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NOTES AND NEWS 

It has been the Society's aim to publish a new 
volume in its main series every two years, and with 
the issue in 1979 of Vol. XXIX-Calendar of the 
Correspondence of Philip Doddridge, D.D. 
1702-1751, edited by Dr. G. F. Nuttall, and 
published jointly with the Historic Manuscripts 
Commission, and of Vol. XXX- The Puritans in 
the Diocese of Peterborough 1558-1610, a 
monograph by W. J. Sheils, this aim has been 
achieved. The publications programme is now 
right up to date, with 30 volumes published in the 
near 60 years of the Society's life, which began in 
December 1920. 

The Doddridge volume comes at a particularly 
appropriate moment, as celebrations com­
memorating the 250th anniversary of the start of 
Philip Doddridge's pastorate in Northampton are 
planned by the Doddridge & Commercial Street 
United Reformed Church in Northampton in the 
spring of 1980. As a small contribution towards 
these celebrations this issue of our journal 
contains an article on Philip Doddridge's connec­
tions with Northamptonshire from 1729 until near 
his death in 1751, during which period he lived in 
this County. 

Plans are also in hand for another anniversary 
in Northamptonshire in 1980-that connected 
with the ancient church at Brixworth, about 
which our last issue contained an interesting 
article. More details about these plans can be 
found in an advertisement within this journal. 

Two very successful lectures for the Society's 
members have been arranged during 1979. The 
Annual General Meeting, held at Lamport Hall, 
in May, attracted a full house of about 100 
members to hear a delightful talk on Oxford and 
Northampton in the twelfth century, given by the 
President of St. John's College, Oxford, Sir 
Richard Southern, a distinguished medievalist. 
His stimulating talk gave a word picture of the 
two towns as they might have been seen by 

contemporaries, and he went on to explain why he 
thought Oxford, and not Northampton, 
eventually became the seat of a great University. 
The second lecture will have been given by the 
time this journal is published. It is to be on 'The 
English Urban Inn in the Seventeenth and 
Eighteenth Centuries', with Professor Alan 
Everitt of the University of Leicester as speaker, 
and slides to illustrate, and is looked forward to 
with much interest. 

During 1979 the Northants Record Society was 
asked to advise on various points connected with 
the formation of a Rutland Record Society at 
Oakham, 'Rutland' having been absorbed into 
Leicestershire under local government reorgan­
isation. Obviously the tiny former County is 
anxious not to lose its historical identity, and we 
wish the promoters every success in their attempts 
to preserve it. 

Civic Societies are always busy too in the 
conservation field, and a new one has recently 
been formed in Wellingborough. It plans to co­
operate with the Borough Council there on 
protection and improvement of historic buildings 
in the town, where the renovation of the medieval 
Tithe Barn is an example of what can be achieved 
by hard work, imagination, and community 
effort. 

In yet another subject-genealogy-we learn 
that the Northamptonshire Family History 
Society, which was founded some three years ago 
and was finding some difficulty in keeping going, 
has now received what can be called a shot in the 
arm. Renewed publicity and a public meeting in 
Northampton attracted many people, and with 
new members an interesting programme of future 
activities has been drawn up. The Record Society 
receives many enquiries on family history, and it 
is encouraging to know that there is a specialised 
group here working on the subject to help and 
advise. 
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CHEL VERDESCOTE 

P. N. SKELTON M.B.E. 

Chelverdescote is mentioned in the Domesday Survey of 1086 as follows (Victoria County 
History, Northamptonshire Vol. 1. p 222):-

"ln Calverdescote the Count (of Mortain) holds 4 hides. 
There is land for to ploughs. In demesne are two hides 
of this land and there is 1 serf, 9 villeins and 3 bordars 
with 1 priest have 4 Yz ploughs. There are 6 acres of 
meadows, wood 2 furlongs in length and breadth. It was 
worth 40 shillings, now it is worth 60 shillings. 
Turbern and Alii held it freely.'' 

Also in V.C.H. (p.. 369) the following is quoted from the 12th Century Survey of 
Northamptonshire. 

"In Chelverscote the earl of Leicester has Y1 hide" and in 
the same volume it says "Hundred of Ayleswoldesle. In 
Chelverdescote Geoffrey de Toreville 1 hide and two small 
virgates of the fee of the earl of Leicester." 

That is nearly all the information we have about Chelverdescote. For many years it has been 
considered to be one of the "Lost Villages of England" 1 and its position baffled both Baker and 
Round, but in a footnote in V.C.H. (Vol. I p. 322) Dr. Round suggested that Chelverdescote should be 
sought for at a place represented by some 'cote' which has lost its prefix, and is possibly lying to the SE 
or SW of Everdon Magna. 

In 1970 Cyril Hart2 boldly stated that Chelverdescote is an alternative name for 
Newnham. 

In the proem of the 944 A. D. charter entitled 'Badby', by which King Edmund gave 30 
mansae of land to a Bishop of Hereford called Aelfric, there is the following sentence (translated from 
the Iatin of the proem) " ... 30 mansae of land in that place to which the inhabitants of the area long 
ago gave the name Baddanbyrig and Doddanford and Eferdune". 

As I read this it means that "long before" 944 A. D. the old name was abandoned. The expres­
sion "long ago" is apparently equivalent to the more usual term "beyond the memory of living man" 
and was taken to be about 70 years. If that is true the charter of 944 A.D. gives a date of about 874 A.D. 
when the old names were abandoned and the new name Badby substituted for the whole area described 
in the 944 A.D. charter. The boundaries of this area were described in 1930 by Miss Julia Keays-Young 
and published in The Review of English Studies (Vol. VI, No.23, July 1930), and also by Sir Frank 
Stenton and others in The Place-Names of Northamptonshire (1933). 

We now turn to national history to see what events were taking place about 874 A. D. For this I 
rely on Sir Frank Stenton and D. J. V. Fisher.J 

Much of the 9th Century was occupied by wars with the Danes. In 873 the Danish army took 
up winter quarters at Torksey (on Trent) in Lindsey and the following year moved to Repton. King 
Burgred of Mercia was driven into exile and the Danes established a puppet king, Ceolwulf 11, in his 
place 'who swore oaths to them and gave hostages that it (Mercia) should be ready for them on 
whatever day they wished to have it, and he could be ready himself and all who would follow him, at the 
enemy's service.' 

This (writes Fisher) is the first unambiguous evidence that the Danes had determined to make 
their homes in England, but it was soon to be confirmed. 

Shortly afterwards the Danish Army split up and part of it went to Northumbria, where after 
ravaging Bernicia and the territory of the Picts and Strathclyde Britons in 876 they settled in an area 

I M. W. Beresford and J. G. Hurst (eds.) Deserted 
Medieval Villages (1971) p. 197. 

2 The Hidation of Northamptonshire, 1970, p.37. 
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3 Sir Frank Stenton. Anglo Saxon England (3rd 
edition), 1971. D. J. V. Fisher The Anglo Saxon Age 
c. 400-/042, 1976. 
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FIG. 1. THE BOUNDARIES OF THE BADBY CHARTER OF AD.944. 

corresponding to modern Yorkshire. After the Danish defeat at Edington by King Alfred in 876 the 
Danish Armies moved into Mercia, which was partitioned in 877. The Danes took the area north of the 
river Welland and left the rest to Ceolwulf. 

At this stage it is interesting to list the people called Ceolwulf:-
Ceolwulf, King of Northumbria (729-737) to whom Bede dedicated his Ecclesiastical History. 

He relinquished this Kingdom in 737 and retired into a monastery. He was pious and well-intentioned, 
but was an ineffective ruler. 

why. 
Ceolwulf /,King of Mercia (821-823). A strong king. Deposed in 823, though we do not know , 

Ceolwulf /1, King of Mercia (873-?). See above. Stenton adds to this that one of the great 
regions was left under the rule of King Ceolwulf and the other partitioned among those in the army who 
wished for a share in it. 

It is probable that the name Chelverdescote was derived from the name of Ceolwulf4 (the 
name is spelt variously in the records as Chelverdescote, Chelurdescote, Celverdescote and 
Chalredscote) or at least from one of the known people called Ceolwulf, and this, in fact seems likely to 
have been King Ceolwulf 11 and the date about 877-880 A.D. 

We will next attempt to show whereabouts Chelverdescote lay, by noting various · relevant 
statements and evidence:-
1. Round, in VCH Northants (Vol. I) suggested near Everdon, especially to the SE and SW of that 

place . 
2. Mr. Hart in his study of hidages said Chelverdescote = Newnham. 
3. The fact that a largish piece of land between Newnham and Badby was called the Cotlands for some 

hundreds of years until the In closure of Newnham of 1765. 

4 See Place-Names of Northants. p. 190, 
Chelveston, 'Farm of Ceolf or Ceolwulf' . 
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It seems possible that Chelverdescote was not just Everdon, or Newnham or Badby, but in 
fact included all of them and we may say with confidence that the boundaries of Chelverdescote were 
the same as the boundaries given in the Badby Charter of 944 A.D. 

There is one other item of interest: Chelverdescote had a priest in 1086 but no church is men­
tioned. The present day church at Newnham was built in or about 1312 A.D. and it also has a 12th 
Century north doorway and a Norman arched south doorway . This evidence is supported by Cotton M. 
S. Vespasian BXXIV (folios 22-24) and dated c1190. From this it seems that there was a church on the 
site of Newnham church in Norman times, and indeed the Newnham Charter of 1021-23 mentions a 
church path. It may be that Newnham church can date back to clOOO. 

With the help of Pevsner search has been made to find any church older than Newnham within 
5 or 6 miles of Newnham, but none can be found, and in fact the only two old churches to be found 
mentioned are Newnham and Chelverdescote. We can only come to the conclusion that Chelverdescote 
church was the same as Newnham's. 

SUMMARY 
We conclude that Chelverdescote had the same boundaries as the Badby charter of 944 A. D. 

but about 70 years earlier than 944 A. D. the estate was named after King Ceolwulf 11, King of Mercia. 
We do not know what this estate was called before 874 A.D., but in that year it was called Chelver­
descote and boundaries laid down which were used in 944 A.D as the boundaries of the 30 hide gift to 
the Bishop of Hereford and renamed Badby, though this was not recorded in writing. 

It must not be assumed that this estate of Chelverdescote was the only estate that King 
Ceolwulf 11 had. The records say that the Danes took land north of the river Welland and left the rest to 
Ceolwulf, but we cannot say what 'the rest' amounted to, though Chelveston near Higham Ferrers was 
probably part of it. 

Established 1850 Telephone 34368-9 
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W. G. Ward 
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FUNERAL DIRECTORS CERTIFIED EMBALMERS 

71 ST. GILES STREET, NORTHAMPTON 

Four Private Chapels 

Personal supervision given to all Funerals 



118 NORTHAMPTONSHIRE PAST AND PRESENT 

READERS' LETTERS 

Mr. R. Presland of Rushden writes 
Recently my wife and I went to see the 'Bocase Stone' near Brigstock, after reading the piece by Trevor 
Hold in NP & P, Vol VI, No 2, 1979. After having difficulty in locating the stone, we realised that there 
was a slight error in the grid reference in the article. In the magazine it reads SP 950 875; but we believe 
it should be SP 950 877. 

Mr. Presland's amended grid-reference is correct (ed.) 

Mr. R. S. Thomson of Raunds supplies the following information about curriers, whitawers, tanners, 
fellmongers and skinners as addenda to Dr. Dyer's article 'Northampton in 1524' in the same issue. 
The Northampton tanner of 1524 took cattle hides and produced a rough tanned leather using oak 
bark. The currier took this product and by paring it to the required thickness and stuffing it with 
various dubbins, converted it to a range of materials suitable for the many different leather-using 
craftsmen. The fellmonger and the whitawer on the other hand processed the skins of sheep and other 
smaller animals. The fellmonger removed the wool and sold the pelt to the whitawer, who produced a 
fine white leather using alum and oils. The bark tanning of sheep skins in Northampton in this period 
also appears to have been the prerogative of the whitawer. In other periods this was carried out by the 
tanner or by a separate group, the leatherdressers. 

The other trade in Dr. Dyer's list whose name may cause confusion, is that of the skinner. This craft 
was not associated with that of the butcher but involved the processing of fur skins using methods 
similar to those of the whitawer. 

RURAL LIFE AND THE CAMERA IN THE TWENTIES: A NOTE 

The historic press photographs reproduced in the last issue of NP & P and the accompanying tribute to 
the photographers of the period bring back memories. Spencer Percival, with two other members of the 
family, Lillie and Alpha, had a shop and house on the south side of Gold Street, Kettering, which in the 
twenties and thirties was a delightful outpost of the past. 

For decades it had been an old curiosity shop, and the shop, house, and a barn were crammed 
with antiques, books, files of old newspapers, and a vast number of Spencer's photographs. Some idea 
of the extent and compression of the collection was revealed once when I called on Spencer to obtain a 
print of a picture he had taken several years before. "You will have to wait," he said. "I know exactly 
where the negative is, but it will take me a week to get to it." 

Members of the Percival family were in business in Gold Street as booksellers and antique 
dealers as far back a the 1870's, and in . 1910· those listed were C. A. Percival, bookseller and picture 
restorer, Spencer Percival, press photographer, and Benjamin Percival, venerable auctioneer and 
antique dealer, who is the subject of the fine painting "The Connoisseur" by W. B. Gash in Kettering's 
permanent art collection. 

In an appreciation of Kettering press photographers of the past it would be essential to pay 
tribute to George Cragg from Sheffield who in 1920 became both photographer and blockmaker for the 
Evening Telegraph and who took many thousands of pictures of local events during the 31 years he 
served the Kettering papers. 

The two photographs in the 1979 Northamptonshire Past and Present are evidently taken by 
flash, and would have had to be posed because of the limitations of the equipment then in use, scarcely 
realised today. Flash powder had to be ignited after the scene had been arranged and the lens uncapped, 
and the powder would not always fire at the first attempt. 

The two central figures in the Corby candle bidding picture are A. Brookes, the Corby head­
master, and (I think) J. W. Sarrington who were conducting the auction, probably as representatives of 
the parish council. The picture shows that internal lighting was by oil lamp. Corby village streets were 
then dimly lit by electric bulbs on poles, which were supplied with current by overhead wires from 
Lloyds' furnaces and flickered as the generator revolved. 

TONY IRESON 



QUEEN ELEANOR'S CROSS, GEDDINGTON (1290) 

Grief hurtles in stone towards the-sky; 
As though by this he could insure his love 
Against Time's inevitable decay, 
Preserve what God had cruelly snatched away. 

And so this tiny, unassuming village, 
Chance resting-place on the long journey home, 
Is caught within a royal elegy, 
Commemorated now indelibly. 

Out of a dead king's grief, beauty is born: 
Love hurtles in stone towards the sky. 

TREVOR HOLD 
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'ALL ALONG 0' COLLYWESTON' 

H. B. SHARP 

The place-name Collyweston' is known in its own area2 because it is the source of the stone­
slate of the locality; the allusive and metaphorical use of the same word (also developed into a term as in 
the title above) used to be known over a much wider area-in those parts of England and Ireland that 
also had stone-slate quarries.3 

The metaphor using either 'collywesson' in varying dialect forms or the phrase 'all along o' 
collywesson' took on a cluster of implications all relatable to the idea of 'awry', 'out of line', 'slovenly', 
'broken down', 'on the cross'-this latter first of clothes and then extended to mental connotations. 
These aspects are expanded into some sort of order below; first must come the explanation. 

The key lies in a scathing description of men's affected and foppish clothing fashions as seen 
by William Harrison in his Description of England (1587).4 In his list appears the phrase 'the mandilion 
[a waist-length cloak with sleeves into which the arm could be put or left out at will] worne to Collie 
weston ward'. This is conveniently explained by reference to two portraits in the National Portrait 
Gallery here reproduced by permission: one of Sir Henry Unton (c.l596)5 who wears his mandilion in 
orthodox manner, the other of Sir Robert Sidney, first Earl of Leicester, (c.l588)6 which shows the 
mandilion worn on the cross, one sleeve depending over the breast, the other presumably over the back. 
What started as a 'phantasticall follie' in some revels at the court at Collyweston7 caught on as an amus­
ing fashion which was displayed to, and duly noted by the inhabitants of the village, plenty of whom 
would of course be serving at the manor house. The young men of the court, or their 'fickle-headed 

I Collyweston is a village in the N-E tip of 
Northamptonshire (SK9903) where the county is close to 
Leicestershire and Lincolnshire. 

2 Author's distribution maps for the vernacular use 
of stone-slate in this century show an area approxi­
mately within a radius of 10 miles from Collyweston as 
centre. 

3 A general knowledge of some stone-slate areas is 
necessary to appreciate that the surprising and 
apparently random spread of the metaphor under 
discussion merely indicates a natural labour-migration 
pattern. The first area is the home one-N. Northants. 
adjacent Rutland, S. Lincolnshire; the second is 
Derbyshire with adjacent N. Staffordshire, S. 
Lancashire and N. Cheshire; this area is immediately 
adjacent to S. Cheshire, Shropshire and Herefordshire. 
More simply expressed, a move from the Stamford 
district into Derbyshire, no great undertaking for a 
journeyman used to hiring fairs, and thence a spread 
North and South along the length of the Welsh marches. 
To go to the South-East and Western parts of Ireland 
indicates great determination. It is interesting that Miss 
Ruth Tongue in one of her notes printed here confirms 
quite independently the labourer's move, this time 
South to the foreign parts of Somerset. The easiest 
move from Collyweston would have been simply to 
continue S. W. along the jurassic belt (in other words 
along the whole length of Northamptonshire) to the 
beginning of the Cotswold industry but, from the 
dialect evidence presented here, that had no need of 
imported labour. 

4 Harrison's Description of England was prefixed 
to Holinshed's Chronicles, for which Harrison wrote 
the 'Descriptions of Britain and England' and translated 
Bellenden's Scots version of Boethius' Latin 'Descrip­
tion of Scotland'. First ed. 1577; second ed. 1587; 

F. J. Furnivall, Harrison's Description of England in 
Shakspere's Youth (New Shakspere Society) 1887. 
Furniva/1, pp. 167, 168: 'An Englishman (Andrew 
Boorde, writing 30 years before Harrison), indeuoring 
sometime to write of our attire, made sundrie plat­
formes for his purpose ... but in the end ... when he 
saw what a difficult peece of worke he had taken in 
hand, he gaue ouer his trauell, and onelie drue the 
picture of a naked man, vnto whome he gaue a paire of 
sheares in the one hand, and a peece of cloth in the 
other, to the end he should shape his apparell after such 
fashion as himself liked, sith he could find no kind of 
garment that could please him anie while togither; and 
this he called an Englishman' [the woodcut and doggerel 
attached are amusing]. 

What Harrison then says provides exactly the right 
climate for a jape at Collyweston to become an 
established fashion: ' ... the phantasticall follie of our 
nation is such that (even] the first garment [of a new 
fashion] is ... laid aside to receiue some other trinket 
newlie deuised by the fickle headed tailors'. 

5 Sir Henry Unton (1557-96), diplomat and soldier. 
The portrait was commissioned by Lady Unton just 
after her husband's death . The figure reproduced is one 
part of a large canvas containing scenes from (literally) 
the subject's birth to death and burial. (R. Strong, 
Tudor and Jacobean Portraits, 1969, I, 315.) 

6 Sir Robert Sidney, brother to Sir Philip, to whom 
the portrait has often been wrongly attributed. This is 
'The Earle of Leicesters picture when he went to 
travell'. (Strong, cited above, vol. I, 197, 198). 

7 The royal palace at Collyweston, finished and 
used by the Lady Margaret Beaufort, mother to the king 
Henry VII, was at the height of its favour in Tudor 
reigns and fell into disuse in Stuart times. VCH 
Northants., ii. (1906) 550-553. 
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PLATE l. SIR HENRY UNTON (1557-96). 
(Reproduced by courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery) 

tailors', must have seen that here was the possibility of yet another sartorial talking-point, for Sir Henry 
Unton's mandilion worn on the cross would have looked merely ridiculous while Sir Robert's has 
clearly been fashioned to appear quite decorative.s 

Harrison's comments are echoed some fifty years later in some anonymous verses of 1638 
written after witnessing Holiday's Technogamia at Woodstock.9 The fashion is still intelligible in court 
circles but is now only a matter of ridicule: 

Wee had an ape, forsooth, bare three yeares old, 
Could doe more tricks then Colle Westons could: 

But the original court jester or young Osric at Collyweston was not ridiculed out of memory. Anything 
out of line was 'collywesson-like', and the metaphor remains to this day. 

Until the 19th century there was little interest in recording vernacular speech, but between 
Stuart and Victorian times the metaphor must have been establishing itself, as graphic words and 
phrases will. Some suggestions as to the developments of significance of the term can be made, if only 
to order the material a little, though distinctions are inevitably blurred. The metaphor clearly took life 
over a garment deliberately assumed cross-wise; thence to a general indication put on in a slovenly 
manner; thence to lack of care; so leading to deterioration (and then not merely with reference to 
clothing-surely sometimes to neglected stone roofs which at an intermediate stage of dissolution 
assume the appearance of a well-used comfortable hat). 

8 The real mandilion seems to have been a shortened 
version of the medieval gown in which the whole arm 
can be inserted into the long dependent sleeves. Sir 
Henry seems to have his writing arm thus protected , his 
left free. One wonders whether Sir Robert's sleeve was 
thus usable or rather a flat ornamental flap; it is 
possible that if so there would have been no need for the 
vestigial sleeve hanging over the back . Thus would a 

new garment develop . 

9 J. 0. Halliwell-Phillips, Marriage of Wit and 
Wisdom (Shakespeare Society) 1846. Early Illustrations 
of Shakespeare and the Drama, sect. iii, The Marriage 
of the Arts, ms. verses of I638 on Holiday 's 
Technogamia 1610, (a Christ Church play acted before 
the King at Woodstock). 
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PLATE 2. SIR ROBERT SYDNEY, FIRST EARL OF LEICESTER, c. 1588. 
(Reproduced by courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery) 

Hartshorne (Shropshire 1841)10 says that 'if a garment, a bonnet or shawl is awkwardly put 
on, it is all canny wesson '. Jackson (Shropshire 1879) 11 gives a dialect example: 'Yore bonnet's stuck on 
Colly-west like a mawkin in a corn-leasow (like a scarecrow)'. Mary Webb (Shropshire 1879)12 follows 
this in The Golden Arrow (1916) with 'Your hat's all Collywessen'. Havergal (Herefordshire 1887)13 
illustrates the extension to 'derelict': referring to a ladder-it's collywisth 'd. 

The development of metaphor from the sense of 'contrary' as in a garment put on either 
deliberately wrongly or carelessly so (and hence slovenly, showing lack of maintenance and so to 
'broken-down') to 'contrary' in the sense of wrong direction either physically or to events ('things going 
wrong') and thence to 'contrary' in the mind of a person ('Mary quite con/tni-ry') is shown for example 
in Wilbraham (Cheshire 1817)14 who quotes: Colly west (adv.) directly contrary, and when anything 
goes wrong, It is aw along with Colly Weston. Hartshorne (Shropshire 1841)10: 'if things are contrary, 
ill-timed or go amiss, it's all alung o 'canny wesson '. Halliwell-Philips echoes this for Cheshire (1847)15, 
as does Wright in 185716 and Baker for Northamptonshire in 18541 7• Davies (Lancashire 1855)18: 'a 
Lancashire man when unsuccessful says that everything goes Colley-west with him'. 

Wilbraham's earlier definition of 'in an opposite direction' is illustrated by Leigh (Cheshire 
1877)1Y: 'Is this my way to Chester?'-'Nay, yon's the road; you are going collywest.' Holland (1886)20 

10 C. H. Hartshorne, Salopia Antiquo, 1841. 
11 G. F. Jackson, Shropshire Word-Book, 1879. 
12 M. Webb, The Golden Arrow, 1916. 
13 F. T. Havergal, Herefordshire Words and 

Phrases, 1887. 
14 R. Wilbraham, An Attempt at a Glossary of some 

words used in Cheshire, 1817. 
15 J. 0. Halliweii-Phillips, Dictionary of Archaic 

and Provincial Words, lst ed. 1847; 2nd ed. 1852. 
16 T. Wright, Dictionary of Obsolete and Provincial 

English, 2 vols., 1857. 

17 A. E. Baker, Glossary of Northamptonshire 
Words and Phrases, 2 vols., 1854. 

18 J. Davies, On the Races of Lancashire, as 
indicated by the Local Names and the Dialect of the 
County (Transactions of the Philological Society 1885), 
pp. 210-284. 

IY E. Leigh, A Glossary of Words used in the Dialect 
of Cheshire, 1887. 

20 R. Holland, A Glossary of words used in the 
County of Chester, 1886. 
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gives another dialect illustration ten years later (also for Cheshire): 'Am I going right for such and such 
a place?' 'Nao, its collyweston.' Darlington (S. Cheshire)2 1 and Hallam (adjacent in N.W. Derbyshire, 
both 1887)22 quote: 'Is this the road for Malpas?'-'No, yo'm gooing collywest (or colly-west road).' 

Novel writers deliberately trying to localise their characters by close observation of dialect are 
helpful. Amelia Edwards, for instance, took trouble over authentic detail and dialect in her many 
novels23; this quotation from Lord Brackenbury (1880) represents Cheshire: a character says, 'Well, 
Miss Winifred, things ha' gone Collywest wi' you, same as other folk! You've yer troubles, I reckon.' 
Bridge, noting the phrase much later in 191724-'this saying has spread over Cheshire, Shropshire and 
become exceedingly popular'-is well illustrated by another novelist, Mary Webb (Shropshire)2s. In The 
House in Dormer Forest (1920) when two of the characters are talking about the possibility of a storm 
breaking the drought one says: 'But the more of a frizzle now, the more of a souse after. And the more 
things go colly wesson now, the more they'll drive a straight furrow after.' 

Finally, the sense 'not straight-forward', 'wrong-headed': Hartshorne (Shropshire 1841)10 
notes a connotation of obstinacy in the phrase, and that 'a shuffler inna strai't forad, he's all conny 
wesson '. P. Kennedy26, writing about 1856, telling 'a chronicle of about 1817' intentionally to preserve 
the folklore he had acquired, makes one of his characters condemn an argument that goes against his 
own interests as all collywest. Nodal and Milner (Lancashire 1875)27 confirm not only the 'opposite 
direction' sense noted above but also the one just referred to: 'Never mind him; he ne'er agrees wi' 
onybody; he's awluz collywest.' Baron (Lancashire 1891)28: 'Wot's th'odds, iv fooak you took for 
friends should turn eawt collywest?' 

As an extension to the other Irish example (Kennedy above), and from the greatest distance 
from source, a correspondent in Notes & Queries29 in 1880 writes that 'the word collywest is a good deal 
used by the peasants in the west of Ireland as a synonym for nonsense. Don't be talking collywest is a 
phrase which I have (heard) over and over again.' 

Although interest in this metaphor has never completely died away, printed references have 
gone no further than desultory correspondence. The present writer was fortunate enough, by being 
enabled to assemble all the available evidence on one place3o, to receive much help not only in arriving 
at an explanation of the origin of the phrase, as seen in the portrait of Sir Robert Sidney, but also to 
show that the term is still alive. 

21 T. Darlington, The Folk-Speech of South 
Cheshire, 1887. 

22 T. Hallam, MS. collection of N-W Derbyshire 
words (EDD v. Wright). 

23 Amelia Ann Blandford Edwards, a gifted and 
versatile person, could have been successful as artist, 
writer or musician. She chose literary work (often using 
her own illustrations) and was associated with 
Household Words, All the Year Round, the Saturday 
Review and the Morning Post. She wrote eight novels 
between 1855 and I 880; Lord Bracken bury ran to 15 
editions. 

24 J. C. Bridge, Cheshire Proverbs, 19I7. 
25 Mary Webb (1881-1927) spent her whole life in 

Shropshire in the Shrewsbury area, some of the time at 
Stanton, 9 miles N. of Shrewsbury, near the derelict 
stone quarries of Grinshill. She was able to gather much 
dialect usage in sharing household tasks with the 
domestics and she made a point of getting to know 
country folk, especially to talk with them in Shrewsbury 
market, where she was also observed making notes . 
D. P. H. Wrenn, Goodbye to Morning, (Shrewsbury, 
n.d.). 

26 Patrick Kennedy, The Banks of the Boro (first ed. 
1867), says in his preface that he 'was more anxious to 
preserve the faithful memory of ordinary country life 
than to produce a well-constructed story'. W. Barnes, 
editing J. Poole's Glossary (1867) notes that parts of 
'the county of Wexford, Ireland, have been for some 
hundreds of years under the hands of men of the 
English race, who till lately, have spoken among 
themselves an old and interesting English form of 

speech'. Barnes goes on to quote R. D. Webb on the 
same area: ' ... doubtless to this isolated postion of the 
district, as well as to the dangerous nature of the coast, 
and the absence of harbours and navigable rivers, may 
be attributed the preservation of the Old English Dialect 
of the early settlers ... ' J. Poole (ed. W. Barnes), A 
glossary of the old Dialect of the English Colony in 
Wexford, Ireland, (1867). 

27 J. H. Nodal and G. Milner, Glossary of the 
Lancashire Dialect, 1875. 

28 J. Baron, Blegburn Dickshonary, 1891. 
29 C. L. Poole, Notes & Queries, Ser. X, vo1.2, p.9 

(2.7.1904). Help with the vestiges of English dialect to 
be found in Ireland would be appreciated. 

30 The writer wishes to thank the editor of Folklore 
who afforded him generous space in vol. 79 (Winter 
1968) to spread out in full the glossorial evidence 
summarised as briefly as possible above. The references 
were scattered and accessible only in a few libraries, so 
that it was felt that unless one could review in 
convenient form all that could be found no solution as 
to the origin of this interesting metaphor would be 
possible. It was hoped that ensuing correspondence 
would lead to something more positive that NQ letters 
and replies and short items in local magazines had 
elicited. This happened, and the interest of many 
correspondents besides those mentioned in the text is 
thankfully acknowledged. In the original article too 
much emphasis was placed on the appearance of 
neglected Collyweston stone-slated roofs in suggesting 
the origin of the phrase. The National Portrait Gallery 
pictures have put this in perspective . 
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Or. Alex Helm (Cheshire) reported that 'the word is still known amongst the older people of 
this area (Congleton), and its general meaning is taken to be all upside down, back to front like. It is 
certainly out of use amongst the younger (i.e. up to 40+) generation, though they have heard the word 
and gave its meaning without any prompting on my part.' 

Mr John Levitt (Staffordshire) reported positive findings for N. Staffs., negative for S. 
StaffsJr, and was able to refer to one informant aged only 40 in 1965 (in Leek), to another (present day) 
from Biddulph and Biddulph Moor, to another (1930 onwards) from Mow Cop and slopes, as well as 
many confirmations from informants of the entries in the glossaries of Miller and NichollsJ2. 

Miss Ruth L. Tongue (Somerset)33 has been most generous in allowing her 'rhozzum', 
collected in Taunton market in 1908 from an old West Somerset man, to be printed here, and these 
notes add to printed information: 

'My mother's people (farmers) constantly used collyweston: Whitchurch (Shropshire) area. 
'My Lincolnshire relatives (farmers) also spoke of an overloaded cart (a tilt) as collyweston: 

Alkborough (1900-30). 
'My Somerset driver when passing a dangerously tilted hay trailer described it as collyweston: 

Glastonbury area (1961). 
The added interest here is that these examples are from farming, an area not noted in the 

dialect glossaries; this is strange when one considers that before the comparatively recent introduction 
of balers, it could not have been difficult to build a collywesson hay or straw stack. Now that badly 
loaded lorries can spill their contents at sharp bends, the word might usefully be returned to general 
circulation. 

Cockeye and Collywess'n; a rhozzum.34 

Dicky Durston were a handy fellow as were looking for a job-all sorts he could do-but there 
wadnt none to be had. 

"I best go voreign," say Dicky, so he take off his boots, to save 'en, and walk on along. 
He went all upsey-downsey and out around till he met up with another fellow who were 

a-looking hard at a church steeple. 
"Do'ee want a job?" say the looker to the steeple. Dicky he waits mannerly, though he 

could'nt see no one there, and church steeple weren't answering, so Dicky up and says, "/ doee!" 
The looker he turns his head and look right over Dicky's shoulder at a girt oak tree out over. 

"Why cassn't 'ee say so then?"-and then Dicky sees he's got a North eye! Well, he wadn't feeling too 
partickler by then, so long as he gets a job working. 

31 see note3. 
32 M. H. Miller, 0/de Leeke 1891. R. Nicholls, 

Dialect Words and Phrases used in the Staffordshire 
Polleries, 1934. 

33 The writer wishes to express his appreciation of 
this offering of the fruits of real folklore: the lifeless 
bones represented by most of this article here clothed 
with flesh. A note on Miss Tongue's methods of col­
lecting material will be found in Or K. M. Briggs' 
foreword to Somerset Folklore (R. L. Tongue & K. M. 
Briggs, 1965). 

34 rhozzum: a short humorous tale. Many more in 
Folktales of England (K. M. Briggs & R. L. Tongue 
1965). 
The association of 'cock-eye' with 'collywesson' is still 
alive in the village. The writer's informant equated the 
two, and it is easy to see that 'lop-sided' could also be 
'cock-eyed'. Help with this from other parts would be 
appreciated. 

See also: 
Apperson, G . L., English Proverbs and Provincial 

Phrases, 1929. 
Banke, Cecile de, Shakespearean Stage Production 

Then and Now, 1954. 
Bonser, W., A Bibliography of Folklore, 1961. 
Brogden, J. E., Provincial Words and E'<pressions 

current in Lincolnshire, 1866. 
Hazlitt, W. C., English Proverbs and Proverbial 

Sayings, 1882. 
Kennedy, A. G., Bibliography of Writings on the 

English Language from the beginning of printing to 
the end of /922, (1927). 

Lean, V. S., Collectanea, 4 vols., 1902. 
Markham, C. A., The Proverbs of Northamptonshire 

1897. , 
Smith, W. G. and Heseltine, J. E., The Oxford 

Dictionary of English Proverbs, 1935; rev. P. Harvey 
1948. , 

Sternberg, T., Dialect and Folk-lore of Northampton­
shire, 1851. 

Whittaker, G. H., A Lancashire Garland of Dialect 
Prose and Verse, 1936. 

Withington, L., Elizabethan England, c. 1889. 
Wordsworth, C., Rut/and Words, 1891. 
Wright, J ., English Dialect Dictionary, 6 vols. 

1897-1905; vol. i, 1898. 
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But it didn' turn out lucky for him, as you mid s'pose! Building a barn they was, and what the 
looker done with they walls and stones and cob was a month's wonder. Daps the daub arm's length off 
from stones, and stones they keeps slip sliding on to Dicky's toes down below. He puts his boots on all 
in a bustle. "And where may you be off to?" say the looker. 

"Just saving my toes for another day," say Dicky. "I finds 'en useful. Tell me your name 
afore I goes on along.'' 

"Cock-eye," he says. "And if 'ee still wants an hour's job my brother be roofing his barn. 
'Tis up this lane there." And he points straight at middle of horse-pond. 

So Dicky he go back-hand up the lane and come to a fellow roofing a barn. "He haven't no 
north eye," Dicky tells hisself, "nor cock-eye neither." But he still treasures his toes. "I've been and 
wandered voreign, so I'll take a look -see afore I speak 'en fair." 

He takes a good look at roof, and twadn' no thatch but girt slate-stones. Fall heavy on toes 
they 'ood if not put on careful, and this roof were a portent. Top-end were all up and bottom and all 
aslant, and upsey-downsey all along. 

"Want a job?" say the brother, and though he hadn' no north-eye nor cock-eye neither, roof 
looked like he had. 

"No thank ye," say Dicky, keeping his boots on. "I do set a proper value to my toes. Just tell 
us kindly will 'ee, what be your name then?'' 

"Collywess'n," say the man. 
"Oh ah, I've heard tell of 'en. Haven't trudged miles to meet up with 'en." And he went back 

whoame. 
Dick used to say-"Don't 'ee never travel voreign. 'Tis all cock-eye and collywesson." 

Miss Tongue notes: 'I imagine this tale came as far west as Somerset with itenerant labourers down the 
Severn. I heard our maids in Shropshire calling a crooked thing "collywesson".' 
'A north-eye': a squint. Anyone with a squint was suspected of being a pixy man, and obviously Dicky 
had wandered into a land of fools.' 

~------G 
The real value of wheat­

the grain with its wheat-genn 
and bran-is all in Weatabix. 

HAVE YQU HAD YOUR DAILY WHEAT? 



PHILIP DODDRIDGE AND NORTHAMPTONSHIRE 

GEOFFREY F. NUTTALL 

In April 1729, when it seemed that the pastorate 
of the Dissenting congregation at Daventry might 
be about to become vacant, Philip Doddridge, 
then at Market Harborough, wrote to his friend 
Lady Russell, of Maidwell, 'I cannot imagine that 
I was ever born to shine in so polite and learned a 
county as Northamptonshire' (316).1 Yet before 
the end of the year-so little, sometimes, do 
coming events cast their shadow before-he was 
installed in Northampton as minister of the con­
gregation on Castle Hill which is now called by his 
name. 'My Books are gone,' he wrote on 23 
December to his old friend and patron, Samuel 
Clark, the minister at St. Albans, '&I follow them 
to Morrow, if God permit'. After his arrival he 
added a postscript, recording that he preached to 
'our young People' on Christmas Day (334). 

In the following March he wrote to Clark 's 
sister, 'I am now fix'd in a House of my own, a 
Batchelors House! The Thing in Nature to which I 
had the greatest Aversion!' (337). Fortunately this 
undesired solitude did not last long. Just a year 
after his settlement in Northampton, on 22 
December 1730, he was married; and later on, his 
wife's letters, written with frequency whenever he 
was away from home, often add a vivid touch to 
the domestic scene. 'Part of our house is going to 
be pulld down' , she wrote in June 1744, '&that 
no Less important a one then the Kitching Chimly 
& part of the wall belonging to it you see what 
Liberty we wifes take when you are out of the way 
it might be as well to stay att home & Look after 
us' (982). This was some time after the removal of 
their home, with the Dissenting Academy over 
which Doddridge presided, from 34 Marefair to the 
former residence of the Earl of Halifax in Sheep 
Street. Full details of their domestic economy are 
preserved in a fine series of manuscript account 
books. 

In 1736 Doddridge was invited to leave 
Northampton for Nottingham. One of his regular 
correspondents, David Jennings, urged him to 
stay. Nottingham, he wrote, was 'a more incon­
venient situation for your Academy, as being far­
ther from London, and from the centre of 
England'. It was, besides, 'a matter of great 
importance to preserve the flourishing state of the 

I The numbers in brackets are those of Doddridge's 
letters in the Calendar of his correspondence, recently 
issued as volume xxix of the Northamptonshire Record 
Society 's Publications. 
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dissenting interest in Northamptonshire (the glory 
of our cause in England)' (442). Doddridge 
probably needed little persuasion. That Puritan­
ism and .Dissent had long been strong in the 
county is clear from more than one recent study;2 
and by 1736 his own leadership was already 
established. 

At his ordination at Castle Hill on 19 March 
1730-the ordination certificate is still extant­
ministers took part from Oundle, Kettering, 
Welford, Daventry and Yardley Hastings, 
together with Clark from St. Albans and two 
Leicestershire ministers. With a nice sense for 
historical continuity the ministers of these 
congregations, where they exist, have been invited 
to take part in a special service at Castle Hill in 
March 1980 to mark the 250th anniversary of the 
occasion. Till his premature death in 1751 
Doddridge remained in Northampton, and his 
multifarious activities were always centred in the 
town, in the congregation on Castle Hill and the 
academy in Sheep Street. In a letter to Isaac Watts 
written on a Sunday in 1741 he tells how he had 
spent the whole day 'from six in the morning till 
past ten in preaching, repeating, study, visiting 
the sick, instructing my servants, etc.'; 'but how 
Ion~ it will last God only knows,' he added; 'as yet 
I fmd my work my refreshment, but visiting, 
baptizing, burying, preaching, with the care of my 
academy all the morning, leave me little time for 
study' (711) . Eight years later, in a begging letter 
to his friend George Lyttelton (later Lord 
Lyttelton), he writes: 'I visit the poor people in 
their cottages, and chambers of illness, and see 
their misery if I may be allowed the expression in 
the very spring. I see what very hard shifts some 
very honest diligent and worthy people make to 
get cloaths and food the meanest of the kind, for 
their numerous families, and how heavily sickness 
presses upon them' (1499). 

This was in Northampton itself. But in the 
letter to Watts he also wrote, 'I preach every week 
in the villages round about, to large auditories, in 

2 P. Collinson, The ElizabetHan Puritan Movement 
(1967); W. J. Sheils, The Puritans in the Diocese of 
Peterborough 1558-1610, Northants. Record Soc. Pubs. 
xxx (1979.); G . F. Nuttall, ' Peterborough Ordinations 
1612-30 and Early Nonconformity', Journal of Eccles. 
Histo:y, 30 0?79). 231 -42; G. F. Nuttall, 'Northamp­
tonshire and The Modern Question: a turning-point in 
eighteenth-century dissent' , Journal of Theol. Studies, 
n.s. xvi (1965) 101 -23. 
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PLATE 1. THE REV. PHILIP DODDRIDGE, D.D., 1702-51. 

the plainest manner I possibly can' (7I I); and his 
correspondence tells much of his visits and 
itineraries for this purpose: on a weekend in 
September I 740 he was going round Kettering, 
Ashley, Corby, Brigstock and Oundle (642); in 
April I 743 'lecturing' at East Haddon, Kettering, 
Oundle and Brigstock, ending up with College 
Lane (now College Street) Baptist Church back in 
Northampton (886). In November 1742 he writes 
of walking 'to Kingsthorpe in the Deep Dirt' to 
baptize two children (806); in the following March 
he was at Welford, to administer the sacrament at 
a time when there was no pastor; and in April at 
Yardley Hastings for a charity sermon (871 ). In 
1751 he informed the Bishop of London that there 
were few villages round Northampton that were 
not licensed for Dissenting worship ( 1729). 

On various occasions we find him at 
Potterspury, Long Buckby, Creaton, Welford, 
Kettering, Rothwell and Ashley to take part in an 
ordination service, or .to preach a minister's 
funeral sermon. He fostered meetings of ministers: 
in 1741 an Association was formed 'on my 
Motion at Northampton', with about six meetings 
planned annually (664). Books preserved show 
that he operated a Book Society. The names of 

those among whom the books circulated include 
the ministers at Yardley Hastings, Potterspury, 
Daventry, Long Buckby and Creaton, as well as 
some laymen. In return, as it were, more than one 
of these ministers presented books to the 
Academy Library, as did many others, including 
students, one of them a Northampton youth, 
John West: 'I accidentally set my Eyes upon' him, 
Doddridge writes, and 'encouraged his Education 
for the Ministry, supporting him for a while at 
School at my own Expence' (873). Together with 
Doddridge's own library, these books are still 
preserved, each inscribed with the name of its 
donor and the date. Some of Doddridge's own 
occasional pieces were published in Northampton, 
where, he says, 'we have a good printing House' 
(472), though 'but one binder' (1284). A Sermon 
preached at Wellingborough (1739) was delivered 
on 9 November 1738 'on account of the late 
dreadful fire there'. In a dedication to the 
inhabitants he writes: 'The Ruins of your Town 
the Distress of your Families, and the Mixture oi­
Hope and Fear attending the present Situation of 
your Affairs, have been as it were before my Eyes, 
and on my Heart in almost every Sentence' (528). 

As Doddridge's reputation as a tutor steadily 
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PLATE 2. CASTLE HILL CHAPEL, NORTHAMPTON, before its enlargement and change of name to 
Doddridge Chapel in 1861. 

grew, he received requests for help and direction 
from ministers and congregations in London and 
throughout the country, and even abroad; but he 
never forgot Northamptonshire's claims. 'Should 
Kettering & Harbro & Welford & Newport & 
Rowel be neglected at such a time?' he wrote 
indignantly to a London layman in 1738; 'I 
cannot give every Lad under my Care a good 
Head or an agreeable Manner or a strong Voice. 
And if I have permitted some with those qualifica­
tions to settle in this Neighbourhood or in 
Yorkshire Somersetshire or Lincolnshire ... am I 
to be blamed?' (525). Several years later he wrote 
to Samuel Clark expressing his satisfaction at the 
'delightful Accounts' that reached him 'from 
Kettering Harborough Wellingborough Buckby 
Creaton Uppingham & other neighbouring Places 
(as well as others more remote) where young 
Gentlemen who were once my Pupils are settled 
with united large and growing Congregations' 
(1046). 

That Doddridge's links with Northamptonshire 
Dissent were close might be presumed. What is 
remarkable is that he was also on intimate terms 
with several of the local gentry, such as the Earl of 
Halifax, who in 1745 sent him 'repeated Calls to 
Horton' (1101); Sir Thomas Samwell and Sir 
William Humble, who were among the first pre­
publication subscribers to his major work The 
Family Expositor; Or. Hawley Bishop, at whose 
rectory at Crick he met Sir Thomas Cave of 
Stanford-on-Avon; Captain lsted of Ecton, 'a 
gentleman of great character and £4000 per 

annum' (1124); or Colonel Whitworth of 
Whittlebury, which on a visit in 1736 he described 
as 'a most elegant Rural Retreat': 'The House is a 
neat pretty well furnished Box just in the Center 
of a fine Forest; & all that Meadows & Lawns & 
Woods & Ridings can do to beautify & adorn it is 
done & the Birds & Kine & Deer come & pay their 
attendance as if it were their very Business to 
divert us' (446). 

Doddridge was always seriously concerned for 
Northampton's political representation. During 
the election of 1748 he complains of writing 
'amidst almost continual interruptions, one of 
them from a kind of battle under my study 
window' (1329). Three years earlier, during the 
Young Pretender's Rebellion, he busied himself in 
a number of ways, such as 'writing circular 
Letters to be sent by special Messengers to all the 
Dissenting Ministers in the Neighbourhood', with 
the purpose of persuading them to join in 
enlisting about a thousand men (1096). In the 
event he found himself deprived of one of his 
favourite pupils, John Fergusson, the subject of a 
charming bookJ by his collateral descendant the 
late Sir James Fergusson of Kilkerran. 'Ash~ was 
carrying his colours this morning up the chief 
street of the town ... I saw the tears in the eyes of 
se_veral about me' he wrote to John's father, Lord 
K1lkerran (1107). But he could not regret the lad's 
enthusiasm. 'On Wednesday night . . . they 

3 John Fergusson 1727-1750 (1948). 
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entered Derby,' he wrote of the rebels on 
Saturday 7 December; 'Leicester was immediately 
alarmed and the terror soon spread to 
Northampton where they were fully expected on 
Thursday night', when there 'was the saddest 
hurry at Northampton that has ever been known 
in the memory of man. All the valuable goods 
every where were pack'd up and buried or carried 
off' (1111). 

During part of every year Doddridge was away 
from home, on business in London or en tournee 
ordaining his pupils and visiting friends up and 
down the country; but he also drew many to 
Northampton. Some, such as Wesley or 
Whitefield, came to preach from his pulpit or to 
lecture to the students-not to everyone's 
approval! The Moravian bookseller James 
Hutton, Benjamin Ingham and Robert Cruttenden 
(lesser lights in the Evangelical Revival), his old 
friend Samuel Clark, acquaintances in the world 
of letters such as Warburton or the translator of 
Pindar, Gilbert West, came simply to enjoy his 
company. An Amsterdam minister writes that he 
hopes to visit Northampton in the summer to see 
Doddridge, 'which to me would be a pleasure for 
my whole life' (893). Another correspondent, a 
woman in London, even confesses to having had a 
secret hope of removing to Northampton 'ever 
since the first year that I had the happiness of 
knowing you in the pulpit' (1203). A Norfolk 
minister, once more, is attracted by the idea of 
leaving for a congregation in Market Harborough, 
because it would be 'so near Northampton' and 
thus 'so near that dear Gentleman whose 
Company & Conversation I value beyond any 
ones in the World' (710). 

If, as the years passed, for many people 
Northampton increasingly spelled Doddridge, 
there can equally be no doubt of Doddridge's own 
devotion to Northampton and Northamptonshire. 
When away, his mind turned constantly to 'that 

* * * 

delightfull Spot ... Dear Northampton', as his 
wife's companion, Elizabeth Rappitt, once called 
it (826). So, in fact, did he. 'Lymington is the 
politest and most agreeable little Town I ever saw 
in all my Travels', he wrote home in 1742, "tis 
quite a Group of Gentlemens Houses ... Yet I 
greatly prefer dear Northampton' (767). 'I long to 
begin a Reformation in Northamptonshire', he 
wrote to his wife from London in 1741, 'that I 
may with the better Grace attempt to propagate it 
elsewhere'. Three months later he was writing to 
the Moravian leader, Count Zinzendorf: 'I am 
now projecting a Society for the Propagation of 
the Gospel in foreign parts, which is a scheme and 
interest that lies very near my heart, All I can 
propose is to get a few serious Christians to meet 
at certain times to pray for the success of those 
who are gone to carry it abroad; and to spend 
some time discoursing on the chief promises 
which encourage our faith in that blessed event' 
(712). It is not surprising that when, a generation 
later, the modern missionary movement began, it 
was born in Northamptonshire. 

Whatever was afoot in the town-the Charity 
School, the Infirmary, the Philosophical Society 
-Doddridge was always concerned in it. When in 
1750 the county suffered from an earthquake, it 
was entirely characteristic of him to send the 
Royal Society a careful report, plotting its 
violence between Northampton and Harborough 
and recording the week's barometer readings. His 
letters mention the Northampton weather, the 
incidence of smallpox, the excess of the number 
of girls over boys born there in 1742. One comes 
to know the town and its countryside almost 
intimately as to know Doddridge himself, and 
very readily to concur in the sentiments of a 
correspondent who lived in Somerset: 'I am 
heartily glad there is such a spot of ground in 
Great Britain as Northampton, so well planted, 
and with so much love and heaven in it' (473). 

* * 



VITAL RELIGION AND POTTERSPURY, c. 1798 

From "Select Remains of the Rev. E. White, of Potterspury, Northamptonshire".* 

At Pury then, I join a rustic throng, 
Blockish as inattentive. Not the house 
Of God himself could awe them. In comes Hodge 
As gently as a trooper; plump he squats 
In his accustomed seat. The farmer snores; 
His son looks big, and dashing as a lord; 
And ere the blessing closes with 'Amen', 
An impious hubbub bounces on your ear; 
And faster than they entered, all rush out. 
But not with prayerful silence; no one asks, 
With pensive earnestness, 'Am I the wretch 
Thus guilty, or thus pardoned? Is heaven mine?' 
But talk of weather, and the growth of corn, 
The state of markets, and the price of pigs; 
How horses, poultry, eggs, and butter sold? 
Or scandal; the most trifling village news; 
Such themes the intervals of worship fill. 

Ye visit their abodes in the fond hope 
Of finding life. You are discovered: one 
In the stable lurks; one slinks behind a stack, 
Anxious to 'scape the parson, who perchance 
Might start religion. Join their social throng; 
Or at the dining board, or cheerful tea, 
Bring in the subject of the last discourse-
The wisest cannot recollect the text! 
But each devoutly tries: one fumbler thumbs 
The bible; and what you in David read 
Is certainly (they all conclude) in John. 

Peasants have human souls; and he is blest 
Who plucks but one from mis'ry and despair. 
The rude and simple are to Jesus dear. 
But when both young and long instructed shew 
A vicious dominance, but female free! 
When any name but that of Christ is sweet, 
And any theme more grateful than his love; 
Who'd plough a rock? or water a dead tree? 
Or toil with souls gross-hearted, -sermon-proof?­
Perplexed, dispirited, as useless here, 
In spite of house and orchard, and some friends 
Affectionate, and Fitzroy's transient smile, 
I sigh for liberty, and fain would fly. 

So oft we loathe the oaks ourselves desired, 
And of our chosen gardens grew ashamed. 

('Nevertheless at Thy Word I will let down the net'. Isaiah 1.30.) 

*Mr. E. White was invited to take charge of the Independent Church at Potterspury in 
September 1798, and apparently was faced with a difficult task, as matters had fallen into a very low 
state. Out of the 47 members of the church during the era of Mr. John Good.e, pastor during the 1780s, 
only 8 remained. Mr. Goode's successors were so unsuccessful that the third of them, Rev. William 
Whitefoot, eventually withdrew to Hanslope, taking certain members of the church with him. Mr. 
White's somewhat exasperated outcry about his flock is therefore perhaps understandable but he 
continued to preach at Pury until 1800, when he moved to Hertford. (See Memories of the Independent 
Churches in Northamptonshire by Thomas Coleman, 1853, pp. 284-288). The manuscript of these 
verses was; sent to the Society by one of our London members, Mrs. P. 0. Traub, who acquired it in 
Fulham. It will be deposited in the Record Office. 

D.M.S. 
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CHARLES DICKENS AND ROCKINGHAM CASTLE 

PHILIP COLLINS 

''The dear old Rockingham days are always fresh 
in my heart," wrote Dickens shortly before his 
death in 1870, and in another letter of his final 
years he told its former chatelaine: "I ... most 
fervently bless the dear old Castle and all in any 
way belonging to it. The old times there will 
always bloom in my remembrance, and I never [he 
continued, referring to her late husband] had a 
friend whom I held higher in my affection and 
esteem than the gentle spirit never to be disso­
ciated from it in my mind" (Dkn, 193, 192). 1 As 
these references to the dear old days suggest, his 
warmest memories of Rockingham Castle 
belonged to an earlier period, when his beloved 
and esteemed friend, Richard Watson, was still 
alive. Rockingham and the Watsons had, around 
that time, been honourably associated with two of 
his greatest novels. David Copperfield (1850) had 
been dedicated to its owners: "AFFEC­
TIONATELY DEDICATED/TO/THE HON. 
MR AND MRS RICHARD WATSON,/OF/ 
ROCKINGHAM, NORTHAMPTONSHIRE." 
It was, he .reminded Mrs Watson, as he was 
completing it, "your book you know" (N, 11, 
241).2 And his next novel, Bleak House,contained 
important reminiscences of his visits to the Castle. 
He wrote to Mrs Watson, in August 1853, just 
after he had fiaished it, "In some of the descrip­
tions of Chesney Wold, I have taken many bits, 
chiefly about trees and shadows, from 
observations made at Rockingham. I wonder 
whether you have ever thought so!" (N, 11, 484). 

By then, however, Richard Watson was dead. 
He had died suddenly in the previous year, a few 
weeks after being elected M.P. for Peterborough. 
Dickens, it would seem, saw little of Rockingham 
after that. His main visits to the Castle had taken 
place -during Watson's lifetime, between 1848 and 

I References to Dickens's letters will be given thus, 
bracketed, in the text. Dkn = Franklin P. Rolfe, "More 
Letters to the Watsons," Dickensian, XXXVIII (1942), 
113-23, 161-6, 189-95. N = The Letters of Charles 
Dickens, ed. Waiter Dexter (the Nonesuch edition), 3 
vols ( 1938). Pilg = The Letters of Charles Dickens 
(Pilgrim Edition), Vol. IV, ed. Kathleen Tillotson (Ox­
ford, 1977). 

2 Dickens's presentation-copy of David Copperfield 
to the Watsons, suitably inscribed to the Watsons "as a 
token of regard and friendship," is preserved at 
Rockingham-restored to it, indeed, having been stolen 
and later recovered from a bookshop. 

1852. But he always continued to correspond with 
Watson's widow, though he met her chiefly in 
London, where she generally took a house for the 
"season". 

They l:ad first met in Lausanne, in 1846, and 
had immediately taken to one another. Dickens 
had then gone to live abroad with his family for 
an extended period, and the Watsons happened to 
be taking a long holiday in Switzerland. Both in 
Richard Watson's diary and in Dickens's letters at 
this time, the rapid growth of a warm friendship is 
apparent. "Liked him altogether very much as 
well as his wife," Watson wrote after they had 
first met at a dinner party, and over the next few 
months he records many further such meetings, 
and excursions to the Great Saint Bernard con­
vent and elsewhere.3 Dickens began reading, to 
the Watsons and other members of the local 
English community, the latest instalments of the 
s~rial-st<?ry he was writing, Dombey and Son, and 
h1s Chnstmas book The Battle of Life, and 
Watson's diary repeatedly shows Dickens as being 
on very good form: "Boz very entertaining." 
"Boz in a state of great animation," "He was in 
ex~raordinary spirits and was very amusing: 
Tncks, Characters, etc." Then, after five months 
Dickens and his family left-"to our great grief,': 
Watson recorded: and he continued, 

It is impossible to describe the feelings of regard 
and friendship with which he has inspired us. 
He is certainly the most natural unaffected 
distinguished man I have ever met. 

Dickens, meanwhile, was writing home about the 
charming and talented Mrs Watson and about her 
husband, "a very intelligent agreeable fellow" 
(Pilg, p. 604). And, just as Watson found him an 
"unaffected" great man, so Dickens-as unused 
to hobnobbing with landed gentry as Watson was 
to meeting literary celebrities-liked him in spite 
of his birth. Watson had been M.P. for Nor­
thamptonshire, he remarked (inaccurately) ''and 
is high sheriff of his county and all the rest of it; 
but has not the least nonsense about him, and is a 

3 This and the ensuing quotations from Richard 
Watson's diary (now o~ d_isplay at Rockingham) are 
ta~en f~om the transcnpt1on by Leslie C. Staples, 
Dtckenswn, XLVII (1951), 16-21. Pilgrim, Vo1IV, cites 
many of them, from the manuscript, in its annotation. 
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PLATE 1. 'A VERY INTELLIGENT AGREEABLE 
FELLOW': the Hon. Richard Watson in 1833 by George 

Hayter. He was then MP for Canterbury. 

thorough good liberal. "4 That "but" shows 
where Dickens's instinctive prejudices and expec­
tations lay. 

Richard Watson, twelve years Dickens's senior, 
was the fourth son of the second Baron Sondes, 
and had inherited Rockingham Castle in 1836 (the 
year Dickens began publishing his first novel, 
Pickwick). He had served in the lOth Dragoons 
and been M.P. for Canterbury (1830-35). His 
wife, Lavinia, was of similarly noble 
ancestry-daughter of Lord George Quin and 
Lady Georgiana Charlotte Spencer, and grand­
daughter of the Marquis of Headfort and the 
second Earl Spencer. The Watsons were not the 
only, nor the first, members of the gentry with 
whom Dickens was acquainted. Though humbly­
born he had inevitably, as a literary lion and a 
man active in public life and in metropolitan 
society, met many aristocrats and had become 
friendly with some. He was, for instance, on 
friendly terms with the Prime Minister, Lord John 

4 Pilg, p. 604: "he sat for Northamptonshire in the 
Reform Bill time," Dickens wrote, but Watson had in 
fact been M.P. for Canterbury at that time. Watson 
(1800-52) had indeed supported parliamentary reform . 
For biographical sketch of the Watsons, see Pilg, 
p 574 n. 

Russell, a man of ancient lineage, and was soon to 
become well acquainted, too, with a major 
grandee, the Duke of Devonshire. He was a close 
friend, too, of Angela Burdett Coutts, a member 
of the ancient Burdett family: but like many 
others he probably thought of her rather as the 
heiress of the Coutts Bank millions-and she did 
not live in an ancestral mansion. But with no blue­
blooded family did he maintain such a close and 
prolonged friendship as with the Watsons. After 
Richard Watson's death in 1852, he kept up until 
his own death eighteen years later a regular and 
very warm and intimate correspondence with Mrs. 
Watson. "You know what an affection I have for 
Mrs Watson" (N, Ill, 53), he wrote to someone 
close to them both, and it is evident from his 
letters that he greatly admired and trusted her. 
These letters range in their contents from intimate 
family gossip to lengthy comments on contem­
porary politics and intellectual developments; 
manifestly he took her seriously, as an intelligent 
being. To no other woman-not even to Miss 
Coutts-did he write so much about public 
affairs. Also he obviously assumed that she well 
understood his mind and personality; she is one of 
the very few recipients of his veiled confidences 
about his passion for the young actress Ellen 
Ternan -a much-quoted letter, for instance, 
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PLATE 2. A MINIATURE OF THE HON. 
MRS. RICHARD WATSON, one of Dickens' 'most 

privileged confidantes and correspondents'. 

written a year before his marriage broke up, in 
which, having spoken of himself as a creative 
writer as "the modern embodiment of the Old 
Enchanters, whose familiars tore them to pieces," 
he continues this fairytale metaphor with the wish 
that he had been born ''in the days of Ogres and 
Dragon-guarded Castles" and that he had the 
joyful privilege of rescuing from the stronghold of 
an Ogre with seven heads "the Princess whom I 
adore-you have no idea how intensely I adore 
her ... -There's a state of mind for you, in 1857" 
(Dkn, 190). If Richard Watson, who died only six 
years after they met, was, as he said, "one of the 
dearest friends I ever loved" (N, Ill, 565), Lavinia 
Watson was, over twenty-odd years, one of his 
most privileged confidantes and correspondents . 

It is unsurprising that their seat in Northamp­
tonshire impressed itself upon Dickens's mind and 
helped to inspire Chesney Wold in Bleak House. 
Ancestral country-houses were not Dickens's 
usual "scene" either in his fiction or in his social 
life. He had never before stayed at so grand a 
place as Rockingham, and had never before Bleak 
House needed for his fiction a house so large and 
historic as Chesney Wold. (By the time he wrote 
Bleak House, he had indeed visited the Duke of 
Devonshire's magnificent pile, Chatsworth-but 
this was both too splendid and, being Classical in 

style, not sufficiently atmospheric for Sir 
Leicester Dedlock's status and story.) 
Rockingham dates from the eleventh century, and 
was a royal castle until 1530 when it came into the 
hands of the Watson family. It contains substantial 
and impressive elements of the Norman fortifica­
tions, though most were razed by Cromwell's 
men. There is a fine medieval Great Hall, but 
most of the house is Tudor, improved in later 
centuries; the Victorian architect Salvin added the 
Flag Tower in Dickens's time. The gardens are 
extensive, and the park, impressive and well­
wooded, contains the little church which will of 
course remind the reader of Bleak House of the 
Dedlock church where Esther Summerson first 
sees Lady Dedlock who, she is later to discover, is 
her mother. 

Dickens and his wife first visited Rockingham, 
for six days, in November/December 1847, just 
about a year after parting from the Watsons in 
Lausanne. He and the Watsons continued to meet 
in Paris and London; they sent him venison from 
Rockingham, and there was talk (which came to 
nothing) of further reunions there or in 
Switzerland or in the Isle of Wight where Dickens 
was then taking his family holidays. He returned 
to the Castle two years later, in November 1849. 
On this occasion he met a distant relative of Mrs 
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Watson's, who was to become an extremely close 
friend, Miss Mary Boyle. This vivacious young 
lady was a very talented amateur actress and, as 
she later recorded, "It was difficult for two such 
lovers of the Drama as Charles Dickens and 
myself to meet under the same roof without some 
dramatic plotting"s: so, in the four days of this 
visit, he and she got up scenes from The School 
for Scandal and from Nicholas Nickleby (he 
played the· mad gentleman in small-clothes, 
making advances to her as Mrs Nickleby), "with 
immense success", as he told a friend: 

We played in the old hall, with the audience 
filled up and running over with servants. The 
entertainments concluded with feats of leger­
demain [by Dickens, of course] ... , and we fell 
to country dances of the most fantastic descrip­
tion, and danced all night. 

Altogether "We had a most delightful time 
... and were the gayest of the gay" (N, 11, 194). 
Mary Boyle was later to write a most affectionate 
memoir of her friendship with Dickens, and so did 
Lavinia Watson.6 
·---Allcf the next time he went to Rockingham-for 
over a week in January 1851-amateur theatricals 
on a much grander scale were at the centre of the 
visit, though a recent death in her family 
prevented Miss Boyle from performing. Dickens 
went to enormous pains, hiring costumes from 
London, and having a miniature theatre erected in 
the Gallery, complete with scenery. "Wonderful 
clever man with his hands, a reg'lar carpenter", 
one of the estate staff recalled half a century 
later. 7 He had brought a party of his friends with 
him, and they performed three plays, to the text 
of one of which Dickens added some lines 
complimenting the Watsons: 

... Bright be the path our host and hostess tread! 
Blest be their children, happy be their race, 
Long may they live, their ancient hall to grace; 
Long bear of English virtues noble fruit­
Green-hearted ROCKINGHAM! strike deep 

thy root. (N, 11, 258) 

Writing his thank-you letter to his hostess, he told 
her that ''somehow I always think of 
Rockingham, after coming away, as if I belonged 
to it and left a bit of my heart behind" 
(N, 11, 265)-and this note of delight and 
affection recurs in many of his other letters about 

s Mary Boyle: Her Book, ed. Sir Courtenay Boyle 
(1901), p 231. 

6 Mary Boyle: Her Book, eh . 25, "Rockingham 
Castle- Charles Dickens". She and Mrs Watson con­
tributed recollections of Dickens to Dickens by Pen and 
Pencil, compiled by Frederic G . Kitton (1890) , pp. 
144-7. 
7 Dkn, I (1905), 201-2. 
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PLATE 3. 'AMATEUR THEATRICALS on a much 
grander scale ... ' 

Rockingham and the Watsons. As his biographer 
John Forster put it, "Dickens, during the too brief 
time his excellent friend [Watson] was spared to 
him, often repeated his visits to Rockingham, 
always a surpassing enjoyment. " 8 

That "often", however , is an exaggeration. 
Dickens had stayed at Rockingham those three 
times in 1847, 1849 and 1851 (a total of eighteen 
days), and, it would seem, he returned only twice 
thereafter, spending single nights there in 1852 

8 Life of Charles Dickens, ed. J. W. T. Ley (I 928), 
p. 535. 
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PLATE 4. DICKENS about 1860. 

and 1855. But this was quite enough of course to 
furnish him with hints for Chesney Wold-both 
particular features of the house and _grounds an~, 
equally important perhaps as a stimulus to h1s 
imagination, the general "feel" of an ancient 
mansion dominating its locality, and held by the 
same fa:Uily for over three centuries. And the 
wording of his letter on this matter should be 
noted: "In some of the descriptions of Chesney 
Wold, I have taken many bits, ch~efly about trees 
and shadows, from observatiOns made at 
Rockingham." He did not assume that even the 
Watsons would find the resemblance obvious: "I 
wonder whether you have ever thought so!" 
(italics mine). Chesney Wold is certainly no literal 
detailed rendering of Rockingham. Many of . the 
features common to the two are what any ancient 
country house would be likely to contain: large 
drawing-room, family portraits, flat leaded roof, 
turreted towers, long lines of windows, terrace 
and balustrade, brick courtyard, a clock on the 
external wall, a sundial, a garden with lawns and 
broad walks and well-kept flower-beds, walls 
covered with moss and ivy, stables, a park with 
noble trees, a church full of family tombs. 
Dickens certainly uses, in the novel, his "observa­
tions" of such features of Rockingham: but of 
course he gives play to his imagination, and adds 
such further paraphernalia as the plot or the 
atmosphere require-the mausoleum in the park, 

for instance, in which Lady Dedlock is interred. 
This is the subject for the final illustration in the 
novel-but there is no mausoleum at Rockingham. 
There is a Yew Walk there, and this (it has often 
been suggested) corresponds to the Ghost's Walk 
at Chesney Wold: but the Ghost's Walk is paved 
with stone (it has to be, so that the ominous 
ghost's tread may be heard and shuddered at)­
and the Yew Walk is not. Some commentators 
have suggested-rather unnecessarily, I think, as 
if Dickens had no imagination-other possible 
part-"originals" for Chesney Wold: Haverholme 
Priory near Sleaford, which had a gravelled path 
known as "the Ghost's Walk", or Fillingham 
Castle in Lincolnshire, whose owner-unlike 
Richard Watson-was a Tory baronet married to 
a beautiful woman of obscure birth named Esther 
Summers, and who was in violent dispute with a 
neighbour over rights-of-way, as Sir Leicester 
Dedlock is with Mr Boythorn in the novel.9 

Chesney Wold indeed is in Lincolnshire, as we 
are often reminded: and Rockingham of course 
stands in Northamptonshire', though close to the 
county which provides Sir Leicester with his 
name. My guess about Dickens's specifying 
Lincolnshire is that he thus added plausibility to 

9 Dickensian, XLI (1945), 80-1, and LXI (1965), 
144-5. 
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PLATE 5. ROCKINGHAM CASTLE, about twenty years before Dickens vis ited it. 

the repeated "waters are out" notion (the 
Dedlocks' aristocratic way of life being sopped 
and sapped away) because such floods were 
indeed frequent and damaging in that county. 
Also, Lincolnshire suited the emblematic function 
of the Dedlocks in this novel, because it was a 
notably unindustrialised and politically conser­
vative county; 10 needing those waters slopping 
around Chesney Wold, Dickens cannot set this 
house on an escarpment, such as Rockingham 
stands upon, with its view of five counties­
though he does perhaps forget himself by giving 
the adjacent village a "hilly little street," just like 
Rockingham's, leading down to the Dedlock 
Arms (recognisably the Sondes Arms, which is 
still the village pub of Rockingham). Dickens 
might well, indeed, have seen "waters out" near 
Rockingham, for the Welland valley, which it 
overlooks, flooded regularly in those days-but 
the Castle and its park stand well clear of any 
danger of being sopped and sapped away by those 
floods. Another example of the minor liberties he 
took with the disposition of the scenery is that, in 
the novel, Sir Leicester and Lady Dedlock ride to 
church in a pony-carriage. This helps to remind 
one of their rank: but in fact, at Rockingham, the 
church is so placed in relation to the castle and the 
road that it is far easier to walk to church. 

If, in creating Chesney Wold, Dickens invents 
much and uses very freely his "observations made 

IO See my review of R. J. Olney's Lincolnshire 
Politics 1832-1885 (1973), in Dickensian, LXX (1974), 
135-6. 

at Rockingham, ' ' he does also include in his 
picture of the Dedlock house and its grounds 
many accurately remembered details of the 
Castle. Its present owner, Commander Michael 
Saunders Watson, in conversation with me, ex­
claimed: "Dickens must have had a tremendous 
photographic memory, an amazing sense of 
detail!" And, referring to various locations in the 
novel, he remarked: "I can instantly see what he 
was thinking about." One or two examples must 
suffice. In chapter 36, Esther Summerson 
describes "a favourite spot of mine in the park­
woods of Chesney Wold" which she visited daily; 
it stands on high ground, commanding a view 
towards the house; there is a bank of violets, and 
so on; and it is here, well away from the house, 
that Dickens arranges for Lady Dedlock to 
encounter Esther and tell her that they are mother 
and daughter. Commander Watson took me to 
the spot, on the far side of the Wild Garden, and 
everything fits. Similarly it is possible to say, with 
some assuran~e, which family portraits at 
Rockingham Dickens has in mind in the fifth 
paragraph of chapter 40 and to discern the curious 
light-effects which he describes in the novel, as the 
dying sun strikes across various paintings. And 
though Rockingham has no such ghost-story as 
threatens Chesney Wold, at least the origins of the 
novel's ghost-story, told in chapter 7 owe 
something to Rockingh~m. As the housekeeper, 
Mrs Rouncewell, explams, the mid-seventeenth­
c~ntu.ry Sir Morbury ~edlock was a Royalist, but 
his wife came of a Parliamentary family (and fatal 
results ensued). Here Dickens was certainly 
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thinking of Sir Lewis Watson (1584-1652), a 
Royalist, whose second wife Eleanor came from 
the Manners family, who were Roundheads, a 
state of affairs which led to complications and 
embarrassments though not to such tragic conclu­
sions as in Bleak House. 

Addressing the Dickens Fellowship recently, 
Commander Watson reported a family tradition 
that the Watson children were displeased by Bleak 
House because it presented "a parody of their 
parents" -though, he suggested, the beautiful 
but imperious Lady Dedlock did bear some 
resemblance to Mrs Watson, and certainly Mrs 
Rouncewell was said to be a "devastatingly 
accurate" portrait of Mrs Champion, the house­
keeper at Rockingham. 11 One can understand the 
Watson children's resentment; but, forgiveably, 
they did not comprehend Dickens's artistic 
processes. When taking "bits" of Rockingham 
for the picture and atmosphere of Chesney Wold, 
he was quite uncommitted to reproducing the 
whole Castle, literally, in his novel, let alone to 
peopling his fictional house with the actual 
inhabitants of the real one. Richard Watson, that 
"thorough good liberal," a "very intelligent" 
man with "not the least nonsense about him," is 
of course totally unlike Sir Leicester Dedlock, an 
"intensely prejudiced, perfectly unreasonable 
man" (eh. 2). Manifestly, indeed, a man of 
Dickens's outlook and temperament could never 
have become the warm and admiring friend of 
such a man as Sir Leicester. But the Watson 
children's mistake was often made-by others, 
for instance, at the time, who felt themselves 
maligned by the novels. Thus in Nicholas 
Nickleby Dickens had recognisably based the 
rascally Mr Squeers on an actual Yorkshire 
schoolmaster, William Shaw. For the purposes of 
the story he invented a comical daughter for him, 
and understandably the actual Miss Shaw-"one 
of the sweetest and kindest of women," according 
to a neighbour-was unamused, suffering agonies 
of martyrdom on being thus "pilloried" as Fanny 
Squeers. But Dickens of course did not have Miss 
Shaw in mind at all. Indeed, Mr Squeers, though 
embodying some of the characteristics of Mr 
Shaw, was not, and was not intended to be, a 
complete reproduction of the actual man, but 
was-as is usual in Dickens's art-the product of 
imagination playing upon observation and 
memory. 

But such is the vivid reality which Dickens's 
people and places possess that even modern 
commentators, let alone contemporary victims of 
his satire and humour, are betrayed into regarding 
him as a literal copyist of the bits of real life that 
had suggested elements in his books. This 
appears, very clearly, in a passage about 
Rockingham in a recent book on the scenes of 

" Dickensian, LXIX (1973), 131. 

Dickens's fiction, Michael and Mollie Hard wick's 
Dickens·~ England. Rockingham, the authors 
remark, IS "a good deal more imposing than one 
might gather from the pages of Bleak House" -a 
comm~nt whi.ch clearly assumes that Chesney 
Wold IS Rockmgham, though Dickens has some­
how failed to do justice to its imposing 
appearance. Similarly they remark that Mrs 
Rouncewell, when recounting some of the house's 
history, "omits to mention that all the early kings 
of England used Rockingham as an armed castle" 
(etc.)-but why ever should she? Mrs Rouncewell 
is a fictional character, living in a fictional house 
and givinr; such particulars of its imagined history 
as are . relevant to the novel; she is not Mrs 
~hampwn, the housekeeper of Rockingham, even 
If there was some resemblance between them in 
appearance or character. The Hardwicks con­
clude their discussion of Rockingham and Bieak 
House by .noting that Chesney Wold is a gloomy 
place-~s Indeed, one might interject, befits the ill 
fate lymg ahead for the Dedlocks· but the 
Hardwicks, sticking to their total identification of 
Chesney Wold with the Rockingham that Dickens 
~new, and ignoring the function of Chesney Wold 
In the. novel to which it belongs, comment 
otherwise: 

It seems strange that Dickens should thus 
immortalise a place in which he was to all 
appearances happy. The conclusion is that he 
was not, ~n the deepest sense, happy during 
those hoh.days at Rockingham, with their 
house-parties and theatricals.l2 

I see no .ne~d to accept any such conclusion (which 
would, Incidentally, entail one's dismissing as lies 
~r COIJ?-ple~e self-deception Dickens's many asser­
tions, In his letters, about how happy his visits to 
Rockingham had been). When writing about 
Chesney Wold, he was not offering a memoir of 
or ''immortalising,'' those visits, any more tha~ 
he was treacherously presenting his ''very 
intelligent" friend Watson as the "perfectly 
unreasonable" Sir Leicester Dedlock. He was 
writing a novel, in which "the world of fashion" 
-the a.ristocratic lan~:based element of the ruling 
class-Is presented cntically, as part of his sombre 
vision of mid-nineteenth-century England and he 
was using those "bits" from his mem~ries of 
Rockingham, "chiefly about trees and shadows " 
to feed his pictorial imagination in the depicti~n 
of the Dedlocks' country seat. 

12 Dickens's England (1970), pp. 107-8. Elsewhere 
(Plate 26) they :eproduce the frontispiece to Bleak 
House by Hablot Browne ("Phiz"), which depicts 
Chesney W?ld, and t~ey comment: " 'Phiz' evidently 
preferred thts to a reahsttc representation of Rockingham 
C~stl~." But "~hiz" had no reason whatever to be 
thmkmg of Rockmgham Castle, which he had probably 
never seen an>:h?w .. He. was illustrating the text of a 
novel, not parttctpatmg m Dickens's life and travels. 
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Anyone interested in Dickens's political and 
social attitudes, as well as in his imaginative 
processes, may indeed find matter for reflection in 
the fact that, while the novelist was presenting the 
hereditary landowner Sir Leicester as some kind 
of representative figure (and Dickens's assessment 
of the present and the future of his class is 
indicated by that surname Dedlock) the man 
Dickens was consorting in a most friendly and 
respectful way with the hereditary landowner 
Richard Watson. There were, of course, dif­
ferences. Watson was "a thorough good liberal" 
and so forth, and I am not suggesting that 
Dickens was a humbug, uttering populist anti­
aristocratic sentiments in his books but cuddling 
up to the aristocracy socially. I am only suggesting 
that his attitudes were more complex than might 
at first appear-partly because, in his personal 
life, he did not proceed on the inverted-snobbery 
principle of refusing to make the acquaintance, or 
the friendship, of aristocrats merely because of 
their birth and class. He was fond of quoting 
Burns's lines, 

The rank is but the guinea's stamp, 
The Man's the gowd for a' that, 

and he accepted its full meaning, that good men 
and worthy friends can be found in all classes, and 
thus among the rich as well as among the humble. 

A final and more frivolous point will at least 
give me an opportunity to quote more extensively 
from Bleak House. Rockingham Castle today is 
open to the public-but so was Chesney Wold, 
well over a century ago, though this aspect of the 
tourist trade was then much less highly organised, 
nor did the great territorial magnates depend 
upon entrance-fees so heavily as their descendants 
do now. In chapter 7 the young lawyer's-clerk Mr 
Guppy and a friend have a day off, and they see 
over the house. As Guppy explains to Mrs 
Rouncewell, "Us London lawyers don't often get 
an out; and when we do, we like to make the most 
if it, you know." It is during this guided tour that 

Guppy sees the portrait o( Lady Dedlock which 
sets him off on his amateur-detective effort to 
prove Esther Summerson's connection with a lady 
whom she so greatly resembles in appearance. But 
otherwise. i.t is not muc.h of a day for Guppy; 
modern VISitors to Rockmgham do better. 

As is usually the case with people who go over 
houses, Mr. Guppy and his friend are dead beat 
before they have well begun. They straggle 
about in wrong places, look at wrong things, 
don't care for the right things, gape when 
more rooms are opened, exhibit profound 
depression of spirits, and are clearly knocked 
up .... Thus they pass on from room to room, 
raising the pictured Dedlocks for a few brief 
minutes as the young gardener admits the light, 
and reconsigning them to their graves as he 
shuts it out again. It appears to the afflicted 
Mr. Guppy and his inconsolable friend that 
there is no end to the Dedlocks, whose family 
greatness seems to consist in their never 
having done anything to distinguish themselves 
for seven hundred years ... [But] all things have 
an end-even houses that people take infinite 
pains to see, and are tired of before they begin 
to see them. 

We must hope that the Watsons and their children 
did not construe those words about the un­
distinguished Dedlocks as a slur upon their noble 
ancestors. By the end of the novel, when tragedy 
has overtaken the Dedlocks, "The greater part of 
the house is shut up, and it is a show-house no 
longer" (eh. 66). That, at least, Mrs Watson 
would know, was not true of Rockingham 
(Richard Watson had lived only long enough to 
read the opening serial instalments of Bleak 
House)-but, as I have reiterated, Chesney Wold 
and the Dedlocks must be seen as fictional 
creations, however much Dickens's imagination 
was indebted to his memories of those ''dear old 
Rockingham days.'' 
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CHARLES BRADLAUGH, FREETHOUGHT AND NORTHAMPTON* 

EDW ARD ROYLE 

Charles Bradlaugh-radical, republican and 
atheist-was one of the two members of 
parliament for Northampton from 1880 until his 
death in 1891. Between 1880 and 1886 he was 
involved in a constitutional struggle to be allowed 
to take his seat which made Northampton a 
household name throughout the country: the 
electors of the borough were seen as the upholders 
of the constitutional liberties of the people every­
where. In this article I want to suggest what 
brought Bradlaugh and Northampton together in 
the first place and kept them loyal to each other 
throughout o~e of the great constitutional battles 
of modern history. 

Bradlaugh had no personal connections with 
the area: he had been born in Hoxton, north 
London and his family originally came from East 
Anglia. According to his autobiography, his first 
visit to Northampton was not until the autumn of 
1857, when he was twenty-four years old, and the 
first reference in the periodicals to his lecturing in 
the town relates to early 1859 when, on 30 and 31 
January, he delivered two lect~res at ~h~ 

· Woolpack Inn, Kingswell Street, on Jesus Chnst 
and 'Atheism preferable to Theism'. A few weeks 
later, on 20 and 21 March, he returned to hold a 
set debate in the Theatre with Mr. John Bowes, a 
major opponent of freethinkers, on the proposi­
tions 'Atheism preferable to Theism' and 
'Atheism Deism, Infidelity and Secularism do 
not provi'de for the wants but foster the vices of 
the human race'. Thereafter Northampton was to 
be one of the regular places Bradlaugh visited on 
his provincial lecture tours, but it had no special 
place in his affections. I 

By the late 1860s Bradlaugh had become one of 
the foremost radical lecturers in the country, and 
was widely regarded as the incarnation of 
extremism, if not the devil himself. He had super­
seded the rather mild and ineffective G. J. 
Holyoake as leader of the Secularists, founding in 
1866 the National Secular Society with himself as 
president. At the same time he had moved to the 
forefront of the renewed campaign for a 

*This article is an edited version of a lecture given to the 
Society on 3rd May 1978. 

t The Autobiography of Charles Bradlaugh, new 
edition (London, 1891), p. 12; Reasoner, 30 January 
1859; Investigator, 15 April-! June 1859. 

parliamentary reform bill to give the working 
classes the vote. He was on the council of the 
Reform League, formed in 1865 to lead the agita­
tion, and he lectured frequently on the reform 
issue, adopting an extremist position in challeng­
ing the government. When the Reform Act 
became law in 1867, giving all urban householders 
the vote for the first time and offering some pro­
spect of success to radical candidates from the 
working classes, Secularists from Birmingham 
and Glasgow wrote to Bradlaugh's paper, the 
National Reformer, urging him to stand for 
parliament. He was persuaded. But why, of all the 
constituencies in which he enjoyed popular 
support, did Bradlaugh choose Northampton for 
his first assault on a parliamentary seat? 

Northampton was, in the opinion of Professor 
Waiter Arnstein, "a logical choice"2, though no 
more so than the vast working-class constituency 
of Tower Hamlets or the traditionally radical 
centres of Sheffield or Leicester. The population 
of the parliamentary borough in 1871 was 45,080, 
of whom 5,729 had the vote following the 1867 
Reform Act, over half of whom were now enfran­
chised for the first time. By 1874 the number of 
householders had risen to 6,829, and by 1880 the 
figure was 8,189, an increase of nearly 4307o over 
the twelve years compared with an increase in the 
borough's population between 1871 and 1881 of 
just over 27\12%. Of these householders, a 
majority of working-class voters lived in the West 
Ward which became the base from which the 
Bradlaughite radicals were able to exert pressure 
on the rest of the constituency.J 

The town itself had two main economic 
fun~tions: firstly as a market and county town, 
servmg one of the most aristocratic counties in 
England; and secondly as a centre for the shoe­
making industry, which was organised mainly on 
a small workshop basis. This industry had 
originally come to Northampton because the town 
offered the London masters a cheap source of 
labour for the ready-made shoe industry. Between 

2 W. Arnstein, The Bradlaugh Case (Oxford, 
1965), p. 24. 

3 Accounts and Papers lxvi, part 1 (1872), p. 269; 
Census of England and Wales, 1891, C.6422 (1891), 
p. 10; H. Bradlaugh Bonner, Charles Bradlaugh a 
record of his life and work, 2 vols. (London, 1898) I, 
p. 268; A. L. Thorold, The Life of Henry Labouchere 
(London, 1913), p. 130. 
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PLATE I. CHARLES BRADLAUGH about 1870. 

1841 and 1861 the number of people employed in 
shoemaking in Northampton more than doubled 
to over six thousand. About half the households 
in Northampton were in some way dependent 
upon shoemaking and ancillary trades, the 
industry still being predominantly handicraft with 
machinery only gradually making an impact 
during the second half of the nineteenth century.4 
Not all these shoemakers, of course, had the vote. 
Most were poorl¥-paid journeymen unlikely to 
qualify for the householder franchise, though the 
efforts of the Freehold Land Society in the town 
did enable more working men than usual to own 
their own homes, a possible explanation for the 
rapid increa~e in the size of the electorate in the 
1870s.s Those who did have the vote were most 
likely to have been small masters and semi­
independent journeymen in regular employment, 
who would be socially separated neither from the 
bulk of the workforce nor from the lower-middle 
class of shopkeepers. This social background was 
the classic breeding ground for independent 

4 J. Howarth, 'The Liberal Revival in Northamp­
tonshire, 1880-1895', Historical Journal xii (I) 1969, 
pp. 78-118; J. Foster, Class Struggle and the Industrial 
Revolution (London, 1974), pp. 84-87, 102-3; V. A. 
Hatley and J. Rajczonek, 'Shoemakers in Northamp­
tonshire, 1762-1911 ', Northampton Historical Series, 
no. 6 (1971), p. 25. 

s Thorold, op. cit., pp. 129-30. 

radicalism. An analysis of poll books for both 
1831 (when Northampton had had a household 
suffrage qualification not yet reformed away by 
the first Reform Act) and 1852 shows the largest 
category of voters to have been shoemakers, the 
vast majority of whom voted for Liberal can­
didates.6 There was also a tradition of Chartist 
candidates at Northampton, going back to 1841, 
but even in that year, when Peter Murray 
McDouall contested the seat at the height of 
Chartist fortunes, he was able to win only 1 OOJo of 
shoemaker votes. 7 Northampton was liberal­
radical rather than radical-Chartist in its politics, 
with low trade union activity and, among the 
politically active at least, a strong streak of 
religious Nonconformity. The appeal of 
Bradlaugh to such people is not, at first sight, an 
obvious one. 

The assumption that many people made at the 
time was that shoemakers were atheists, and hence 
Brad laugh's connection with Northampton was 
thought obvious. There is some support for this 
image of the atheist shoemaker: of a sample of 
leading freethinkers in the 1840s and 1850s, about 
20% of the artisans for whom occupations are 

6 J. Vincent, Poll books, how the Victorians voted 
(Ca~bridge 1968), pp. 148-9; Hatley and Rajczonek, 
op . ell . , p. 22 . 

7 ibid., p. 23. 
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ascertainable were either cobblers or shoemakers.s 
The reasons for this are not clear, though 
workshops where journeymen were gathered 
without noisy machinery were generally conducive 
to the discussion and dissemination of radical 
ideas in both politics and religion. Furthermore, 
the countryside has been seen to have been 
important in shaping radical attitudes in the 
towns. In the countryside, where the Anglican 
parson was very much the controlling social force, 
long traditions of opposition to tithes, church 
rates, enclosures and clerical magistracies had 
bred a radical anticlericalism which in open 
villages might be expressed as Nonconformity, 
and which in the freedom of the town might 
emerge as either Nonconformity or as hostility to 
all organised religion.9 There is some evidence 
that this was the case in Northampton, which had 
strong Nonconformist traditions. In 1851 over 
71 OJo of the population of the borough had not 
been born there, although half the population 
came from within three to twenty miles, 
suggesting a pattern of short distance rural 
migration from the county to the town, with the 
higher wages of the Northampton shoe industry 
attracting the depressed outworkers from the 
villages. Although in 1851, according to the 
Religious Census, Northampton compared 
favourably with other large towns, over half the 
attendances at worship were at Nonconformist 
chapels; and of the Nonconformists, the Baptists 
were the strongest, followed by the Wesleyan 
Methodists and the Independents. If we take 
evening attendances only, since these were the 
services most likely to attract the working classes, 
then the Established Church with 31 OJo of atten­
dances was overshadowed by the Baptists (25%), 
W esleyans (20%) and Independents ( 12%). That 
is, of religious influences in Northampton, 
Nonconformity was of more importance than the 
Established Church; but a large number of the 
population did not attend worship at all on census 
Sunday, and fell into that category which Ho race 
Mann, the compiler of the census report, labelled 
'unconscious Secularists' .10 

The connection between these potential 
Bradlaugh supporters, many of whom would not 
have had the vote and the notorious freethinker 
himself was a smah band of freethinking radicals 
who had existed in Northampton since the early 
1840s and who did much to prepare the way and 
form the nucleus of a Brad laugh party. 

H E. Royle, Victorian Infidels (Manchester, 1974), 
p. 305. 

9 E. J. Evans, 'Some reasons for the growth of 
English rural anti-clericalism, c.1750-c. 1830, Past & 
Present no. 66 (February 1975). 

10 Accounts and Papers lxxxix (1852-3), pp. c~lx~, 
clviii; K. S. lnglis, 'Patterns of Religious Worship m 
1851 ' , Journal of Ecclesiastical History XI (1960), 
pp. 74-86. 

Apart from a Chartist presence in the town, 
recorded by the historian Gammage who was 
himself a local Chartist, there was also a small 
branch of the Owenite Universal Community 
Society of Rational Religionists, and it is this 
latter which marked the foundation of an 
organised tradition of radical freethought in 
Northampton. The branch was founded in June 
1839, no. 58 out of 65 branches-a latecomer, and 
not a very strong one. The total subscriptions paid 
by the Northampton Owenites to central funds, 
excluding their community, was only £13, com­
pared with £99 sent by Leicester. Only once was a 
delegate s~nt to the annual Owenite Congress, and 
he was the branch secretary of 1840-1842, one 
Joseph Gurney, a local draper whose name runs 
like a silver thread through the history of 
Bradlaughite radicalism in Northampton .11 The 
Owenites declined after the failure of their 
community schemes in 1846, but the freethinking 
element among the Owenites was strengthened by 
the formation of a Christian Evidence Society (the 
aim of which was to criticise the evidences of 
Christianity). Led by Richard Foster, who had 
succeeded Gurney as Owenite branch secretary in 
1842, this group invited G. J. Holyoake to lecture 
in Northampton and formed themselves into one 
of the few branches of Holyoake's Society of 
Theological Utilitarians early in 1847. Prejudice 
against such overt freethought was strong in the 
town, and Holyoake had difficulty finding a room 
in which to deliver his lectures.I2 Meanwhile, the 
Chartist movement was experiencing a brief 
revival, but following its final failure in 1848 a 
group of Chartists began working with Noncon­
formist radicals to contest local elections. This 
was significant, for it showed for the first time 
freethinking radicals, like Gurney, John Bates 
and James Pebody working with Nonconformists 
like the Reverend Thomas Phillips and the Perry 
family.u The 1850s therefore inherited two 
strands from the previous decade, which were to 
be important in shaping Northampton politics in 
the age of the mid-Victorian liberal consensus: 
firstly, a small group of freethinkers, in touch 
with the national movement led by G. J. 
Holyoake; and secondly, a much more widely 
based local radical grouping, built on both free­
thinking and Nonconformist elements, willing to 
work together for extreme Liberal policies in the 
town. The consequences of this became apparent 
at the level of parliamentary politics in 1857, when 

11 New Moral World, 29 Juqe 1839, 17, 28 May, 28 
June 1845. For Gurney see the entry in the Dictionary of 
Labour Biography, vol. V, by Feargus D'Arcy, to 
whom I am grateful for helping me sort out some of the 
discrepancies in some of the secondary accounts of the 
Northampton story. 

12 Utilitarian Record, 13 January, 3, 10 February 
1847; Reasoner, 17 February, 25 August 1847. 

13 Foster, op. cit., p. 305. 
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PLATE 2. 'THE NESTOR OF NORTHAMPTON RADICALISM', JOSEPH GURNEY (1814-93), 
portrayed in his mayoral regalia. He was chief magistrate in 1875-6 and 1879-80. 

Bates and Gurney accepted Charles Gilpin as 
extreme Liberal candidate at the general election, 
and did not insist on bringing forward other 
nominations. The following year, Gurney himself 
was elected to the town council in partnership 
with a Liberal, gaining twice as many votes as his 
Tory churchman opponent.l4 

John Bates was the organising force behind the 
more narrowly defined Secularist organi·sation at 
this time. Richard Foster had emigrated in 1848, 
and only intermittent freethought activity was 
reported over the next few years, with George 
Corby as secretary after Foster; but in 1854 a new 
Northampton Secular Society was announced, 
with Gurney as president, Bates as secretary, 
Edward Pebody as treasurer, and other stalwarts 
such as Corby on the committee. Bates, a 
journeyman basketmaker who sold radical 
newspapers, had an ambition for the society to 
have its own 'Athenaeum', and in 1855 he took a 
new shop in the Drapery where he opened a 
'Midland Secular Depot and Public News Room'. 
Secularism was not strong enough to support this 
ambitious venture, however, and the small group 
seems to have met mainly at George Bass's public 

14 Northampton Mercury, 21 March 1857; 
Reasoner, 19 April 1857, 14 November 1858. 

room in the Corn Exchange.1s It was this group 
which arranged Bradlaugh's visits in 1859, with 
Gurney taking the chair at Bradlaugh's lectures 
and Bates taking the chair on one evening of the 
Bradlaugh-Bowes debate. 

Secularism was reviving everywhere in 1860, 
under the impact of Bradlaugh's lecture tours an:d 
his National Reformer newspaper, and Nor­
thampton was no exception. In August 1860 the 
Secular Society was reorganised, with Bates again 
as secretary and a membership of 27. The new 
committee wrote to Bradlaugh 

"There is little doubt that the circulation of the 
Reformer in Northampton has been of immense 
benefit to the cause, and a large number of 
young blood, having heard your lectures, have 
been induced to take the Reformer, and when 
having seen the principles of Secularism, so 
ably advocated by the editors of that journal, 
they have determined to assist in the further­
ance of the same." 16 

One incident at this time helped to bring the 
young society publicity and suggested for the 

15 ibid., 20 September 1848, 26 March 1854, 15 
April 1855, 13 July 1856. 

16 National Reformer, 8 September 1860. 
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future that common cause might be established 
between freethinkers and Nonconformists. This 
arose when · the new vicar of All Saints, the 
Reverend Sydney Gedge, revived the compulsory 
Vicar's Rate, or Tithe, and then prosecuted those 
(mainly Noi\conformists) who refused to pay. 
John Bates posted two handbills in his shop 
window in the Drapery, one an article by 
Bradlaugh and the other by a Nonconformist 
critic of the Vicar's Rate. Gedge brought an 
action for libel against Bates and then himself 
libelled Bates in a religious periodical, the English 
Churchman. Bradlaugh was out of the country at 
the time, but the Secularists rallied support 
against the vicar, and when the case came before 
the court of Queen's Bench the case was dismissed 
and Gedge had to pay the costs.1 7 

The success which Bradlaugh brought to 
freethought in the early 1860s, repeated as it was 
across the country, brought him the loyalty of 
hundreds of freethinking radicals everywhere. To 
begin with, the Northampton society held its 
meetings at James Pebody's public house, The 
Admiral Nelson, on The Green, but attendances 
grew so much that the Foresters' Hall had to be 
used instead. The little society seems to have had a 
more or less continuous existence from this date. 
In 1864 Bates was arranging a Thomas Paine 
celebration at Pebody's (no other room being 
available to the Secularists), and organising a visit 
from the formidably independent freethought lec­
turer, Mrs. Harriet Law. The society was meeting 
monthly at The Admiral Nelson in 1866, and in 
1867 it was one of the first to affiliate itself to the 
National Secular Society, the list of its members 
now including for the first iime the name of 
Thomas Adams, a master baker who was to be 
Bradlaugh's agent during the years of struggle. At 
the beginning of 1868 the society had 29 members; 
a year later the total was 61.18 

Even if all the members of the Northampton 
branch of the National Secular Society had had 
the vote, it is obvious that they could not on their 
own have made an-y . significant impact on 
Bradlaugh's parliamentar¥ candidatur~. The!r 
importance lay in the extent to which their 
leaders such as Bates, and possibly many of the 
ordina;y members as well, also participated in the 
wider world of Northampton radical politics, and 
particularly in the activities of the local branch of 
the Reform League. As with Bradlaugh himself 
on the national council of the Reform League, so 
local secularists often represented the extreme 
radical position in its branches and so won a wider 
support than would have been accorded simply to 
their anti-religious views. 

17 G. J. Holyoake, Defeat of the Rev. Sydney 
Gedge, of Northampton, in the Queen's Bench (1861). 

18 National Reformer, 15 December 1860, 13 
February 1864, 17 February 1867, lO January 1869. 

After the successful campaign to achieve 
parliamentary reform in 1867, the Reform League 
was very much divided nationally over what 
strategy to adopt next. Its secretary, George 
Howell, was content to co-operate closely with the 
Liberal Party to ensure that the Radical-Liberal 
vote was not split, even to the extent of refusing to 
endorse League candidates in a number of consti­
tuencies.- In ef~ect, the League was turned by 
Howell mto a Liberal Party electoral machine for 
securing the votes of working men for the 
Gladstonian Liberal Party. Bradlaugh was one of 
the leading members of the League to object to 
this policy, and Northampton was one of the few 
constituencies where the local League branch 
repudiated national policy and resolved to 
support its own candidate (the other similar 
constituencies being Dewsbury which, like 
Northampton, had one of the first branches of the 
National Secular Society, the shoemaking town of 
Stafford, and the mining seats of the North 
East).19 

The reason why Northampton was one of these 
exce~tions may partly be attributed to Bradlaugh's 
own mfluence and reputation, but I think it much 
more likely to have been the consequence of the 
existence of that wider Chartist-Nonconformist­
freethinking radicalism which had been politically 
active in local affairs since the late 1840s and 
which had already sponsored Chartist candidates 
and supported Charles Gilpin for the borough. In 
other words, Northampton was primarily in­
dependent because of its traditions, based on the 
structure of small-scale workshop employment. It 
was the logical outcome, not of Secularism but of 
the political habits of shoemakers who h~d been 
voting Liberal since before 1832 and whose rural 
backgrounds were decidedly anti-aristocratic 
(which _in Northamptonshire meant anti-Whig) 
and anti-Church of England. As a noted Radical 
Bradlaugh was certainly an obvious candidate 
but as a notorious freethinker he was not th; 
obvious candidate-possibly the London 
shoemaker and prominent Reform League 
member, George Odger (who considered standing 
for Stafford), would h(.\ve been a more logical · 
choice. It was as a Radical, who was an out­
standing public lecturer and who had friends in 
positions of Radical influence in the town that 
Bradlaugh became the choice of the Northa~pton 
Reform League. Gurney, Bates, Adams and their 
supporters brought the two together. Even so a 
minority of the League Branch was sufficiently 
unhappy to invite the Leeds co-operator . and 
temperance advocate, F. R. Lees, to stand as an 
alternative Radical candidate. Bradlaugh's main 

19 H. J. Hanham, Elections and Party Management. 
Politics in the time of Disraeli and Gladstone (London 
1959), p. 332; R. Harrison, Before the Socialist; 
(London, 1965), pp. 137-209. 
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PLATE 3. THE ELECTION OF 1868: a Liberal anti-Bradlaugh cartoon showing 'Bombastes' Bradlaugh 's 
band waggon drawn by 'Bates his hanimal Secularism'. 

attack was directed towards the supporters of 
Lord Henley, the official Whig, but in the event 
his effort was a noble failure. Gilpin topped the 
poll with 2632 votes, followed by Henley with 
2105. The unsuccessful Tories, Merewether and 
Lendrick, had, respectively, 1625 and 1378. 
Bradlaugh won a creditable 1086, and Lees 
brought uo the rear with only 485 votes.2o 
The lessons of this election were two-fold: 
Bradlaugh was the most likely prospect ~or a 
successful Radical candidature; but the Radtcals, 
though nearly as strong as the Tories, were likely 
to remain in a minority so long as they were 
obliged to operate without official Liberal Party 
support. 

Mindful that he had to attract Nonconformist 
and Liberal support if he were to succeed, 
Bradlaugh had set about cultivating this from the 
start. His 1868 election manifesto contained only 
one point which was purely Secularist-a funda­
mental one, as his later struggle was to show-and 
this was a committed OIJposition to "all disabilities 
and disqualifications consequent upon the 
holding or rejection of any particular speculative 
opinion.'' The only other reference to religion 
was to the separation of Church and State, a good 

20 National Reformer, 22, 29 November 1868. 

Nonconformist cry. He did not even mention the 
need for secular education in his pledge to work 
for national compulsory education, again a 
Nonconformist rather than Secularist position.2t 
Though Gladstone gave his personal support to 
Henley and Gilpin, Bradlaugh insisted on 
regarding himself as an extreme Gladstonian, 
even going as far as to write to Gladstone in July 
1868 to assure him of this fact.22 Increasingly 
Bradlaugh was interesting himself in politics 
rather than in the extreme anti-religious pro­
paganda which had made his reputation in the 
early 1860s. Through the Reform League in the 
later 1860s, and then successively through the 
Land and Labour League and the Republican 
movement of the early 1870s, he was emerging as 
one of the most important national leaders of 
ultra-radical political opinion. This was the image 
above all which he endeavoured to present at 
Northampton. 

21 Election Manifesto, 1868, Bradlaugh Collection 
(at the National Secular Society, London), no. 192. The 

.same was true of his Election Address for October 1874, 
which can be seen as a deliberate appeal to the 
Nonconformists-sec National Reformer, 20 September 
1874. 

22 Bonncr , op. cit I p. 272; C. Brad laugh to_ W. E. 
Gladstonc, 18 July 1868, Gladstonc Papers xxvt, p. 68 
(Briti sh Library, Add. Mss. 44111 ). 
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At the local level, the most significant develop­
ment which would eventually prepare the way for 
Brad laugh's success came in 1872, when the 
division between Liberals and Radicals in the 
municipal elections gave the Conservatives a clean 
sweep. The Radicals were now strong enough to 
force an entry into the orthodox Liberal establish­
ment: agreement was secured for the November 
1873 elections, which secured Liberal victories in 
four of the six seats, including the election of 
Gurney in the West Ward . .B Meanwhile, at the 
parliamentary level, Bradlaugh 's Secularist 
lieutenants, G. W. Foote and Charles Watts, were 
keeping his name before the Northampton public 
while he went on a lecture tour of the United 
States to recoup his finances. 24 The general 
election of February 1874 caught him by surprise, 
and Bates and Gurney organised the campaign 
largely in his absence. This time he was the on~y 
Radical, but the division of votes once agam 
emphasised the necessity of securing endorsement 
by the official Liberal Party. Bradlaugh had a 
hardcore of support from 1060 'plumpers', but he 
also picked up 374 votes on the Gilpin-Bradlau_gh 
ticket and shared a further 197 votes w1th 
Picke~ing Phipps, _the leading Cons~rvative. 
Henley was beaten mto fourth place w1th only 
1796 votes, compared with Bradla~gh's ~653. 
Even Gilpin fell into second place behmd PhiPJ?S· 
At the parliamentary level, the Bradlaugh1te 
Radicals were now in a position to teach the lesson 
already learned at municipal level: though 
Bradlaugh himself could not win, he could prevent 
Liberals from winning.2~ 

Shortly afterwards the oppor~u~ity ca~e t_o p_ut 
this to the test for Charles Gilpm was m mdif­
ferent health ~nd was considering taking the 
Chiltern Hundreds. In August he offered 
Bradlaugh his old parliamentary papers; clearly 
he regarded Bradlaugh as his politic~!. heir :26 But 
when he died in September, the official Liberals 
had different ideas and brought forward a banker 
named William Fowler as the official candidate. 
Direct comparisons between the votes cast in the 
general election, when each voter could have two 
votes, and in the by-election, when each voter had 
only one vote, are difficult, b1:1t there seems to 
have been very little movement.. Merewether, ~he 
Conservative received 2171 sohdly Conservative 
votes· Fowle~ received 1836 loyal Liberal votes; 
and Bradlaugh stayed in last place. with. 1766 
votes, only a slight increase over the figure ~n the 
general election.27 More importantly, Liberal 
Northampton was now represented by two Con­
servatives and it was increasingly plain that, 

2.1 National Reformer, 9 November 1873. 
2-1 ibid., 17,24 August, 5 October 1873. 
2~ ibid . , 15 February 1874. 
26 ibid . , 21 June 1874; C. Gilpin to: C. Bradlaugh, 4 

August 1874, Bradlaugh Collection no. 389. 
27 National Reformer, 4, 11 October 1874. 

though Bradlaugh's supporters remained in a 
minority, the size of his vote was increasing and so 
long as he persisted in standing he would be able 
to damage the Liberal vote. The Liberal establish­
ment would have to come to terms with the 
Bradlaughite Radicals, if not with Bradlaugh 
himself. 

Immediately after the declaration of the poll, 
the new mood of conciliation was set by Pickering 
Perry, a Nonconformist Liberal who had been 
Gilpin's agent. At a meeting held to heal the 
breach between Liberals and Radicals, he spoke 
strongly in favour: 

"He deprecated personal infidelity, but would 
not quarrel with any of those who were 
Secularists. As a Christian; he, of course, 
desired to see them Christians; but there was 
one thing he feared far more than what was 
called freethinking and infidelity, THAT WAS 
SACERDOTALISM. "2s 

Not all those involved, of course, were prepared 
to take this line. The Northampton Mercury, the 
offices of which had been smashed up in a post­
election riot by the Bradlaughites, was in no mood 
for compromise; and on the other side John 
Bates, who had not been present at the meeting, 
withdrew from the Radicals rather than acceed to 
an alliance with the Liberals.29 Nevertheless, 
Perry's move did lead to a confirmation of the 
alliance in municipal politics which resulted in 
Adams being elected a councillor for the West 
Ward. The way now seemed clear ·for an agreed 

· Radical candidature at the next general election, 
but many Liberals and Nonconformists were still 
reluctant to accept that the Radical would have to 
be Bradlaugh. 

Their suspicions seemed entirely well-founded 
when, in 1877, Bradlaugh took up another 
controversial issue, the right to publish popular 
literature on birth-control. In 1830 an American, 
Dr. Charles Knowlton, had written a cheap 
pamphlet on the subject entitled Fruits of 
Philosophy. and this had been part of the free­
thinking booksellers' stock-in-trade ever since, 
but in 1876, following a prosecution of the 
pamphlet in Bristol, Charles Watts pleaded guilty' 
as the principal publisher of what he admitted to 
be an obscene work. Watts was second only to 
Bradlaugh in the Secularist movement, but 
Bradlaugh violently disagreed with what he took 
to be an unnecessary an_~ ~nworthy capitulation. 
Aided by his rising new lfeutenant, Mrs. Annie 
Besant (who was separated from her clergyman 
husband), he republished the Fruits of Philosophy 
and stood trial with Mrs. Besant in one of the 
great obscenity cases of the . nineteenth century. 

2H Northampton Radical, 11 November 1874. 
29 Northampto,n Mercury, 7 November 1874. 
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Bradlaugh and Besant became household names: 
some Radicals and Liberals saw them as cham­
pions of the freedom to publish knowledge 
essential to the poor; many other people saw only 
obscenity, sexual depravity and moral corruption 
(all natural consequences, of course, of 
freethought), and murmured darkly about the 
nature of Bradlaugh's personal relationship with 
Mrs. Besant.JO Those Northampton Noncon­
formists who were learning to live· with Bradlaugh 's 
freethought so long as it remained in the 
background, were shocked to the core by the 
whole affair, and his opponents lost no oppor­
tunity of making political capital out of the 
scandal. His reputation was not spared by the 
Liberal Northampton Mercury, and Gurney had 
to organise a meeting in the town hall at which 
Bradlaugh could explain his actions to the public. 
"Ought Charles Bradlaugh to be an M.P. ?" 
asked Thomas Barber of the Northampton 
Protestant Mission in a 56 page "Expostulation 
addressed to the Electors of the Borough of 
Northampton". Many Liberals thought not. The 
rumour reached Professor Thorold Rogers in 
Oxford that the Northampton Liberals intended 
throwing Brad laugh over, and he considered 
allowing his name to go forward as a counter­
weight to the moderate A. S. Ayrton who was a 
favourite for one of the nominations.JI 

In the event Rogers stood for Southwark, but 
as the general election of 1880 approached there 
was no agreement between the Liberals and the 
Radicals over joint candidates. Approaches made 
by the Radicals to the Liberals were firmly 
rejected, and when Ayrton was thrown from his 
horse and had to withdraw from the contest only 
three weeks before the poll, the Liberals were left 
with not even one firm candidate. They 
themselves were divided between moderates, led 
by Pickering Perry; and anti-Bradlaughites, led by 
the Reverend Thomas Arnold, a Congregational 
minister, and the Northampton Mercury. What 
saved the day for Bradlaugh was the dilemma in 
which the Liberals found themselves, for no out­
side candidate at this late stage was willing to 
accept the Northampton nomination without an 
agreement with the Radicals which would ensure 
electoral success: the fate of the Liberal 
candidates in 1874 was still a warning to all 
Liberals who might consider running against 
Bradlaugh. So when Henry Labouchere was 
invited by Philip Manfield, the shoe manufacturer 
and leader of the Liberals, to accept the Liberal 
nomination, he did so on the condition that 

30 Bonner, op. cit. 11, pp. 20-9; R. Man veil The 
Trial of Annie Besant and Charles Bradlaugh (Lo~don 
1976), passim. ' 

31 J. E. Thorold Roge~ to· G..- J. Holyoake, 7 July 
1877, Holyoake Collection no. 2412 (at the Co­
operative Union, Manchester). 

Bradlaugh should receive the other nomination. 
Faced with the alternative of a disastrous election 
campaign, a split vote and a Tory victory, the 
Liberals capitulated, though an independent 
Liberal named Wright . was only persuaded to 
withdraw by the national Liberal campaign 
manager a week before the election.32 

When the poll was declared, Labouchere and 
Bradlaugh were elected with 4158 and 3827 votes 
respectively; the sitting Tories, Phipps and 
Merewether, followed with 3152 and 2826. As 
Labouchere laconically commented, ''they've 
swallowed Bradlaugh, after all." Of Labouchere's 
supporters, 407 plumped for him alone, and a 
further 250 preferred to vote for him and one of 
the Conservatives, compared with 246 plumpers 
for Bradlaugh and 80 who voted for him and one 
of the Conservatives (mainly Phipps in each case). 
Northampton had swung from electing two 
Conservatives to electing two Liberal-Radicals 
whose views on religion were scarcely above 
suspicion. But, as Labouchere replied to a 
Wesleyan questioner on the subject before the 
election, "he stood upon the distinct issue that, 
whatever the religious opinions of a candidate 
might be, they were sending him to Parliament to 
perform certain political duties, and if his political 
views were in accordance with theirs, religion had 
nothing to do with it. "33 Sufficient Noncon­
formists were prepared to accept this line of 
argument, with regard to both himself and 
Bradlaugh, for the odium theologicum stirred up 
against Bradlaugh in certain quarters to be of no 
avail. As the Nonconformist leader, the Reverend 
R. W. Dale of Birmingham, said soon afterwards, 

''Northampton is not a conspicuously irreligious 
town . .. among those who sent Mr. Bradlaugh 
to the House there must be a considerable num­
ber who regard Mr. Bradlaugh's religious posi­
tion with strong hostility. But so exceptionally 
intense was the hostility of the electors of 
Northampton to Lord Beaconsfield's political 
policy that they preferred to be represented by a 
Liberal, even though he was an avowed Atheist, 
to being represented by a Tory, no matter what 
his religious faith might be. "34 : 

Once Bradlaugh had been elected, the whole 
context of his relationship with Northampton was 
changed. His exclusion from taking the oath and 
sitting in the Commons in the normal way made 
him synonymous with constitutional liberties and 
freedom of conscience-cries to rally all but the 
most bigoted of Nonconformists. And when even 
Mr. Gladstone could take up Bradlaugh's cause, 

32 W. Arnstein, op. cit., pp. 27-9. 
33 National Reformer, 11 April 1880; A. L. 

Thorold, op. cit., pp. 130-l. 
34 R. w. Dale, Speech on the Bradlaugh Question, 

February 17th 1882, pp. 4-5. 
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PLATE 4. THE UNVEILING OF BRADLAUGH'S STATUE, Abington Square, Northampton on 25 June 1894. 

stressing its liberal and constitutional_importance, 
few could gainsay him. Furthermore, any attempt 
by the Northampton J.-iberals to oust. Bradlaugh 
in favour of another Liberal would simply have 
split the vote once more and let a Tory in. A few 
Liberals do seem to have been prepared for the 
alternative of voting for the Tory against 
Brad laugh, and the Conservative share of th_e vote 
rose from 42.81% in the 1880 general electiOn to 
just under 50% in the Bradlaugh case by-elections 
of 1881, 1882 and 1884, but sufficient Liberals 
were committed to maintaining Bradlaugh's right 
because it was Northampton's right.35 

As his contribution to his electoral success, 
Bradlaugh virtually disowned his Secularist con­
nections so far as Northampton was concerned. 
In 1879 a Northampton Secularist complained 
that, although there were "a great number of 
Freethinkers" in the town, "no efforts (were) 
being made to propagate Secular principles 
among the inhabitants." Charles Watts, estranged 
from Bradlaugh since the Knowlton pamphlet 
affair in 1877, complained in 1882 that, not with-

35 National Reformer, 24 February 1884. 

standing the amount of potential support for 
Secularism in Northampton, "it would probably 
be difficult to select any provincial place of 
importance where, during late years, so few 
efforts have been made by the leading Secular 
a~vocates to expound their principles." Bradlaugh 
h1mself refused to lecture on Secularism in 
Northampton, just as he also refused to allow 
freethought lecture posters elsewhere in the 
country to show the letters M. P. after his name. 
Brad laugh's political and freethought careers 
were kept strictly apart.36 From 1874 until his 
death in 1883, John Bates, as leader of the out­
and-out Secularists, was an isolated figure.J7 Not 
until December 1884, when G. W. Foote opened a 
Secular Club and Institute in Northampton 
attracting four hundred members, a quarter of 
whom were also I?ef!Ibe~s of the Secular Society, 
do w~ ge~ much md1catiOn of active freethought 
orgamsat10n, and Bradlaugh himself was not 

3~ Secular Review, 16 August 1879, 27 April 1882; 
Natwnal Reformer, 2 May 1880; Freethinker, 3 May 
1896. 

37 Northampton Daily Reporter, 23 August 1883. 
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connected with it. A Northampton correspondent 
at the opening of the club commented that 
"Secularism in Northampton has not been in a 
remarkably flourishing condition of late years. "Jx 
Indeed, one might argue that if Bradlaugh had 
not been M.P. for Northampton, but free to 
support freethought in the town, then Secularism 
might have been far more important there than it 
actually was. 

There are two conclusions which might be 
drawn from this study. Firstly, as an account of 
constituency politics, with rivalry between 
established Liberals and assertive Radicals, the 
importance of a candidate securing the nomina­
tion on one of the two official parties is under­
lined. Without official support in October 1874 he 
had polled no more than 30o/o of the votes; 
thereafter in 1881, 1882 and 1884, with official 
support, his share never fell below 50%. Within a 
few years of Bradlaugh's struggle, working class 
candidates were increasingly to experience this 
same exclusiveness on the part of the Liberal 

38 Freethinker, 4 January 1885; Secular Review, 
3 January 1885. 

establishment, and they were to reach the conclu­
sion that they needed their own party-the 
Labour party. Bradlaugh too, in effect, developed 
his own party in Northampton and used it to force 
himself upon the local Liberals. This party was 
founded on a nucleus of Secularist support, led by 
Gurney, Bates and Adams, but it would never 
have been sufficiently numerous to be effective on 
its own. This leads on to the second conclusion: 
that the Bradlaugh party was effective not because 
it was numerous nor because its anti-religious 
views were popular with the electorate, but 
because it was able to appeal, on the strength of 
Bradlaugh's reputation as a Radical, to the wider 
Radical sympathies of the town and thereby put 
it~elf in a strong bargaining position vis d vis the 
Liberals in both local and national contests. This 
was the secret of its success. Despite Thomas 
Barber's assertion that two-thirds of the house­
holds in Northampton were infidel (an assertion 
modestly refuted by Bradlaugh)39, the association 
of Northampton with Bradlaugh did not make it a 
notoriously infidel sort of place. 

39 National Reformer, 15 March 1874. 
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THE NORTHAMPTON SHOEMAKERS' REACTION TO 
INDUSTRIALISATION: SOME THOUGHTS 

KEITH BROOKER 

Jeffery Porter's article, The Northampton 
Boot & Shoe Arbitration Board Before 1914'' is 
the latest in a long line of national and local 
studies, which have firmly set the footwear 
industry in the vanguard of industrial relations 
developments before 1914. Indeed, the ability of 
the industry to establish such a code of concilia­
tion and arbitration practice has dominated the 
writing on this period in the trade's labour 
history. 

The article rightly stresses the difficulties and 
conflicts the Northampton, and indeed other 
arbitration boards faced in their work to adjust 
wage rates, productivity levels, and associated 
matters during this petiod of technological and 
organisational change in the industry. Yet this 
institutional response to change really only relates 
part of the story, and, in common with both 
modern and contemporary writers, Porter's work 
tends to understate the degree of rank and file 
dissent; a dissent both to changes instigated by 
employers, and the resultant policies generated by 
the National Union of Boot and Shoe Operatives. 
In part this is because the 'main-stream ' of source 
material utilised by industrial relations writers 
does not fully document this dissent, for example, 
under the Board's constitution the scope of 
'associated matters' was so tightly circumscribed 
as not to include issues relating to workshop 
practice and management, the very issues which 
this article will argue increasingly concerned the 
ordinary shoemaker . 2 Also one can detect an 
over-commitment to the thesis of an orderly 
movement to industrial peace within the 
industry .3 In so far as the question is considered, 
rank and file opposition is presumed to be broadly 
coincidental with that of trade union policy, i.e. 
an essential acceptance of machine working, 
provided that no economic disadvantage was 
experienced in so doing. Beyond this, any opposi-

' Northamptonshire Past and Present Vol. VI 
No. 2, p. 93-99. 

2 Comments in this article refer primarily to male 
piece-workers. Those employed on day-work were 
introduced to notions of work discipline much earlier, 
and though they were to be affected by change, 
particularly in regard to the dilution of labour, their 
response differed significantly. 

3 e.g. L. Poole, '60 years of Industrial Peace' BBSI 
Journal, vol. 7, (1956) p. 194-200. 
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tion has been seen as being generated by either a 
vocal militant minority, or by latter-day Luddism. 
Inevitably, the attitudes of men are more com­
plex, and here one finds a significant portion who 
were n<;>t nec~ssarily militant nor Luddite, yet 
were dtametncally opposed to official union 
policy in several fundamental respects. Conse­
quently, Porter's dismissal of rank and file dissent 
during this period by the sentence, " ... There was 
also difficulty because the replacement of outdoor 
working by indoor workshops brought with it 
problems of adjustments similar to those 
experienced by other trades during the Industrial 
Revolution and the drawing up of factory rules 
caused considerable friction ... '', 4 would appear 
to be not only perfunctory, but also to ignore the 
fundamental issue which divided employer and 
employee at this time. 

There was indeed a radical shift in the mode of 
pr~d.uction which gav~ rise to a challenging of 
~xis!mg workshop ~elat10nships and life-style, and 
It will be useful, bnetly, to place this shift into its 
economic perspective. Despite the adoption of 
machinery in the trade from the late 1850s and the 
beginnings of a sub-division of labour, many 
workers retained the ability to exercise extensive 
freedoms at work, whether he worked in his own 
h.o~e! rented a sitting in a workshop, or, more 
stgm~Icantly,. lab~ured on an employer's 
premises, as mcreasmg numbers of piece-workers 
did. It was not until the years after 1885 that 
under the impetus of recurrent trade depressio~ 
aggrav3:t~d by increasing .home and later foreign 
competitiOn together with a tightening costs 
s~ructure, there occurr~d a change in organisa­
tiOnal structure-the eclipse of domestic outwork­
ing by a centralised factory system. As A. E. 
Marlow, a prominent Northampton manufac­
turer, was to state in 1916: 

"Th!rty years ~go ~hoemaking in Northampton 
was JUSt emergmg from the domestic handicraft 
stage into that of a highly organised in­
dustry ... " 5 

4 J. H. Porter, op. cit., p. 96. 
Shoe & Lealher Supplemenl 1916 p. xxi. 
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PLATE l. THE NORTHAMPTON SHOEMAKER IN 1866. 

To preserve profits and market share the shoe 
manufacturer had traditionally resorted primarily 
to wage reductions in order to cut costs in 
depression, but as trade union effectiveness 
increased he began to look more to increases in 
business efficiency and productivity as the means 
of retaining his competitive advantage. In the 
period, the acceptance of the need to centralise 
machine working in all possible processes rapidly 
gained ground. By the early nineties, amongst 
progressive firms, these ideas were being trans­
lated into practice: in 1890 Stubbs and Grimsdell 
became the first Northampton firm to concentrate 
all processes under one roof,6 to be followed by 
Manfield & Sons 'revolutionary' new factory in 
1894, meanwhile G. T. Hawkins became the first 
manufacturer to lay down a complete machine 
finishing plant. 7 

To achieve the increase in productivity and 
product quality offered by new and improved 
technology it now became necessary for the 
manufacturer to wrest the control enjoyed by his 
piece-workers on the shop-floor from them. The 
resultant conflict was played out in two phases. 

6 Boot & Shoe Trades Journal, I8 January 1890, 
p. 112. 

7 Northampton Independent 30 September 1948, 
p. 10 

Initially, the manufacturers sought to assert the 
basic right to control all matters concerning 
production and discipline. This mastery was 
finally achieved by the shoe union's defeat in the 
1895 Lockout. From this date, manufacturers 
began to fully exploit .the new technology by 
systematising and rationalising work practices and 
procedures to suit machine working. This need to 
rationalise was made more urgent not only by the 
increased speed and increased sophistication of 
improved machinery, which further sub-divided 
work processes, but also by continued economic 
and trading pressures. 

f-1 
By the term rank and file dissent is meant not 

just a stark craft-conservatism, nor merely an 
Arcadian harking back to a past tradition, but 
rather a resentment to the erosion of and change 
in the quality of life at work. This quality of life 
was derived not so much from the material 
rewards the shoemaker received from his daily 
avocation-for in terms of the hours he worked 
and his earning capacity he was far poorer than 
many other artisan groupsB-as from the control 

8 e.g . see J. Foster, Class Struggle & Industrial 
Revolution (1974); Anon, 'Northampton Shoemakers', 
Good Words 1869. 
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PLATE 2. PART OF THE CLICKING ROOM IN MANFIELD'S NEW FACTORY IN 1894. 

he was able to exercise--over his operative and 
social life in the workshop. As George Battle 
noted: 

"Many of the workshops were small and 
stifling in the extreme, but the shop was Liberty 
Hall, the men were free and independent, and 
consequently happy ... "9 

There exists much documentary evidence which 
admirably illustrates the extent to which the shoe­
maker controlled his working environment up to 
the 1890s. This considerably hampered any 
attempt by manufacturers to significantly improve 
efficiency and productivity. 

Output levels amongst piece-workers appear to 
have been set by a mix of personal inclination and 
group custom, the ultimate limits being deter­
mined by the prevailing methods of hand 
working. Attempts to gain any substantial incre­
ment in individual productivity appears to have 
been largely fruitless. From the meagre wage data 
available men appear to have been disinclined to 
go beyond prescribed limits, and given the 
prevailing system of piece-work, manufacturers 
were unable to bring about a change in the short 

9 C. J. Battle, 'Workshops-The Old & The New', 
Shoe & Leather Record, 25th January 1895, p.177-180. 

term. Increased output at busy periods, therefore 
was achieved by the use of closers or sewers to th~ 
trade, or the often uneconomic expedient of 
increasing the labour price, i.e. by the employ­
ment of the old, less skilled, or shoddy workmen 
of whom a surplus pool existed in the town. I~ 
1885 it was noted in Northampton that: 

'' ... the short period before Whitsuntide is one 
of great rush ... Of course, this being the case 
the difficulty is to get the work done. The work 
people know they can have it when wanted yet 
do just what they like, and no more. There 
seems to be no control over rivetters and 
finishers, either indoor or outdoor workers, as 
to how much they shall do, or how long they 
shall work. They appear to have every license to 
do as they like, while on the other hand the 
clickers and other indoor hands must e~pect 
summary dismissal if they are not at their work 
regularly and turn out so much per week ... The 
manuf~cturers ought to have this opportunity 
of makmg up for the slackness which is sure to 
prevail after the holidays and his employees 
ought to make up for the loss of earnings 
during that quiet time, but its a fact that in the 
majority of cases, the workmen have no idea of 
the future ... "10 

IU BSTJ, 23 May 1885, p. 304. 
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Whilst this extract suggests that it might have been 
desirable to inculcate the shoemaker with new 
economic ideals, the prevailing industrial system 
did offer them, as a group, several important 
economic advantages, viz., (a) it allowed older 
and slower workers to remain within the labour 
market. Increasingly, after 1890, the inability of 
men over forty, and of less experienced youths to 
gain employment was to strongly tax the trade, (b) 
it allowed men greater mobility to move in and 
out of the labour market. 

But, further than this, the shoemaker was able 
to exercise social control at work. Thus it was not 
only notions of customary work load but also 
social interaction which limited productivity and 
hampered a regular flow of work. One of the 
foundations upon which this control rested was 
an acceptance that the shoemaker had the right of 
unrestricted movement on and off the employer's 
premises. Within the hours laid down when the 
shop was to be open, piece-workers were free to 
leave whenever they wished. Thus one finds that 
in the years prior to 1895, when manufacturers 
began to question the control exercised by their 
workforce, the issue invariably centred on the 
question of unrestrained access. The evidence 
available suggests that far from being an isolated 
incident as Porter suggests, 11 attempts to lock-in 
piece-workers were not uncommon, and although 
the local factory inspector was to question the 
systematic use of this practice in 1895 on safety 
grounds, oral evidence indicates that it was to per­
sist until the inter-war period. For example, the 
unofficial strike for liberty of lasters and rivetters 
at Arthur Stanton's workshop in July 1887. In an 
effort to curb unrestrained movement and 
drinking, Stanton had locked the workshop door 
during working hours.l2 Similarly, in 1892 when 
H. 1. Bateman introduced "the locking-in 
system" to reinforce new workshop rules, his 
piece-workers struck work.13 By this time 
unauthorised strikes against new systems of 
working and improved discipline had become very 
frequent both in Northampton, 14 and at other 
centres, notably Leicester. IS In both of the above 
strikes, as with any attempt by manufacturers to 
substantially curb privileges before 1895, the 
workmen were successful. 

As in other small trades, control was not 
necessarily exercised by the shoemaker mali­
ciously, but rather in accordance with the spirit of 
a traditional set of values in which the workshop 
was not merely a place of toil, but a place where 

11 J. H. Porter, op. cit., p. 96, " ... One firm went 
so far as to lock in their piece-workers, which caused 
union protests at the Board ... " 

12 Northampton Mercury, I7 July I887, p. 5. 
13 BSTJ, 9 April I892, p. 467 . 
14 BSTJ, 27 February I892, p. 292. 
15 BSTJ, 30 April I892, p. 557. 

diversions between work and social assoc1at10n 
were intertwined and complimentary .16 At its 
most idyllic it has been summed up thus: 

"There is a social content in the old order of 
shoemaking which is lacking in the new, in the 
manner in which shopmates worked together .. 
by 2s, 3s and 4s-rarely more-and as they 
worked, conversed freely together or sang at 
their toil, and were to all intents and purposes 
their masters ... "17 

In reality, this control meant that the workmen 
could decide who should be allowed to work in 
the shop, and when, within limits, work would be 
executed .Ill In addition, matters of general 
discipline rested with them. These matters, of 
course, were seldom consciously decided in any 
democratic way, but had rather evolved by 
custom and usage into a life-style. 

The overwhelming bulk of the literature about 
the shoemakers working habits at this time 
concentrates on the tradition of St. Monday with 
its central theme of drink and improvidence.l9 
Gambling, it was stated, was popular in 
workshops. The Curate of St. James, Dallington 
reported in 1882: 

"Among the shoemakers this is almost univer­
sal ... the men bet on racing events, pigeon 
matches and dogs; even political events and 
municipal elections are greatly influenced by 
the betting men . . . The masters are some of 
them betting men, and do not try to interfere­
others are afraid ... ''2o 

The autobiography of William Arnold, a promi­
nent manufacturer and former operative rivetter 
off~rs an interesting glimpse at the workshop lif~ 
which had evolved on employers' premises.21 The 
co~sumptio~ of alcohol was tolerated, and many 
social diversions and competitions of skill inter-

16 These values survived the early round of changes 
and new entrants to the trade had quickly absorbed 
them at least in spirit, as did the newer centres of 
production-e.g. Leicester. 

17 Boot and Shoemaker, I June I878, p. 141. 
IK In practice, the decision to delay was no more 

than a few days, and where work was not returned 
~ithin o~e or possibly two weeks, manufacturers 
Imposed lines or resorted to prosecution-e.g. S & LR, 
30 June 1888, p. 636. 

19 see Anon, Northampton Shoemakers Good 
Words, 1869. G. Battle op. cit; A. Fox History of 
r:fUBSO 1.894-1957 (Oxford 1958), p. 358. speaks of 

The old mdependence and self-indulgence of the out­
workers life, with its irregularities, and picturesque 
squalors ... " 

20 NRO/ML 600. Episcopal Visitation Return for 
St. James, Dallington, 1882. 

21 W. Arnold Recollections of William Arnold 
(Northampton, 1915). 
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laced work itself. Very often the 'footings' for a 
new man, or some other social event, prevented 
work early in almost every week. There then 
followed a concentrated spell of work, often just 
on Thursday, Friday and Saturday, to clear the 
week's work. The improvident and the drinker 
certainly existed, as Arnold's reminiscences 
vividly portray, but this cavalier attitude was not 
necessarily the norm. George Battle, for example 
observed: 

"In many cases earnings were spent on 
Saturday, Sunday and Monday with lavish 
carelessness, and the chief gainer was the 
publican or the bookmaker. Others . . . were 
too wise to dissipate their earnings in this way 
and what was not spent in housekeeping was 
invested ... "22 

Several strands of evidence equally suggest the 
presence of respectable, more seriously-minded 
artisans; for example the town's flourishing ~~ult 
school, young men's bible classes, and political 
organisations. The literature. of St. ~ond~y has 
almost universally given too httle consideratiOn to 
the fact that for many outworkers much of 
Monday was spent in collecting materials from the 
employer, and in maintaining tools. Trade papers 
of the period stress the friction generated by the 
long hours manufacturers kep.t workers waitin!? at 
the wicket for work.23 In this context, mentiOn 
should also be made of the fact that in order to 
achieve even a living wage in the trade required a 
consistent and methodical attention to work; yet 
at this time Northampton had a pre-eminent 
record for the high level of owner-occupation of 
houses amongst its shoemakers.24 

This uneven rythmn of work, intensified by the 
seasonal nature of the trade, was further 
disrupted by annual ey~nts, whic.h shoef!la~ers 
had established as traditional hold1ays. Pnnc1pal 
amongst these were the Spring and Autumn .r~~e 
meetings, and political elections: for some, M1htta 
training provided a break between Easter and 

22 G. Battle, op. cit., p. 177. 
23 see Boot & Shoemaker, 7 September 1878, p. 311; 

BSTJ, 4 April 1885, p. 197; BSTJ, 26 August 1893, 
p. 252. 

24 Some idea of the growth in working class house 
ownership in Northampton in the 1870s can be had 
from this extract in Algar Thorold, The Life of Henry 
Labouchere (London 1913) p. 129-30: " ... The radical 
element had for many years been very numero~s ~mong 
the population, but unfortunately the _maJonty of 
workers had no vote. The Household Suffrage Act of 
1868 remedied this state of things to some extent. The 
work of the Freehold Land Society developed the scope 
of the remedy. This most practical expression of 
democratic ideals making freeholders of workmen, 
raised the number of the electorate from 6829 in 1874 to 
8189 in 1880; of these 2500 had never voted before, and 
to a man were Radicals ... " 

Whitsuntide, much to the annoyance of manufac­
turers, for this was the busiest trading period ·of 
the year. Earlier in the century, Northampton 
shoemakers had worked in large numbers in the 
harvest fields, but by the seventies this practice 
had been discontinued.25 By the eighties, although 
stoppages excited far more employer criticism, 
they were unable to prevent them. Extracts from 
two of the many trade reports reveal the dif­
ficulties they faced: 

''. . . the election and the races interfere with 
trade and despite orders to hand and the recent 
depression there's as strong a disposition as 
ever on the part of the work-people to avail 
themselves of every excuse for a holiday and to 
extend it beyond reasonable limits ... ''26 

Again in 1892: 

''. . . Business operations have this week been 
partially suspended owing to the Spring race 
meeting which is looked upon as an historical 
institution . . . Neither depression in trade nor 
disputes offset the success of this annual 
holiday, for the shoemaker will have it, and 
varied are the methods adopted to ensure 
closing the factory doors, in order to keep out 
his men from what, to his way of thinking, is an 
unmitigated evil ... "27 

To facilitate improved production, a move was 
made in 1889 to abolish the race meetings but 
without success. Similar attempts to switch Militia 
training away from the busy Spring period also 
failed. 

Ill 

Shoemakers similarly resisted change where 
trade union policy threatened to diminish their 
control at work. In the years prior to 1895, the 
best example is the dissent amongst outworkers to 
the Union's indoor working campaign of 1892-94. 
This was part of a national campaign begun in 
1890 to eradicate outwork abuses and sweating. 
Instead, employers were to be responsible for 
providing worlcshop accommodation free of 
'standing rent' and charges for gas. 

Notice to impose indoor working in Northamp­
ton was formally served by the local branch on the 
Manufacturers' Association in November 1892. 
As has been noted, centralised production was 
increasingly being adopted by progressive firms, 
and most were aware that universal factory 
working2ll was inevitable. Nevertheless, there 

25 Boot & Shoemaker, 7 September 1878, p. 311. 
26 BSTJ, 30 Apri11880, p. 178. 
27 BSTJ, 2 April 1892, p. 434. 
28 A residual outwork function survived this period 

of change. 
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existed a strong body of outworker opinion 
critical of the Union for speeding up the tempo of 
change. As one Irthlingborough worker com­
mented: 

" ... The men do not thank (the Union) for 
doing so. They do not want their liberty 
meddled with, as they have shops to work in, 
and leading men will not go with their: sons into 
such places as they know they will be. Some 
will leave the Union if they do not stop so 
much interference ... ''29 -

In fact, this undercurrent of dissent was to prove 
the pivotal point of the campaign. A trade report 
summed up the position: 

"While this may inconvenience many manufac­
turers the chief difficulty will not rest with 
them, but with the men themselves, many of 
whom protest against Union interference with 
their liberty ... we are satisfied that the bulk 
of Northampton men would rather let matters 
remain as they are, for not a few of the 
employees in this centre own their own houses, 
to which are attached little shops . . . where 
they can begin and finish their day's work 
when they like. Moreover, most.men keep a boy 
or two, and many work for 2 or 3 shops, 
privileges they know must cease if the indoor 
factory system is instituted ... "3o 

A partial survey of outworkers attitudes at 
fifteen firms conducted by the Manufacturers' 
Association demonstrates the strength of this 
feeling. Of those canvassed, 116 voted for indoor 
working, 140 for staying out, while 57. were 
neutral.31 The fears expressed about loss of liberty 
were, of course, not new, as the evidence above 
has shown. However, this extract reveals another 
important dimension which made the old style of 
working attractive, particularly for domestic out­
workers, that of economic self-interest. The Shoe 
& Leather Record noted at the early stages of the 
campaign: 

"It seems probable that many finishers will 
refuse to conform to the indoor system, as that 
would prevent the employment of a number of 
boys. Some of those who object are earning 
very high wages, in one instance a man and 2 
boys (aged 13 and 14) can comfortably earn 
over £5 a week ... To all appearances there is a 
lot of work to be done by Union officials before 
the outworkers are convinced that any change 
will prove beneficial ... '' 32 

29 BSTJ, 10 December 1892, p. 699. 
30 BSTJ, 26 November 1892, p. 637. 
31 S & LR, 25 November 1892, p. 298. 
32 ibid., p. 298. 

J'his practice had not only restricted job oppor­
tunities amongst adult males in the town, but had 
also given rise to sweating. Many finish~rs util!s~d 
both cheap indentured labour, and their famthes 
as well. Apparently, requests were so often made 
by journeymen shoemakers to the Workhouse for 
apprentices that the local Board sought a Local 
Government Board ruling in 1889, which forbade 
such transactions.33 However, some oblique 
evidence suggests such apprentices had been 
furnished previously, and possibly that manu~ac­
turers, particularly closers to the trade, avalled 
themselves of this source. Other sources of cheap 
indentured labour included charitable institu­
tions,34 and reformatory schools. In the course .of 
a Petty Sessional hearing in 1892 an apprentice 
from Liverpool Reformatory School stated that 
he often worked a 15 hour day, and that after 21h 
years earned only two shillings and his board, and 
a fellow apprentice after six years experience 
earned five shillings.35 The systematic sweating of 
women closers was also practised in Northampton 
at this time, many laboured in small, insanitary 
workshops,36 although here progressive manufac­
turers had done more to accommodate them 
inside.37 

To counter dissent, the Union's national 
executive assisted the branch in mounting a 
vigorous public debate. Their argument rested on 
3 main points: (a) that the systematic sweating of 
one's family was unmanly; (b) that reduced hours 
of work and the ending of the home as a 
workshop would improve the quality and stan­
dards of family life; and (.c) that the ending of the 
excessive employmen'fof boys, whilst reducing the 
wages of some, would give a better distribution of 
work generally. The Union brought the campaign 
to a successful conclusion in May 1893,38 and 
when indoor working commenced in January 
1894 the expected refusal of outworkers to go in­
side did not materialise. In contrast, at Kettering, 
after a branch ballot showed 411 in favour and 
285 against indoor working, the branch executive, 
aware also of a large non-union hostility, decided 
''. . . that the time is not yet ripe for such a 
revolutionary measure.' '39 

33 PRO MH12/8796, Clerk to Northampton 
Guardians to LGB, 19 August 1889. 

34 G. J. Battle, op. cif., p. 178. 
35 BSTJ, 2 July 1892, p. 12. 
36 Annual Report of H.M. Chief Inspector of 

Factories, for year ending 31 October 1888, p. 83-87. 
37 Boot & Shoe Recorder, Vol. XX No. I, 9 

December 1891-many thanks to Mr. V. A. Hatley for 
this reference. 

38 for .the terms .of settlement see S & LR, 12 May 
1893, p. 1147. 

39 BSTJ, 3 November 1892, p. 683. 
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IV 
. It was, however, the defeat of the Union in 
1895 which finally enabled Northampton's 
employers to attain mastery in the workshop. 
Strict workshop rules, framed by the town's 
Manufacturers' Association were imposed which 
limited trade union action on the shop floor, en­
sured punctuality and discipline, and curtailed 
informal social associations at work. 40 This 
imposition was not merely opportunism as Porter 
suggests,4I but rather the logical culmination of a 
long effort by manufacturers to increase control 
over production and discipline. Indeed, it was just 
one way in which manufacturers now collectively 
consolidated their physical control within the 
workplace. They also began to act more 
collectively in the matter of recruitment. A 
uniform character note and engagement regula­
tions were recommended by the Association, in 
order to control the activities of malcontents (i.e. 
militant trade unionists): 

'' ... The Committee of the Association re­
minded members that invariably asking for 
references is a first-rate aid to discipline, and 
the only check on the accuracy of statements 
made by applicants. Trouble is always caused 
by a limited number of malcontents, who, if 
character notes are not adopted, pass readily 
from one factory to another and stir up strife 
and dissatisfaction wherever they go . . . The 
Association's standard form ought to be used 
on every occasion ... "42 

In addition the shoemaker lost his control of the 
tools of th~ trade, the ownership of whic~ had 
contributed to his independence. In part this was 
an inevitable erosion linked to the introduction of 
expensive, powered machinery. But . hand­
processes remained in the factory, and until 1899 
Northampton's hand-workers retained personal 
ownership of their kit on employers' premises. ~n 
that year the Arbitration Board resolved that m 
future tools parts and grindery would all be 
found by th~ employer. The Union regarded this 
as an economic advance, but the branch report 
clearly reveals adverse criticism was expected from 
its members: 

''This is a step in advance and we earnestly 
hope the members will work hand in hand o~er 
this matter, and thus gain the advance which 
such a decision will be to the members ... " 4

3 

40 BSTJ, 27 April 1895, p. 499. 
41 J. H. Porter, op. cit., p. 97. 
42 BSTJ, 31 December 1898, p. 886, c~ .. BSTJ, 26 

September 1902, p. 427, regarding oppositiOn to the 
'note' in Leicester, and, BSTJ, 15 September 1905, 
p. 429, regarding Union opposition. 

43 N. U.B.S.O. Monthly Report, September 1899. 

But the matter did not end there. From the 
early nineties, as American commentators in 
particular stressed, in order that British shoe 
manufacturers should gain the full cost-benefits 
from machine working achieved in America, it 
would be necessary to adopt not just the machines 
themselves, but also new systems of detailed 
operation. Therefore, there arose the need to 
rationalise work methods in order to quicken 
production, and the union's defeat in 1895 sig­
nalled the way for its adoption. Despite the 
increased speed and sophistication of new 
machines, it was the increased use of 'team 
work', 44 and the employment of special pace men 
which ensured unremitting attention to work. As 
this speeding-up proceeded, the individual shoe­
maker's pace and mode of work became increas­
ingly determined, not by any personal yardstick or 
by custom, but by standardised procedures 
imposed by the manufacturer or shoe engineer. 
Most of the machinery companies introduced 
operators' instruction manuals, and provided 
skilled technicians to teach processes, rather than 
rely on the ad hoc instruction of former years. 
This allowed little possibility for shoe operatives 
to devise personal work patterns or individual 
methods of making as had happened previously. 
Similarly, those employed on hand-processes in 
the factory, faced restrictions and disruption as 
traditional operations became split up into a 
number of narrow, repetitive tasks and were 
integrated with the main machine processes.45 

The decisive and conscious increase in the 
extent and nature of the manufacturers 
managerial function, therefore, further eroded 
the control of piece-workers formally engaged at 
work. Inevitably, the presentation of a detailed 
history of rank and file dissension arising from 
this erosion is beyond the bounds of this article. 
Nevertheless, within the space remaining it is 
hoped to offer an outline as to its nature, and 
offer a basis for further discussion. Whilst this 
dissent shared a common source, it was 
articulated in a variety of ways. At its most 
dispirit, there occurred individual expressions of 
frustration, for example, the cases of rattening in 

44 Introduced in the eighties, team-work made its 
first real impact on the Northampton trade in the early 
nineties: "The development of machinery, and with it 
the contingent team system, is making rapid strides here 
(Northampton) and in many cases first class workmen 
who formerly looked with supreme contempt upon ~ 
system which tended to imp-pse restraints on their 
individual independence in the factory, have now 
philosophically seen the error of their ways and resign 
themselves to the inevitable ... " BSTJ, 7 May 1892, 
p. 589. 

45 See, e.g. , E. Swaysland, Boot & Shoe Design & 
Manufacture, (Northampton, 1905), p. 168-73 for 
descriptions of the team systems for lasting. 
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1892.46 Certainly, the tendency towards faster, 
more repetitive work gave rise to short-term tran­
sitional problems. Contemporary trade union 
records suggest that change was accompanied by 
physical and psychological stress. The Union 
detected a direct correlation between the rise in 
sick benefits paid out and new work systems.47 
Increased noise, speed, and machine vibration, all 
took its toll the Union argued, but contemporaries 
dismissed such claims out of hand.48 Unfor­
tunately, attempts to verify such claims through, 
for example, medical records have not proved 
possible. At the extreme, however, there are 
recorded several reports of suicide directly 
attributable to such causes. Contemporary reports 
also suggest that the new systems of working 
placed less of a premium upon men with an all­
round ability and skill. A Northampton branch 
report in 1898 concluded: 

"The introduction of machinery has so divided 
the work that the good all-round man hardly 
knows what to do with such a system ... "49 

The Vicar of St. Sepulchre's summed up the 
problems in quite a different, though no less 
graphic way: 

"The strain of daily life nowadays prevents 
people from giving the time they used to do to 
religious exercises . . . Increasing strain and 
anxiety about daily life leads to a great yearning 
for excitement, for something that will relieve 
the monotony of a life spent at a machine .. . "so 

Beyond the presence of this ground swell of 
unease and frustration arising from the transition, 
there developed an articulated dissent to the new 
emerging industrial order. This is exemplified by 
two central issues-output restriction, and 
unofficial strikes. 

The first was concerned with the new wage and 
productivity systems developed for machine 
working.St As machine working became more and 
more the norm, it became increasingly necessary 
to devise a pay system which offered 'a fair day's 
pay for a fair day's work'. Traditionally, wage 
rates in the industry had been governed by com­
plex piece-work wage statements, which were 
geared to customary notions of work load; 
matters of productivity being very much in the 
piece-workers own hands. With the initial intro-

46 BSTJ, 15 October 1892, p. 453. 
47 N.U.B.S.O. Monthly Report, February 1897 and 

July 1901. 
48 e.g. BSTJ, 27 February 1903, p. 355. 
49 N.U.B.S.O. Monthly Report. June 1898. 
so NRO/X913. Episcopal Visitation Return for St. 

Sepulchre, Northampton, 1910. 
• SI This aspect of dissent has been discussed at length 
m A. Fox op. cit., especially Sections IV and V. 

duction of machinery into piece-work processes, 
the Union had advocated the simple transfer of 
piece-workers working on or in conjunction with 
machinery, to unmeasured day-work. This, 
however, not only left uncertain what now 
constituted 'a fair day's work', but also, many 
trade unionists argued, left too large a portion of 
the profit from machine working in the 
employers' hands. For the workmen, who had 
been used to determining his own pace of work 
and free of the rigours of factory working, the 
new speed of work desired by the employer 
appeared intolerable: The branch reported in 
1895: 

"They always try to rush the men working on 
machines, notice being given to discharge men 
not doing sufficient work, when we know that 
the men are doing their duty and doing an 
honest day's work ... "52 

For the employer, facing economic problems, and 
now the added overheads of factory operation, 
the shoemakers' apparent intransigence was 
equally intolerable: 

"The men may ... in too many cases, so con­
trive to idle away their time as to leave the 
manufacturer but a small return for his 
capital outlay ... They maliciously dawdle over 
their work so as to make it appear that hand 
labour is as good and as cheap as labour aided 
by machine ... There exists among workmen a 
tacit understanding that only so much work 
shall be done within a certain time and no 
matter what machines are introduced the men 
conspire to prevent any saving being effected 
by their aid ... "53 

Despite the developments in factory management 
and regulating work methods after 1895, this 
central problem concerning productivity re­
mained, until the establishment of Quantity 
Statements in the early 1900s. These statements 
retained the minimum measured day rate, but 
grafted on to this was a related piece-work 
statement, which came into force once the 
workman had produced the quantity laid down by 
the former. This, it was felt, would counter the 
criticisms that the straightforward minimum wage 
stifled production. Nevertheless, whilst such 
statements were progressively implemented in 
other centres, the local branches at Northampton 
both resisted their introduction, and thereafter 
hampered their effective operation. Instead, they 
continually advocated a policy of output 
restriction by instructing members to limit their 

s2 N.U.B.S.O. Monthly Report, September 1895. 
53 S & LR, 1892, quoted in G. Brown, Sabotage 

(Nottingham 1978), p. 101-2. 
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output to that level required to earn their 
minimum wage. This resistance was largely con­
ceived and nurtured by the local vigorous Social 
Democratic Federation. 

Probably the most salient way in which rank 
and file dissatisfaction with new managerial 
techniques and systems of work was expressed are 
the continued unofficial strikes which occurred 
from the nineties. Despite the restrictions placed 
on strike activity by the 1895 Terms of Settlement, 
such disputes continued until 1914, 39 alone being 
recorded at Northampton in 1912.54 Yet evidence 
regarding them is often scanty, for example there 
is little coverage in Union reports, because, for a 
Union wedded to arbitration, they were a source 
of continued annoyance. Such strikes are never­
theless important, as they reveal the constant web 
of dissent which existed at this time. The disputes 
are characterised by their short duration, often 
only lasting for half or one day, and, usually the 
small number of work-people involved. These 
were normally drawn from one department of one 
factory, and were primarily piece-workers, with 
finishers forming the bulk. As such, these stop­
pages rarely threatened to plunge the whole town 
into strife, the exception being a strike by finishers 
at J. N. Bailey's factory in 1899. Often the strikes 
appear to have had no clearly articulated 
grievance, merely a mood of general dissatisfac-

. 54 Indeed strikes appear to have clustered around 
the periods of rapid technical organisational change 
thus, 1892-4, 1904-7 and 1910-12. 

tion, e.g. the stoppage of Simon Collier's Lasters 
in 1912.55 On other occasions the point at issue 
was quite apparent. Of these causes the most 
frequent, and significant, was that of opposition 
to a foreman, either because he was personally 
overbearing or rude,56 or because, as the 
employer's shopfloor representative, he was 
responsible for making a new work-system 
function,57 for discipline,ss or for the speed of 
working.59 Stoppages regarding the quality of 
work, the employment of cheap labour and so on 
are also recorded. 

In conclusion, two points should be stressed. 
Firstly, that tte industrial relations developments 
in the industry were significant and important, 
but that there existed within the labour force an 
alternative voice as to change in the industry. 
Secondly, as the resume of evidence above 
suggests, the reactions of a largely anonymous 
group of individuals were varied and substantially 
ineffectual. That is to say, rank and file dissent 
was not a force which could stem the tide of 
industrialisation, but rather reveals the apprehen­
sions and attitudes of a work force faced with loss 
of control and freedoms in the work place. 

55 BSTJ, 4 October 1912, p. 585. 
56 The Times, 12 September 1899, p. 8, at J. N. 

Baileys. 
57 The Times, 28 September 1907, p. 7, at George 

Swann. 
58 BSTJ, 17 September 1898, p. 374, at Crockett & 

Jones. 
59 The Times, 13 September 1907, p. 7, at G. T. 

Hawkins. 

OBITUARY 

SIR GEORGE CLARK, D.Litt., F.B.A. 

Sir George Clark, who died early in 1979, aged 88, be~ame the ~ociety's second President in 1957, 
succeeding the then Marquess ?f Exet~r, ~.G., C.~·9·· .m that office. It w~s very f?rt?nate that from 
then· until 1964 such a distingmshed htstonan was hvmg m Northamptonshire (at King s Sutton) while 
working on a book so that his services were available to the Society. 

Sir Georg~'s numerous academic ?istinctions included appoin~ments as Chich~le Professor of 
Economic History at Oxford, and as Regms Professor of Mod.ern History at. ~ambndge, and from 
1947-1957 as Provost of Oriel College, Oxford. He was also President of the Bntlsh Academy for some 
years, and a Trustee of the British Museum, and received many honours from Universities and Colleges 
abroad. 

His chief interest was the 17th century, on which he published a number of books, and as well 
as editing the Oxford History of En~tc:nd and the N_ew Cambrid~e A:fodern History he included a 
History of the Royal College of Physzczans amongst his many publicatiOns. 

A man of great charm and erudition he continued to take a lively interest in the Society's 
affairs after he had returned to Oxford in 1964, and would frequently send a word of encouragement 
and appreciation of the Society's work when, in later years, he was unable to attend Council meetings 
or other functions. 

D.M.S. 
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The Home of 
Scott Bader · ~ 
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ROTHWELL; THE RAILWAY STATION THAT NEVER WAS 

PHILIP R. MARTIN 

As a small boy living in Rothwell some sixty years ago I had an unquenchable desire to watch railway 
trains. This started with the quaint little narrow-gauge ironstone trains which puffed underneath the 
Rothwell-Desborough road, and developed into a passion for the Midland expresses, often double­
headed, with the piston rods of their "Compound" locomotives flashing in and out. Alas. I could only 
see these magnificent trains by walking to Desborough, or Rushlon, or to a farm crossing half-way 
between, reached by way of field paths and "Abbey Bridge". These were all very long walks for little 
legs, and I became very resentful of the fact that my home town had no railway line close, let alone a 
station. I felt deprived; Kettering, Desborough, and even Rushton had stations; why not Rothwell? 

I was not the only one to feel aggrieved. Desborians would not let Rowellians forget the fact 
that the railway had passed them by in favour of "little Rush ton" for the line had indeed made an 
appreciable northerly detour between Kettering and Desborough, in spite of the fact that this 
lengthened the route by over a mile (Figure 1). To add insult to injury the company had called 
Des borough's station "Des borough and Rothwell". 

One day I asked my mother rather wistfully where Rothwell's station would have been had the 
line followed the obvious route between Kettering and Desborough instead of making that wretched 
detour via Rushton. She replied without hesitation "Up the Desborough Road". From behind his 
newspaper my father snorted but made no comment. I learned later that my mother, not being a native 
of Rothwell, had fallen for an old Desborough joke. There used to be a length of raised causeway near 
the bottom of Rothwell's Desborough Road, which Desborians alleged had been built by simple­
minded Rowellians as a station platform in anticipation of the railway which never came. 

Another newcomer to Rothwell-W. J. Playford, a well-liked teacher and local historian­
was able to take a detached and good-humoured view of the matter. In a fellow pupil's autograph 
album "Billy" had written and illustrated a verse which ran: 

"Now Rothwell is a splendid place, beyond argumentation, 
But one distressing fact remains-it has no railway station! 
So lest its folks should angry be, or think themselves neglected, 
It has it's name upon a board-at Des~orough erected!" 

My next question-to my father this time-was why the Midland made that detour? He 
thought it was because some Rothwell land-owner had proved difficult. Against this the owner of the 
autograph album already mentioned had been told that the rich gentleman at Rushton Hall had actually 
welcomed the line since it would enable him to get to London more easily. Plausible, perhaps, but 
railways were built to make profits, and Rothwell, which was many times larger than Rushton would 
obviously provide more traffic for the company. 

It was several years before I learned the true reasons, and even longer before I became 
convinced of their validity. Briefly, the lse and Slade valleys north and south of Rothwell respectively, 
proved to be surprisingly formidable obstacles to the railway engineers and the high cost of crossing 
them, together with the financial climate at the time of construction (1854-58) precluded any possibility 
of following the obvious direct route through Rothwell. 

Figure 2(a) shows a vertical section of the terrain along this route between Harborough and 
Kettering stations, with the vertical scale exaggerated relative to the horizontal scale in order to 
accentuate the main topographical features. Harborough station is only about 30 feet higher than 
Kettering (270 feet as against 240 feet above sea level), but between them, at Desborough, it rises to 460 
feet. In between it falls to 300 feet and 283 feet at the I se and Slade respectively. 

Confronted with this sort of terrain railway engineers have to meet two basic requirements: 

(i), 

(ii), 

a "ruling" or maximum permissible gradient, imposed by considerations of train weight 
and locomotive power. In this case it was I in 119 or 45 feet per mile. 
the volume of excavated "spoil" from cuttings and tunnels has to be equated as far as 
possible with the volume required for adjacent embanking, to avoid having to transport 
spoil any farther than necessary, and to avoid an undisposable surplus. 
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FIG. I. THE 'DIRECT' AND ACTUAL ROUTES OF THE MIDLAND RAILWAY IN THE 
ROTHWELL DISTRICT. 

Two further limitations are the practicable height of earth embankments (usually about 60 
feet, beyond which a far more expensive masonry viaduct is necessary) and the depth at which a tunnel 
becomes more economical than a cutting (also about 60 feet). 

On Figure 2(a) are shown three possible lines based on these considerations. Line "A" goes 
"over the top" in order to minimise the total amount of excavation required. Nevertheless the amount 
is appreciable due to the two deep cuttings required between Kettering and Rothwell, and would 
probably be sufficient to build the 4-mile embankment at the Harborough end. The Slade crossing calls 
for a half-mile embankment up to 60 feet high. The Ise crossing would necessitate a mile of 
embankment rising to the permissible height of 60 feet and half a mile of masonry viaduct up to 120 feet 
high. 

Line "B" levels out at Rothwell to cross the Ise 100 feet above the river bed. A masonry 
viaduct of this height would still need to be almost half a mile long, but the em banking would be greatly 
reduced and the Harborough embankment would be virtually eliminated. This, together with the deep 
cutting required at Desborough, would result in a tremendous surplus of spoil which would not be 
disposable locally. 

Line "C" would eliminate the need for a masonry viaduct over the Ise but would necessitate a 
0.8 mile tunnel right under Desborough, thus depriving that worthy town of any possibility of a station 
and the railway company of any income from that source. Also the construction of a station at 
Rothwell in a 50-foot cutting would be very expensive, thus reducing its profitability. 

It will be seen that all three of the above alternatives would be very expensive. Yet is seems that 
at least one of them must have been considered and accepted by William Cubitt, F.R.S., when he drew 
up the first plans for a line between Leicester and Bedford in 1845, for he intended his line to go via 
Rothwell. And Cubitt had already shown that he was not afraid of either tunnels or lOO-foot viaducts, 
for he had just built the South Eastern line including the spectacular stretch between Folkestone and 
Dover. However, his plans were made at the time of the Railway Mania when money could be raised for 
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FIG. 2. SECTIONAL ELEVATIONS OF THE 'DIRECT' AND ACTUAL ROUTES OF THE 
MIDLAND RAILWAY. 

almost any project, so he may not have been very bothered as to which expensive scheme he should 
adopt. 

Unfortunately the Mania passed, money became scarce, and Cubitt's line was not built. 
However, the basic proposal was soon resuscitated by the Midland in the form of a Leicester-Bedford­
Hitchin line which would give them a route to London via the Great Northern line to Kings Cross. The 
plans for this were drawn up by Charles Liddell, who had far less money to play with than Cubitt. It is 
not known whether he referred to Cubitt's proposals in detail, but there is little doubt that he would 
have considered the t~ree basic schemes outlined above. And in view of his limited budget one can 
imagine him m·uttering the 1850's version of "no way". He therefore sought more favourable places to 
cross the Ise and naturally looked westwards, further up-stream, where the valley could be expected to 
be shallower and narrower. He settled on a point between Oxendon and Kelmarsh, which was probably 
very close to where the existing Harborough-Northampton line crosses. Liddell's line was then to 
proceed to Wellingborough, presumably ignoring Desborough, Rothwell and Kettering. However this 
scheme also foundered for financial reasons. ' 

However, the Midland were determined to h~ve a better access to Lon.don than their existing 
arrangement with the London and North Western which allowed them to go via Rugby, and in 1853, 
although money was still very scarce, work was started on the present Wigston-Kettering-Bedford­
Hitchin line. Liddell now had to look at every penny and leave no stone unturned to find an acceptable 
solution to the lse problem. He discovered that contrary to expectations the valley was much shallower 
and narrower downstream at Rushton than it was at Desborough. He therefore decided to cross by 
running eastwards from Desborough and then southwards to Kettering. This of course put paid to any 
chance of Rothwell having a railway. 

Figure 2(b) shows the tremendous advantages of the route actually chosen. The only 
appreciable cuttings are at Desborough and Glendon, and the Ise is crossed on an earth embankment 
62' 6" high. On either side of Desborough there are long stretches of line at approximately ground level. 
The total amount of spoil which had to be excavated was only about 300Jo of the minimum necessitated 
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by the "direct" route, and the whole of it was absorbed by the Ise and Slade embankments. 
Charles Liddell knew his job. All honour to him. But the decision forced on him represented 

an expensive piece of expediency. For over 120 years trains have been travelling over a mile further than 
they need have done, and one wonders what has been the cost in terms of fuel, wear and tear of rolling 
stock, and waste of passengers' time. 

And where would Rothwell's station have been? Probably not "up the Desborough Road" 
although for decades that was how Desborians, descending on Rothwell, deluded themselves. No, my 
hypothetical line reaches Rothwell at the eastern end of Littlewood Street, crosses the junction of 
Shotwell Mill Road with Rushton Road, and then passes the northern end of Spencer Street. My guess 
is that the station would have been between these two latter points, just west of Shotwell Mill Lane . I 
wonder whether the present-day residents of Spencer Street ever hear the ghostly whistles of the steam 
trains that never were? 

* * * * * 

AN EFFICIENT CHURCHWARDEN 

Question 25: In what manner do you discharge your duty as churchwardens of seating your 
parishioners? 

Answer: Effi.ciently. 

This extract from the Bishop of Peterborough's visitation returns of 1901 (NRO X9 10) relates to St 
Michael's Church, Northampton. The churchwarden who answ.ered the Bishop's questions was James 
Crockett. He lived at 36 East Park Parade, Kettering Road, and was a partner in the shoe manu­
facturing firm of Crockett & Jones. 

Crockett's terse answer-did it imply impatience at being asked what may have seemed to him 
an impertinent question?-sums up in itself the thrusting entrepreneurial spirit which created 
Northampton's successful shoe manufacturing firms during the boom years of the late 19th Century. 
He and Charles Jones had founded Crockett & Jones in 1879, apparently on the strength of two £100 
loans from the Northampton trustees of the Sir Thomas White Charity .1 In 1884 they were working 
from premises in Carey Street toff Clare Street), and by 1891 they employed "nearly 200 hands" and 
had moved to a new and handsome factory fronting Magee Street, only a few yards to the east of St 
Michael's Church.2 The firm still operates from greatly enlarged premises on the same site, although the 
principal entrance has now been shifted to Perry Street. 

James Crockett, who later occupied a residence in The Avenue, Dallington, lived until 1931. 
In 1921 he became the third of Northampton's three shoemaker knights: the first was Sir (Moses) Philip 
Manfield (created 1894: died 1899), and the second was Sir Henry Randall (created 1905: died 1930). 

Victor A. Hatley 

I Shoe & Leather News, 31 May 1979. · 
2 Boot & Shoe Retailer (U.S.A.), 9 December 1891. 



GYLES ISHAM: SHAKESPEAREAN ACTOR 

RICHARD FOULKES 

Faulconbridge: Your faithful subject, I, a gentleman 
Born in Northamptonshire. 

In the fifteen years between 1923 and 1938 
Shakespeare can have had few subjects as faithful 
as Gyles Isham, gentleman player, born in 
Northamptonshire. From his widely acclaimed 
Hamlet for the Oxford University Dramatic 
Society to his final season at Stratford he 
encompassed a range of Shakespearean roles un­
paralleled amongst his peers, actor-knights of the 
future such as Gielgud and Olivier. As the 
checklist at the end of this article reveals, Gyles 
Isham was a leading participant in all the major 
national developments in the production of 
Shakespeare's plays: J. B. Fagan at Oxford; 
Litian Bayliss at the Old Vie; early radio broad­
casts; Robert Atkins at the Open Air Theatre, 
Regents Park; and most presciently of all the 
opening of the new Shakespeare Memorial 
Theatre at Stratford-upon-Avon. Thus his career, 
apart from its own distinction, provides a 
dramatic exemplar of the period during which 
many of the foundations of the theatre as we 
know it today were laid. 

Gyles !sham's interest in the theatre began at an 
early age when the family was living at St. 
Leonards-on-Sea, there his pastimes included toy 
theatre; play-making; visits to the theatre i.n 
Hastings, where he saw Florence Glossop-Harns 
who was to be his Gertrude at Oxford; and 
occasional excursions to London, including one 
to Granville-Barker's epoch-making production 
of A Midsummer Night's Dream at the Savoy in 
1914. By the time he entered Rugby School his 
interest in drama was well established, and, 
though Rugby was not selected by his father to 
foster that disposition in his son, it is clear that the 
youthful Gyles found considerable scope for his 
dramatic talent there. There, but for the vicissi­
tudes of the scholarship examination he would 
have been joined by John Gielgud, whose elder 
brother Val was at the school, and would no 
doubt have faced stiffer competition for those 
parts in Masefield's The Faithful and 
Galsworthy's Strife. As it was, if example was 
needed, he had that of old Rugbeian William 
Charles Macready, the eminent tragedian of the 
mid-nineteenth century. 
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King John I.i.50 

The first O.U.D.S. Shakespeare in which Gyles 
Isham was involved was King Henry IV part J, in 
a production designed and directed by J. B. 
Fagan. Prince Hal was played by P. W. S. 
Waddington and the cast list included two future 
stalwarts of the professional theatre, W. T. 
Guthrie as Owen Glendower and R. P. H. 
Goolden as First Carrier, but the performance 
which attracted most critical acclaim was Gyles 
!sham's as Hotspur. The Oxford Magazine was 
rapturous: "Mr. Gyles Isham of Magdalen was 
the most magnificent Hotspur we can ever hope to 
see. He looked the. part, he sounded like it, and he 
played it to perfection." I Allowing for a certain 
proprietorial partisanship in Oxford, there was 
considerable fellow feeling amongst the represen­
tatives of the London press, who graced the 
O.U.D.S. productions with their presence in those 
days. The Times found J. B. Fagan "particularly 
fortunate in his Hotspur, Mr. I sham of 
Magdalen. The general trouble with Hotspur is 
that in an attempt to be high spirited he becomes 
noisy. But Mr. Isham has an unusual quickness of 
mood, and variety of voice, and his Hotspur is 
always of vivid interest. "2 W. A. Darlington was 
less easily satisfied and cautioned Gyles Isham 
"who cannot raise the voice without roaring"J 
and lacked the control and reserves necessary for 
the emotional passages in the latter part of the 
p!aY:. T.he difficulty or maintaining clarity of 
dictiOn m passages of h1gh emotion is one which 
besets even experienced professional actors and 
Darlington 's strictures are ones to which amateur 
actors lacking in experience and technique are 
particularly susceptible. This ~sa hazard of casting 
young amateurs m parts wh1ch were written for 
seasoned professionals, but it can happen that a 
talented, albeit inexperienced, young actor can 
give insights into a part of which the professional 
is incapable; if this was the case with Gyles Isham 
as Hotspur it was to be abundantly so with his 
Hamlet. 

The Oxford Magazine 15 February 1923. 
The Times 14 February 1923. 
The Daily Telegraph 14 February 1923. 
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PLATE l. THE O.U.D.S. HAMLET. Gyles Isham, centre, as Hamlet, Gerald Gardiner, left, as Horatio. 

Certainly his success as Hotspur must have been 
influential in prompting the O.U.D.S. Committee 
to produce Hamlet and to cast him in the title role 
the next year. The future Lord Chancellor Gerald 
Gardiner played Horatio; Robert Speaight, a life­
long friend in the making played the First Player; 
and in the wings, instructed "don't prompt, 
unless there's a dead emergency", was Emlyn 
Williams. But most important of all was J. B. 
Fagan, who designed the conventualised set and 
the Dureresque costumes and in a fortnight's 
rehearsal guided Gyles Isham through a Hamlet 
which shed only 300 lines of its full length. The 
importance of Fagan's contribution should not be 
underestimated for as Sir John Gielgud com­
ments: "I think Fagan was greatly underrated as a 
director. He certainly got Gyles' best potentialities 
to work as no-one else seems to have been able to 
afterwards. "4 Prior to the opening of the 

4 Letter from Sir John Gielgud to the· author . 

production Fagan disclosed to the press what he 
and Gyles lsham were aiming at: "For Hamlet is 
not mad-at least only just as mad as every sane 
man is. Moreover he is not a weakling, but has a 
strong strain of the soldier in him, and Mr. Gyles 
!sham, who is playing the part, will, with his 
wonderful voice, give due emphasis to this side of 
his character." s Sanity, soldiership and sonority 
might summarise Fagan 's aspirations which 
provide some touchstones by which to judge 
Gyles !sham's interpretation of Hamlet as 
conceived by the actor and his director. 

The question of Hamlet's sanity was in the 
forefront at Oxford just then for the Union held a 
debate ''That Shakespeare did not mean Hamlet 
to be mad", speakers included a certain Mr. E. J. 
Waugh and the motion was carried by 175 votes to 
39. Gyles lsham also succeeded in carrying the 

5 Cutting from The Times in cuttings book at 
Lamport Hall (undated) . 
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critics and one commented: "His Hamlet is fun­
damentally sane, almost as much amazed by the 
joy as by the inexplicable agonies of life, but he is 
caught in the net of fate. "6 As for soldiership The 
Times critic wrote: "we would say that he leans 
more toward the soldier than the dreamer. " 7 On 
his sonority opinions were more divided, an 
embarrassingly fulsome review in The Daily 
Express rhapsodised: "His diction is glorious. He 
speaks verse like a poet, and seems to have walked 
straight out of the Elizabethan age, with no touch 
of modern ugliness in his enchantment", but 
Darlington returned to his strictures of Hotspur: 
"What he has not yet been able to attain in full 
measure is the ability to express (I do not say ap­
preciate) the music of the verse. He lacked in fact 
something which cannot be got without that 
perfect command of technique which only comes 
with experience."s As Darlington detected, the 
equation between a naturally beautiful voice and 
the speaking of Shakespearean blank verse is not a 
simple one and Gyles Isham had much work 
ahead of him before he could balance it. 

However most critics were prepared to accept 
Gyles !sham's limitations in technique and 
experience and accept with gratitude what he did 
offer. For Emlyn Williams it was a "romantic and 
vital presence, embodying youth and breeding­
quite electric"9 and critic after critic returned to 
his natural gifts, for James Agate "a countenance 
apt for the expression of noble sentiments-that 
sweep of the throat and set of the head which 
became the tragic actor. His voice ... melodious 
and well modulated; his bearing both manly and 
modest; his gestures ... easy and graceful." 10 ~ut 
above all of course his youthfulness, the realisa­
tion that Hamlet was a student, which led Beverly 
Baxter to proclaim: "I never want to see Hamlet 
acted by anybody but an undergraduate again." 11 

Given these qualities and limitations Gyles 
Isham 's Hamlet was bound to be stronger in some 
scenes than others. His relationship with Horatio 
was natural and easy as became two fellow 
students; with the Players he was unironic a_n~ 
sympathetic; the duel with Laertes was magm!I­
cent; but with Ophelia (a professional actress L1la 
Maravan) his relationship seemed, p~rhaps 
intentionally, less well developed. Agate smgled 
out Hamlet's "I loved you not" for its individual 

6 The Times 13 February 1924. 
7 ibid. 
8 The Daily Express 13 February 1924, The Daily 

Telegraph 13 February 1924. 
9 Letter from Emlyn Williams to the author. See 

also Emlyn Williams, George (London 1961) pp. 
320-325. 

IO James Agate's Sunday Times review is reprinted 
in James Agate, The Contemporary Theatre 1924 (Lon­
don 1925) pp. 31-37. 

11 Beverley Baxter undated article in cuttings book 
at Lamport Hall. 

beauty and tenderness, but it was a line which in 
I sham's performance was to be taken more at face 
value than is usual. Of the graveyard scene we 
read "it has all the fiery conviction of youths who 
have never loved at all ... We realise that poor 
Ophelia has nothing to do with it. It is simply 
Hamlet and Laertes finding self-expression." 12 

Gyles !sham's scenes with Florence Glossop­
Harris as Gertrude were undoubtedly amongst the 
most powerful in the production. The scene with 
Claudius at prayer which precedes the Closet 
scene was not accounted a success because he 
failed in the exacting task of suggesting "the 
subtlety of th;! poison that is moving in Hamlet's 
mind" u, but with Gertrude the sense of youthful 
idealism affronted by the misdemeanours of an 
older loved one was immensely powerful. 
Florence Glossop-Harris's professionalism clearly 
had the effect of strengthening Gyles !sham's 
performance: "Granting her interpretation of the 
part her performance was flawless, and by her 
own acting and its indirect effect on Hamlet's she 
made her scene alone with Hamlet the most 
moving of the play. Her acting was an interesting 
commentary on the distinction, so cleverly stressed 
by Hamlet and the First Player in the Pyrrhus 
speech, between the highly trained and partially 
trained actor.'' 14 

The dangers of a success such as Gyles !sham's 
as Hamlet were enumerated, in his eminently 
sensible review, by James Agate, who declared 
that "He deceives you into thinking that he has 
'created' Hamlet, whereas he has only created 
himself ... he exhibited no great depth of emo­
tional- experience." 15 In a letter to his sister 
Virginia, Gyles lsham took more comfort from 
Agate's review than from the more sensational 
rhapsodies of the popular press: "of course I 
couldn't have the right emotional experience for 
'Hamlet'. It was especially true of the first night, 
that my 'emotions never became part of me' ... 
To have shown Mr. Agate 'sensitiveness to beauty 
and not the slightest trace of the vulgar' is the 
summit of what I hoped to do." 

There remained one other, small, Shake­
spearean role to Gyles lsham at Oxford-that of 
the Messenger Mercade in Love·s Labour•s Lost, 
recalled by Robert Speaight: "Then, all of a 
sudden, out of the deep and very distant shadows 
a magnificent figure in black came striding. There 
was a great sweeping bow-Gyles Isham knew 
how to bow-and then: Mercade-'God save 
you, madam' etc."l6 

12 ibid. 
13 The Times 13 February 1924. 
14 The Oxford Magazine 14 February 1924. 
15 Agate p. 34. 
16 Robert Speaight, The Property Basket (London 

1970) p. 70. 
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During his time with the O.U.D.S. Gyles !sham 
had indeed illumined University drama in a quite 
exceptional way, to his Hotspur, Hamlet and 
Mercade must be added a highly praised Hector in 
The Rhesus, in the original Greek, and a tour of 
Scandinavia in modern plays by Galsworthy and 
Milne. As his years at the University came to an 
end Gyles !sham had to decide on his future 
career-the bar, politics, journalism even, or the 
theatre. In the end the theatre triumphed and he 
renewed his association with Fagan by making his 
professional debut in And So to Bed with Yvonne 
Arnaud. 

Shakespeare first beckoned Gyles !sham, pro­
fessional actor during the 1929-30 season at the 
Old Vie. There the formidable Lilian Bayliss held 
sway and her director of productions, always an 
uncomfortable position, was Harcourt Williams. 
Williams had new ideas about producing 
Shakespeare especially as far as verse-speaking 
was concerned: "My single purpose at the 
beginning was to restore the pace to Shakespeare's 
plays not only in the speaking of the verse, but in 
the movement of the scenes .... I overdid it at 
first and brought down an avalanche on my head 
from press and public .... However, in a very 
short time the company learned how to combine 
speed with rhythm and audibility. It took longer 
for them to weld themselves into a reasonable 
ensemble, six or eight weeks I should say." 11 

The idea of an ensemble, as opposed to a com­
pany supporting a star was still a relatively new 
one and its implementation cannot have been 
made easier by the powerful array of young and 
ambitious talents which Williams assembled: 
Gielgud, Wolfit, !sham, Adele Dixon, Martitia 
Hunt and Margaret Webster. Now Gyles !sham, 
who had been the cynosure of all eyes at Oxford, 
had to compete not only for the attention of 
audiences and critics, but also for that of the 
director whose professional guidance he still 
needed. At Oxford Fagan could concentrate on 
Gyles !sham's performance, here he was one 
among many and compared with the others his 
was a self-effacing temperament. For instance 
there was talk of him playing Hamlet, perhaps 
alternating with Gielgud, who recalled: "I was 
trying to insist I should do (Hamlet) myself. I was 
burning with energy and ambition ... I don't 
think Gyles had a tremendous ambition, and he 
was always sweet and generous." 1s Clearly Gyles 
!sham's attitude towards the theatre was still that 
of the gentleman player, an attitude which in the 
theatre, as in other walks of life, is not without 

17 Harcourt Williams, Old Vie Saga (London 1949) 
p. 79. 

18 Sir John Gie1gud letter to the author. 

peril when the other participants are motivated by 
a·strong sense of personal ambition. 

In the first Shakespearean production of the 
season Romeo and Juliet, Gielgud made one of 
his several appearances as Romeo, this time Adele 
Dixon was his Juliet, Gyles lsham Mercutio and 
Wolfit Tybalt. Harcourt Williams directed and his 
insistence on swift delivery posed problems for the 
actors, not least Mercutio's Queen Mab speech: 
"Mr Gyles !sham's performance as Mercutio had 
many merits, it had breadth and good humour, 
but the actor took the Queen Mab speech so 
rapidly that although I sat in the front row and 
knew the lines I found it a strain to follow." 19 His 
Mercutio was undoubtedly strong on gaiety, 
gallantry and good-breeding, but lacked the 
carefree waywardness that is also intrinsic to the 
character. 

In The Merchant of Venice Gielgud and !sham 
shared the fate of two of the thankless parts with 
which the play is not ill-endowed, Antonio and 
Bassanio respectively. Then came King Richard I/ 
the title part of which Gielgud was to make his 
own; as Bolingbroke Gyles !sham had ample 
scope for those soldierly qualities he had shown in 
Hamlet; he looked the part, accoutred in armour 
and his speaking of the verse was better 
modulated, but something was lacking-the edge 
of thrust and ambition that is so much a part of 
the usurping Bolingbroke and was so small a part 
of his own nature. 

All his roles so far had been ones which 
accepted and indeed capitalised on those personal 
qualities of appearance and manner which Agate 
had commended in Hamlet. But in A Midsummer 
Night's Dream Harcourt Williams took the 
original step of casting Gyles not as an athletic 
Greek aristocrat, but as the bucolic Bottom the 
weaver, who, in this production, was firmly 
established as a down-to-earth Elizabethan 
citizen. Indeed the whole production, influenced 
by Granville-Barker's, was a reaction against 
Victorian romanticism, sentimentality and 
naturalism a-la-Beerbohm Tree. Gielgud took 
Oberon, Leslie French Puck, Wolfit Lysander, 
Adele Dixon Titania and the production proved 
the much needed success of the season. But what 
of Gyles Isham, character actor, was he a success? 
He was hampered by a throat infection, bad 
enough in any part, but a great obstacle for 
Bottom the ass, though the head-piece did at least 
constitute an uncompromising disguise. Vocally 
he developed an accent variously described as 
Warwickshire and Devonshire and for humour he 
relied more upon business and horseplay than 
characterisation. James Agate was not impressed: 
·"Mr Gyles Isham played Bottom probably as well 
as any actor who is without an ounce of natural 
drollery in his composition. Bottom is a working 

19 Era 18 September 1929. 
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PLATE 2. GYLES !SHAM AS ANTHONY in Anthony 
and Cleopatra at Stratford-upon-Avon in 1931. 

man who Shakespeare probably met in a skittle­
alley; Mr. I sham is a cultivated gentleman who 
admires and unconsciously imitates the conscien­
tious bucolics of the school of John Laurie. But 
he is not and never will be Bottom. " 20 

· Next Oxford's . Hamlet assayed Horatio. The 
focus was on Gielgud and Gyles Isham gave him 
selfless support knowing how valuable it would 
be. But now the Varsity image proved too easy a 
target for the sharp edge of the critic's pen: "but 
the Horatio of Mr. Gyles Isham did not do at all, 
unless we are to suppose that the young gentleman 
had spent this morning rowing from Putney to 
Mortlake and would presently be taking the field 
against Australia.' '21 

So ended Gyles I sham's first professional 
Shakespeare season. Leaving aside Bassanio, he 

2o The Sunday Times 15 December 1929. In fairness 
it shou ld be pointed out that other witnesses were more 
impressed. Virginia Isham recalls him "playing it as the 
village juvenile and shining light-stupid and conceited, 
but young and personable enough for his fellows to 
think him a star, much more likely than the usual fat 
elderly comedian." Letter to the author. 

2 1 The Sunday Times 4 May 1930. 

had considerable success as Mercutio, mixed 
fortunes with Bolingbroke and Horatio, and little 
success with Bottom. His acting seemed to be 
circumscribed by those personal qualities which 
had served him so well at Oxford, but which now 
needed extending and disciplining even in parts 
like Mercutio and Horatio in which in Agate's 
words he was perhaps still only "creating" 
himself rather than the character. 

In Spring 1931 Gyles I sham, still heralded as the 
O.U.D.S: Hamlet, j?ined the Stratford Company, 
tempora~IIY. housed m the town's cinema, to play 
an astomshmg range of nine parts, seven of which 
opened between April 13 and 24. Florizel and 
Fenton must have been welcome light relief in 
such a season . Petruchio, in appearance at least 
owed not a little to Douglas Fairbanks who had 
filmed The Taming of the Shrew with Mary 
Pickford i~ 1929, but the English actor brought a 
gentlemanlmess to the part not evident in his 
American counterpart: ''endowing his Petruchio 
with a romanticism, a large tolerance, which 
together make his taming methods none the less 
amusing, yet entirely inoffensive. "22 With 

22 The Birmingham Post 15 April 1931. 
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Hotspur he was returning to familiar ground, too 
familiar perhaps: "Henry Percy, Gyles lsham 
whose fine nature does not a~ways fit · 'the 
boisterous valour and arrogance of Hotspur. "23 

This apparent reluctance to embrace the less 
sympathetic traits of a character is not of course 
unk_nown amongst actors who prefer their 
audiences to see them in a favourable light but 
such vanity was no part of Gyles !sham's make-up 
and the explanation must lie in his own quality of 
character. Given this propensity it was enter­
prising of the director W. Bridges-Adams to cast 
9yles Isham as Edmund in King Lear and Angelo 
m Measure for Measure, two parts in which 
villainy is an indispensable element. But to an 
actor, who seemed incapable of encompassing the 
less attractive traits of basically attractive 
characters, nothing could be more natural than to 
emphasise such redeeming features as existed in 
essentially unattractive characters, and this 
appears to have been his achievement with 
Edmund and Angelo, both of whom emerged as 
surprisingly shaded personalities: "The Angelo of 
Mr. Gyles Isham is an outstanding example of 
clear-cut acting. It is difficult to believe that here 
is the Edmund of King Lear. In the two parts Mr. 
Isham is set the task of distinguishing between the 
two sorts of villainy. One is open· knavery, the 
other is a reluctant yielding to sudden temptation. 
!Vfr. Isham achieves both, and his study of Angelo 
IS carefree and clever enough to keep alive our 
sympathy for the austere deputy. He made us 
believe that though Angelo might deserve Lucio's 
taunt that he has never felt: "The wanton stings 
~nd motions of the sense" yet still he was not 
mhuman, and his ultimate disgrace increases 
rather than stifles our pity. "24 

A lack of emotional power had been Agate's 
main criticism of Gyles !sham's Hamlet, now, 
seven years later it was probably no more realistic 
to expect him to have the right emotional ex­
perience for Angelo or Antony, but it might be 
expected for him to have sufficient technique to 
represent those emotions convincingly. Of his 
Macduff we read: "Macduff (Mr. Gyles !sham) 
on the contrary took the lines following the 
discovery of Duncan's death much too slowly and 
the scene did not kindle enthusiasm in the slightest 
degree. Somehow Mr. lsham seemed not to have 
much sympathy with his part at a later stage, 
when Macduff hears that his wife and children 
have been slaughtered. "25 As Antony with the 
experienced Dorothy Massingham opposite him 
as Cleopatra the same problem arose: "She is not 
too well matched by the Antony of Mr. Gyles 
Isham who at present has not a firm enough grip 

23 Sunday Referee 18 April 1931. 
24 Unidentified newspaper cutting in the Shake­

speare Centre Library, Stratford-upon-Avon. 
25 The Birmingham Mail 21 April 1931. 

on his emotions of the character but will no doubt 
become more at home with repetition. "26 

Hand in glove with the projection of emotions 
is, as W. A. Darlington indicated in his review of 
the Oxford Hotspur, the mastery of the verse. 
And in 1931, as in 1924, those applauding Gyles 
lsham 's beauty of voice were matched by those 
criticising his verse delivery. The instrument was 
finely equipped, but in execution it lacked flex­
ibility and tended ro repeat cadences: "his finely 
rounded voice has a habit of rising and falling at 
exactly correspondent points in each phrase. "n 

The company spent the winter touring North 
America and returned in the Spring of 1932 to 
find the new theatre completed. The season 
opened with King Henry IV p./, not an entirely 
happy choice for an occasion attended by the then 
Prince of Wales. All the company, including 
veterans like Randle Ayrton as the King, ex­
perienced difficulty with the acoustics, but the 
actors themselves must have been to blame for the 
recurring criticism of dropping the voice at the 
end of a line. Of Gyles !sham's Prince Hat we 
read: "he should bank the fires of feeling behind 
the noble facade of his acting with more 
vigour. "28 His Brut us seemed to be similarly, 
though rather more justifiably, afflicted, but as 
Edmund he built on his previous performance 
embroidering the -villainy with flamboyance and 
realism. Silvius and Florizel were lightweight · 
make-weights, but in Oberon (revived from the 
1931 Summer Festival) he was magnificently at 
ease: "Never, never have I seen a better Oberon 
than Mr. Gyles !sham's. Swift and imperious in 
bearing, yet suggesting the transparency of these 
qualities, Mr. Isham proceeded to do precisely 
what Shakespeare intended him to do-that is to 
leave the lovely word-music to speak for itself. 
And the result was a triumph. "2'} 

Having played his part in launching the 
Shakespeare Memorial Theatre, Gyles lsham 's 
next Shakespearean assignment was at the Open 
Air Theatre, Regents Park, recently opened under 
the direction of Robert Atkins. The malevolence 
of Antonio (The Tempest) evaded him; Ferdinand 
(Love's Labour's Lost), Orlando and Theseus 
came naturally to the actor and setting alike. As 
Sir Toby he made his first assay at a character part 
since Bottom and met with little more success: 
"The least happy member of the cast appears to 
be Mr. Gyles lsham. His pallid Sir Toby suggests 
a Victorian tippler rather than an Elizabethan 
toper ... It is doubtful whether we ever see the 
real Sir Toby sober and equally doubtful whether 
we ever see Mr. lsham drunk. "Jo Although James 

26 The Birmingham Mail 18 April 1931. 
27 The Birmingham Post 15 April 1931 
2x Manchester Guardian 25 April 1932. 
2'} Unidentified newspaper cutting in the Shakespeare 

Centre Library, Strat ford-upon-Avon. 
Jo The Review I September 1936. 
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. ... \.:: 

lJurkinghnm (Gyles 
l•ham) fin& himulf 
in tlae ohadow of deotla,'' 

PLATE 3. CARTOON OF GYLES !SHAM 
as Buckingham in Henry VIII at the Open-Air Theatre, 

Regents Park, in 1936. 

Agate reserved his devastating wit for Gyles 
!sham's Buckingham for his delivery of his 
farewell "as though a person about to be executed 
should cover himself with cold cream"JI, others 
commended his unashamed dignity and forthright 
utterance. 

The next year Gyles !sham returned to th.e Old_ 
Vie for Tyrone Guthrie's celebrated production of 
A Midsummer Nigh! 's Dream which in the way of 
the theatrical world was a return "to the full 
Mendelssohn score and beautiful decor in early 
Victorian style by Oliver Messel. " .u Ralph 
Richardson led the mechanicals; Robert Helpmann 
and Vivien Leigh were the Fairy King and Queen 
accompanied by Ninette de Valois's corp.s de 
ballet; and at the court Gyles !sham presided, 
regal and benign, addressing his asides tenderly to 
Hippolyta. 

And so again to Stratford where Ben Iden 
Payne, a thorough-going "Elizabethan", had 

31 The Sunday Times 28 June 1936. 
.n Tyrone Guthrie, A Life in !he Thealre (London 

1961) p. 172: 

ta.ken over from Bridges-Adams and found the 
theatre far from satisfactory, especially the gulf 
between stage and auditorium. Furthermore there 
was the immense burden of getting some half-a­
dozen productions launched in April and main­
taining a company throughout the summer 
season. Stars were reluctant to leave London for 
so long and preferred the shorter guest 
appearances which Tyrone Guthrie offered them 
at the Old Vie. Stratford's answer was to rely 
more upon producers and Iden Payne's 
Elizabethan productions- jostled with Komisar­
jevsky's inspired modernism and between them 
accumulated a profit of £13,000 on the season. 
Iden Payne also had new ideas about the speaking 
of verse, stressing ~ot the rhythm or the speed, 
but rather the meanmg: "A natural feeling for the 
speaking of the verse is not a prerequisite for the 
Shakespeare actor. There is an unfortunate 
inclination prevalent in some 9uarters today, to 
react from the pompous and smg-song rendering 
of verse, a fault once common but now happily 
almost defunct, by going to the opposite extreme 
and endeavouring to turn verse into prose. If the 



172 NORTHAMPTONSHIRE PAST AND PRESENT 

understanding of meaning is always clear ... the 
verse takes care of itself." J3 

In this new atmosphere Gyles lsham returned to 
Stratford, where his increased experience in the 
more naturalistic medium of film stood him in 
good stead. His parts included two (Mercutio and 
Macduff) he had played much earlier in his career. 
Mercutio had been a success at the Old Vie, but 
there had been difficulties with the Queen Mab 
speech and a general lack of mercurial carefree­
ness. In 1938 we read: "Gyles lsham was evidently 
happy in the part of Mercutio. He attuned his 
performance to the light gay note of the Queen 
Mab speech so that the full-blooded humour was 
tinged with that touch of fantasy that sets the 
character apart. This was achieved without any 
sacrifice of that forthright gallantry that is at least 
one half of Mercutio's attraction. "34 In 1931 his 
Macduff failed to impart to the audience a sense 
of the character's emotional state, in 1938, in a 
production designed by Osborne ~obinson: 
"There are consolations to Mr. Isham 's well 
judged Macduff, who carries the audience with 
his grief and thrills them with his revenge", "Mr. 
Isham gave a moving interpretation of Macduff's 
great scene, gaining his effect without 
overacting."3s Thus in these two parts Gyles 
lsham demonstrated his ability to create a 
character and project emotion with a conviction 
that had eluded him for so much of his profes­
sional career. 

As King Henry VIII he even succeeded in 
disguising his good looks: "Gyles Isham who, 
though physically at a disadvantage as the bloated 
King Hal, made one forget bodily differences by 
the portrayal of the spirit." 36 It was not just that 
he looked like King Hal, but he projected the 
King's qualities of self-will, ability and good 
fellowship, albeit without presenting the monarch 
as anything but an extraordinarily nice fellow. 
And so to Prospero, a fitting role with which to 
conclude an exploration of an actor's career. 
Gyles !sham was refreshingly young for the part 
and adopted a somewhat bardic appearance com­
mensurate with his command of part and play, 
alike. The demands of Prospero on an actor's 
verse-speaking are enormous, but Gyles !sham 
demonstrated steady control of his beautifully 
toned voice from the long scene with Miranda to 
the epilogue. As one might expect his was a 
benevolent Prospero, but also one who was able 
to establish the mood of eerie mysticism which is 
the key to the character. And finally there was the 
actor's own presence, which made more than 
usual of the change to ducal robes, a masterful 
figure of mature vigour and dignity. 

33 The Birmingham Post I September 1938. 
34 The Birmingham Post 27 April 1938. 
35 The Leamington Chronicle 15 April 1938. 
36 Birmingham Gazette 25 April 1938 . 

The plot and character of Gyles I sham's career 
as an actor have an Aristotlcan quality about 
them. His strengths and weaknesses emerge like 
oracular predictions from his earliest work at 
Oxford; and, although he became involved in the 
sub-plots of the West End and Hollywood, it was 
Shakespeare who provided the direction and 
continuity for his career . The inner conflicts 
between his natural qualities or bearing, breeding, 
voice and benevolence or character and the pro­
fessional demands of technique in verse speaking, 
character creation, and emotional control, took 
longer to resolve than might have been expected at 
the time of his Oxford Hamlet, ·and it is 
undoubtedly ironical that at the very moment 
when he achieved a synthesis his stage career 
should draw to its close. It is less surprising that 
after his military experiences in North Africa the 
make-believe world of the theatre should lack the 
power to attract him a second time. 

How great a loss was Sir Gyles, as he then was, 
to the theatre? The better question is how much of 
gain was he in those years before the war? For 
those who never saw him on stage this is a difficult 
question to answer and the last word must be with 
John Trewin, doyen of drama critics, who saw 
most of Gyles Isham's performances: "Today I 
find myself recalling him in tranquillity. No doubt 
at the time I carped, as young critics are apt to do. 
But time is the arbiter and he stays now in the 
mind when some of the most lauded per­
formances of his period have vanished. 

After all these years he remains part of my 
Shakespeare life, not least because of Hotspur 
and Hal. It was both strange and moving, just at 
this hour to see him in the mind's eye as he used to 
be: 

'I will redeem all this on Percy's head, 
And in the closing of some glorious day 
Be bold to tell you that I am your son . . ' 

King Henry IV p. 1 Ill. ii. 132.17 

37 J. C. Trewin in a letter to the author and "Ghosts 
of Greatness" The Birmingham Post 7 February 1976. 

1923 
1924 
1924 

GYLES ISHAM (1903-1976) 

A Check-list of his Shakespearean roles 

The Oxford University Dramatic Society 
Hotspur in King Henry IV part I 
Hamlet 
Mercade in Love's Labour's Lost 
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1929/30 Old Vie 1934 Sadler's Wells 

1931 

1932 

Mercutio in Romeo and Juliet 
Bassanio in The Merchant of Venice 
Bolingbroke in King Richard I/ (Gielgud 1936 

as Richard) 
Bottom in A Midsummer Night's Dream 
Horatio in Hamlet (Gielgud as Hamlet) 

Stratford (temporary theatre in the cinema) 
Antony in Antony and Cleopatra 
Petruchio in The Taming of the Shrew 
Angelo in Measure for Measure 
Hotspur in Henry IV part 1 
Florizel in The Winter's Tale 
Macduff in Macbeth 

1937 

Edmund in King Lear 1938 
Oberon in A Midsummer Night's Dream} Summer 
Fenton in The Merry Wives of Windsor Fesrival 

Stratford (new theatre) 
Ha! in Henry IV parts 1 & 2 
Brutus in Julius Caesar 
Silvius in As You Like It 
Oberon in A Midsummer Night's Dream 
Gratiano in The Merchant of Venice 1939 
Florizel in The Winter's Tale 
Edmund in King Lear 

Claudius in Hamlet (Birthday performance) 

Open Air Theatre, Regent's Park 
Buckingham in King Henry VIII 
Antonio in The Tempest 
Theseus in A Midsummer Night's Dream 
Ferdinand in Love's Labour's Lost 
Orlando in As You Like It 
Sir Toby Belch in Twelfth Night 

Old Vie 
Theseus in A Midsummer Night's Dream 

Stratford 
Macduff in Macbeth 
Henry VIII in King Henry VIII 
Mercutio in Romeo and Juliet 
Prospero in The Tempest 
Valentine in Two Gentlemen of Verona 
Orsino in Twelfth Night 

Winter Garden 
Macduff in Macbeth (for English School 

Theatre) 

BOOK REVIEWS 

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE LIFE 1914-39: A PHOTOGRAPHIC SURVEY 
compiled and edited by R. L. GREENALL 
(Northamptonshire Libraries, 1979, £4.25) 

The 240 photographs reproduced in this book cover many aspects of life in Northamptonshire 
during World War 1 and the "Long Weekend" that followed it. Mr. Greenall divides his choice of 
illustrations into eleven sections, prefaced by a short but effective introduction. Some of the sections 
are devoted to broad themes such as "Town Life", "Rural Life" and "Transport". Others are more 
specific; for example, the poignant series of photographs in "Not Forgetting", which deals with 
commemoration of World War 1. Likewise the sections on "Landowners" and "Interwar Politics" in 
the former of which will be found a cheerful shot of Miss Joan Wake, founder of the Northampt~n­
shire Record Society, collecting documents "by the sackful" at Daventry in 1935 (206). 

Many of the photographs are powerful commentaries on political and social events taking 
place between 1914 and 1939. As Mr Greenall says, the "vengeful mood" of the nation in 1918 is well 
caught in the illustration of "Kaiser Bill" and "Little Willie" hanging in effigy from an improvised 
gallows at Brackley on Armistice Day its~lf (~6). The uneasy c.oalition of Conservatives and Lloyd 
George Liberals between 1918 and 1922 Is !pven local expressiOn by two photographs of political 
chieftains at Northampton who were supportmg C. A. McCurdy, M.P. for the borough at that time 
(225-6). In a lighter vein, it will be noticed that in the earlier outdoor photographs, most of the males 
are wearing hats or caps. Later photographs show men and boys who are increasingly bare-headed. 
Masculine headgear is nowadays an exception rather than the rule, even in cold weather. Is there an 
explanation for this curious sartorial phenomenon? 

Dean Inge's dictum that "He who marries the spirit of today must expect to be a widower 
tomorrow" was never better exemplified than in the illustration of the Jazz Age lounge installed at 
"New Ways", the Behrens house in Northampton built for W. 1. Bassett-Lowke in 1926 (94). It is 
easily the most dated photograph in the Survey! 

Only three slips in the text were noticed by this reviewer. To state that "In 1914 20,000 houses 
in Northampton had soldiers of the Welsh Division billeted in them" (Introduction) is a misreading of 
the source material; the division numbered 16,000 men, and many of them camped on the Racecourse 
while others were accommodated in empty factories and in church and chapel schoolrooms. It is th~ 
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Northampton Brewery Company, not Phipps', that "looms" in the background of St Luke's Mission 
Church, Northampton (89). And 1928 was not "the first (Parliamentary) election in which women 
voted" (229). Women aged over 30 had been enfranchised in 1918; it was the "flappers" (21 and over) 
who were voting for the first time in 1928. But these are minor blemishes, and one is almost ashamed to 
point them out. Mr Greenall is to be congratulated on this book, which is a worthy addition to the 
lengthening list of publications produced by the Northamptonshire Libraries. 

ENGLAND 1175-1425 
by EDMUND KING 

VICTOR A. HATLEY 

(Rout/edge and Kegan Paul, 1979, 214 pp., price £6.50) 

This book forms part of a series, under the general editorship of Dorothy Marshall, upon the 
theme of the development of English Society. Or King's study covers the years 1175 to 1425, a period 
that at one time was fashionably referred to as the High Middle Ages. This chronology has the great 
advantage of having no beginning and no end, for the middle ages, as the very phrase suggests, has 
suffered much from attempts by historians to create beginnings and especially ends. 

Or King divides his book up into eight chapters covering different though related aspects of 
social, political and economic history. In his second chapter, one of the best in the book, the author 
states that his purpose is to relate archaeological evidence to the written record. He sets himself a very 
difficult task, there are serious problems involved in such a synthesis. The most obvious and immediate 
problem is the relatively limited amount of medieval archaeological excavation that has been carried 
out, although considerable efforts have been made in this direction during the last decade. There is the 
problem of the nature of the evidence particularly in the context of the structural development of the 
medieval village or individual dwelling. The archaeological evidence suggests a steady improvement in 
the standard of housing from the twelfth to the fifteenth century. But does this suggest a steady 
improvement in living standards generally? Would not the hypothesis of consolidation offer a more 
likely explanation: smaller numbers of peasants with larger and more profitable tenant holdings after 
the economic, climatic and pestilential traumas of the fourteenth century? Better standards for those 
who survived. There are also the technical questions of dating structures with enough chronological 
precision to be of use to the social historian. The fact that stone is more excavatable than wood is a 
further practical complication. And finally the related question of who financed the building, the 
landlord or the tenant? 

In his chapter upon trade and industry, the author emphasises the fundamental importance of 
the crown's revenue from the thriving wool, and later~ cloth ~rade. By the .r:eign of Edward I it simply 
dwarfed all other sources of royal revenue. It enabled the crown to finance large-scale and costly 
foreign wars. The kings of England in the later middle ages rode into battle upon the backs of sheep. 
What Or King has to say about the extractive industries of the later middle ages, mining, smelting, 
pottery, reveals the most significant contribution of recent archaeological excavation to our knowledge 
of medieval life. Recent work has revealed a continuity of working on some industrial sites that reaches 
back to Roman times. 

Chapter Five consists of an analysis of the various elements that made up the common 
experience of the medieval English community. The most important are the common experience of land 
tenure, inheritance, lordship and military service, though the argument of common experience seems a 
little forced at times. The cardinal sin of medieval society was disinheritance; the most feared and 
detested of fates at all levels of society, literally a fate worse than death. As kings like Richard 11 learnt 
to their cost, inheritance was something that ought not to be tampered with. Whether by primogeniture 
or by Borough English, the tranquility and stability of the social order depended upon the peaceful 
transfer of lands and property intact from one generation to the next. The trouble was that the 
machinery of the common law during this period just could not cope with this vital necessity of lawful 
inheritance. A situation that led to endemic lawlessness often on a grand scale manifest, for example, in 
the common genteel crimes of champerty and forcible entry. The criminal violence of the upper classes 
was an extremely important aspect of medieval life that adversely affected its quality. 

In dealing briefly with Lollardy, Or King sees the religious experiences as presenting a vision of 
an alternative society. Religious dissent has always had social connotations in English history. 
However, in the case of Lollardy the social motivation and aspiration was perhaps more direct and 
rudimentary. The popular support for this heresy lay in the resistance of a peasant and urban society to 
the payment of tithes and other ecclesiastical taxes to an unworthy and unproductive clerical order who 
represented a propertied and established church. 
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In Chapters Six and Seven, Dr King examines the relationship between government and 
.society. In this, and indeed, in almost every other facet of his book, the thirteenth century emerges as 
the most formative period in medieval English history. All the issues and future trends of the next two 
centuries are crystalised and defined between 1215 and 1307. What follows can be seen as something of 
an anticlimax, the strength of autocratic monarchy established by Edward I was not to be realised again 
until the Tudors. Perhaps because a period of economic and demographic expansion was followed by a 
period of economic and demographic decline. Or is this too eclectic a view? 

Dr King emphasises the important role of warfare in the events of the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries. There is some truth in this, but a nation unified by foreign wars is a nation built upon 
unsound foundations. The strength of one king often turned out to be the weakness of his successor. 
The fortunes of war are too capricious. It is well that this book ends in 1425, during an un­
characteristically idyllic interlude of promise, pageant and colour, before the unity "under God and the 
king of the whole community of the land" was again to be shattered by the fundamental weakness of 
hereditary monarchy. The catalyst that quickened the divisions o: the nation into civil war was to be 
military defeat. 

As these observations reveal, Edmund King has produced a successful and thought-provoking 
book. He raises issues that will stimulate debate, while producing a coherent and learned synthesis of 
the present state of knowledge in this relatively new field of social history. 

DANIEL WILLIAMS 
University of Leicester 

THE CARTULARIES AND REGISTERS OF PETERBOROUGH ABBEY 
by JANET D. MARTIN 

(Northamptonshire Record Society on behalf of the Dean and Chapter of Peterborough Cathedral, 
1978; available to non-members from the Chapter Clerk, 12 Minster Precincts, Peterborough 

PE11 1XX, price £3.00, plus postage) 

This volume is the first of a series of publications devoted to the records of Peterborough 
abbey and cathedral to be financed by the Anthony Mellows Memorial Trust and it is very fitting that 
the series should be inaugurated with a general handlist to the surviving cartuttlries ·and·registers of-the 
abbey. The result is an impressive piece of scholarship by Mrs Martin, which will be of immense value to 
medieval historians. The contents are in themselves also an impressive record of archive-keeping in the 
monastery of Peterborough from the twelfth to the early sixteenth century. The manuscripts of the 
abbey are now scattered and the compiler has drawn on the collections of the British Library, the 
Society of Antiquaries, the Duke of Buccleuch at Boughton House and Peterborough Cathedral 
Library itself to prepare this handlist. Mrs Martin has, understandably, restricted herself to the 
cartularies (the books of charters, often containing other legal administrative and economic records of 
the abbey) and the registers of letter-books of the later medieval abbots. Theological, literary and 
liturgical manuscripts of the abbey have been excluded, although some of the volumes described in this 
list do also contain chronicle material. 

The estates of Peterborough abbey are of course important for any study of the economic 
history of Eastern England, as Dr King has shown, and the first of the abbey's extant cartularies of its 
possessions, the Black Book, dates from about 1130 and is in fact one of the earliest monastic car­
tularies to survive. Mrs Martin traces the succession of cartularies, which perhaps attained their finest 
forms in Swaffuam's Register of the mid-thirteenth century and the Book of Waiter of Whittlesey 
compiled in the 1320s, and in addition includes in the descriptions a volume of rentals and surveys of 
demesne manors and the book of fees. The abbots' registers begin with that of William of Woodford 
(abbot 1295-99) and Geoffrey of Crowland (abbot 1299-1321), which together constitute the White 
Book, and continue, with unfortunate gaps in the sequence, to the time of William Ramsey (abbot 
1471-96). An attempt has been made to reconstruct the lost register of Robert Kirkton (abbot 1496 or 
1497-1528), extracts from which survive among. Bridges' antiq.uari~n notes in the Bodleian Library, and 
another Peterborough manuscript destroyed m the Cottoman fire of 1731. The compiler has also 
appended a short note on other lost manuscripts, some of which were still in existence in the seventeenth 
century. 

Each manuscript is carefully described, details of size, foliation, binding and date (or dates) of 
compilation being given, together with notes on the ownership of the volume after the Dissolution and 
the use which antiquaries and historians have so far made of the contents. A bibliographical note then 
prefaces an analytical description of the contents of the cartulary or register. 
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Mrs Martin is to be warmly congratulated on producing so competently the general handlist to 
these Peterborough manuscripts. I believe that it is planned that some of the volumes described in this 
list should be published at a future date in the same series. This handlist certainly whets the appetite for 
the treasures that the Dean and Chapter of Peterborough, the Anthony Mellows Memorial Trust and 
the Northamptonshire Record Society will subsequently make available in printed form to historians. 

DAVID M. SMITH 
Borthwick Institute 
University of York 

THE PURITANS IN THE DIOCESE OF PETERBOROUGH, 1558-1610 

by W. J. SHElLS 
(Northamptonshire Record Society, Vol. XXX, 1979, 147 pp., 3 maps, 2 illustrations, £7.50) 

Another worm's eye view of the puritan dissatisfaction with episcopal government, the 
liturgy, ceremonies, pastoral insufficiences and the institutionally-unkempt nature of the Elizabethan 
and early Jacobean church, is surely to be welcomed. The diocesan unit provides a uniquely advan­
tageous means of increasing our knowledge of the irregular and discordant patterns of behaviour, 
practice and custom, that characterised local religious dissent. It also highlights the diffuse multiplicity 
of attitudes and feelings exhibited by godly communities that typified Elizabethan puritanism. To 
glimpse the myriad variations on a theme of ecclesiastical discontent, strained and sifted through the 
entangling mesh of episcopal drives for circumspection and conformity in religious observances and 
belief, is to realise, through such local studies, the respectable and exorbitant poles of spiritual self­
expression demanded by even a cautious and temporizing adherence to the Genevan determinants of 
faith and discipline. 

Mr Sheils's monograph · illustrates the apprehensions aroused by the failure of an edifying 
faith, when circumscribed by the judicial and administrative agencies of an unsympathetic episcopacy, 
to sustain perfectly the godly brethren in religious unity, and provide against the belittling frailties of 
character and temperament. Agrarian and tenurial conflicts between squire and tenants, prosecuted at 
parochial and manorial level, undermined the mutual dependencies of a revivified piety. Traditional 
attitudes of social deference often engendered differences of religious outlook within godly fraternities 
that reinforced the campaigns of Whitgift and Bancroft for a degree of conformity found unacceptable 
in principle by all puritans. 

Although instructive to the specialist student of Elizabethan religious history, this volume in 
the Publications of the Northamptonshire Record Society displays structural weaknesses of arrange­
ment and appraisal. An introductory map of the diocese elucidating the main administrative and 
topographical features by revealing both the congruity and incongruity of ecclesiastical and county 
boundaries, would greatly assist the untutored eye in reconciling textual descriptions to geographical 
locations. 

Compositional imbalances dictate an annoying and distracting admixture of analytical and 
narrative detail concerning the lives and livings of clerical incumbents, their suspensions, deprivations, 
transfers and disappearances. Chapters one to five confuse the .reader with endless slivers of bio­
graphical descriptions elbowing wholesale portions of discursive comment. The itemising of clergy and 
gentry affiliations, cameo career-patterns, and a veritable litany of parishes, towns and villages, do little 
to speed cognition and familiarity with the particular ecclesiastical problems of the Peterborough 
diocese. Was it not possible for a strict selection of puritan case-studies to be presented and discussed 
within a broad frame of the locality's Elizabethan experience? Alternatively, could not a discriminating 
and expansive tabulation of this material have served a more propitious and historical purpose in 
appendix form? In this way the more appreciative and helpful appraisals of chapters six to nine, 
expanded and re-ordered to accommodate a weightier set of religious and political themes, would 
represent the core and embellishments of a better book. 

G. A. HARRISON 
University of Leicester 
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PEOPLING PAST LANDSCAPES 
by J M STEANE & B DIX 

(Council for British Archaeology, 1978, 98 pp. 48 figs., £2.00) 

177 

This handbook to the basic technique of archaeological fieldwork has been prepared as a 
result of the recognition by the Council for British Archaeology that archaeolgy is going to play an 
increasing role in the curricula of schools in the future, and that guidance is needed about the kind of 
practical work which ought to be taught. The authors make a powerful case for steering teachers-for 
whom the book is mainly intended-away from the expensive and extemely difficult business of excava­
tion towards the equally enjoyable and satisfying processes of field archaeology, whereby 
schoolchildren, properly guided, can make a really significant contribution to the advancement of 
knowledge; as such the book is very welcome. 

There are chapters on the general scope and possibilities of field archaeology, on the impor­
tance of an understanding of geographical factors in human settlement, on the usefulness of maps old 
and new, aerial photographs, place name~, printed sources and original historical documents; much of 
this will be of interest to Northamptonshire readers because the local connexions of the authors-with 
the former Kettering Grammar School-has meant that numerous illustrative examples have been 
drawn from their experience of topographical work in the county. There are useful bibliographies. 

The bulk of the space devoted to the description of practical fieldwork is given over to field­
walking. The authors provide the best account of simple fieldwalking techniques yet in print. However 
the numerous pages of illustrations intended to convey an impression of the range of archaeologicai 
material which it is possible to pick up on the whole fail in this objective because of the quality of 
reproduction-many of the pieces of pottery, although of different periods, simply end up looking the 
same and in one case (fig. 32) a fragment fades into obscurity altogether. Perhaps also fuller advice 
could have been given on the identification and interpretation of earthworks in addition to the descrip­
tion of surveying which is provided; and the tremendous difficulties in the plotting of crop marks from 
oblique aerial photographs on to maps are alluded to rather than explained. 

Factual errors are few, although it should be pointed out that terriers need not list the landed 
possessions just of churches, and that the Air Photography Officer of the Department of the 
Environment has long since left his Whitehall office for an address on the Albert Embankment. 

A. E. BROWN 
University of Leicester 

TITCHMARSH PAST AND PRESENT 
by HELEN BELGION 

(Published by the author at 10 Islington, Titchmarsh, Kettering, 1979, £6.50) 

With its picturesque stone houses and magnificent church Titchmarsh is one of the hand­
somest villages in that land of handsome villages, the Nene Valley. Its physical setting being what it is, it 
is perhaps unsurprising that someone with the feel for local history Mrs Belgion has, would, on coming 
to live in Titchmarsh-as she and her husband did after retirement in 1961-be tempted to study its 
history. Mrs Belgian's achievement is that she has done more: she has carried through the research and 
seen it into print, and is to be congratulated on producing a notably well written and well produced 
addition to the growing list of parish histories of the county. 

The treatment of the subject is properly chronological. After an introduction to the geography 
and archaeology of the village and parish there are chapters on the Saxons and Danes, the Normans, 
medieval lords of the manor, Tudor times, the Stuarts, the gentry of the village in the later Stuart and 
Georgian period, Village Folk, Enclosure, After Enclosure (1781-1840), the Victorian Village, and 
finally the 20th Century. The narrative line, never easy to sustain in a parish history, is kept up well and 
the reader's interest is always engaged. Mrs Belgion shows how the splendid 15th century tower of the 
church, more typical of Somerset than Northamptonshire, is explained by the West Country connec-­
tions of the lord of the manor of that time, the fifth baron Lovell, a patron of the arts as well as a great 
magnate and politician. She is also very good on the Pickering family who rose from the ranks of the 
yeoman to become squires of Titchmarsh in the 16th century, whose most famous scion, the puritan Sir 
Gilbert Pickering (d.1668), 'a most furious, fiery implacable man', was a notable figure in the Long 
Parliament and became Oliver Cromwell's Lord Chamberlain. The chapter on the later Pickerings and 
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their cousins the Creeds and Drydens (the most illustrious being John Dryden the poet) is also full of 
interest, not least because Ned Pickering and John C.-eed are familiar figures to the readers of Samuel 
Pepys. 

There are, of course, inherent limitations in writing chronological histories of individual 
parishes. The parish is perhaps too narrow a canvas, and the full thousand years of a Midland village 
too long a span for themes to appear with clarity. And the source materials, though numerous, are at 
times too brief, at others embarrassingly detailed. Titchmarsh Past and Present suffers a little because 
of these. One would like to see the village compared with others. Central questions, such as 'who owned 
what' in the different periods of history are not posed, or answered only obliquely. The gentry and the 
clergy receive a disproportionately large amount of attention, the village folk too little. But all this is in­
evitable given the aim of a full parish history. Yet the parish is a unit of society within which people feel 
comfortable; it is natural to want to find out what it was like in the past. Mrs Belgion has set out to do 
this, and she has done it very well. It should also be said that the book, printed by Stanley L. Hunt 
(Printers) Ltd of Rushden, is very well produced, and is a pleasure to handle. 

R. L. GREENALL 

SHORTER NOTICES 

A nicely printed new guide to Barnack, 'in the county of Cambridgeshire', has been produced 
(1978, 73pp.). Compiled by J. Maitin Goodwin it has, in the pages preceding the local advertisements, a 
good deal of useful (and up to date) information, two maps, including one of the 'hills and holes' 
nature reserve, and the routes of twelve walks in and around Barnack. It also contains topographical 
and historical information, the most fascinating of which for this reviewer was the snatch of an old local 
tithe-conscious harvest song: 'We've cheated the parson, we'll cheat him again, for why should the 
Vicar have one in ten?' Readers of Mrs. Belgion's book on Titchmarsh (reviewed above) will see it 
mentioned (on p 58) as being by John Dryden for an opera, King Arthur by Purcell, dated 1691. 

Making the transition from rural to urban, another recent booklet noticed is E. A. Timson's 
Eighty Years and Beyond (privately printed, 1976, 24 pp.) a history of his family engineering firm in 
Kettering. It covers the years from its foundation by his father in 1896 down to 1976. After serving his 
apprenticeship in Chelmsford, Arthur Timson returned to his native town and, after brief experience 
working for local firms, set up on his own making general engineering products, chiefly bicycles. The 
firm grew steadily, eventually taking over Owen Robinson's for whom Timson had once worked, and 
the author pays tribute to the skill of the founder of that firm, an important figure in Kettering. In 1921 
Timsons began to design and make machinery for the Printing Industry, a line in which it has come to 
specialise and earn an international reputation. Mr. Timson writes well and gives a concise account of 
this very successful small firm. 

Finally to J. L. Carr's latest production
1 

Carr's Dictionary of English Kings, Consorts, 
Pretenders, Usurpers, Unnatural Claimants & Royal Athelings (Printed by the author, Kettering, 25p) a 
companion volume to his Dictionary of English Queens (reviewed inN P & P Vol VI, No. 1). Mr. Carr 
is especially fond of t.he Anglo Saxons and one entry gives the flavour of this volume: 

Edwy the AU-fair, d. 959, aged 19 of excess. The 
coronation of this youthful satyr was delayed whilst 
the Archbishop of Canterbury dislodged him from the 
bed where he was lying between his voluptuous 
sweetheart and her equally amorous mother. 

Suitable for the Christmas stockings of all but 0 level and CSE candidates. 

R.L.G. 
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Come to Corby where 
the growing's good. 
If you' re looking for a place to 

re-locate or expand your business, the 
New Town of Corby has got so much 
going for you. 

Corby is situated between the 
motorway junction of the M1 and M6 to 
the west and the A 1 to the east, 
allowing access to London and 
Birmingham. The East Coast ports can be reached by major roads. 

What's more, Corby is young enough to be vigorous and exciting­
with modern factories ready for you to occupy at highly competitive 
rents. (Or our ''design and build" service will help you plan your own 
specification.) But Corby is mature enough, too, to offer well­
established housing, schools, shops, public services, leisure activities. 
And skilled and unskilled labour is readily available. 

Many companies have already put down roots in Corby- with 
success. Why not join them? Our experienced help and advice is at 
your service. \\I I I 
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For a fully detailed brochure on Corby, contact K. R. C. Jenkin, B.A., F.R.I.C.S., 
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Northants NN17 1 PA. Telephone (053 66) 3535. 
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