O R T H A M P T O N .
R .  C O M F I E L D

THINKS  it  proper  to  announce  his  In-
tention  of  continuing  the SCHOOL in HORSE –

MA R K E T, (late Mr. HAGUE’s) as far as his Ability 
extends, upon that Plan which procured his Prede-
cessor such liberal Patronage.

Arithmetic, plain and ornamental Penmanship,   
English Grammar, &c.   the  Latin  and Greek  Lan-
guages, Mathematics and Belles Lettres, are included 
in the usual Terms of Sixteen Guineas per Annum, 
and One Guinea Entrance.

French, Dancing, Music, Drawing, &c as usual.
Philosophical Lectures are read at seasonable Hours 

for the Purpose of opening the Mind and improving 
the Faculties, which are attended with an  extra Ex
pence of 5s. per Quarter, 7.s 6d. per Half Year, and 
10s. 6d. per Annum.

N. B.  Mrs HAGUE still continues to preside over 
the domestic Departments, and takes this Opportunity 
of acknowledging with Gratitude  the Favours of her 
Friends.

Northampton Mercury 10 January 1795.
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R . C O M F I E L D

BEGS     Leave   to    offer   to   the    L A D I E S and 
G E N T L E M E N of   the   Town  of   NORTHAMPTON,

and its Vicinity, a Course of 
PHILOSOPHICAL and CHEMICAL LECTURES,

accompanied by a great Variety of illustrative and 
entertaining E X P E R I M E N T S ;

and  comprehending  a  Survey  of  the  present  State of the 
Science of

E L E C T R I C I T Y,
and some of its singular Modifications exhibited by the

GALVANIC BATTERY;
the various Kinds and interesting Properties of the

GASES, OR FACTITIOUS AIRS,
with their actual and possible Applications to the Arts

and comforts of Life;
The  Theory  of  Vegetation,  and  the  Agency  of  Light

and Heat;
together with an Explanation of the various Phæno-
mena of Nature and the Arts which depend upon
Chemical Principles: Such are many Operations of
AGRICULTURE, GARDENING, BREWING, BLEACHING,

DYING, DISTILL ING,  &c.  &c.
A  leading  Object of these Exercises is to render 

the  Discoveries of  modern  Science accessible to such 
as may not have Leisure or Inclination for elaborate Research;
while some Assistance may, perhaps, be rendered to those whose
more extensive Reading may still admit the Aid of ocular
Demonstration.

*
*

* The  Course   will   consist of,   at least, twelve 
Lectures;   and   the   Terms  of   Subscription  are  One 
Guinea.

N. B.  The  Lectures  will  commence  as  soon  as  a 
sufficient Number of Subscriptions are obtained; and 
The Hour of Meeting will be made convenient to the
Subscribers.

Richard Comfield’s advertisement for popular lectures.
Northampton Mercury 15 February 1806.

Georgian Northampton was visited by travelling lecturers giving popular expositions of
science, but unlike, for example, Bath, Derby, Manchester or Norwich, such appearances
were irregular. The well known lecturer Adam Walker, with a permanent base in London,
gave a course of 12 lectures in 1783 in the Council Chamber – charging subscribers a
guinea (£1.05) or single lectures at ‘half a crown’ (2s.6d = 12.5p) – covering such topics as
electricity, astronomy and optics. By request, he repeated the course the following year in
Kettering.20 Messrs Pitt & Son, offered a course of 15 lectures on ‘natural and experimental

20 NM 13 & 27 October 1783 and 14 June 1784.
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philosophy’ at 15s (75p) at the Black Boy Inn in 1785 – having previously lectured in the
town in 1778. Their course embraced electricity, mechanics, astronomy, hydrostatics,
pneumatics, optics and chemistry, and included many demonstrations. They proudly claimed
that their apparatus was ‘the largest Set of Instruments that ever was in this Part of the
Kingdom; the Whole, together, Thirty Hundred Weight; with every Kind of useful and new-
invented Instruments’. The offering was repeated in 1792.21 Indeed in 1797, after Comfield
had begun to advertise his lectures, Ferguson Hardie, ‘lecturer to the Universal Philosophical
Society, and Proprietor of the Theatre of Rational Amusement, London’, offered a course
on experimental philosophy using a hired room in the Town Hall, stipulating a minimum
of 30 subscribers at half a guinea (52.5p) for six lectures.22 John Warltire, who had given
lectures on experimental philosophy in Daventry in the summer of 1779, gave two identical
courses in Northampton in December 1799 and April 1800.23 With well-honed
presentations backed by illustrative demonstration apparatus, visiting science lecturers
provided adults with informative evenings of rational entertainment. Comfield had to
weather competition that grew during the first two decades of the nineteenth century.
There was little chance that he could rival the showmanship inherent in Robert Lloyd’s
September 1803 course of three lectures on astronomy, illustrated by his ‘dioastrodoxon or
grand transparent orrery’, a 21 feet (6.4m) diameter quasi-mechanical model of the Solar
System, with an associated series of back-illuminated drops, ‘the Whole eminently calculated
for the Amusement and Instruction of the Gentleman, the Scholar, and the Man of Business’.24

He would have been less overshadowed by the astronomical lectures offered by John
Handsford in 1810.  Surviving examples of Handsford’s instruments indicate that his
demonstration apparatus was similar to the readily available astronomical models made and
sold by a number of London workshops, and which Comfield himself owned.25

Nevertheless Comfield may have been galled that Handsford’s advertising in the Northampton
Mercury was supplemented by positive editorial approval:

the mere inspection of his orrery, tellurian, and lunarian, with his illuminated planisphere and
other curious instruments , affords great delight and considerable information, ...... we cordially
hope that Northampton and the surrounding neighbourhood will not suffer to pass by unimproved
the opportunity which now presents of encouraging genius, manifest in a useful and sublime
science, particularly calculated to expand and improve the human mind. 26

Such an endorsement ignored the fact that Robert Comfield had been providing similar
and regular educational offerings to the residents of Northampton. Yet, there is no concrete
evidence as to the level of public support he actually received, and the experienced visiting

21 NM 28 March 1785; and 27 October 1792.
22 NM 15 July 1797.
23 NM 3 May & 6 July 1779; also 14 December 1799 and 12 April 1800.
24 NM 27 August & 3 & 10 September 1803. For Lloyd’s astronomy lectures see King, H.C. & Millburn, J.R.

Geared to the Stars: the evolution of planetariums, orreries and astronomical clocks Bristol 1978, pp.314-317; see
also Lloyd, R.E. Syllabus of a Course of Lectures on Astronomy (Oxford 18—) – editions known from 1803 –
that of 1818 called the 25th. Lloyd proposed to repeat the course in Oundle, Stamford and Peterborough
– see Stamford Mercury 23 September 1803. He returned to Northampton in 1812, when he booked the
theatre, rather than the Town Hall, before moving on to Wellingborough – NM 5, 12, 19 & 26 September
1812.  

25 Bryant,T.J. ‘John Handsford of Birmingham and Bristol’, Bulletin of the Scientific Instrument Society No.40
(1994), pp.11-12. Comfield owned a ‘planetarium’ made by Benjamin Martin – see part II, note 72, lot 116. 

26 NM 10 February 1810 – see also 3 & 24 February 1810.  J. & H. Handsworth gave a similar course in
Northampton in 1818 – NM 8 August 1818.  Comfield may have felt equally aggrieved at the lengthy
editorial coverage given to T. Longstaffe when he gave his 9 lecture course on Astronomy and Meteorology
in Northampton town hall in March 1819 – see NM 6 March 1819.
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lecturer had little reason to pay homage to any home-grown talent. In June 1813 the
celebrated London-based scientific lecturer Deane Walker indicated his intention to deliver
a course of 12 lectures on Experimental Philosophy in Northampton, charging a guinea
for the course, or 3s.6d per lecture.27 Comfield reacted by drawing in his horns -  ‘Silence
on the Subject of the PHILOSOPHICAL LECTURES intended for this Vacation will be
generally approved, in Consequence of Mr. WALKER having given Notice of his much
esteemed Course’.28 He might have been discreetly playing a spoiling game, for after Walker
had delivered his first lecture in the Town Hall, the Mercury recorded:

[we] cannot but express our regret that [the] lecture was so thinly attended. When it is considered
how much the improvement of Agriculture and the Arts are indebted to science, and how nobly
it elevated the mind of the great Author of Nature, it might be hoped that no cause would be
afforded to reflect on a want of taste in the town by a neglect of the subject. 29

On the same page, but in a separate column, Walker advertised that ‘in consequence of the
attendance being so unusually thin’ he might have to discontinue ‘without a very
considerable increase in its Votaries’ – he reduced the charge per lecture by 6d.  In early
1815, Comfield again offered a course of 12 mid-day lectures on natural philosophy, with
the option of repeating each in the evening, subject to their being sufficient subscribers at
a guinea for the course, which it would appear there were.30

In the spring of 1820 the scope of Comfield’s public lectures was widened to include
‘Botany and the Economy of Vegetation.’ Exactly what was covered under that heading is
not known, but the Horse Market property was later described as having an ‘excellent
Garden, clothed with choice fruit Trees and Vines, .... two large Greenhouses’, whilst his
personal effects included ‘a great number of valuable greenhouse Plants’; and  elsewhere in
the town Comfield owned an acre of walled garden, ‘adjoining the River on the West Side’.31

No information has been found to indicate whether or not his pupils’ periods of ‘recreation’
included gardening, but if they did, they would have had an experienced practitioner in
Comfield himself.  During the early years of the century he won prizes for his gooseberries
at the annual show of ‘Original Horticultural Society’, serving as Steward in 1806.32

Comfield certainly ensured that the education horizons of his boarding pupils were
widened, advertising that for the new term commencing late January 1812 he had:

Added to his Establishment a number of WORKSHOPS for various Mechanical Operations,
during the Hours usually appropriated to Exercise and Recreation, when the Weather is
unfavourable to the customary Amusements.

These Exercises have already produced very beneficial Effects. Many of the Boys have made
Astronomical Observations with Telescopes of their own Manufacture, and they have been
exhibited to the Cultivators of Science with great Approbation. 33

A workshop ‘for the Purpose of innocent Recreation and to promote Dexterity and Skill
in the essential Arts of Life’ was certainly an unusual addition to the educational facilities
of a school in this era.34

27 NM 10 & 17 July 1813.
28 NM 17 July 1813.
29 NM 24 July 1813.
30 NM 24 December 1814 & 14 January 1815
31 NM 5 April 1823. 
32 NM 1 August 1801;13 August 1803; 11 August 1804; 24 August 1805; 9 August 1806; 8 August 1807. 
33 NM  28 December 1811. 
34 NM 26 July 1817.
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Pupils’ judgements on Comfield 
The breadth and unconventional nature of Comfield’s educational approach resonated with
both pupils, and their fee-paying parents.  George Burder, then an independent minster to
a congregation in Coventry, enrolled his son Thomas in the school in 1801, the latter writing
home to a brother extolled the ‘number, variety and interesting nature of our studies’. Some
years after leaving the school, when convalescing in London, Burder planned a trip to
Northampton ‘to spend a day or two in the company of my late intelligent preceptor’.35

An early biographical account of the Baptist minister F.W.Gotch LLD (1807-1890) noted
that he and his brothers had attended Comfield’s Academy, and it was said of their school
master that he was:

evidently an original fellow, and probably far from an ideal schoolmaster, except in this, that he
held the enthusiastic admiration of his scholars and imbued them with a love of learning, of art,
or of science, which was worth more than mere instruction. He was himself a keen astronomer
and a clever mechanic, making his own telescope and (what is more than mechanic’s work)
grinding the lenses himself. 36

Shrewsbury surgeon, Thomas Pidduck, writing in 1857, recalled a meeting between two of
Comfield’s former students, James Amphlett, ‘the father of the press’, with the eminent
Baptist minister Rev. Dr F.A.Cox:

The principal of this establishment – Mr. Richard Comfield, a philosopher and Christian – gave
his pupils liberty to discuss in the evenings as intellectual exercises, such topics as horse-racing,
the war, the bounties given for militia substitutes, and the difference between church and dissent.
Mr Amphlett and a few other volunteers defended our ancient sports, the war and the church.
The discussion on the latter question was continued for many evenings, till Mr. Amphlett and
one or two more argued themselves into the conviction that the church was in the right, and the
mere differences in the forms of worship could not justify trinitarian dissenters in their secession
from the establishment. Dr Cox led the dissenting party. The result of the discussion was a partial
schism in the school, and Mr. Amphlett left ... 37

Amphlett’s own memory was of being sent to Comfield’s ‘well known’ academy at the age
of 17 in preparation to studying for the Baptist ministry. He described his teacher as ‘a man
of great talent and varied knowledge; but too much of a philosopher for the principles of
dissent; yet he allowed his principal young men to discuss subjects pro and con. .... Mr
Comfield educated several young men, who became distinguished Baptist ministers, ....’38

Cox’s own biographer recorded - ‘The rudiments of a good classical education, Dr. Cox
received under the tuition of Mr. Comfield of Northampton, of whom all his pupils, (and
he had some who afterwards rose to eminence,) were accustomed to speak in the highest
terms of respect and affection.’39 A memoir of another leading Baptist minister noted that
‘he was brought under the notice of Mr. Comfield of Northampton; whose attainments in
science, and whose ardour in the communication of useful knowledge to his pupils had
secured for himself and his school a very high reputation.’40

35 Burder, J. A Memoir of Thomas Harrison Burder London 1844, pp.3-5. T.H.Burder was to become an eminent
physician – see ODNB- https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/3961, accessed 12 xi 2021.

36 ‘The Gotch Family of Kettering’, Northamptonshire Notes & Queries 5 (Northampton 1894), p.72.
37 Amphlett, J. The Newspaper Press, in part of the last century and up to the present period of 1860. The Recollections

of James Amphlett... London and Shrewsbury 1860, p.2.
38 Amphlett (1860), p.1. 
39 ‘Rev. Francis Augustus Cox, DD, LLD’, no.2 in The Living Preachers’ Portrait Gallery [London 1842], p.4.  
40 ‘Memoir of the Rev. George Payne, LLD.’ Evangelical Magazine new series 26 (1848), p.395.  
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That Dissenting ministers put their sons in Comfield’s care, says much for his adherence to
dissent from Anglican norms. Samuel Pearce’s 1799 letter of condolence, following an
unstated family tragedy, indicates that Comfield was seen by a close friend as a sensitive
man.41 He would appear to have been sincere in his lifelong support of Dissent, and
throughout his career he subscribed to dissenting literature.42 His name is among the many
local signatories objecting in 1807 to the county’s Royal Address to the King - an objection
based on the assertion in that address that the Anglican church and the constitution were
in danger because of religious dissenters. The objectors wished it to be understood that
they were ‘united in a steady, vigorous, and persevering Resistance to the Efforts of the
Common Enemy.’ 43 The year before, Comfield had joined a number of Northampton
residents in subscribing funds for the establishment of a college in the north of England for
the training of Baptist ministers.44 Certainly he did not hide his religious faith under a
bushel. A decade later he was a witness to the published retraction of a tailor in Ecton who
had insinuated that the Dissenting Minister in that village had been intoxicated.45

Comfield’s Scientific Interests 
The breadth of Comfield’s scientific interests is apparent from the topics covered in his
public lectures. He does not appear to have explicitly covered the earth sciences, though he
had a small collection of minerals and fossils.46 These may have been collected locally or
acquired for teaching, but it is recorded that ‘about 1815’ he sent examples of Northamp-
tonshire iron ore to the renowned ironmaster and metallurgist David Mushet, then deeply
involved in the development and exploitation of iron ore and coal in the Forest of Dean.47

Neither Mushet nor Comfield took the matter further and the industry was not developed
in the county until the second half of the century.    

Comfield had a particular interest in observational astronomy. In September 1811, he advertised
the sale at 50 guineas of a 3¾ inch (95mm) aperture achromatic telescope suitable for viewing
‘the Comet, the Planet Saturn and the fixed Stars’.48 Perhaps he was short of funds, or had
acquired a better instrument – for he preferred to use reflecting rather than refracting optical
systems –becoming adept at grinding telescope mirrors.49 When advertising his 1812 public
courses he offered evening lectures on astronomy ‘if early intimation is given that it will prove
acceptable’. In the event the lectures were scheduled for noon early in the year, so that it is
apparent that the auditors were not expecting to view the heavens through telescopes.50

41 Fuller, A. Memoirs of the late Rev. Samuel Pearce AM, minister of the Gospel in Birmingham with extracts from some
of his most interesting letters Clipstone 1800, pp.211-2. In this context note Comfield setting-up a subscription
for the relief of the widow & seven children of William Smith, late Music-Master in Northampton – NM
1 January 1803. 

42 He was a subscriber to: Okely, W. Pyrology; or, the connexion between natural and moral philosophy London 1797,
sig.a7v; all volumes of Doddridge, P. The Works of the Rev. P. Doddridge, D.D., 10 Leeds, 1805, p.616;  Horsley,
J.  Lectures to young persons on the intellectual and moral powers of man London 1828, p. ix;  Sermons printed from
the manuscripts of the late Rev. Benjamin Beddome London 1835, p.iv. 

43 NM 18 April 1807.
44 A brief account of the origin and design of the Northern Education Society Rochdale 1806, p.30.
45 NM 15 August 1818.
46 See Part II note 72, lots 340-342 
47 Scopes, F. ‘The Development of Corby, I’, Northamptonshire Past and Present 3.4 (1963), p.125. His source

was Mining Journal and Commercial Gazette 1 December 1855.  On Mushet, see ODNB.
48 NM  21 September 1811. 
49 See his 1822 letter to Charles Tulley, the London optician renowned for his telescopes, in Kitchiner, W. The

Economy of the Eyes, part II, Of Telescopes London 1825, pp.76-78. On Tulley, see King,H.C. The History of the
Telescope London 1955, pp.191-196.

50 NM 4 & 11 January & 25 April 1812.
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However, when Comfield’s interest in the Horse Market premises were offered for sale in 1823,
an observatory was included within the description of the property.51 It presumably had been
in place prior to 1818, for early that year, in the context of science lectures for young ladies, he
indicated that ‘in Compliance with their particular Request, the Astronomical Observations
and explanatory Information shall be resumed ...’52 Comfield joined the Astronomical Society
of London at its foundation in 1820, remaining a member of what became the Royal
Astronomical Society, for over a dozen years.53That Society published two contributions from
Comfield in their Memoirs in which he described an occultation of Jupiter (1824) and of Saturn
(1826), implying that his observations might support the presumption of a lunar atmosphere.54

These observations were widely reported and were repeated in some popular scientific
literature.55 However, the possible subjective nature of such observations, which Comfield
himself acknowledged in his 1824 account, was largely accepted by subsequent astronomers,
and the case for a lunar atmosphere was discounted.56

The demise of Comfield’s Academy
As was noted by some of his distinguished pupils, Richard Comfield was not a typical
private school proprietor. Indeed, his chosen métier was popularising science for beginners
of all ages.  The 1817 partnership with Robert Coales suggests a desire to be relieved of the
routine core teaching, a hands-off approach that might well account for the speedy
dissolution of their association.57 In January 1819 he was supplementing the regular evening
lectures with ‘Lessons on Geography and the Use of the Globes will be given on Wednesday
in each week at Two o’Clock, to Young Ladies exclusively.’58 In the late spring of that year
he was offering a range of evening lectures – botany and the economy of vegetation on
Tuesdays and natural philosophy, astronomy and chemistry on Fridays – charging a guinea
for the quarter or 2s 6d per lecture – indicating that ‘These Discourses, it is presumed, are
calculated for general Improvement, and are not intended exclusively for young Persons.’59

51 NM 5 April 1823 
52 NM 17 January 1818.
53 Regulations of the Astronomical Society of London London 1820, p.29; Memoirs of the Astronomical Society of London

1 (1822), 524; Memoirs of the Royal Astronomical Society 5 (1833), p.430. 
54 R. Comfield, ‘Observations on the occultation of Jupiter on 5 April 1824’, Mem. Ast. Soc. 2, (1826), p.89;

R.Comfield & J.Wallis, ‘Observations of the Occultation of Saturn on the 30th October,1825’,Mem Ast
Soc 2, (1826), pp.457-8. The first paper received wider publicity through reporting of the meeting in the
scientific press: Philosophical Magazine 25 (1824), 465-6; London Journal of Arts and Sciences 9 (1825), 42-4;
Annals of Philosophy NS 9 (1825), 147-8; Memoirs Ast Soc were the source of reports in French scientific
journals - Bulletin des Sciences Mathématicques, Astronomiques, Physicques et Chimiques 6 (Paris 1826), pp.116-
7;  Bibliothèque Universelle des Sciences, Belles-Lettre, et Arts 34 (1827), p.9. 

55 Guy, J. Elements of Astronomy 3rd edn London 1827, p.14 – and later editions, including from 1831 those
printed in Philadelphia. See also art. ‘Astronomy’, in London Encyclopaedia 3 London 1829, pp.112-3 and
Wiggins, E.S. The Architecture of the Heavens Montreal 1864, p.45.  

56 What Comfield, and others, observed was a phenomena akin to the ‘Black Drop Effect’, known since the
1761 Transit of Venus. From his Bedford observatory in 1828, the astronomer W.H.Smyth RN was surprised
to observe what he judged a phenomenon similar to that reported by Comfield – see Monthly Notices of the
Royal Astronomical Society 2 (1831), p.38 – hereafter MNRAS. One of Comfield’s fellow observers in
Northampton, his then classics teacher, J.Robinson, later wrote - NM 5 December 1829 - ‘the appearance
of the planet did not correspond with the observation of Mr. C. the “protruberance” being hardly
perceptible. Probably however, Mr. C.’s glass was of superior power to mine.’ In 1843 Professor Alexander
of Princeton included Comfield in his gathering together of similar observations made from the early 18th

century  - Alexander, S. ‘On the physical phenomena which accompany Solar eclipses’, Proceedings of the
American Philosophical Society 3 (1843),p.190.  A member of the Royal Astronomical Society, referred to
the phenomena ‘alleged to have been seen by Mr. Comfield’ – see MNRAS 6 (1845), p.246.  It was
subsequently accepted that such observations were artefacts largely caused by imperfect instrumentation.  

57  London Gazette 6 September 1817. 
58 NM 16 January 1819.
59 NM 8 April 1820.
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Given that the Academy and its pupils provided the base for his activities, and that there
were rival establishments competing for boarders and day-boys in both town and county,
Comfield occasionally felt it politic to emphasise to readers of his advertisements that he
met the core requirements of potential fee paying parents. In 1808 he noted that ‘the
essential and elementary Parts of Education’ would not be neglected.60 In January 1813 he
announced that he was deferring his public lectures till the midsummer vacation, so as to
‘devote his undivided attention to the regular and indispensible duties of his Boarding
School’; in 1817, that the ‘Reading and Speaking of the French Language’ would be
superintended by a ‘Native of France’.61 Nevertheless, the introductory science lectures
remained in place, ‘being in highest Esteem as professional Qualifications of ornamental
Accomplishments’.62 A former assistant, George Shrewsbury, was taken into partnership in
1820 – Comfield then advertising that ‘The Courses of Scientific Lectures will be
continued, without obstructing the regular Discipline of the School,[my italics] and these are so
conducted as to enforce and recommend the Study of the ancient and modern Languages,
.... Music, Drawing, Dancing, and all other Accomplishments will be cultivated in due
Proportion to their Importance, ...’63 That partnership lasted for no more than a year, with
Shrewsbury setting-up his own school, and aping the approach of his former employer and
partner, in that his programme offered ‘a due Proportion of scientific and general
Information’. In 1821 Comfield advertised that the  ‘PUBLIC and PRIVATE COURSES
of SCIENTIFIC LECTURES will be continued at stated Periods, not interfering with the
regular Times of Study.’64 Yet he was in financial difficulty, marked in late February 1823
by two notices in the Northampton Mercury. One was a formal intimation to Comfield’s
debtors and creditors, that he had assigned ‘all his real and personal Estates and Effects’ into
the hands of three local men  - the banker George Osborn junior, George Peach, a wealthy
wool-stapler, and auctioneer Richard Dennis. The latter was responsible for the insertion
elsewhere in the paper of an advertisement indicating that in the following month there
would be an auction at the Horse Market premises of ‘ALL the HOUSEHOLD
FURNITURE, BOOKS, valuable PHILSOPHICAL APPARATUS, TELESCOPES, and
other Effects of Mr. RICHD. COMFIELD.’65 The sale of the scientific instruments and
books was scheduled for 19th and 20th March, with the contents detailed in later adver-
tisements. The household furniture was auctioned on site on 9th & 10th April and a week
later Comfield’s life interest in the Horse Market premises was to be sold, as was his detached
one acre garden – all ‘Under and Assignment for the Benefit of Creditors’. 

The three sales provide a significant insight into the scale of Comfield’s activities in
Northampton. They, and his subsequent career, are considered in a subsequent article. 

60 NM 2 July 1808.
61 NM 9 January 1813; NM 26 July 1817
62 NM 22 January 1820
63 NM 15 July 1820.
64 NM 30 June 1821. See also London Gazette 10 July 1821. 
65 NM 22 February & 1 March 1823

RICHARD COMFIELD - BRYDEN V2.QXD_Layout 1  14/09/2022  11:09  Page 37



38

Slavery and Anti-slavery in Northamptonshire
john buckell

Around the year 1724, Lady Montagu of Boughton House, near Kettering, commissioned
a portrait of herself with a favourite African servant boy, a future footman, Charles. We
cannot be sure of Charles’ surname, if indeed he ever had one, but he is recorded in the
ledgers of household expenditure as Charles the Black, and it seems he was at least nominally
free and earning a wage.1The portrait clearly confirms his African origins.  How did a black
African come to be a footman in 18th century Northamptonshire? The answer lies in the
transatlantic slave trade.

For over 200 years from the mid-16th century, European slave traders carried an estimated
12 million Africans into slavery in the New World. 2 Portugal, Spain, France, Holland and
Britain all engaged in this trade, with British ships accounting for around a third of it.
Although the main focus of British slavery was in the sugar, coffee and tobacco plantations
of Britain’s Caribbean colonies, the trade exerted a massive influence in Britain itself. The
merchants of Liverpool, Bristol and Glasgow, the ports from which the slave ships sailed,
grew rich, as did investors in the plantations. In Britain, this new wealth financed the
building of many great houses of the gentry and aristocracy. Historic England has identified
two in Northamptonshire - Ecton Hall, east of Earls Barton, renovated by Ambrose Isted
in 1756, probably from wealth made by his sugar and rum plantations in Jamaica; and Astrop
House, King’s Sutton, built around 1740 for Sir James Willes, joint owner of a plantation in
Antigua.3

Some plantation owners imported slaves, usually from the West Indies rather than directly
from Africa, to work as servants. Those in Northamptonshire were no exception, and people
of black African descent, both slave and free, were resident in the county from the 17th

century onwards. The Montagus owned large estates in St. Lucia, St. Vincent, Grenada and
Antigua and employed several black servants.  A number of Northamptonshire people had
a financial interest in the profits of slavery from West Indian plantations. At the final abolition
of slavery in 1838, 25 of them qualified for compensation for the loss of their slave
‘property.’4

Charles the Black was far from exceptional. Research by the Northamptonshire Black
History Project, between 2002 and 2005, discovered around 50 black men and women
resident in Northamptonshire during the 18th Century, and a handful from even earlier.5
These included slaves and servants, but also visitors, soldiers and people of various trades.
They can be found in parish records of baptisms and burials, and in the papers of country
houses. Nor was Charles the only one to appear in a family portrait. Lady Sackville of Castle
Ashby included a black page in her portrait of c. 1650, and Caesar Shaw, a servant at Althorp
House, baptised in 1732, was pictured with the future first Earl Spencer, his nephew and
his dog.  

1 Bush, Julia – Moving On: Northamptonshire and the Wider World, Nene Publications, 1989
2 Taylor, Michael - The Interest – How the British Establishment Resisted the Abolition of Slavery, Bodley

Head, London, 2020
3 Chronicle and Echo Online, Alastair Ulke, 9 February 2021
4 Legacies of British Slave Ownership – UCL: www.ucl.ac.uk
5 Northamptonshire Record Office: C:\Documents and Settings\jmoran\Local Settings\Temp\RESEARCH

REPORT 2004.doc
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By the mid-18th century there was growing opposition, on moral and religious grounds, to
the slave trade, and to slavery itself. This opposition often took the form of petitions to
Parliament, and later of attempts to change the law by parliamentarians themselves. Societies
were formed to oppose first the slave trade, and then to call for the complete abolition of
slavery. While these societies were composed of white men, and some women, they were
aided at several points by the actions of black people themselves. In Northamptonshire this
opposition movement was widely and strongly supported. It met equally determined
resistance from the pro-slavery interest, composed of the West Indian planters and their
agents in Britain. Northamptonshire, a county with a small but long-standing black presence,
was a place where slavery was practised, but also where an influential section of its
population was committed to its abolition.

The first serious attacks on slavery came in attempts to ameliorate the conditions on board
slave ships. A member of the Northamptonshire minor aristocracy played an important role
in this campaign. In 1783 a disputed insurance claim came before Lord Mansfield at the
Court of King’s Bench in London, brought by the owners of a ship, the Zong. Two years
earlier, the ship had become becalmed for some time during a voyage from Africa to Jamaica,
and the captain had ordered part of its cargo thrown overboard. Subsequently, the ship’s
owner claimed insurance for the lost cargo. An earlier trial in Jamaica had ruled in favour
of the owner, but now Mansfield found for the insurers. The cargo that was jettisoned
consisted of 132 living, breathing African slaves, and the ship, with 470 slaves in total, had
been overloaded. The reason the captain gave for his order was shortage of water on board.
The abolitionist Granville Sharp attempted to bring a criminal prosecution, but this was
rejected on the grounds that “blacks are goods and property.”6 However, the case focused
public attention on the transatlantic slave trade, and before the decade was out an organised
campaign had begun to outlaw the trade, and the Society for the Abolition of the Slave
Trade was formed in 1787.

Petitions were organised in towns around the country, and by citizens of both Northamp-
tonshire and its county town, urged on by the Northampton Mercury to sign the petition “for
the suppression of . . . A Traffic replete with every Species of Oppression and Cruelty.”7 In
January 1788, a number of prominent citizens of the county met at the George Inn,
Northampton, to “consider the propriety of petitioning Parliament for the suppression of
the slave trade.” Chaired by Earl Spencer (whose family had employed Caesar Shaw), they
resolved unanimously to petition the House of Commons for abolition of the slave trade
on the grounds of “a violation of the Natural Rights of Mankind, subversive of the common
principles of Justice and Humanity, disgraceful to the Natural Character, and unworthy of
the Countenance of a Great and Free People.” Copies were lodged in all the market towns
of the county for signatures.8 The following month, the Mayor of Northampton chaired a
meeting in the Town Hall which called on the county’s members of Parliament “to adopt
such measures for the abolition of the said (slave) trade as to the House shall seem meet.” 9
The following week, again at the Town Hall, it was reported that copies of the returned
petition contained over 1800 names.10 Nationally, 100 petitions gathered 60,000 names.11

6 Blackpast.org/global-african-history/zong-massacre-1781/
7 Northampton Mercury, 26 January 1788
8 Northampton Mercury, 19 and 26 January, 1988
9 NM, 2 February, 1788

10 NM, 9 February 1788
11 The Abolition Project: www.abolition.e2bn.org
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William Dolben of Finedon, Northamptonshire, was born in 1727. He became a baronet,
Sherriff of Northamptonshire, MP for the county, and from 1768, MP for the University
of Oxford. In May 1788, Charles James Fox initiated a debate in the House of Commons
on what he called ‘this disgraceful traffic.’ Dolben inspected a slave ship, and subsequently
brought in a bill to regulate the number of slaves a ship could carry. He told the House of
Commons, ‘(slaves) are so close together in the ships, that they have hardly the space of two
feet and a half to each. Every morning some of them are found dead, while others are
infected with pestilential disorders’.12 He proposed that on a vessel under 150 tons, where
space between decks was less than five feet, numbers be limited to five slaves to every three
tons, and that where this space was less than five feet the limit should be three slaves to two
tons.13 He was supported by William Wilberforce, William Pitt and others.  The measure
was opposed by the Liverpool merchants and their allies in Parliament, who argued his bill
would harm Britain’s trade. Dolben described to the House conditions on the slave ships:
‘the cruelty of cramming great numbers of those unfortunate wretches into a vessel, like
herrings in a barrel: and the number of deaths occasioned.’14 He believed his bill would
save hundreds of lives. It was passed by 50 votes to five,15 and became the Slave Trade Act
1788. However, the Act was required to be renewed each year. 

The black abolitionist, Ottobah Cugoano, himself a former slave, wrote to Dolben to offer
his ‘humble and Grateful thanks for your noble, bold and laudable exertions in the Cause
of Justice, Liberty and Felicity  . . . it will be the means of saving thousands from the Cruel
sword of the Cursed avarice.’16 But Dolben had his critics. Some felt that ameliorating
conditions would make it harder to abolish the trade completely. A popular tactic of the
pro-slavery interest throughout this period was to prolong the system by agreeing to
amelioration, with no intention of carrying it out, and in the knowledge that the
government in London would not enforce it. However, Dolben’s ultimate aim was abolition
of the trade. He regarded his reform as a step towards it, and a means of saving lives in the
meantime. He seems to have intended to improve his reform incrementally each year when
it came up for renewal. Following the first renewal of the Act in July 1789, he wrote to his
son, 

‘You will see by the paper that I have compromised with the Liverpool people for this year (his
emphasis) having given up the alteration of the tonnage and got good regulation for the seamen.
I yielded so far . . . it being determined by the Merchants and Planters to give it every possible
obstruction in the House, if any alteration was made to the tonnage . . . so that after a month’s
or six weeks labour, we should have nothing by it . . . it was certainly wiser to give way to some
degree and get a little, than to be persevering to no purpose . . . if the Abolition does not take
place next year, a regular bill will at least be carryd [sic] that will give great comfort to the Slave
in the meantime.’

A glimpse of his feelings on the subject is revealed in his own handwritten notes of the
parliamentary debate on 2 April 1792, during an unsuccessful attempt by William
Wilberforce to abolish the trade. Of a Colonel Phipps he wrote:

‘Could not see the question in the light of concern with the Rights of Humanity or the Laws of
Nature. In what light then could he see it – by the dark light of prejudice.’

12 NM, 10 May 1788
13 NM, 21 June 1788
14 NM, 24 May 1788
15 NM, 21 June 1788
16 Northampton Record Office (NRO): D(F)39 

SLAVERY - BUCKELL.QXD_Layout 1  14/09/2022  11:05  Page 40



slavery and anti-slavery in northamptonshire 41

Sir William Young ‘had heard nothing to induce him to change his opinion. He must be
deaf.’ But he praised Wilberforce’s speech: ‘this forforce is such as I should think would lay
fast to every man whom had ears to hear and a heart to feel.’17 In 1807, Dolben voted with
William Wilberforce for the Act which finally abolished the trade.18

Figure 1. Dolben’s notes of the parliamentary debate on 2 April 1792
(Courtesy of Northamptonshire Archives Service)

However, it was not until 1823 that an organised campaign to abolish slavery itself was
founded, largely by non-conformist Christians, Quakers and evangelical Anglicans. Leadership
of the campaign in Parliament passed from William Wilberforce to Thomas Fowell Buxton.
Like the earlier campaign, the Anti-Slavery Society was focused on legislation in Parliament,
and petitioning members of parliament to support the cause of ‘negro emancipation’, as it
was known. Petitions were reported from Northampton, Kettering and Peterborough. The
Northampton Mercury reported anti-slavery petitions in November, 1830, ‘from this town and
neighbourhood, by Sir George Robinson, Bart, one of our representatives,’19 and in August
1832, from Robinson’s fellow MP, Robert Vernon Smith.20 Both men were acting on behalf
of their Northampton constituents, but as Whigs, their main object was parliamentary reform.

17 NRO: D(F)59
18 NRO: D(F)44
19 NM, 13 November 1830
20 NM, 11  August 1832
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Parliamentary representation was largely unchanged since the Middle Ages, and many con-
stituencies had electorates in single figures, the so-called ‘rotten boroughs’. Reform of
Parliament had a bearing on the slavery issue because the ‘rotten boroughs’ were used to
great effect by the West Indian planters to purchase seats for their supporters. In Northamp-
tonshire, anti-slavery sentiment appears to have been strong, and many of its town and county
MPs, at least nominally, favoured abolition. In Kettering, in 1831 and 1832 the anti-slavery
Lord Milton was elected to represent the northern division of the county in Parliament. The
Northampton Mercury was firmly abolitionist, declaring in September 1832, ‘Let no man who
loves freedom . . .  give his vote to the candidate who has in any way shown himself hostile
to the cause of Negro Emancipation.’ 

There was also support for a more direct form of action. The profits of the sugar planters
depended on sales of their crop, so one way of exerting pressure was to refuse to buy West
Indian sugar. Higher duties were imposed on sugar produced in British India in order to
protect West Indian production, and the Mercury condemned these duties as ‘a bounty paid
by the people of England to protect West India from . . . the competition of free labour.’ 

Figure 2. Slavery lecture, 1831
(Courtesy of Northamptonshire Libraries)

In June 1831, the Anti-Slavery Society set up the Agency Committee to disseminate
information on colonial slavery by lectures. The intention was to bring to public attention
‘the peculiar and revolting features of slavery as it exists in our own slave colonies.’ In
October 1831, Edward Baldwin, one of the Agency Committee lecturers, delivered two
lectures at the Friends Meeting House in Northampton. 21 It was impossible for slave

21 NM, 8 and 15 October 1831

SLAVERY - BUCKELL.QXD_Layout 1  14/09/2022  11:05  Page 42



slavery and anti-slavery in northamptonshire 43

owners in England to know how slaves were treated in the West Indies, he said, and he
condemned the impunity of plantation managers, giving details of the case of a manager
who killed two slaves, and was acquitted because no jury could be found to convict him.
He described the sexual abuse, which resulted in offspring born to a life of bondage. “In
more than one instance,” the Mercury reported, “the impression he made has been attended
with permanent and active results.”22

Figure 3. Friends Meeting House, Northampton
(Author’s photograph)

The outcome was the establishment, in September 1832, of an Auxiliary Anti-Slavery
Association in the town. Its Secretary, a member of the Baptist Missionary Society, was Rev
John Woodwark, 23 a consistent lifelong Liberal and anti-slavery campaigner.  A Kettering
Association, had been founded in November the previous year by local banker and Bible
Society member, John Cooper Gotch, his son Thomas Henry, Rev T Toller and others. 24

The Mercury reported the Northampton Association meetings, at least one of which attracted
between 300 and 400 people to the George Assembly Rooms. Of a large number of
speakers, all were clergymen, including Thomas Burchell, a Baptist missionary recently
returned from Jamaica. Several resolutions were passed unanimously, including one moved
by Rev William Gray, the minister for Northampton College Street Baptist Church, and
seconded by John Woodwark : ‘This meeting is fully convinced that the slaves of the British

22 NM, 24 March 1832
23 NM, 22 September 1832
24 Kettering Anti-Slavery Auxiliary Association minute book, NRO: NPL/3025
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Colonies have an undoubted right to their freedom, without delay and without condition.’
25 In other words, they demanded immediate, not gradual, abolition.

Ranged against the abolition campaign was a formidable alliance of West Indian planters,
the agents responsible for colonial legislation, and the merchants of London, Bristol,
Liverpool and Glasgow. By the late 1700s there were 50 MPs representing the slave holders’
interests.26 In 1823, the London Society of West Indian planters and merchants established
the Literary Committee to disseminate pro-slavery pamphlets and newspapers.  The key
figure in the Literary Committee was James Heywood Markham, who was the planters’
point of contact with a number of important publishers, and the literary agent for several
pro-slavery authors.27 Their supporters argued that slavery was economically necessary, and
slaves would not be able to cope with freedom, being of an inferior race. They asserted that
the Bible condoned slavery, and claimed that slaves were happy in their condition, and
certainly more fortunate than the poorer classes in Britain. Of these arguments, the racial
one was the most pernicious, giving rise to the racial prejudice that persists to this day.

Pro-slavery views were scarcely heard in the Mercury, however. The newspaper did all it
could to assist the abolitionist cause, frequently quoting at length from The Ant-Slavery
Monthly Reporter, journal of the Anti-slavery Society. For example, in March 1832, it
reprinted an essay by the former Chief Justice of St. Lucia, John Jeremie, whose experiences
on that island had turned him resolutely against slavery.28 Jeremie described the cruel
punishments, chains and fetters used on slaves, the flogging of females, the inhuman working
conditions with long hours without rest, and how the lives of slaves were valued as mere
commodities.“ He was describing a system, the Mercury commented, ‘the existence of which
future ages, while considering the intelligence and humanity of the 19th Century, will almost
regard as a monstrous, horrible fiction.’ In December that year the paper expressed its
pleasure that the Northampton Anti-Slavery Society ‘is not inactive at the present important
moment’, and directed its readers to resolutions adopted by the Society, printed in a
preceding column.29

In 1830, after a long period of Tory rule, the Whigs came to power as a minority government
under Prime Minister, Lord Grey. They were determined to reform parliament, abolish the
rotten and pocket boroughs, and extend the vote to the urban middle class. A Northamp-
tonshire county MP, John Charles Spencer, Viscount Althorp, became Chancellor of the
Exchequer. The following year, Robert Vernon Smith (later Lord Lyveden), a junior Lord
of the Treasury under Grey, became MP for Northampton. The town had two members,
and Smith joined the sitting Tory. Formerly MP for the Irish seat of Tralee, R Vernon Smith
had presented an anti-slavery petition from Tralee in December 1830.30 He was a strong
supporter of parliamentary reform, and, during election campaigns in Northampton, he
resided with the equally staunch reformer, Edward Bouverie, at Delapré Abbey. Bouverie’s
father, also called Edward, had been the member for Northampton from 1790 to his death
in 1810, and consistently voted with the anti-slavery champion Charles James Fox. Fox was
also a political hero of the second Edward Bouverie. However, a first cousin, Charles Henry
Bouverie, was the colonial agent for St. Lucia, and represented the planters.31

25 NM, 20 April 1833
26 The Abolition Project: www.abolition.e2bn.org
27 Legacies of British Slave Ownership: ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/45822
28 NM, 24 March 1832
29 NM, 8 December 1832
30 Hansard, 11 December 1830
31 Legacies
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In May 1831, the Whigs obtained a large overall majority in the Commons. The following
June, against stiff resistance, and following pro-reform riots, the Reform Act finally became
law. It dealt a grave blow to the pro-slavery cause. The planters would no longer be able to
block anti-slavery legislation in Parliament. Anti-slavery campaigners now believed abolition
was within their grasp; the planters sought to delay it, and began to argue for gradual
emancipation. The Mercury declared, ‘If Negro emancipation were the only benefit which
we were to derive from parliamentary reform, it would be well worth the struggle by which
it has been obtained.’32

The general election of December 1832 was the first to be fought on the reformed franchise
and new electoral divisions. For the first time, slavery became a leading election issue,
difficult for candidates to ignore. On health grounds, Sir George Robinson MP resigned
his Northampton seat. The local Whigs sought a replacement, and opened correspondence
with George Bainbridge, a Hampshire landowner, and also with Edward Bouverie of
Delapré Abbey. Bainbridge was well-known to Sir George Robinson, and he became R
Vernon Smith’s running mate.33 The Mercury welcomed his selection, remarking that in his
speeches, Bainbridge had ‘spoken strongly on the subject of Negro slavery, and declared
himself decidedly opposed to the continuance of that unrighteous system.’34The Tories put
forward two new candidates, Charles Ross and Mr H. F. Fitzroy.

The election took place on 8 December. In Northampton polling booths were set up in
six parts of the town, for the newly enlarged electorate, and a hustings was held on the
Market Square. The speeches of the four candidates, reported by the Mercury, reflected the
opposing approaches to the slavery question. Charles Ross, who may have been a slave
owner himself,35 stated: ‘The [slavery] system was one that had unhappily existed for
centuries. He agreed with other gentlemen that its introduction was disgraceful in the
extreme. No system of enslaving their fellow subjects could be too severely reproved, but
they found a numerous body in a state of slavery, and the real question was how to give
them liberty with safety. Before this question could be answered it was necessary to
investigate their situation. Everything that could be done to ameliorate their condition, and
lead them gradually from slavery to freedom, it was the duty of government to do. But he
was not prepared to fix any definite period at which slavery should be declared no longer
to exist, although the sooner it was done the better.’

Mr Fitzroy ‘trusted that he, in common with every other Briton, listened to the word slavery
with horror. But, while listening to the dictates of humanity, he must at the same time say
he thought it incumbent upon him not to forget those of justice. He thought that some
compensation should be awarded to those whose property was at stake before an immediate
abolition could take place.’

However, George Bainbridge was unequivocal, declaring that, as it was the first time he
had appeared before them, it was necessary to explain his views. ‘First in this list stood
colonial slavery, which he regarded as a blot and a stain upon the age in which we lived. It
was an evil which, by long lapse of time, had grown to so colossal a size that it almost

32 NM, 31 August 1833
33 NM, 1 December 1832
34 Ibid.
35 Legacies says Ross was “a West India proprietor” (Oxford Dictionary of National Biography), and a “West

Indian MP” (Gerrit P. Judd IV, Members of Parliament, 1734-1832. New Haven, Yale University Press, 1955)
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seemed to require supernatural aid to sweep it from the face of the earth. But swept away
it must undoubtedly be, and he begged distinctly to state that he would lend his firm support
to any measure that might lead to the immediate abolition of so monstrous a system.’36

Figure 4. Bainbridge speech to the Electors of Northampton
(Courtesy of Northamptonshire Libraries)

Strangely,  Vernon Smith made no mention of slavery in his speech. Perhaps he felt his fellow
Whig had covered it. After the result, he did, however, issue a statement from Delapré Abbey
of his hope that Parliament would carry the principles of the Reform Bill into all our other
institutions, including among a long list of reforms, ‘to emancipate the negro.’37 Smith had
been elected at the head of the poll with 1,321 votes. Bainbridge, who made his support
for immediate emancipation crystal clear, was beaten into third place by the gradualist
Charles Ross., who received 1,275 votes to Bainbridge’s 1,191. Northampton had two MPs,
one Whig, and one Tory. Fitzroy obtained 958. The difference between the total Whig and
Tory votes was only 279.  The town was divided, and despite the Mercury’s urgings, the
candidate with the strongest anti-slavery views was not elected. However, he was new to
Northampton, and new to politics. Ross, although also new to Northampton, had been an
MP since 1822, and was the grandson of the former Northampton MP, Sir Robert
Gunning. The election was followed by violence between the two camps, resulting in broken
windows and furniture, and pebbles used as missiles on the Market Square. Happily, no
injuries were reported.38 Nationally, the election was a landslide for the Whigs.

36 NM, 15 December 1832
37 Ibid.
38 Ibid.
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When the Abolition of Slavery Act became law on 1 August 1834, there were celebratory
services at Castle Hill, College Street and Commercial Street chapels in Northampton. But
the Act legislated only for gradual emancipation. Slaves were to remain ‘apprenticed’ to
their masters, unpaid, for a further six years. It was a capitulation, by a government of which
Althorp and Smith were members, to the planters’ argument that black people could not
handle freedom without very careful preparation. But there was no true apprenticeship, just
an extension of slavery. In addition, slaveholders would be compensated for the loss of their
‘property.’ Petitions from Northampton and elsewhere were part of a campaign that
eventually brought apprenticeship to an end after four years,39 but the compensation cost
the tax payer £20 million. 

The staunchest advocates of abolition were the religious campaigners, who regarded it as a
Christian moral duty. Many of these were also Whig/Liberal in politics. A meeting in
Kettering, in March 1831, chaired by J C Gotch, and including Rev Toller and four other
members of the Kettering anti-slavery society, studied a copy of the Reform Bill provided
by Lord Althorp, and adopted a petition for its enactment. 40 J C Gotch was also one of the
stewards, together with Edward Bouverie, R Vernon Smith and others, at a dinner to
celebrate the passing of the Reform Act in June 1832.41 After Northampton, John
Woodwark ministered to Independent congregations in London and Southampton, and
the local press regularly reported his speeches at Liberal and anti-slavery meetings. 

However, although the role of white abolitionists was important, the role of black people
themselves in the anti-slavery campaign should not be overlooked. Black abolitionists were
few in Britain, but they also had fewer opportunities. Some of those, who against the odds,
obtained an education, joined the anti-slavery campaign. For example, Mary Prince, who
died in 1733, an ex-slave, presented an anti-slavery petition to Parliament, and published
her autobiography.42 Ottobah Cugoano was born in West Africa, enslaved on the island of
Grenada and eventually freed in 1772. Like Mary Prince, he campaigned in writing, and as
we have seen, one of his letters was addressed to William Dolben. Olaudah Equiano also
suffered forced removal from Africa, but bought his freedom in 1766. In 1788 he led a
delegation to Parliament in support of William Dolben’s bill. Two years later, he published
his autobiography. It was advertised for sale in London, and also in Northampton at ‘Mr
Mellowes’s, St. Giles Street, and the Stag’s Head, Abington Street.’43 Another former slave,
Ignatius Sancho, became a butler in 1749 to the Montagu family of Boughton House, at
their house in Blackheath, London. The Montagus encouraged his education, and eventually
bequeathed him enough money to open a grocer’s shop in 1773. A prolific letter writer, he
became acquainted with David Garrick, Samuel Johnson, Laurence Sterne, and Charles
James Fox.44 He attacked the slave trade in letters to the press, and appealed to Sterne to
support the abolitionist cause. He was the first person of African descent to vote in a British
election, and to have his obituary published in the newspapers. His letters were collected
and published in 1782.45 A review of the Letters in the European Magazine and London
Review was advertised in the Northampton Mercury the same year.46

39 NM, 31 March 1838
40 NM, 19 March 1831
41 NM, 23 June 1832
42 The Abolition Project
43 NM, 18 December 1790
44 Bush, pages 36-37
45 The British Library: bl.uk/people/Ignatius-sancho#
46 NM, 7 October 1782
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Another, more desperate way in which enslaved Africans could resist slavery was by open
rebellion. There were a number of slave revolts in British colonies - Barbados in 1816,
Demerara in 1823 and Jamaica in 1831. In Demerara, a Baptist missionary, John Smith of
Rothwell, Northamptonshire, was accused of encouraging the uprising.  He was arrested
and sentenced to death, but died in prison before sentence could be carried out.47 He was
almost certainly not guilty of the charge, but, as we shall see, the West Indian planters were
extremely suspicious of the activities of the Baptist missionaries.

However, it was the Jamaican rebellion which had a direct effect on abolition, helped to
bring it about, and also had a local connection with Northamptonshire.  The Baptist
Missionary Society had first begun work on the island in 1814. Their task was to evangelise
among the slave population, baptise them and set up Baptist churches. This was resented by
the planters, who feared it would lead the slaves to question their place in society, especially
as literacy was also one of the missionaries’ aims. Whatever their views on slavery, there is
no evidence that the missionaries encouraged discontent among the slaves. In fact, modern
writers have sometimes criticised them for not doing so.48The planters’ fears seemed justified
when a literate Baptist slave, Samuel Sharpe, organised a non-violent general strike of the
slaves, which turned into an armed rising. The rising was put down, and Sharpe was
executed. Before he died, Sharpe told a visitor to his prison cell, ‘I would rather die upon
yonder gallows than live in slavery.’ A national hero in Jamaica, he was one of countless
slaves who died resisting their oppression. The planters blamed the missionaries, and a
number were arrested and badly treated in prison. A group of planters organised the
Colonial Church Union, which engaged in violence and intimidation against the Baptists
and Wesleyans.49

The arrested missionaries included William Knibb and Thomas Burchell from Kettering,
and Francis Gardner from Burton Latimer. No doubt remembering the fate of John Smith,
the Chairman of the Kettering Anti-slavery Society50 wrote a letter vouching for their
innocence, and appealing for their release. Addressed to ‘Your Lordship’, the letter was
possibly written to the Governor of Jamaica, Lord Belmore.  A draft survives in the
Northamptonshire Record Office.51The arrested missionaries were eventually released, and
they returned to England. 

In Britain the news of loss of life and destruction of estates in Jamaica was met with alarm.
The government set up a House of Lords select committee to investigate. The pro-slavery
interest was confident that this would demonstrate that Africans could not be trusted with
freedom. The committee consisted of a majority of slaveholders, and was chaired by the
Earl of Harewood, the leading slaveholder in Barbados. In the meantime, Knibb and other
former Jamaican missionaries toured Britain, recounting their experiences, describing the
evils of slavery, and arousing public concern. He and others gave evidence to the Committee,
and their description of the brutal realities of slavery profoundly influenced the Earl of
Harewood.52

47 Sharing the past - Northamptonshire Black History, Northamptonshire Black History Society, 2008, page 30
48 See Radford, Phoebe, A letter to Kettering: William Knibb’s history has been whitewashed.

www.northantstelegraph
49 Taylor, pages 220-225.
50 According to Bush, pages 39 and 101, this was J. C. Gotch, but the initials at the end do not look like his. 
51 NRO: GK 157
52 Taylor, pages 217-219.
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Figure 5. College St Baptist Chapel
(Author’s photograph)

At crowded meetings of the Baptist Missionary Society at College Street Chapel,
Northampton, with Rev. Woodwark in the chair, Knibb condemned the refusal of slave
owners to educate their slaves, and their resistance to the educational work of the
missionaries. He praised the aptitude of his black students, some of whom had helped to
teach others, and gave examples of former slaves living successfully in freedom.53 In August
1832, at a meeting of the Anti-Slavery Society at Exeter Hall, London, he and Rev P
Duncan, a Wesleyan missionary, reported the missionaries’ experiences of mistreatment in
prison, and the violence of the Colonial Church Union, including their destruction of
churches and violence against the missionaries.54 Knibb’s mission in Jamaica was to
evangelise the slaves, and he was careful to avoid encouraging discontent, but he was no
friend of slavery.

53 NM, 23 February 1832, 2 March 1833
54 NM, 18 August 1832
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However, the most significant slave revolt took place, not in a British West Indian colony,
but in the French colony of Saint Domingue (modern day Haiti). There, a slave army led
by the former slaves, Toussaint L’Ouverture and Jean Jacques Dessalines, defeated in turn
Spanish, British and French forces, and established the first black independent republic in
1804. William Knibb and the Mercury were among those who cited this example as evidence
that black people could govern themselves. In Haiti, Knibb claimed, the population had
doubled itself in 30 years, and was ‘working for wages, amassing wealth, and surrounding
themselves with all the comforts of civilised life.’55 The Mercury reported the views of a
traveller on the island, and commented, ‘Here are practical proofs of what free labour can
achieve even in the West Indies.’56

The Whigs were the forerunners of the Liberal party but they were no radicals. On his death,
the Mercury described Vernon Smith as ‘never at any time a man of advanced views or of strong
popular sympathies . . .  he held that the best thing for the country was the minimum of reform
consistent with the supremacy of the Liberal party.’57To leading Whigs like Smith, parliamentary
reform had always been seen as a necessary step to achieve other reforms, of which slavery
was only one among several. In 1836, at a political dinner at the George, Northampton, the
former Lord Althorp, now Earl Spencer, declared that he had supported reform to relieve a
‘practical grievance.’ ‘The people were not represented in their own house,’ he said, ‘and that,
consequently, the various changes which the lapse of time had rendered necessary could not
be effected.’ He cited four examples: repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts, Catholic
emancipation, reform in Parliament, and the abolition of slavery. The last was ‘a blot on the
history of the country that the traffic ever existed, and it was a stigma upon our own day that
we should have continued to hold our fellow creatures in so degrading a bondage.’58

However, not all Whigs were consistent in their opposition to slavery. Edward Bouverie
and George Robinson were members of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in
Foreign Parts. At a meeting of the Northampton branch at the George Inn in August 1834,
a letter, dated 21 January 1834, was read from the secretary of the national organisation,
concerning ‘Negroes on the Society’s Trust Estates at Codrington in the Isle of Barbadoes,’
and measures ‘to prepare these Negroes for freedom.’ ‘By acting steadily upon the plan now
pursued at Codrington,’ it declared, ‘the dangers of the present crisis may be surmounted,
and the Negroes gradually become a free, industrious and Christian peasantry.’ This Christian
society, committed to evangelism, regarded emancipation as ‘a crisis’ with ‘dangers.’ It
envisaged its black slaves becoming free and industrious, but only gradually, and even then,
only as ‘a free peasantry.’ On a motion by Bouverie’s fellow Whig, the former MP Sir George
Robinson, seconded by Bouverie, the meeting agreed ‘that this venerable society has
acquired an additional claim to the respect and support of the Christian public, by
voluntarily anticipating the decisions of our British Legislature, in the adoption of measures
preparatory to the emancipation of the Negroes at Codrington, in the island of Barbadoes.’59

However, the Society had been a slaveholder for over 100 years. The Treasurer of the Society,
and trustee of the Codrington plantation, and of two more in Jamaica, was none other than
James Heywood Markham, the pro-slavery propagandist. The Codrington estate had been
handed over to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel by Christopher Codrington
in 1703. From 119 slaves in 1817, numbers had gradually risen to 401 in 1834. In
compensation for the loss of this ‘property’ the Society received £8,588.2s.3d.60

55 NM, 2 March 1833
56 NM, 1 September 1832
57 NM, 15 November 1873
58 NM, 17 December 1836
59 NM, 2 August 1834
60 Legacies of British Slave Ownership: ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/45822
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The total compensation paid to slaveholders amounted to 20 million pounds. No slave,
however, was compensated for the years of unpaid labour. Surprisingly, to our modern
minds, perhaps, is the fact that even some abolitionists conceded the ground on this. A
Leicester anti-slavery pamphlet, which probably circulated in Northampton, noted: ‘Let
them (the West Indian planters) by all means receive a suitable compensation.’61 Opinion
was not unanimous, though. In November 1832, the Mercury reprinted a letter by the former
Secretary of State for St. Lucia.62 He agreed that the planters should receive compensation
for the loss of their slaves, but that the slaves should also be compensated for their unpaid
labour. He set out his proposal thus:

Assuming the slave was purchased in 1812 for £150
Debtor
To purchase money £150.0.0
20 years interest at 5% 150.0.0
20 years dieting and clothing 200.0.0

500.0.0

Creditor
20 years labour at 1 shilling 6 pence per day £547.10.0
Balance in favour of creditor £47.0.0

However, as a result of the compensation awarded to them, we have a record of exactly
who the slaveholders were in 1834, where they held property, and even how many slaves
they owned. A project of 2009-2012 has resulted in an online source, Legacies of British
Slave ownership. 63This shows that 25 people in Northamptonshire received compensation
for loss of human property in 1838. They are shown below, although not all records are
complete.

Name Address Location Number Compensation
of estate(s) enslaved £.s.d.

Rev Henry Wicken, N’hants Antigua 199 £2,482.6s.2d
Jonas Barton

Abner William The Vicarage,
Brown Pytchley, N’hants

& Gretton, N’hants,

James Mellor Isham, N’hants
Brown

Samuel Francis Northampton Jamaica 166 £3,354.17s.11d.
junior Jamaica 63 £1,552.7s.5d.

Edward Hunt of Oundle, N’hants
Oundle

Thomas Hunt of
Oundle

Thomas Welch Wadenhoe, N’hants
Hunt
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Name Address Location Number Compensation
of estate(s) enslaved £.s.d.

Ambrose Isted Ecton, N’hants

Anne Isted Northampton,
St. Giles

Herbert The Poplars,
Mackworth Gold Street,

Wellingborough,
N’hants

Eliza Mary Abington St. & Jamaica 104 £2,194.8s.3d.
Markham St. Giles St. 
(nee Packharnais) Northampton

Sir Peter Payne Knuston Hall, St. Kitts 92 £1,541.1s.8d.
soi disant Bart, Higham Ferrers

Thomas Pewtress Northampton
of Northampton

Eliza Ann Pink High Street, 
Towcester

Rebecca Culworth, N’hants
Robinson
(nee Bond)

John Rose of Cotterstock Hall,
Cotterstock Cotterstock, N’hants

Rev Thomas Scott Wappenham, N’hants Antigua 159 £2,401.5s.8d.

Robert Sheddon Paulerspury, N’hants Jamaica 140 £2,781.5s.8d.
senior (slave owner
and antecedent of
beneficiary)

John Alleyne Irthlingborough, 
Simmons N’hants

Rev William Stanwick, N’hants
Gibbs Straghan

Henry Swann Ufford Hall, N’hants

William Leigh
Symes
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Name Address Location Number Compensation
of estate(s) enslaved £.s.d.

Major John Gt. Dallington, Nevis 133 £2,328.7s.7d.
Matthew Williams Northampton Nevis 134 £2,416.18s.9d.

Rev Edward Pitsford, N’hants Jamaica 152 £2,889.8s,7d.
Collins Wright

Susanna Ruth Islip, N’hants Barbados 4 £62.2s.10d.
Yearwood

It is a little disturbing to see the names of familiar Northamptonshire villages and towns in
connection with slavery. The presence of five clergymen in the list is not surprising. Both
sides of the slavery debate enlisted religion in their argument, and the Bible is ambiguous
on the subject. Almost 150 Anglican clergymen are listed from Britain and Ireland as a
whole. Five of the slaveholders are women, and were probably beneficiaries of wills. Anne
Isted was related to Ambrose Isted, who is also on the list. Eliza Markham was probably a
widow; Susanna Yearwood was a co-heiress of two of her uncles; and both Eliza Pink and
Susanna were born in the West Indies. The list shows that the Montagus and Spencers no
longer held slaves in 1838, although William Montagu, the 5th Earl of Manchester, a former
governor of Jamaica, and compensated as the owner of two slave plantations there, was
related to the Northamptonshire family.

Half a century divided the first reform in 1788 from the final abolition of British slavery in
1838. It was a long, hard struggle, and stubbornly resisted for most of that time by the British
Parliament. Women were involved in the campaign, abstaining from West Indian sugar and
signing petitions. Nearly one quarter of the names on an 1833 petition were women, but
few played a prominent role. Exceptions include London’s Mary Prince, Leicester’s Elizabeth
Heyrick, and Bristol’s Ann Yearsley and Hannah More. In a rare instance, in an election in
1784, the Northamptonshire- born Duchess of Devonshire64 and friends, including Harriet
Bouverie, wife of the elder Edward Bouverie of Delapré Abbey, and mother of the younger
one, canvassed for the anti-slavery candidate Charles James Fox. Harriet had a long-lasting
affair with Lord Robert Spencer, a close associate of Fox, and married him after her
husband’s death.

Historians argue over whether abolition was a result of growing public moral outrage, the
decline in profits from slavery or the growing importance of factory owners over sugar
planters.65 All of these may have played a part. By the 1830s the Whigs had become largely
convinced of the necessity of emancipation, and the efforts of nonconformist Christians,
such as Willian Knibb and others, coupled with fear of further slave revolts, finally persuaded
a Whig government to implement gradual emancipation. On the passing of the Abolition
Act on 1st August 1834, Northampton’s dissenting congregations held united meetings of
thanksgiving and prayer.66

61 NRO: G(K)1138 An Address to the Public on the State of Slavery in the West Indian Islands from the
Committee of the Leicester Auxiliary Anti-Slavery Society, London. 1824

62 NM, 10 November 1832
63 Legacies - UCL
64 The Duchess was born Georgiana Spencer at Althorp in 1757.
65 See Sathnam Sanghera, Empireland, Viking 2021, p. 130
66 NM, 9 August 1834
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Northamptonshire was a county with slaveholders, but it also played its part in abolition.
One legacy of Britain’s historical role in slavery is the many descendants of West Indian
slaves, and people from other former British colonies, who have made their homes here.
Northamptonshire is part of a multi-racial, multi-cultural Britain, and all the richer for it.
However, problems of inequality, discrimination and prejudice continue to persist as slavery’s
malignant legacy. 
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The making of a Victorian suburb: The Headlands, Kettering
martin gaskell

The Sense of Suburb
The English town grew by gradual accretion of new areas on its fringes which eventually
became absorbed as integral parts of the town. In London and other large cities, as people,
traffic, dirt and disease multiplied in the nineteenth century, the merchant, manufacturer
and professional man found escape from the smoke and smell of industry and the noise and
dirt of humanity in a house in the suburbs. 

Of course, the suburbs of large cities, and particularly London, were dependent on the
development of complex transport systems and effective infrastructures. The phenomenon
was not, however, restricted to the metropolis; it was to be found, albeit on a different scale,
throughout the urban morphology of the country. 

Having the right address was a source of undeniable satisfaction; the escape from the
increasing unpleasantness of life in the town centre was embellished by the quest for social
exclusiveness.The Victorian suburb is therefore not just a geographical expression, but also
an attitude of mind and a species of social as well as of economic behaviour.  Its realisation,
however, depended on the demonstration of an effective demand for the product and on
the establishment of the commercial viability of the suburban process. 

This enabled the middle class to seek out what the Building News in 1886 described as ‘those
trim semi-detached villas and terraces that soon make their appearance when the demand
arises’.1 Gradually the area would be transformed, with rows of houses fitted on to vacant
ground as they could, and with the occasional shop or public house where a villa had been
demolished. And as the lower middle class gradually moved outwards in the later nineteenth
century, it was with variations on the terraced house theme that the tide of suburbia pressed
outwards. 

The Metropolitan and Provincial
Suburbs existed, of course, long before the nineteenth century; but only then did the suburb
transmute into an area of desirable and sought-after residence. In that they were a reaction
to the very process of industrialisation that enabled them to come about.2

Of course, in London and the great industrial cities of the Victorian age, suburbs were
distinct districts of low-density development. ‘A modern suburb,’ wrote a contributor to
the Architect in 1876, ‘is a place which is neither one thing nor the other; it has neither the
advantage of the town nor the open freedom of the country, but manages to combine in
nice equality of proportion the disadvantages of both.’3 So, especially in late nineteenth
century London, there came into existence geographically separate suburbs. ‘The home is
divided not only from the workplace, but from the main institutions of culture and
entertainment, and the interests and loyalties of those living in the suburbs tend to branch
away from those in the centre.’4

1 Building News, Vol. LI, 1886, p. 373.
2 Rodgers, H B. ‘Suburban Growth in Victorian Manchester’, Transactions of Manchester Geographical Society,

1961-2, p. 6.
3 Architect, Vol. XVI, 1876, p.33.
4 Dyos, H J. Victorian Suburb: A Study of the Growth of Camberwell, 1961, p. 24.
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However, that is a characterisation of the metropolitan suburb, and, whilst the suburbs of
the provincial town might match the former in terms of their layout, styles of building and
architectural features, their intense concern with status and their sense of place and position,
they were totally different in terms of their scale and size, their sense of separation from the
centre and their individual civic identity.

In market towns and developing industrial communities, such as we find in Northampton-
shire in the nineteenth century, the suburban development was contiguous with the
established urban centres and within walking distance of places of business and manufacture.
Consider, for example, Hatton Park in Wellingborough. The suburban characterisation is
thus one of subtle differentiation and local circumstances. They came about when there
was a conjunction of favourable conditions  -  an attractive location, landowners keen to
promote development and a key number of influential citizens seeking to establish their
social position.

This is what occasioned the creation of the Headlands in Kettering as an identifiable
suburban entity in the late nineteenth century. For here, as elsewhere, the detached houses
and large gardens of the original arcadian vision gave way to the speculative builder. ‘Instead
of swelling hills and grass pastures we see serrated lines of house tops and slated roofs,’5 Yet
together they formed an identifiable whole.

The Headlands
It has frequently been observed that the fully built-up environment exhibits the marks and
scars of its rural antecedents, and that field paths and boundaries, ancient tracks, and property
boundaries show through in the pattern of roads, the territories of housing estates, and the
social and chronological frontiers between distinct housing types of the urbanized scene.

The Headlands in Kettering follows the line of an ancient lane leading away from the parish
church in a south western direction. This is shown clearly in the town map of 1587, and in
even more detail in the famous Brasier map of Kettering of the 1720s prepared for the
Duke of Montagu. Sometimes referred to as the Town Headlands or the Church Headlands,
these were, prior to enclosure, fields to either side of the cartway, with the individual strips
of the open field system arranged with their narrow ends open to it. These were let every
three years at the Town Meeting for the purposes of ploughing or tillage, with the rents
paid to the churchwardens. Subsequent to enclosure in 1804, the land was awarded to the
Rector, Churchwardens and Overseers of the Poor of the Parish of Kettering.

And it is this lane which not only forms the spine of this suburban development, but also
gives its name to the area, as is witnessed today in the nomenclature of the conservation
area and the neighbourhood plan. For the purposes of this study, it is a convenient shorthand
designation of the area between Bowling Green Road on the town side and St Michael’s
Road to the south, and between the railway line on the west and London Road to the east. 

Its transformation came relatively late, from the 1870s onwards, with the development of a
low density and leafy residential area by the well-to-do of the town, coinciding with
Kettering’s boom years. This was complemented by the terraced housing and small
businesses in the streets adjoining the Headlands. An attractive location served as the catalyst
of expansion to produce a genuine Victorian suburb.

5 Building News, Vol. LXXI, 1896, p. 290.
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Figure 1. Extract from 25” Ordnance Survey map of Kettering, 1900,
showing the Headlands suburb, from Bowling Green Road in the north to

St Michael’s Road in the south.
(Courtesy Northamptonshire Archives Service)

The Conditions for Development
Kettering had not experienced the expansion of industrialisation in the early nineteenth
century that had characterised the manufacturing centres of the North. The production of
footwear was essentially a domestic operation, and, even with the introduction of machine
sewing to shoe making, the trade remained a mixture of home-based makers and finishers
alongside specialist firms of closers.

The economic prospects of the town were transformed, however, with the arrival of the
railway in 1857, and a decade later the direct connection from London to the north.
Kettering was now in easy communication with the major centres of population.  As
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Greenall has chronicled, in the second half of the nineteenth century it evolved into a
thriving industrial town: ‘The boom of the early ’70s ushered in a period of industrial
expansion which went on virtually unchecked for 20 years.’6

By 1870 the number of shoe manufacturers in Kettering had risen to 24, though none were
operating on a large scale and only six employed more than 100 workers. ‘In 1890 it was
estimated that Kettering’s 45 manufacturers were turning out 50 – 60,000 pairs of boots a
week.’7 By the end of the century the factory system was dominant and domestic
production had disappeared. The control of the employers had been consolidated and, by
1914, Kettering’s  footwear industry had been reduced to 39 firms, of whom 24 were
manufacturers and 10 were in the leather business. The production of better-quality
footwear now dominated the town’s economy.  

A relatively small settlement at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the town’s
population had only increased by some 2,000 over the first half century to stand at 5,198
in 1851. Expansion peaked in the ‘70s and ‘80s with growth rates of 55 and 75 per cent
respectively. The 1881 census figure of 11,905 reached 19,454 by 1891, and mounted steadily
to 28,653 in 1901. Thereafter growth steadied to 29,972 in 1911, only to fall slightly in the
aftermath of the First World War. The demand for housing and the pressure on urban space
was therefore for Kettering a singularly late nineteenth century phenomenon compared
with some  other industrial centres.

As a result, the reforms of local government introduced nationally  in the 1830s did not
apply to Kettering and it was too small to petition for a municipal charter. Through to the
1870s the town was governed by a combination of its manorial court and parish vestry,
with elected boards for specific purposes. Poor Law, Burial, Highways, Gas and Water were
provided by private utility companies. But the parish vestry continued to be the main focus
of local government, with continuing pressure to‘economise’. Outbreaks of cholera and
small pox in the 1850s heightened the pressure for reform, but attempts to bring Kettering
under first the Public Health Act of 1848 and then the Local Government Act of 1858
both failed. It was only in the early 1870s, when the problems of sewage disposal became
insuperable, that the town came round to adopting a Local Government Board. With re-
sponsibility for drains, highways and housing plans, it was the organ of local government
under which the Headlands came into existence.8

Ownership and Estates
As a consequence of the 1804 Enclosure Act the Rector of Kettering was granted a sizeable
estate of 444 acres that ensured a considerable income. His land holdings in the town were
now only slightly less than those of the Duke and Duchess of Buccleuch. The remaining
land enclosed was apportioned between 78 other claimants, ranging from individuals such
as Thomas Gotch and George Wallis, with just over 100 acres each, down to others with
quite modest holdings.9

Land along the Headlands and down to the railway line, and beyond to the river, was in the
ownership of the Duke of Buccleuch. The area between the Headlands and the London
Road and south of what was to become Hawthorn Road was part of the estate of the

6 Greenall, R L. A History of Kettering, 2002, pp. 117-118.
7 Ibid., p. 119.
8 Bull, F W. A Sketch of the History of the Town of Kettering, 1891, p. 70. F W Bull, A Supplement to the History of

the Town of Kettering, together with a further Account of its Worthies, 1908, pp. 13-14.
9 Kettering Civic Society, A History of Kettering Parish Church, 1977, p. 27
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Rector of Kettering, while the land to the north was divided into more modest holdings.
Apart from the Rector’s holdings, the remaining development land was converted into
freeholds , with copyhold still being established on the manorial roll.10

In the course of the nineteenth century, building schemes emerged in two basic forms:
those where a single vendor sold off portions of an estate, subject to covenants to maintain
the value of retained land, and those where a group of people purchased land, generally to
build houses for their own occupation, and where the covenants were imposed by
themselves to maintain the amenity and residential character of an estate for their own
protection. From evidence to the Select Committee on Town Holdings, it would seem that
the latter had little profit motive behind it beyond ‘enlightened self interest’. 11 In general,
therefore, freehold land was most commonly available from small landowners, and to make
any capital sum out of releasing land for building, they would have to sell the freehold, as
otherwise the premium from a lease would not be worthwhile.

So in 1874 Mr Charles Pollard (a local Liberal politican and leading temperance supporter),
having purchased the freehold, was putting up for auction land along the Broadway divided
into nine plots on the north side and ten on the south.12  On the other hand, along the
Headlands itself individuals of substance were purchasing directly the freeholds of sizeable
plots for the erection of houses for their own occupation. Such included significant business
and professional men of the town: William Timpson, E P Toller, Henry Gotch, Walter East,
George and Henry Cooper and G V Henson.

The latter development was designed to protect the value of the land and attract the highest
possible class of purchaser. And good owners attracted other good owners, and consequently
by themselves ensured the development of an upper middle-class area with a high social
tone. In this sense, given a favourable location and like-minded residents, a Victorian suburb
could plan and manage itself. However, in the speculative development further east,
conditions of sale sought to control the social character and amenities of the area, stipulating:
no house to be erected adjoining the Broadway or London Road should be of less annual
value than £12; no house was to be erected for use as a licensed public house or beerhouse;
boundary fences were to be properly maintained; and purchasers were to repair and maintain
the road until it became a public liability.

Thus by 1892 Messrs. Gotch and Saunders, acting as Surveyors, brought to the market a
total of 135 plots across the area from the Headlands to the London Road, and from a
variety of owners.13 These ranged from E P Toller, with a large estate off the Headlands, to
sites being sold by the Rector of Kettering between St Michael’s Road and Roundhill
Road, and between them, plots in the Broadway and Hawthorn Road belonging to ‘various
owners’ as designated in the sale documents. The scale of the lots on offer reflected not only
the significant economic distinction between the Headlands and the area to the east, but
also the subtle social gradations that had emerged along the streets leading up to the London
Road. The plots on the Headlands ranged in size from 1072 to 1426 square yards, and on
the London Road 790 square yards was available. In St Michael’s Road and Roundhill
Road the plots were generally of only 400 square yards, but in the streets north of there to

10 Martin, R A. ‘Kettering Inclosure, 1804-5’, Northamptonshire Past and Present, Vol. 5, 1997, pp. 413-424.
11 Report and Evidence of the Select Committee on Town Holdings, B.P.P. 1887, XIII.
12 Particulars and Conditions of Sale of Valuable Freehold Building Land to be sold at Auction by Mr Charles

Pollard, Town Hall, Kettering, 13 October 1874.
13 Gotch and Saunders, Surveyors, Kettering: Plan, ‘The Headlands and London Road Building Estate,

Kettering’, 1892.
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the Broadway plot sizes ranged from 450 to 550. The development of the area was clearly
a complicated affair. But there could be no doubt about the eligibility of the land for
building purposes. This was typical of much Victorian development, with an initial period
in which demand for building land was growing up around it, and the explosion of the
later stage in which the land was smothered in houses. In this there was a convergence of
many interests in the land and its ‘improvement’.

Figure 2. The tree-lined setting of the Headlands.
(Author’s photograph)

The Process of Building
In the period from the election of the Local Board in 1872 to the end of the century, some
315 applications for the building of residential properties in the Headlands area were
approved. Very little can be said about the identity of the house builders. However, it is the
case that they comprised both builders who built speculatively for sale as rapidly as the
market conditions would allow and builders who acted as landlords of houses as an
investment. Most of these builders had small businesses, probably responsible for no more
than between six and twelve houses. As such they were contributing to a pattern of building
in the Victorian suburb where some nine out of ten of all builders were in fact building on
speculation, whilst most likely all the remainder were building under contract for some
other builder and small capitalist whose venture was equally speculative. 14

14 Gotch, J A. The Growth and Work of the Royal Institute of British Architects, 1934, pp. 121-123.
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Contemporary accounts often seem to suggest that the speculative builder  operated on a
grand scale, but the evidence of building applications, as well as what can be seen on the
ground, indicates that the building of the streets around the Headlands was the unconcerted
effort of many builders.15 The naming of groups of two or three terraced houses, the subtle
changes in style and design, and the identification of initialled keystones reflect this pattern.
So in a short stretch of Hawthorn Road, for example, are to be found: Newport Cottages
(four), Framlingham Villas (two), Croft Cottages (two), Looker Cottages (two), Avon
Cottages (two). And likewise on the Broadway: Carrington Villas (two), Apollo Villas (two),
Bank Villas (two), Grove Cottages (four), Mowbray Cottages (two). Clearly such observations
reflect a development that was markedly heterogeneous.

This is further characterised throughout the Headlands area by the piecemeal nature of the
development in terms of dates and chronology. Though building continued throughout the
last two decades of the century, it was neither uniform nor continuous, and even within a
particular unit there were often long delays in the work, and houses were built in ones and
twos rather than in extended rows. The result was that by 1900, although the streets to the
east of the Headlands presented an overall picture of terraced artisan houses, within that
there was a multitude of small variations, both in the plan and the design of the houses
which resulted from the lack of continuity and uniformity in the building process. Along
Hawthorn Road development was staggered over twenty years from 1885, and in a short
run of Broadway there are to be found two from 1877, six in 1878, two in 1879, two in
1882, two in 1885 and six in 1888. Typical of the Victorian suburb, the process of creation
was largely an unconscious one, dependent on diverse and uncontrollable influences.

There is no single individual, or indeed small number, governing the whole development.
It did, however, encourage entrepreneurial enterprise, and in 1897 O P Denver commenced
business at premises in Roundhill Road as a Contractor and Sanitary Engineer. Here he
created a complex of workshops, stores, foundry, stone-masons’ yard and stables. In addition
to undertaking the building of houses in the neighbourhood, Denver sub-contracted
essential services to other builders, and out of this grew a firm that was responsible for many
contemporary public buildings in the town and surrounding area.16

But this was a particular, if not atypical, spin-off. For the most part, building remained small
scale and often individual, and nowhere was this more evident than on the Headlands itself.
There, and on the adjoining parts of Queensbury and Station Roads, land had been carefully
disposed of in specific units either to the intending house owner or to the actual builder.
Not seeking to release his land as rapidly as possible, the landowner could scrutinise both
purchasers and plans, accepting only those in keeping with the character and social status
intended. And so by the end of the century it had become a typically exclusive middle class
enclave reflected in the residences of the more respectable members of society, and occupied
by villas with large gardens, not densely built upon.

However, the process of development was as piecemeal as in the neighbouring streets of
more modest status.Though the first property on the Headlands appeared at what was to
be no. 17 in 1873, most development did not occur until the 1880s, with other individual
houses and small groups of houses appearing throughout the 1890s, with the grandest of
them all, Sunnylands, commissioned in 1893. But even by the turn of the century many
plots were unoccupied and development had barely extended beyond the junction with
Hawthorn Road.

15 Dyos, H J. op. cit., p. 121.
16 Kettering, Temp. George V, 1912, p, lxxxiii.
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Figure 3. Sunnylands: the grandest house in the Headlands.
(Author’s photograph)

In very few cases does there appear to have been direction as to the quality and nature of
the building to be undertaken. There were no covenants as to minimum value or building
lines. However, agreements against the subdivision of dwellings sought to provide a
guarantee against the possible deterioration of the property. And that concern to maintain
property values was further evidenced by the prohibitions on the use of buildings  -
excluding public houses and beer shops, as well as manufactories and the carrying on of
trades. The concern was to keep out any noxious smoke or disagreeable smells, and
employment that could cause inconvenience. Only towards the railway, at the bottom of
Station Road and along the Crescent below Queensbury Road, were offices and non-
intrusive businesses to be found. Elsewhere the dangers of deterioration and exploitation
were rigorously guarded against. The resulting villa residences of the well-to-do possessed
an air of sedate self satisfaction. 17 And, as such, these houses were the result of demand; as
in other such suburbs that demand was for gentility. In this case the élite created its suburban
environment rather than the other way round.

17 Ibid., p. xxv.
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Elsewhere, however, in the more modest streets beyond the Headlands, builders were being
constrained and regulated not from self-interest but through the pressure of public opinion
and public control. Previously unpaved and undrained streets, open to pollution with
sewage, had since 1872 come under the control of the Local Board, though at best that was
perfunctory. Nevertheless, plans had to be approved and minimum requirements with
respect to fire, party walls and structural stability were introduced. However, the provisions
of the Public Health Act of 1848 to deal with drainage and space about buildings were
permissive. The discretion of the Local Board created a number of loopholes. For example,
where new cesspools apparently were prohibited, they might be permitted when
unavoidable; similarly party walls might not need to be incombustible if an alternative was
approved by the Board. As a result basic concerns as to public health and the contagion of
disease, which had first galvanised public opinion, especially in London, in the 1840s,
continued to be ignored or overlooked in Kettering, as in many other smaller and poorly
regulated towns. It was the irony of an outbreak of typhoid in the Broadway, which was
supposedly respectable, that forced the Local Board in 1891 to introduce stricter bylaws
with regard to street layout and housing.18

The first important section was concerned with the level, width, construction and drainage
of new streets and the second section dealt with walls with respect to stability and fire
prevention. The third section regulated the space about buildings for purposes of ventilation
and the fourth section made provisions regarding drainage, w.c.s, privies, ashpits and
cesspools. 

The required standards were not particularly onerous, but the bylaw housing represented
in this district was a distinct advance on previous housing standards for the working class.
Environmentally it produced wider, connected streets in place of enclosed courts and back
alleys, and lower housing densities providing airier and lighter dwellings. The application of
common regulations, however,  across different local codes inevitably led to standardisation
and a greater degree of uniformity. But at the same time, the local interpretation of model
codes set out by the Local Government Board allowed not only for regional variations in
style and traditions, but also for attributes peculiar to a particular town.19  In Kettering this
manifested itself in two respects which had a distinct and direct impact on the character of
these streets. The first was that, as there were no back alleys in these developments, the
requirement for access to a privy for cleansing and the ‘removal of filth’ necessitated the
provision of a passageway between every two houses leading from front to rear. Secondly,
the Kettering bylaws enabled the enforcement of a provision for open space extending to
a minimum depth of 24 feet in front of each house, and so came about an area characterised
by better class houses with front gardens separated from the pavement by low walls or
palings, a bay window and a rear garden in place of the paved yard. With a basic common
floor plan dictated by costs, and with minimum standards of construction dictated by the
new regulatory powers of the local authority, the houses of this suburb reflect the ingenuity
of the builders and sub-contractors to introduce a plethora of small-scale variations, which
pandered to the highly class-conscious section of society who were most eager to preserve
their position in that society with the outward symbols of success.

18 Kettering Local Government Board, Bye-laws, 1891. 
19 Gaskell, S M. Building Control, National Legislation and the Introduction of Local Bye-laws in Victorian England,

1983, p.48.

MARTIN GASKELL - HEADLANDS.QXD_Layout 1  14/09/2022  11:03  Page 63



64 northamptonshire past and present

Figure 4. Bylaw triple doors in the Broadway.
(Author’s photograph)

The Provision of Amenities
A suburb small in scale and close in proximity to the town centre inevitably displays different
characteristics and has different requirements to the independent commuter communities
of the period.  Yet, though the Headlands was closely connected to the town centre and
did not in any sense require a separate infrastructure of amenities, it had its identity which
was fundamentally a matter of social class.

This was primarily reflected in religious observance. Although the Parish Church was only
a short distance from the Headlands, its pews were traditionally almost wholly appropriated,
and that position was not addressed until the late 1880s. In the 30 years he was Rector from
1863, the Revd Henry Lindsay sought to reach out to other areas of the town and to other
sections of the community. Mission churches and chapels of ease were established, and this
pattern was to be later replicated in the Headlands.

A mission was set up in Hawthorn Road  in the early 1900s and in 1909 the Bishop of
Peterborough opened the church of St Michael and All Angels in Roundhill Road. A
corrugated iron structure with timber gables and simple gothic glazing,  the church was
built at a cost of £350 on land set aside for the purpose by the Rector. Financial support
for furnishing the church, to the extent of £100, came from the local community and
individuals donated three shillings for a seat, with the result that the debt for the building
had been cleared by Easter 1910. The community rallied to the creation and upkeep of the
churchyard, and the building quickly became a focus for local events.20

20 Kettering Parish Magazine, 1909-10.
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The London Road Mission Hall (now Pollard Evangelical Church) was opened in 1891
on the corner of Broadway and London Road. Built by Charles Pollard: ‘No man has keener
or truer sympathy with the oppressed and the helpless . . .’ 21  At the time of the 1903
religious census the Mission attracted to its services some 100 adherents who found the
established Baptist church too conventional.

At the same time, with the re-establishment of the Roman Catholic community in
Kettering, land to the north east of the Headlands was donated in 1893 by the Dowager
Duchess of Buccleuch, a Catholic convert, for a school and chapel (to the rear of the present
church of St Edward) and for a Presbytery in The Grove. 22

The education of the young of the Victorian suburb was fundamentally a matter of class.
The children of the more prosperous middle class families were sent to a variety of
independent schools, often run by a principal single-handed or with the help of a few
assistants. Already by 1881 a small private school had been opened on the Headlands with
a principal and teachers of mathematics, English, languages and music. However the rapidly
growing lower middle class populace of the streets and terraces to the east of the Headlands
necessitated a public response, and in 1894 Hawthorn Road School was erected by the
School Board. Kettering had long resisted the introduction of such a Board, but by 1890,
with a shortfall of some 900 places, action was forced on the town, and over the next 13
years five Board schools were built. Like three of the other schools it was designed by  Messrs
Gotch and Saunders, and like the others was distinguished by a tall Italianate campanile.
Originally designed with provision for 220 infants, it is indicative of the rapidly growing
population of the area that in 1905 an extension was opened with six classrooms housing
a further 268 children, and other facilities, which the Education Committee (having replaced
the School Board in 1902) regarded as appropriate for ‘a not unreasonable amount of
scholars’. 23

That expansion, however, did not justify the provision of any localised recreational amenity.
The Victoria Running Grounds belonging to the Fleur de Lys on the corner of Bowling
Green Road had long disappeared beneath the advance of residential development. The
new residents had to trek to the north end of the town for the only public park opened in
Rockingham Road in 1894. But the social divide that characterised the area was nicely
emphasised when in 1889 the Kettering Town Cricket Club moved to a new ground and
pavilion on the Headlands since the players were mainly the sons of professional men and
manufacturers in the town. 24 Only gradually, however, did facilities develop for the use of
the new suburbanites’ leisure which were more specialised and more regulated.

The Character of the Suburb
For the Victorian middle classes the separation of home from work meant that privacy,
alongside respectability, became the outstanding domestic requirement.  It meant the house
itself should, desirably, be structurally separate from others and well-screened from the road;
if this were not possible the compromise was to group houses with unified rooflines, gables
and pediments, and to ensure there was the essential bay-window to distinguish the house
from the flat-fronted, working-class terrace. Meanwhile internally, given the diminutive
scale of the Victorian suburban villa, the demand for privacy often produced a bewildering
plan with a succession of small rooms and much wasted space.

21 Howard, C.  Our School in Hawthorn Road, 2008, p. 5.
22 Greenall, R L. op. cit., p. 152.
23 Howard, C. op. cit., p. 7.
24 Greenall, R L. op. cit., p. 179.
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Property ownership and a house in a suburb was increasingly the mark of Victorian social
status for the highly class-conscious middle class, eager to preserve their position in society
with the outward symbols of success. And their houses reflected this in terms of not only
size and layout, but also in more subtle characteristics of design. And nowhere was this more
apparent than in the Headlands where, in a relatively small and heterogeneous area, the
housing stock created in the last quarter of the nineteenth century ranged from the homes
of the prosperous, professional urban élite, through those of the lower middle class and
repectable artisans. Geographically, the apex of this social pyramid resided on the Headlands
itself, subtly shading off though Station and Queensbury Roads down towards the railway;
the acceptable neighbouring streets to the east ranged from Hawthorn Road and the
Broadway at the top of the scale to the more modest crossings of Argyll and Garfield Streets. 

The Headlands itself was characterised by substantial detached or semi-detached villas in
their own gardens with mature trees and bushes. Houses were most commonly three storey,
generally with the second floor partly within the roof. The local red brick was used on
almost all of the buildings, with stone dressings in window and door surrounds, string
courses and frequent decorative plaques celebrating dates or house names. The earliest
houses of the 1870s have a certain plainness with large plate glass sash windows and simple
panelled entrance doors. The later houses exhibit all the features of the later nineteenth
century vernacular domestic revival. This culminated in Queensbury Road in two double-
fronted blocks, one typical Edwardian Queen Anne design with small side towers topped
by cupolas and half-timbered gables, and the other pebble-dashed with big gables and
pilasters. The apogee of late Victorian design, however, is to be found in Sunnylands, a large
Jacobean-style brick house with tall chimneys and decorative gables, designed in 1894 by J
A Gotch for William Timpson, the shoe manufacturer. Overall, the main feature of the
Headlands is that no two houses are alike, though differences may be subtle and within a
limited palette, and they are all situated in large gardens which, in many cases, contained
carriage houses and other offices. The whole constituted a lush, suburban setting.25

Figure 5. Arts and Crafts in Queensbury Road.
(Author’s photograph)

25 Bailey,B, Pevsner, N, and Cherry, B. The Buildings of England, Northamptonshire, 2013, p. 364.

MARTIN GASKELL - HEADLANDS.QXD_Layout 1  14/09/2022  11:03  Page 66



the making of a victorian suburb: the headlands, kettering 67

In this setting resided the élite of Kettering society in its heyday. Amongst them, in the
1890s, for instance: H G Gotch (Director of shoemaking business, Chairman of the
Education Committee and later of the Urban Council); J T Stockburn (Stay manufacturer,
Member of the Local Board and County Councilor); C W Stringer (Solicitor, Registrar of
the County Court and Clerk of the Highways Board); W Timpson (Principal Shoe
Manufacturer in the town); E P Toller (Solicitor and Officer in the Rifle Volunteers). Moving
downhill towards the station was to move subtly down in a social sense to the roads where
successful tradesmen constructed their houses and businesses:  A Caswell (Chelsea Boot
Polish Manufacturer); G A Eldred (Wine and Spirit Merchant); G S Everard (Corn
Merchant); J Pain (Iron Ore Mine Owner). In this area too were to be found allotments,
prior to completion of development following the First World War.

Moving eastwards was to make a distict move within the milieau of middle-class Kettering.
In the Broadway and and Hawthorn Road respectability of the aspiring and lower middle-
classes was the prevailing characteristic. This was the heartland of Mr Pooter. But in
Kettering, not surprisingly, the censuses record that foremen and overseers in the shoe
factories were most prevalent as owners, followed by clerks, and then commercial travellers,
shopkeepers and drapers, while respectability was further ensured with the presence of a
Police Superintendant and a Curate. It was very rare for the houses to be in multi-
occupancy, as would have been the case in London. Rather, as people progressed up the
social scale, rents rose from those which F G D’Aeth in 1910 estimated as coming within
the ‘artisan’ category of 6s 6d to 9s per week, through the ‘smaller shopkeeper and clerk
category’ expending £25 to £35 a year on housing, up to the ‘smaller business class’ whose
average rental was £48.26

Within that range, the lower middle class of the Headlands could anticipate some variation
on what J J Clarke, in his classification of types of houses, described as the ‘parlour house’. 27

At their best such houses were semi-detached and had fair sized gardens. More usually,
however, they had only a small garden and were generally built in rows, separated from the
street by only a few square yards of garden. Based on narrow frontages of 16 to 20 feet each,
any extension in the size of such houses had to be accommodated by building back with
the common back-extension for kitchen and scullery, or by building upwards into a third
storey or more commonly into an attic. Whatever their size, however, all these houses tended
to be planned with rooms behind one another  -  on the ground floor a sitting room at the
front and a dining room at the back, and on the first floor a master bedroom running the
width of the house with two or three other bedrooms arranged behind it. The result of this
type of layout was that all the houses in this area suffered from the defects of having to have
long and dark internal passages, and from the restrictions of narrow sites which on the one
hand prevented back access, and on the other limited the circulation of air and the admission
of sunlight. Nevertheless, with their reasonably sized rooms and adequate sanitary facilities,
these houses, when well built and well cared for, represented a considerable social advance.

At the same time, they allowed for not insignificant gradations in social prestige. This was
displayed in the decoration and embellishment of the property. A bay window of at least
one storey was de rigueur. But beyond that there was infinite scope for the decoration of
stone sills and copings; the provision of fretwork ornamental ridge-tiles; the addition to
porches and windows of columns with machine-turned capitals; the insertion of coloured
or stained bricks and moulded plasterwork; the embellishment of forecourts with coloured

26 D’Aeth, F G. ‘Present Tendencies of Class Differentiation’, Sociological Review, Vol. III, 1910, pp. 270-271.
27 Clarke, J J. The Housing Problem. Its History, Growth, Legislation and Procedure, 1920, p. 118.
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tiles, and the adding of distinction with stained glass lights in an arch or in a heavily
varnished front door. Inside the occupants of these houses would have been equally
conscious of their social status in their efforts at interior decoration  -  the imitation marble
fireplace, the grained woodwork, the floral wallpapers, the accumulation of bulky, veneered
furniture, the careful display of ornaments. Outside the house, the intricacy of the cast iron
railings and the variations in the planting of the front gardens were equally distinctive of
different grades of respectability. Even the trees in the streets had their social overtones, as
Dyos pointed out: ‘ . . . planes and horse chestnuts for the wide avenues and lofty mansions
of the well-to-do; limes, laburnums and acacias for the middle incomes; unadorned
macadam for the wage-earners.’ 28 All this was important to the lower middle classes striving
so desperately for respectability. It was a condition of life that was understood and accepted.
Commenting not unsympathetically on such aspirations, S F Bullock wrote of the house
of his fictional ‘clerk’, Robert Thorne: ‘Ours was a pleasant enough home, if humble  -  one
of a row of six-roomed cottages in a quiet neighbourhood. . . . despite circumstances, we
were finding our feet in the social world, making the best show we could.’ 29

Figure 6. A bay window variation in Hawthorn Road.
(Author’s photograph)

28 Dyos, H J. op. cit., p. 188.
29 Bullock, S F. Robert Thorne, the Story of a London Clerk, 1907, p.249.
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Below such houses as these, with their emulation of middle class standards, were the houses
not of the poor, but of the artisan class  -   usually regularly-employed and semi-skilled. In the
Headlands, as development progressed through the last two decades of the nineteenth century,
this social decline, endemic in all suburbs, was to characterise the crossing streets – initially
Argyll and Garfield Streets. Infinite gradations of comfort and discomfort were to be found
here depending on a variety of personal and familial circumstances. But, in general, these
houses were characterised, at the lowest end,  by the absence of a front garden and inside of a
parlour and hallway, and with fewer and smaller rooms. But as with the development
elsewhere, the terraces were seldom long and the houses were in small units of building. The
predominance of the local orange/red brick was at this level only modulated by the use of
coloured brick or stone string courses. The terraces are set close up to the back edge of the
pavement, giving these streets a much tighter grain than their neighbours. But like them a
characteristic detail is the use of groups of three doorways, the outer flanking doors for house
entrance and the central door giving access to a passage through to the yards at the rear. Almost
always paved in blue engineering brick paviours the passages are traditionally guarded at the
street entrance by a four panelled door. Sometimes with a decorative grille as fanlight. The
rear brick paved yards provided the privies. With such improved sanitation, most houses in
this class were clean and well cared for, even though the furnishings might be dull and
utilitarian. For these struggling, respectable families the important things were to avoid any
suspicion of poverty, and to preserve the highest standards of cleanliness. The pursuit of middle
class respectability was manifest most decidedly in the cult of cleanliness.

Figure 7. Lower down the social scale in Argyll Street.
(Author’s photograph)
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Conclusion
The development of the Headlands as a late Victorian suburb demonstrates that, even on
small scale in a provincial town, the separation of housing from industry enabled the more
prosperous to be more selective in their choice of sites. By then the ‘aristocracy’ of the
middle class had established itself in an arcadian environment and, whilst the commercial
and professional class could not afford to be so selective, they colonised the outskirts not
already spoken for. Though the former remained the ideal residential pattern, it was virtually
unobtainable for the majority of the lower middle class . For them the pattern of social
advance by the end of the century was to move steadily, if gradually, outwards into property
that was newer and more soundly constructed. In practice, the rise into the middle class
was marked not by any dramatic residential transformation but rather by steady
improvement in the same type of house property.30

For some this might be the ‘spoiling of the suburbs’ for others it was ‘suburban opportunity’.
What is clear from the variety of human condition and physical environment to be found
across the Headlands in this period is that it would be rash to generalize about these new
suburbanites. The satisfying of the demand for houses in this new suburban area in the last
decades of the century meant the abandonment of former social standards and a more
intensive use of the land which completely changed both the physical appearance and the
human content of the suburb.

30 The Times, 25 June 1904.

MARTIN GASKELL - HEADLANDS.QXD_Layout 1  14/09/2022  11:03  Page 70



71

Community Life in a Nineteenth and early Twentieth
Century closed Parish

ann redshaw

Figure 1. Probable welcome for the new bride of Reverend Wentworth Watson,
1903.1

Bordering on Rutland, Rockingham is a very small closed Northamptonshire parish which
evolved from the construction of a Norman castle between 1068 and 1071. The Watson
family leased and later bought the parish from the Crown in 1544 and still occupy it today.
After a period in the 18th century when the family’s main residence moved to Lees Court
in Kent, the estate became the family home of Richard and Lavinia Watson.

When Richard and Lavinia took up residence in Rockingham after their marriage in 1839,
there was increasing interest among estate owners in improving their holdings and the lot
of their tenants, both in terms of their dwellings and morals but also in providing support
to lessen the load on the poor rates. The Watsons had always had a liberal approach to their
responsibilities towards the tenants, for example by providing and financially supporting
charity schools on several of their estates. Richard and Lavinia took an active interest in the
welfare of their tenants, engaging in discussions about improvements with neighbouring
landowners.2 As was the case nationally, the practicalities of many initiatives from the school
to the reading room were instigated, enacted and/or overseen by the Church.

1 Rockingham Castle Box 1 180.158
2 Lavinia Watson’s diary ,1844–1845. RC 2295
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The School as a Community Centre
The erection of a purpose-built National School in 1844 to cater for Rockingham children
and those from surrounding villages was the most significant facility the Watsons provided
and was overseen by the rector, Reverend Bigge. Initially it was well equipped and highly
regarded, winning the Langham Prize for several years.3 Lavinia was a frequent visitor, where
she helped children with reading and maths. She also coached them as a choir, although on
one occasion she noted in her diary that they murdered the hymn!

The new school building created a space for community activities and meetings for which
previously the Sondes Arms had been used; villagers’ homes being too cramped for much
indoor socialising, which must have encouraged their recourse to the alehouses. At this time
there was considerable concern nationally regarding encouraging the labouring classes to
eschew alcohol due to its social and economic consequences. Small though it was,
Rockingham was not immune to alcohol-related violence. A Church of England
Temperance Society was opened in 1889;4 Mr Smith the postmaster and Miss S Jones (the
butcher’s daughter but one of the Jones family who ran the Sondes Arms opposite!) were
on the committee.

Evening Entertainment
In 1854 Lavinia Watson took her children down to the school to see a magic lantern show;
there was an entertainments committee which organised and booked events. A close eye
was kept on the content of these entertainments; for example the words of songs to be sung
were checked for approval beforehand.5 In 1859 a Mr J. Aylieff, a supervisor of the Inland
Revenue, promised an astounding demonstration of mesmerism which would ‘cause
repeated expressions of surprise and satisfaction … whether in ‘the mansion of the Peer or
the cottage of the Peasant’. Admission was 6d with reserved seats surrounding the platform
at 1s and schoolchildren free.6

Figure 2. Flyer advertising Mr Aylieff ’s demonstration of mesmerism, 1859.7

3 Dunhill, R., Northamptonshire National Schools 1812–1854.( Northamptonshire Record Society, 2017) p.20
4 Preacher’s Book, 1878–1890.Northamptonshire Record Office WR 965
5 Ibid.
6 Entertainment flyer, 1859. NRO YZ 665
7 NRO YZ 665
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Mesmerism or hypnotism is named after Franz Anton Mesmer, its French pioneer of the
1800s. It was introduced to London in the 1830s and popularised by physician, professor
and impresario John Elliotson, whose shows were both educational and entertaining
although, it seems, occasionally risqué. The craze evoked both fascination and
condemnation. The Northampton Mercury, however, reported on one of Mr Aylieff ’s demon-
strations in Kettering which was attended by a ‘highly respectable audience’.8

A fashionable entertainment was staged with the permission of Reverend Bigge on Christmas
Eve 1868. The ventriloquist Mr Newman demonstrated ‘mysterious phenomena, wonders
and deceptions’ through what he called ‘vocal experiments’.9 Ventriloquism had become a

popular form of entertainment in the eighteenth
century and was taken up by music halls in the
nineteenth. Originally, the performers threw
their voices to appear as if they came from
somewhere else, dummies coming into fashion
only in the latter part of the nineteenth century.
Mr Newman’s performance promised ‘voices
from a lisping child to venerable old age, sounds
from the tick of a watch to the noise of a
workshop’.10 In addition, there would be an
‘unparallel zoological concert’ after the style of
Valentine Vox, and an organophonic band which
aimed to recreate the sounds of musical
instruments.11 According to Mr Newman he
had performed not only in front of the young
gentlemen of Eton and Westminster schools but
also overseas. 12

The citizens of Rockingham and its
neighbouring villages must have enjoyed Mr
Newman’s show, as in the autumn of 1870 Mr
Hayes, ‘eminent Polyphonist, Mimic-Vocalist’,
announced one of ‘his popular illustrative,
humorous musical entertainments’, described
as ‘being a rapid assumption of character,
portraying a host of laughable & eccentric
individuals, selected from the comic effusions
of Charles Dickens, Oliver Goldsmith, etc with
an appropriate Song to each; the whole have a
strict moral tendency’.13 Twenty years earlier,
Charles Dickens himself wrote, directed and
acted in little plays up at the castle for the
Watsons and their guests.

8 Northampton Mercury, 28 May 1859. British Newspaper Archive on findmypast.com
9 Mesmerism flyer, 1858. NRO YZ 665

10 Ibid., 1870
11 Valentine Vox was a fictional character in this very popular novel. Cockton, H., Valentine Vox: The Ventriloquist,

His Life and Adventures. (Willoughby & Co, 1839).
12 Northampton Mercury,16 January 1869. BNA; Peterborough Advertiser, 15 March 1873. BNA
13 Ibid. (1873)
14 RC WR Box 22

Figure 3. Programme for a
performance by Mr and Mrs

Charles Dickens at the castle, 1851.14
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Horticultural Show and Cottage Garden Society
One very successful innovation was the horticultural show initiated by Richard Watson.15

With the arrival and propagation of new plants introduced from around the world,
horticulture for the social elite became very fashionable and gradually more affordable for
the growing middle classes. Elaborate flower arranging also developed as a cultured
occupation for ladies. Nationally, the Shrewsbury Flower Show claims to have been the first
event of its kind in 1836. The aim of these events was to encourage self-sufficiency, an
appropriate use of leisure time and, in Rockingham’s case, also probably civic pride. As today,
photographs from the 1860s onwards show pretty beds in front of the cottages. The show
no doubt also reflected well on the Watsons as owners of a significant estate.

Figure 4. View south to the church and castle showing cottage gardens.16

The first show took place in the schoolroom in July 1851.17 Richard Watson considered it
successful and commented favourably on the wild flowers and bouquets. The judges
consisted of former and current rectors and the estate’s head gardener. The event was also
attended by a few of the county elite. Its success was such that, the following year, the
Rockingham and Welland Floral and Cottage Garden Society was formed to ‘promote
useful and ornamental gardening and the keeping of bees’,18 and by 1856 the show had
moved to the castle grounds, which increased its popularity among communities as far afield
as Peterborough, Stamford and Rugby. The range of classes encompassed entries from not
only gentry, clergy and farmers (and so, by implication, their gardeners!) but also ‘humble
cottagers’, children, nurserymen and professional gardeners in their own right. Local
newspapers recorded prize winners including women from both the social elite and

15 Johnson, P., ‘Rockingham Flower Show’ Footprints Vol.37 No.1 (NFHS, 2014), pp.22–25
16 RC 2891
17 RC 2280 Richard Watson’s diary 1841–1851
18 Leicester Chronicle and Leicester Mercury 31 July 1869, p.8 BNA
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villagers. They exhibited alongside men in the classes of Window Pot Plants, Flower
Arrangements and Soft Fruits.

Over time the show became more organised and professional but the local papers did not
hesitate to comment critically. For example, in 1856 the Northampton Mercury remarked:

This year the best bouquets seemed on the whole inferior to the specimens of last year, the
competitors being for the most part new. … The qualities required were – good form, arrangement
of colour, beauty, but not necessarily rarity of flowers, and sweetness. … In most of them there
was a want of tidiness and decision, and where these faults were not so apparent, the absence of
harmonious colouring was observable.19

In a strong moralising tone revealing contemporary patronising attitudes to the ‘lower orders’
(and women), the Mercury even went on to advise:

The English eye has yet to be tutored in this matter, and few more favourable opportunities could
be found than that offered by the bouquet prizes at the Rockingham flower show.  … We would
venture to suggest, therefore, in order to encourage the middle class cultivators of flowers in the
decoration of their rooms with those productions of nature which admit of being raised in the
humblest cottage garden, that a prize should be offered another year for the best nosegay for the
table, open to all excepting the professed gardeners. It would be the means of encouraging a more
correct taste in such things.20

Figure 5. A castle garden event, 1900s.

19 Northampton Mercury, 19 Jul 1856. BNA
20 Ibid.
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By 1869 it was estimated that the trains brought in over 3,000 excursionists with ‘flys and
conveyances of every description’ including horse-drawn omnibuses to ferry them between
the station a mile away and castle. Not surprisingly, anyone in the village not directly
involved in the show was ‘well prepared for this incursion and in nearly every cottage was
posted the Greenwich announcement of tea, and other extras’ (there was no sign of toilets
at the station!), although the spectacles themselves must have provided a great talking point
in the weeks afterwards, not to mention the rivalries attendant in the awarding of prizes. In
addition to the castle grounds to admire there were four marquees, two bands, and
refreshments provided by a man from Kettering. Profits went to charities.

Harvest Festivals

Although celebrations and thanks for the harvest have taken place for millennia, the modern
tradition of harvest festivals in the Anglican Church is thought to have begun in 1843 when
a rector in Cornwall introduced it to his parish with popular hymns and a decorated
church.21 In 1863 the Northampton Mercury described the Rockingham celebrations, which
relied on the head gardener and female castle staff to decorate the church:

HARVEST FESTIVAL, ROCKINGHAM.
A Thanksgiving Service was celebrated in the church at three o’clock, which had been appropriately
decorated with evergreens interwoven with knots of corn, fruit, and flowers, the Castle gardens
furnishing the materials, while the taste and hands of the fair inmates contributed the work for
adorning the house of prayer on the festal occasion. On the cill of the east window were arranged
three groups, composed of spikes of the gladiolus and ears of corn intermixed with scarlet geranium
and purple verbenas. Over the communion table was suspended the text, in letters of blue and
gold, “I am the bread of life.” Beneath which were miniature sheaves of wheat and barley.

The service must have been very well attended as the festivities were for the whole
community:

After the service, the children attending Rockingham school, to the number of about 100,
proceeded to the Castle gardens, where they were entertained with tea, &c., followed by games,
by the Honourable Mrs. Watson, who is residing with her family at the Castle. The labourers of
the parish, together with others who had assisted in gathering in the harvest about 80 in number,
assembled in the spacious school-room at five o’clock, and partook of a substantial supper, which
had been provided for them by the united contributions of the Squire, Rector, and tenants of the
estate, who, by their presence, contributed to the good order and harmony which prevailed on the
occasion.22

Society Events
Other occasional social events which brought the village together were society weddings
and funerals. Sir Michael Culme-Seymour and Mary Georgina Watson were married on
the 16 October 1866 at Rockingham Church. The local newspaper carried a full description
of the occasion, giving much praise to Mr Brown, the castle gardener, for his floral
decorations at the castle and the church.

21 Barrow, M., History of Harvest Festival (www.projectbritain.com/harvest/, 2013)
22 Northampton Mercury 26 September 1863, p.6 BNA
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Figure 6. Rockingham Church decorated for a family wedding, 1868.23

The whole village was involved:

The school children and the parish choir walked in procession to the Church, with flags and
banners flying … the greater part of the nave was occupied by the visitors at the Castle, a brilliant
gathering of the elite of the neighbourhood, the tent for the villagers.

The day was one of general festivity at Rockingham, a bullock was killed for the occasion at the
Castle, and the doors were thrown open to all connected in the remotest way with the proceeding
… Festivities were kept up at the Castle throughout the day, and the children and women of
the village were treated to a tea in the Schoolroom and the men to a supper.24

On a much sadder note, the unexpected death of Richard Watson while on holiday in
Germany was marked by a simple funeral at the church. His body must have arrived by
train and been carried up Main Street, before being placed in the castle. Then on the day
of the funeral:

… though the procession was restricted to the family, and tenants and labourers of the deceased,
the church and church-yard were filled by crowds of persons of all classes in deep mourning.

23 RC WR 2891
24 Northampton Mercury, 20 October 1868. BNA
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The body was borne on a bier from the castle to the church by the tenants and labourers and was
met at the church-yard gate by two clergymen in surplices. … After the procession passed out
from the castle entrance, it was joined by a long string of true and voluntary mourners, who
afterwards formed the congregation in the church, and joined audibly in the psalms and prayers.25

In 1925 Vice-Admiral Sir Michael Culme-Seymour’s funeral was also marked by the whole
village, with his naval cortège pulling the bier from the station, through the village and up
to the church.

Figure 7. Funeral of Vice Admiral Sir Michael Culme-Seymour, 1925.26

The Fair

Figure 8. Villagers outside the Sondes Arms, late 1860s perhaps during fair.

25 Northampton Mercury, 14 August 1852. BNA
26 RC Box 1.181.14
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Rockingham held an important fair during September from 1204 to about 1900, by which
time it was mainly a horse fair. In the nineteenth century it was primarily an agricultural
fair, with local farmers bringing livestock for sale. The sales were over by mid afternoon,
when youths from surrounding villages arrived to enjoy attractions similar to those we find
today. In 1850 the Northampton Mercury described these attractions, which included:

… a variety of stalls, where nuts, gingerbread, toys, etc, might be obtained; flying horses and other
whirligigs of that description; one or two shows professing to contain delineations of the situation
of both British and Indian armies at the battles of Mootan and Hyderab and, last not least,
“Scotts Lilliputian Circus”.27

The very small circus was a family affair with a tightrope walker, a clown, and a manager as
a compère, who also had an old pony which performed tricks and pointed out things like
‘which gentlemen were fond of kissing other men’s wives’. Once again, Rockingham
villagers would have enjoyed not only the events and the new people they brought into
the village, but also the opportunities to set up financially beneficial ‘pop-up’ facilities.

Dinners
To develop social cohesion and an appreciation of the village’s hierarchical structure, dinners
and teas were held for many occasions including the harvest festival described above. In the
1880s the ladies of the village had tea at the castle, with music in the Long Gallery provided
by Mrs Watson at the harmonium and the Reverend Gwyn singing. After Christmas the
village children had tea at the castle and received small gifts from the tree; and again at
midsummer they had tea on the castle terrace (or the servants’ hall in wet weather), followed
by games and small presents of clothing, toys and sweets. Most of the work for these
occasions was carried out by the castle housekeeper. There were also annual dinners in the
school hall, paid for by the estate and catered for by the Sondes Arms, for various groups
such as the cricket club, the choir and the fire brigade, and sometimes dancing followed.
The Rockingham String Band went round the village carolling, then used their collected
donations for a dinner at the Sondes. There were also dinners for special occasions such as
the silver wedding anniversary of Mr and Mrs George Lewis Watson. It was held in the
village hall on New Year’s Day 1892 with dancing to the Uppingham band until a late
hour.28

Tenants’ Dinners
Tenants’ dinners were a common feature of estate life. They were usually held for the annual
audit of rent. The Rockingham guest list divided tenants into the more substantial tenants
and the ‘humble cottagers’. A list for 1838 names both men and women as well as ‘small
tenants’ from Cottingham, Gretton, Wilbarston and Stoke Albany. From Rockingham that
year there were 49 male and twelve female attendees.29 Once built, the events took place
in the schoolroom; before that at the Sondes Arms, which also catered for them.

Despite the national mood favouring the control of drinking among the lower orders,
alcohol seems to have been copiously supplied. On the 5 January 1854 the 25 more
important tenants had a dinner priced at 2s 6d per head, with an additional 2 1/4d for
‘dissert’. In addition, they had 24 bottles of wine, six bottles of brandy and one of gin.
Tobacco and waiters were also provided. The following day, however, dinner for the 57 small
tenants was charged at a flat rate of 3s per head, which included their ale but no dessert.

27 Leicester Mercury, 5 October 1850. BNA
28 Northampton Mercury, 8 January 1892. BNA
29 Tenants guest list, 1838. RC A.6.1.b
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Unless you were in arrears, these events must have been something to look forward to, and
a forum for exchanging gossip.

The Australian Meat Dinner
With the reform of the Poor Laws in 1834 came a focus on reducing outdoor relief through
the parish, and on emphasising self-help – a recurring theme even today. A sense of the
patronising attitudes towards labourers comes across in a report in the Northampton Mercury
on an Australian meat dinner held in the schoolroom in 1870. These events took place
across the country, promoting the meat as a suitable way of improving nutrition for poorer
people, but also to bolster trade with Australia. The Mercury reporter opined that:

Scarcely able to find employment, pinched by the severe weather, and still more by scanty supply
of food, the poor man has before him an unusually gloomy prospect this winter; and the means
of supplying to him a supply of food, at a moderate price, has become a pressing social problem.
Impressed with this truth, G. L. Watson, Esq., of Rockingham Castle, and the Rev. H. J. Bigge,
the rector, on Tuesday evening last, gave to the labouring men and boys of the above village a
supper, composed almost entirely of various preparations of Australian meat, with a view of
introducing that cheap and excellent food to the notice of the labourers.30

After a tea in the schoolroom for the women and children:

… the rector exhibited to the women a canister of the meat which was to form the staple of their
husbands’ supper; and after each had tasted the meat, he explained to them what it was, and the
object he and Mr. Watson had in calling the attention of themselves and their husbands to it. He
lamented the deficient knowledge of cookery shown in most labourers households, and contrasted
the savoury supper which a French peasant’s wife prepared for her husband, by keeping the pot
on the fire throughout the day, and casting into it all bone, sinew, and odd bits of meat which an
Englishwoman would throw aside as useless, with the mess of an English labourer’s wife usually
sets before her husband, and dignifies with the name of “broth” or “soup”, but which he thought
rather deserved the name of “Water bewitched”, or “Grease and water”. But he would not pursue
the subject farther or he might encounter black looks, which would be but an ill omen to begin
the evening with.

Quite! In the evening, about 60 labouring men and boys were treated to:

… a plentiful supper, the substantial part of which consisted of forty pounds weight of “Australian
boiled mutton”, served up in the forms of “Irish stew”, “Haricot”, “Sausage roll” and “Meat
pies”. All of these dishes were cooked at the Castle and the Rectory kitchens, and were evidently
thoroughly enjoyed by everyone, the pies and Irish stew especially disappearing with marvellous
celerity.

The rector, and then his brother who had lived in Australia, explained how the meat was
processed and assured them of its high quality, not to be confused with:

“South American beef”, which had been said, no doubt unjustly, to be made up of dead donkey
or dead anything!

Nationally there had been opposition to foreign canned meat on the grounds that it was
unfair competition for the domestic trade, but Mr Watson maintained that:

30 Northampton Mercury, 1 January 1870, p.5 BNA 
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The supply [of fresh meat] now was much below demand, and he hoped an increase in the supply
would cause a greater consumption of meat, and decrease the consumption of beer, for beer was
not food, and produced neither muscle nor bone, two things absolutely necessary to the working
man to enable him to do his work efficiently.

One wonders what the villagers said to one another after the event.

The Clothing Club and Friendly Society
Apart from the fair and the estate tenants’ dinners, the Church was heavily involved with
most of the village activities, from running the school and its evening events to awarding
benefits to the poor and setting up and managing various societies for their benefit.

Although there is no evidence from Rockingham to indicate whether there was outdoor
relief specifically for clothing the poor, especially those with large families, it has been found
in other counties that this was common.31 The new Poor Law of 1834 encouraged the
withdrawal of this kind of support, and so clothing clubs developed as an alternative. This
was a way of saving towards the purchase of cloth or clothing, but it also restricted choice
as only certain fabrics considered suitable for this social class were provided, and ‘frivolities’
were not on offer. Nevertheless, the efficacy of clothing clubs was a point of national debate,
with the Northampton Mercury publishing readers’ views on the subject. In 1844 Mr G. Cave
of Piddington wrote:

Clothing clubs would prove very beneficial, if formed upon liberal principles; but in general they
are so restricted as to foster and reward hypocrisy rather than merit; and too often create contention
and strife instead of real benefit. ...

The charity of some persons is confined to the limits of a nutshell, whilst these splendid deeds of
vanity are proclaimed on the house top. I will admit that there are some pleasing exceptions, and
I sincerely wish they were more common – as there can be no doubt that clothing clubs, formed
upon sound and unrestricted principles, would be a great blessing to agricultural labourers.32

His concern was for religious or political prejudice towards members, and the
mismanagement, intentional or otherwise, of the funds for these societies.

In her diary from 1844 Lavinia records her regular attendance at the clothing club meetings
which were run by Reverend Bigge, so in the absence of any of its paperwork surviving
one hopes the Rockingham club was well run. Nevertheless, in a small community this
arrangement could bring about awkwardness and embarrassment. In one diary entry
referring to the clothing club, Lavinia recorded that Mrs Redshaw apologised for her son’s
repeated poaching – he had been brought up in court before Mr Watson JP himself. Having
your landlord, employer and benefit distributor on such close terms must have been quite
intimidating. 

In his letter to the Mercury Mr G. Cave also listed concerns regarding the high financial
risks that could occur with Friendly Societies which provided rainy-day savings.
Unfortunately for Rockingham, his concerns were well placed. The only surviving record
of Rockingham’s Friendly Society is in the declaration of the bankruptcy of Kettering Bank

31 Richmond, V., “Indiscriminate liberality subverts the Morals and depraves the habits of the Poor”: A
Contribution to the Debate on the Poor Law, Parish Clothing Relief and Clothing Societies in Early
Nineteenth-Century England’, Textile History 40(1) (2009), pp.51–69

32 Northampton Mercury, 6 April 1844. BNA
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in 1858.33 Rockingham Friendly Society had unsecured credit of £111. Other creditors
included clothing clubs, church clubs, local banks, a Poor Law union, Kettering Grammar
School, Oddfellows clubs and a turnpike trust. 

The Reading Room and Library
A later addition to Rockingham’s facilities was a reading room which, like the clothing
club, also served the residents of Bringhurst and Drayton. First mooted nationally in 1834
and set up by the Church and local landowners, who considered them a form of
philanthropy, reading rooms began to spread in rural communities from the 1880s onwards.34

Mainly for men, their aim was to provide a meeting place away from the public house to
encourage self-sufficiency, education and wholesome leisure with games like whist. In 1887
the Reverend Smythe set up a reading room in the rectory where he taught Bible-study
classes on Sunday afternoons. Perhaps not surprisingly given the intimidating venue of the
enormous rectory overlooking the village, he remarked to his successor in 1890 that ‘the
men have been a great failure’ and ‘the women have not been a great success’. However by
this time the reading room membership was between 25 and 30 and was housed in a cottage
made available by Mr Watson. It had opened in 1887 and a quarterly fee of 1s was charged.
Mr Watson and the rector ran the room, with three additional members from the
community elected annually. Rockingham also had a library, probably set up in the first
half of the century but in 1887 it was reopened on Friday afternoons and Saturday evenings.
It was separate from the reading room but by 1890 Reverend Smythe suggested
amalgamation.

Sport - Hunting
In the nineteenth century hunting, especially for foxes and fowl, was one of the most
common sports in rural areas. These activities provided employment for the working man
but were only indulged in by the aristocracy who owned the land and the prey living on
it, and the wealthier locals who could afford horses. In the 1930s hunting’s popularity among
those with access to horses remained high. The Fernie and Woodland Pytchley Hunts, and
the increasingly popular Pony Clubs, kept the village blacksmith in business.35 Hunting also
provided a lucrative sideline for Mr Norman, one of Rockingham’s farmers and a keen
huntsman himself. In a BBC interview he explained that if he bought a likely horse for
£25 and then rode it well at a hunt, he could sell it on for £200. In the original script
there were two remarks about the sport being for the many rich people around; Lady
Culme-Seymour edited these out!36

33 Leicester Chronicle , 24 April 1858. BNA
34 King, C., ‘Rise and Decline of the Village Reading Room’, Rural History 20 2 (CUP, 2009), pp.163–186
35 BBC Microphone at Large script 1937. RC WR (S) 915
36 Ibid
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Figure 9. The hunt outside the Sondes Arms, 1930s.37

Cricket38

The other sport which was available in many villages was, of course, cricket. By the sixteenth
century it had evolved into the game more or less as we know it today, particularly in Kent,
Sussex and Surrey, and had begun to be taken up by the aristocracy and public schools.39

In the 1770s it was played in Faversham where the Lords Sondes had their main residence.
Wagers of up to 1,000 guineas were not uncommon. There is no evidence to indicate when
the game started to be played in Rockingham, but a family portrait by Johan Zoffany from
the late eighteenth century showing the children of the first Lord Sondes playing cricket is
thought to be one of the earliest paintings of the game.

37 RC Box 1.181.14 
38 Researched by Paul Johnson
39 A brief history of cricket (www.espncricinfo.com/story/a-brief-history-of-cricket-239757, 2019)

COMMUNITY LIFE - REDSHAW v2.QXD_Layout 1  14/09/2022  10:58  Page 83



84 northamptonshire past and present

Figure 10. Lord Sondes’ children playing cricket by Johan Zoffany,
late eighteenth century.40

In addition to the pleasure of the game, and sometimes the excitement of the wager, part
of the enjoyment of cricket was in post-match socialising, as it is today, albeit on a less grand
scale. In 1819 the Stamford Mercury reported on a match which Rockingham lost against a
local school:

On Tuesday last a match was played between the young gentlemen of Oakham School and Lord
Sondes’s party at Rockingham, which terminated in favour of the former. The Noble Lord, with
his usual hospitality, entertained the players with a most sumptuous dinner, and the day was
passed with the greatest conviviality.41

In 1822 Lord Winchelsea, whose team was often reported in the Northampton Mercury and
the Kentish Gazette, remarked in a letter to his daughter that:

40 Family portrait by Johannes Zoffany, RC (nd)
41 Stamford Mercury, 27 August 1819. BNA
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I invited the whole school [Oakham] and we were about 40 or 50 at dinner, and after dinner one
of the boys made a speech to thank me, to which I answered in very fine oratory. … I am afraid
they thought me shabby, as I gave my guests only port, madeira and sherry. When they had a
match the other day at Rockingham, Lord Sondes gave them champagne, burgundy, etc. etc.42

Private schools who trained their charges in cricket were frequent opponents for friendly
matches. Edward Thring, the headmaster of Uppingham School, established an annual school
outing to play Rockingham, who were apparently the only local team to provide a good
challenge:43 The Uppingham boys walked the five miles to Rockingham and back armed
with a packed lunch and the prospect of also being allowed loose in the castle grounds. It
is not clear when Rockingham villagers started to play as a team. 

By the 1930s cricket was a main, regular summer social event in the village. Farmer Mr
Norman was a key player and all-rounder. Players now used the castle pitch and had picnics
under the trees, with the blessing of the castle.44

The Church
During the nineteenth century, amid rising concerns about decline in church attendances
and competition from Nonconformist groups, the Church of England entered a period of
revival in both its buildings and its practices. Like other very conservative clergy, the
Reverend Bigge declined to make a return for Rockingham for the controversial religious
census of 1851, so it was carried out by the registrar. There were three services on a Sunday
with an attendance of about 120 for the afternoon service (the busiest time), from a
population of 261. Sunday-school attendance was about 25 children. 

Notes from the Reverend Smythe in the later nineteenth century mention classes to
encourage adults to be confirmed; it seems their greatest success was among servants. In
addition to the not entirely successful Bible classes, there was an active men’s and boys’ choir
which had an annual outing, and suppers and teas from time to time. Something called a
‘Men’s Club’ was opened in the school room in 1887, perhaps an early version of the
Anglican Church Union. The old rectory kitchen was adapted to create a boys’ room, with
the ‘little boys’ attending from 6 to 7pm for painting and cutting activities under the tutelage
of a local farmer’s daughter. The older boys followed with carving for an hour afterwards,
and the men on a Saturday evening. A popular summer activity for girls involved packing
flowers once a fortnight to send to a London charity. Although not run by the church, Mrs
George Watson managed sewing meetings on Friday afternoons to promote needlework
skills for servants and the ‘lower orders’. 45These may have been for the Needlework Society,
of which she was the honorary secretary. 

However, one of the biggest changes during this century was the direct voluntary
involvement of parishioners in running the churches; a strategy borrowed from the Non-
conformists which made the Church seem much less remote. From the 42 households in
1891 the Reverend Smythe listed nineteen people (only seven of whom were men) who
carried out tasks ranging from the traditional roles of churchwarden, sacristan and organist
to Bible- and Sunday-school teachers, flower arrangers, brassware cleaners, sewing menders,
a banner bearer, and magazine and tract distributors. He also listed the Church representatives

42 Barber, J.L., The Story of Oakham School Wymondum (Sycamore, 1983)
43 Rawnsley, W. F., Early Days at Uppingham under Edward Thring (Macmillan & Co, 1904)
44 BBC Microphone at Large script, 1937. RC WR (S) 915
45 Preacher’s Book, 1878–1890. NRO WR 965
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on the committees for the Temperance Society, Reading Room, library and entertainment
programme. And of course there were the choir members who practised on a Friday night.

The only surviving records for an organisation outside the supervision and control of the
landlord and rector are those of the Methodists; there may have been other informal groups
or societies but no records remain. Several parishioners, predominantly women, were
members of the Bedfordshire Circuit in 1792, and in 1823 other villagers held licences to
hold meetings in their homes.46

Residents’ Views
In the nineteenth century and earlier, community life in a small, closed parish like
Rockingham was dominated by the elite, i.e. the landlord, the rector, and to a lesser extent
the large farmers acting as administrators and overseers. If you were like-minded and
reasonably educated there was a range of opportunities to participate in activities outside
the home in your leisure time. However, if you were not establishment-minded the peer
pressure and atmosphere must have felt stifling at times. Perhaps it was not only economic
necessity that led the younger generation to seek lives elsewhere.

Although the 1937 BBC broadcast The Microphone at Large reveals the life and attitudes of
villagers in the early twentieth century, their views may not have been that unfamiliar to
their nineteenth-century forebears. A Mr Gretton, an organiser from the BBC, appeared
one day in the post office and talked to the postmistress Ada Smith, herself a native of the
village. He asked her to suggest other suitable villagers for an edition of the programme.
They were offered a very formal contract with a fee of £2 2s, and met the then wellknown
broadcaster and anchorman Mr Mais, who Ada described as genial, full of humour and easy
to talk to.47 Ada claims Mr Gretton produced a script from the interviews from memory,
which participants each received to correct. Ada noted:

We were all thrilled. … As I turned the pages I wondered what my part would be like. It was
very satisfactory. We gathered [in a sitting room of the Sondes] the evening before for a rehearsal.
This was quite a jolly affair, and we were passed with credit although many alterations had to
be made to the script.48

The live performance the following evening was preceded by a rehearsal for BBC
headquarters in Birmingham:

Softly through the microphone came the lilt of “swing music”. Mr. Mais did a strip tease act,
and stood before the microphone with shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Mr. Gretton wearing
ear-phones, sat on a chair nearby, waiting to give the starting signal – just a hand wave. The rest
of us sat round the room in a tense silence.

Not only the script, but some of the alterations to it reveal possible underlying tensions in
village politics. Although Lady Culme-Seymour did not take part in the broadcast, she made
significant changes to the script, deleting comments about elitism, and implications that the
estate could seem domineering or that life was less than idyllic. For example, the village
teacher complained that:

46 Bedford St Pauls Methodist Class Circuit Book, 1791. NRO ML 580 1791; 1823. NRO ML 958
47 Private papers of Ada E. Smith
48 Smith, A. E., Our Village Broadcast (Unidentified Post Office publication, c.1937)
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… the Corby people are always coming over trying to find cottages to live in but they won’t
even take lodgings when they hear of no baths and no sanitation. [But Sir Michael prefers to let
the cottages to people connected with Rockingham.] So the non building certainly keeps out the
foreign element, but the population is really too small to make any social life possible. There are
seven or eight boys, all rather shy and only one girl, and she’s only fourteen. For our choral class
we have to join up with two other villages. As a matter of fact our combined team took third
prize at Leicester a little while back. We’ve got no drama group here. My boy who’s keen on
drama has to go to another village for his drama classes. He’s an apprentice at Corby and does
three nights at night school … We’re trying to get a dancing display in the street going but it is
very hard to get any support. [and hope to make it a success] The trouble is that with people
working on different shifts at Corby it’s hard to get them all together.49

In contrast, when summing up, farmer Mr Norman said:

The Castle does a lot to help. There’s a lot to be said in favour of living in a comfortable small
community with one undisputed overlord. We’re a happy little society and take life pretty easily,
and it gives one a sense of security when you see the red flag go up above the castle to show
when Sir Michael’s at home. They fly one when his mother’s in residence, and another when the
Squire himself comes home. Sometime ago they let the house to an American, and though he
was very rich and kept fifty hunters and was very generous, it wasn’t at all the same thing. We
felt a sort of emptiness. We wanted our own family back. And mighty glad we were when they
came back. They’ve earned our real respect. They belong, they’ve always belonged and their life
is bound up in the village. They know every single one of us – we’re all a sort of family party,
and that’s why we’re a bit nervous lest Corby should encroach too near and swallow us up. The
castle was built to protect the ironstone. It’d be funny if it came about that it had to protect us
against the ironstone.

The programme then faded out on a game of skittles in the Sondes.

49 BBC Microphone at Large script, 1937. RC WR (S) 915
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The Internet - Opportunities and Pitfalls
francis howcutt

15 years have passed since readers of Northamptonshire Past & Present were presented with a
monumental overview of the implications of the internet for archives and historical research.
Digitized History Data: Dealing with the Digital Deluge by the late Grenville W Hatton
can be found in Issue Number 60, starting at page 90. A PDF of the whole of the
relevant issue can be downloaded free of charge from the Record Society’s website at
www.northamptonshirerecordsociety.org.uk/nrseJnlsNo60.html 

Much of Gren Hatton’s analysis of the subject and his detailed references to particular
websites remain valid. The present paper outlines additional online resources now available
to assist and sometimes challenge archivists and historians. This paper will be most helpful
if read along with its predecessor.

How we use the internet and where we should aim to travel online depends very much on
what we want to achieve. Most readers are likely to be interested in one or more of three
types of activities – research, communication and publication.

Research
A few decades ago, the only alternative to buying a book that one wanted to read was to
borrow a copy or, as was usually the case with older and more specialised works, to travel
to consult it on site at the premises of a reference library. Such activities are still possible
but now greatly augmented by opportunities to read entire books online and even download
a personal electronic copy. The greatest change has been with works originally published
sufficiently long ago no longer to be subject to copyright, which happily often overlap with
out-of-print volumes that are difficult to track down in their printed form. The illustrations
included in this article are examples of the vast range and number of copyright-free
resources available online.

Internet Archive hosts some 38 million books and texts, many having been digitised from
originals the few copies of which are only available to the public at a limited number of
reference libraries. The page at which that site it sets out its stall is archive.org/about

Figure 1. Title page of a sermon by Richard Grey, 1744.
(Internet Archive)
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In addition, a mountain of more than 500,000 books, family histories and other publications
of help to family historians have been digitised and are available in whole or in part, also
free of charge, in the Digital Library at FamilySearch. www.familysearch.org/library/books

A Vision of Britain Through Time was created by Humphrey Southall and the Great Britain
Historical Geographical Information System Project. It is based in the University of
Portsmouth and covers localities throughout England, Wales and Scotland, at parish, poor
law union and other local authority levels. Its contents can be searched by place name or
post code, presenting a choice of options where names are duplicated. When a specific place
has been selected, data about it can be found by homing into categories such as historical
places & writing, historical photographs, units & statistics and related websites. One of the
most useful features is that the statistical information provided for each parish includes its
population as reported by every census from 1801 to 1961. www.visionofbritain.org.uk

On a more specialised theme, Leicester University hosts a collection of 689 trade and local
directories for England and Wales originally published between the 1760s and 1910s. Each
of these has been digitised, with access to the scanned pages and to the full-text. Entire
volumes can be downloaded as PDFs. The 14 directories that relate in whole or in part to
Northamptonshire are drawn from years that range from 1841 to 1914. Access to the full
collection is provided at specialcollections.le.ac.uk/digital/collection/p16445coll4

Figure 2. Extract from Kelly's Directory of Northamptonshire, 1906.
(Leicester University)

Anglo-American Legal Tradition (AALT) is a site that displays digitised documents from
medieval and early modern England, the original sources being housed in the National
Archives (TNA). The volume and quality of its contents are outstanding, with over nine
million frames available free of charge. Not all of the site has been recently updated, but
that should not discourage visitors from consulting the material it displays. The contents of
most records included are not fully indexed at AALT. Therefore, having found, probably in
the TNA’s own Discovery catalogue, a document of interest it is usually necessary to browse
it on AALT as one would on a personal visit to Kew, but with the advantage of not needing
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to travel and of being able to zoom in and out of the image at will. This project has been
authorised by TNA but its Discovery catalogue does not flag up the individual documents
that can be seen on the AALT site. aalt.law.uh.edu/IndexPri.html

Recent years have seen a major democratisation of history, both in the sense of the number
and diversity of individuals actively undertaking research and sharing their findings and in
the proportion of the population from past centuries who now attract attention as
individuals worthy of investigation and comment. Although the antiquarian and nostalgic
spirit lives on, over all this broadening of historical activity sets the scene for a better-
balanced understanding of the past than was the case when the focus was largely on the
activities of ‘the great and the good’. 

Quality has always been a major issue in historical writing, with some of the greatest
problems arising from alleged connections with elite families and celebrities. Fortunately,
one major project goes a long way in achieving its ambition of presenting accurate narrative
biographical genealogies of the major noble families that ruled Europe, North Africa and
Western Asia between the 5th and 15th centuries. The information it provides has been
checked with and referenced to primary source material, including quotations in the
original language. Only a small section of the total population (extending down to the
category ‘untitled British nobility’) is included by this work, but the site does provide an
actively edited and meticulously researched source for plotting connections between a large
proportion of the members of this well-documented minority of the medieval population.
fmg.ac/Projects/MedLands/

Usually somewhat further down the social scale come the clergy. Those who have served
locally are thoroughly documented by Rev Henry Isham Longden (1859-1942) in the 15
volumes of Northamptonshire and Rutland Clergy from 1500. Although not offering such
comprehensive detail as appears about the individuals included in Longden’s work, the
Clergy of the Church of England Database 1540-1835 embraces clergy and parishes from the
whole of England and Wales. Its searchable database is not yet complete, but already provides
extensive information, referenced to primary sources, about the education and careers of
the clergy concerned, the parishes, their patrons and, where the case, their work as
schoolmasters. theclergydatabase.org.uk

Despite its title, Some Notes on Medieval English Genealogy includes extensive material from as
recently as the Tudor era.  The site focuses on signposting and explaining the usefulness of
resources held in other places but also features a number of sections that house material
specifically relating to Northamptonshire. These include transcriptions of tax assessments,
abstracts of coroners’ inquests, gaol delivery records, Kings Bench indictments, pre-1600 will
indexes and details of local sanctuary seekers.
www.medievalgenealogy.org.uk/families/notes.shtml

The defendants and witnesses at Central Criminal Court trials at the Old Bailey were not
limited to Londoners but included many who originated from elsewhere in England and
further afield. The Proceedings of the Old Bailey, 1674-1913 features as fully-searchable text
detailed accounts of 197,745 trials held there during that period and can be reached at
www.oldbaileyonline.org

Maps are a vital ingredient for much historical research and understanding of the context
of the past. They can also help in presenting our write-ups. The National Library of Scotland
showcases the largest collection of digitised maps from the British Isles that is available
online. There are over 89,000 sheets at a scale of 25 inches to the mile for England and
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Wales alone, created at various dates during the period 1841-1952. For most parts of Great
Britain, a series of maps resulting from surveys carried out in different years is included. An
expanding series of town maps at 1:500 scale date from the latter part of the 19th century
and currently cover 380 different places, including Northampton, Kettering, Wellingborough
and Peterborough. maps.nls.uk

Figure 3. Extract from Ordnance Survey map of Northampton 1884.
(National Library of Scotland)

Viewers can zoom in to focus on localities of particular interest and, with the help of
clipping software, save segments of a sheet that has been enlarged as required. 

More than 85 million pictures and other images, sound recordings and videos along with
details of their copyright or licensing status, can be found at Wikimedia Commons. Many
are of historical interest or can help set the scene for presenting the results of research.
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Main_Page

Wikipedia is the first word that comes to many minds when people want to find out about
something. The site should be treated with caution when carrying out historical research.
Anyone can launch or edit its pages, not always for the better, and some articles are awash
with trivia or far from neutral points of view. In contrast with historical research standards,
its editorial approach is for contributions to be based only on secondary sources; I am aware
of articles that have been deleted because they rested on primary evidence. However,
Wikipedia should not be ignored, particularly the references, further reading and external
links sections that are to be found at the end of articles there.
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Figure 4. John Spencer, 1st Earl Spencer by Thomas Gainsborough
(Wikimedia Commons)

Communication
As well as the traditional activities of local and family history societies, numerous social
media groups have developed during the past two decades, either as fresh limbs of
established organisations or on a stand-alone basis. These groups can provide shared
meeting places both for those whose historical sources and output are largely in written
form and the vast cloud of individuals whose contributions to the discussion rest more on
personal knowledge, nostalgia and the inherited photographs of their families and neigh-
bourhoods. Indications of the number and range of such groups can be found among the
many entries in the Northamptonshire Societies section of FamilySearch Research Wiki at
www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Northamptonshire_Societies

Some social media groups have attracted gigantic followings. The largest of those on
Facebook that relate to this county appear to be Northampton Old Faces (over 31,000
members) and Northampton Past (over 19,000 members). Even a relatively specialised group
such as Naseby, Thornby & Haselbech Village History attracted a membership of over 370 in its
first 24 months.

The present paper concentrates on sources that are available free of charge. However, it
would be incomplete without mentioning the major collections relating to the county that
are offered by some commercial organisations. The vast majority of Northamptonshire
parish registers and bishops’ transcripts have been digitised and can be seen on the Ancestry
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site. The offerings at FindMyPast include indexes to a more limited range of the county’s
parish register registers (without digitised images), Northampton General Hospital
admissions, probate records from the local courts before 1858 and also the 1674 hearth tax. 

Publication
Although traditionally printed books and journals continue to come forth, including
publication using the relatively new print-on-demand services, the internet has greatly
expanded the speed and cost-effectiveness of alternative methods. Most notable are the
advent of the website and the blog. Miscellanea Edintone; A collection of items on Nonconformity
and Northamptonshire is an inspiring example of what one person has been able to achieve
in making primary sources and related writings available in a blog and can be found at
www.edintone.com

There may also be scope for an author to participate as a guest on platforms curated by
specialist organisations or enthusiasts. For instance, I have contributed items to the Railway
Life, Work & Death blog articles about local individuals whose lives were ended by tragic
encounters with trains. www.railwayaccidents.port.ac.uk/arthur-botts-final-walk

All writers, whether online or using more traditional media, need to be aware of and to
observe copyright law. This is not the place to attempt a full account of that particular
subject, but the National Archives’ lucid overview of the position relating to its own
documents is helpful for those looking for general guidance on the subject.
www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/legal/copyright/

Potential Pitfalls
Like all aspects of life, the internet is not without its difficulties. The ease of publication at
little or no cost means that much of the material present online is of poor quality. This is
particularly so with family trees, where wishful thinking is often more prominent than
reference to primary sources, and reasoning to explain the conclusions reached is usually
lacking. However, ease of publication does also involve opportunities to initiate discussions
and promote corrections. 

The coverage offered by online resources is inevitably haphazard. Even a relatively well-
funded organisation such as the National Archives has only digitised about 5% of its holdings
and, except for very small collections, the material that can be presented online is likely to
be the tip of a very much larger iceberg. 

A serious issue when consulting online historical resources can be the poor quality of many
of the most widely-used indexes. Commercial firms are hard-nosed businesses, for which
historical accuracy is low on the list of priorities. The cheapest way to produce an index to
millions of records is to outsource the work to transcription businesses that operate in
countries with low labour costs. In such cases, local knowledge cannot be an ingredient in
the indexing recipe and speed is of the essence. Just one example of the malign results of
this approach is that the name of the child whose baptism on 7 August 1583 is recorded in
Rothersthorpe parish register as Marie Curtice has been indexed by Ancestry as Wanne
Ennso. Moreover, on occasions entire pages of a document have not been uploaded to what
appears to be a complete collection of the pages of an original document and pages that
have been uploaded are missing from the index despite being legible. However, if more
than one index is available for the same set of primary records, consulting them all may
help to reduce the effect of errors and omissions.
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Websites are like human beings in that there are deaths as well as births. Some sites simply
disappear for a variety of reasons, alternatively their names or URLs may be altered. Particularly
vulnerable are the sites operated by just one individual, a peril sometimes overcome by
arrangements for it to remain active after the founder has died, either under new management
or as a static legacy site.

Fortunately, even if a site in its original form has been discontinued it may yet be possible
to view some or all of its contents if they have been downloaded by Internet Archive: Wayback
Machine, whose ambitious mission has saved more than 700 billion web pages from across
the world. archive.org/web

A local example of the resources conserved by the Wayback Machine is Alan J Clarke’s
Northamptonshire Family History, which features a broad range of indexes, pictures and
other material likely to interest readers of this article and is available at
web.archive.org/web/20200128210748/http://www.familyhistorynorthants.co.uk/index.html

Information placed online is not necessarily readily available to all who may be interested.
A common barrier to full access is financial. The scanned images of Northamptonshire
parish registers, for instance, can only be seen if you have an Ancestry subscription or
access to a library with one of its own. In addition, not all records that are available online
without charge can be viewed at home. Probate records are some of the most useful types
of records for digging deeply into local as well as family history. Wills, administrations,
inventories and related records from the Northampton Archdeaconry and Peterborough
Consistory Courts have been digitised and are hosted online by FamilySearch but access
to them is restricted to those attending in person at a Family History Centre or one of
FamilySearch’s affiliated libraries. These venues are not numerous in the British Isles and
many have very limited opening hours. The locations and opening hours of places where
Northamptonshire probate records can be viewed and their images be downloaded are
shown at www.familysearch.org/fhcenters/locations

Conclusion
The internet is a continually changing kaleidoscope, so some of the details current when
this article was written may have altered by the time it is published. Fortunately, in general
the quantity (if not always the quality) of material available online is ever-expanding, with
increasing scope for extending the conversation between past and present.

All the internet links cited were last accessed on 6 August 2022.
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peasant perspectives on the medieval landscape:

a study of three communities
by Susan Kilby

Studies in Regional and Local History
University of Hertfordshire Press 2020

ISBN 978-1912260218
Paperback

This book comprises the outcome of Susan Kilby’s doctoral thesis defended at the
University of Leicester and it is published within the series, Studies in Regional and Local
History, edited by the University of Hertfordshire. The author states the main aim of her
study was ‘to establish what it might be possible to determine about peasants’ varied
relationships with their local environment using the sources that remain to us’. To that end,
Kilby analyses a wide range of information on three rural settlements: Elton in Hunting-
donshire, Castor in Northamptonshire, and Lakenheath in Suffolk, in the period c.1086 to
c.1348. The main focus of the work is the variety of ways with which medieval peasants
engaged with the landscape. Dr Kilby uses landscape archaeology, historical geography and
documentary evidence. All three settlements had monastic manors and have good
documentary sources available. Added to these Kilby uses national sources such as the
Hundred Rolls and Inquisitions Post Mortem.

The central theme of the book is the landscape and this is evident from the title of chapters
two to eight, in which she explores the themes of ‘Understanding the seigneural landscape’,
‘Ordering the landscape’, ‘The unseen landscape’, ‘Naming the landscape’, ‘Remembering
the landscape’, ‘The economic landscape’ and ‘Managing the Landscape’ respectively.
Throughout the book this central theme is developed through a range of case studies,
including economic aspects of the landscape and natural resources. 

Kilby analyses the specific place names coming from the documentary sources, to
reconstruct the landscape as a whole but also suggests how this landscape was perceived
and managed by its more direct users, as the manorial lords ‘would have been unlikely to
have involved themselves in the physical toil of agricultural labour, meaning that, again,
local peasants would have had a more intimate connection with the local landscape.’ (p.59)
and ‘the maintenance of the agricultural landscape was largely the responsibility of the
peasantry’ (page 199). Their intimate connection with the landscape allowed the peasants
to name every aspect of their surroundings and much of Kilby’s work uses such toponyms
to show this understanding and these relationships. This is developed in Chapter 5, ‘Naming
the landscape’, in which the roots of the toponyms and their frequency of usage are clearly
set out.

The author makes it clear that some of her assertions are hypothetical. That aside, her
research is solid. Kilby uses diagrams to model her hypotheses, for example in regard to the
chronology of naming (p.111) and there is extensive use of tables to display data while maps
and aerial photographs are used to good effect. 

Kilby’s Chapter 7, ‘The Economic Landscape’ is the most problematic in the book. Early
on in the chapter, she acknowledges ‘Much of what has been written about the peasant
economy is acknowledged as hypothetical and, to a degree, speculative’. To attempt to
overcome the difficulty of medieval documents and what they tell us about the economy,
Kilby examined the records and has made a convincing attempt at estimating crop yields
for both the manorial demesne and the peasant holdings.
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Peasant Perspectives on the Medieval Landscape: a Study of Three Communities is, without a doubt,
a compelling book on the nature of medieval peasantry and on the means and mechanisms
of being in the world they developed regarding the social construction of landscapes. As
someone with an interest in both local history and landscapes, I enjoyed reading his study
which I think will be of interest to those studying village histories as well as those studying
landscapes, the medieval era and social history. Others using this work and applying it to
their areas of interest will I am sure lead to further interesting results.

William Franklin

index to the northamptonshire hearth tax returns
of 1673–1674

compiled by 
Francis Howcutt

Francis Howcutt, a long-standing member of the Northamptonshire Record Society, and
a keen genealogist, has produced an index to the 1674 returns of the Hearth Tax collected
parish by parish in Northamptonshire.  This index is available online, where such a lot of
family history research is done these days, and can be accessed through various websites.  A
recent adventure to have a look at these kept taking me to sites which offer to do your tax
returns online – not quite what I was after.  

The index will be a great boon to family historians who are chasing certain surnames back
through the generations.  It enables a researcher to find a specific name but then also to
chase other possible members of the same family in surrounding villages and towns.  The
tax returns show the names of those who paid and the number of hearths that they paid
for, and they also list the names of those who were exempt because of their poverty, almost
all of whom in this county had only one hearth.  The number of hearths in each household
give us an indication of the size of the houses. The tax was collected parish by parish, but
this was not straightforward as some settlements had separate lists though they were part of
another parish.

The index can be accessed at www.parishchest.com where access will cost you £10.
This is a service from the Family History Federation.  Or you can go to
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/search-world-records/northamptonshire-hearth-tax-1674
where you will have to sign up to Findmypast in order to access the information.  

Deborah Hayter 
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David Nevil Hall
3rd September 1938 – 1st August 2021

David had been a member of the Society since the early 1960s and was for many years the
Society’s General Editor. He was born at Raunds and grew up with his younger brother,
Richard at the Gas House, Wollaston, where their father was manager of the village
gasworks. The surrounding meadows and fields, rich in wildflowers, fostered his love of the
natural world. It was here in Wollaston that he began mapping the landscape, drawing maps
of bird nesting sites as a ten-year-old. School and university holidays were spent working
in the harvest fields of Strixton. 

At Wellingborough Grammar School he developed a love of science, and chemistry in
particular, and went on to read chemistry at St Peter’s College, Oxford. It was during David’s
university years that he began to take a serious interest in archaeology and history, carrying
out his first excavation at Strixton. At one point the distinguished Romanist, Shepard Frere
took tea at the Gas House to help identify pottery finds. Excavations followed over the
years at church, manorial and burial sites with a trusty team of loyal friends.

Around this time the chance discovery of an open field strip map of Wollaston was to lead
to him devoting the rest of his life to fieldwork and studying documents, teaching himself
to read medieval Latin. By 1977 he had published his first book, ‘Wollaston, Portrait of a
Village’, which embodied both his passion for fieldwork and, as he called it, “sifting through
documents”.

Figure1. ‘Sifting through documents’.
The mature David Hall working at Christchurch College, Oxford.

(Photograph by Martin Izzard.)
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By this time David had met Paul Martin at Brixworth and for the next 25 years they were
to spend their weekends fieldwalking every parish in Northamptonshire and beyond. Paul
remembers that ‘David was a person who could read the landscape like no other.’

After 14 years in scientific research and a patent in sausage skins at Unilever David was
delighted to leave the corporate world behind and take up a post in archaeology. As Fenland
Field Officer for the Cambridge Archaeological Committee his job was to survey the
fenland landscape of Cambridgeshire. This he did with his customary energy and vision,
identifying and mapping the ancient water courses and finding a staggering number of
artefacts and sites. His work on The Fenland Project and its publications were to become a
major and internationally admired success for English Heritage.

Somehow David found the time to be involved in several voluntary organisations. Of the
many positions he held he was a Trustee Founder of Wollaston Heritage Society and its
museum, and for nearly forty years he served on the Northamptonshire Record Society
committee, editing ‘Past and Present’, as well as the Society’s volumes. 

Throughout his retirement David took great pleasure in analysing pottery finds for the
Cambridge Archaeological Unit. It kept him in touch with the latest happenings in the
archaeological world and he thrived in the company of a younger generation.

Following the Fenland Project he authored several major works, including ‘The Open Fields
of Northamptonshire’ and in 2014 Oxford University Press published his ‘Open Fields of
England’. An award from the British Academy, an Honorary Fellowship from the University
of Exeter and a Doctorate from the same university all recognise his substantial contribution
to landscape archaeology.

As the late Professor John Coles was to say, ‘Seldom has one individual made more impact on a
particular branch of archaeology than has David Hall on Field Survey. No one has walked more miles
over more fields or charmed more farmers. No one has recognised more fragments of ancient landscape
surviving within the modern countryside’.

Figure 2. The young David Hall, surveying the Fens. This shows David
standing beside a dyke at Haddenham, Cambridgeshire in the 1970s,

where the dyke had cut through a Bronze-Age barrow. (Photographer unknown.)

Bill Franklin
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