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BED FORD SH IRE LOC AL H ISTORY A SSOCI ATI ON  
  

2023 CONFERENCE: 
LOCAL ARCHIVES IN BEDFORDSHIRE: 

AN OVERLOOKED RESOURCE? 
 

HOSTED BY POTTON HISTORY SOCIETY  
‘The material I discovered in the Potton History Society archive was the 

glue that held my research together. It was not available elsewhere’ 
 

Saturday 24 June 2023 at Potton 
 
Morning Session at the Mill Lane Pavilion & Society Annexe Archive 
9.00 to 9.30: Registration, Tea & Coffee 
9.30 to 10: BLHA AGM 
10.10 to 10.15: Welcome to Potton: Chairman, George Howe 
10.15 to 10.45: The Potton History Archive Story: Peter Ibbett 
10.45 to 11.00: Social Break 
11.00 to 12.30: A. Archive visit; B. Potton Car (Car Park); C. Exhibition in 

Pavilion Community Room 
Delegates rotate in three groups around each area. 
Transfer to Church Hall for lunch & afternoon session 
Churchyard walk leaflet available for self-walk  
1.00 to 2.15: Buffet Lunch 
2.15 to 3.00: Record Office links with local Societies. Talk by Pamela 

Birch, County Archivist, on services current plans and how links with 
local groups can benefit both. 

3.00 to 3.30: Pre-conference survey, analysis & discussion 
3.30 to 4.15: Archives in Local Societies; Contributions from other 

societies. 
4.15 to 4.30: Summary. Next Year’s Conference. Martin Lawrence. 
Social & Departure  
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2023 CONFERENCE: LOCAL ARCHIVES IN 
BEDFORDSHIRE: AN OVERLOOKED RESOURCE?  

 

Booking Form 
 

Saturday 24 June 2023 at Potton, 9am to 4.30pm 
Cost £22 (including Buffet Lunch) 

 
The conference has space for 50 delegates. To enable a full range of 
member groups and BLHA members to attend please nominate two from 
each group and add reserves. 

Closing Date Friday 12 May 
 

1. Name Group/Member   Contact e-mail  or phone 

2.    

Reserve  
 

  

Reserve    

Reserve    

  

Please indicate any dietary requirements. 
Please state if your group will need table displays or other requirements, if 

space is available? 
Please make cheques payable to ‘Potton History Society’ and send to: 

Chris Miles  
Secretary Potton History Society 
10 Bury Hill  
Potton, Sandy, Beds  
SG19 2RS 

Conference bookings/enquiries via chris_miles51@hotmail.com 
  

mailto:chris_miles51@hotmail.com
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Pre-Conference Survey for heritage groups 
We would like to gain an up-to-date idea of the current situation of local 
history groups in Bedfordshire and the range of local archives. 
 

1. Group Name ________________________________________________ 

2. Membership in 2022 __________________________________________ 

3. Is this MORE or LESS than before the 2020 pandemic?  ______________ 

4. Do you look after an Archive Collection? YES/NO 

5. If YES where is it held?  _______________________________________ 

6. If YES please provide a brief outline of your collection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7. If YES would a delegate from your group give a 5–10 minute report? 

YES/NO 
8. Has your group used Bedfordshire Archives Resources in 2022? YES/NO 
9. Do you tell your members about BLHA/Beds Archives information? 

YES/NO 

10. Please add any suggestions as to how groups can work better together:- 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please return this survey with the booking form 

If not attending the conference we would appreciate a response to gain 

a full county-wide picture. 
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Parking at the Conference 
 
A. Morning Session at Mill Lane, SG19 2PG  
The Mill Lane Pavilion has its own parking. Potton has 20mph limits. 
Take care on approaches to the Pavilion due to on-road parking, speed 
bumps & sharp turns!  

Disabled parking spaces are provided on site. 
 
B. Lunch & Afternoon session at Hatley Road, SG19 2RP 
The church hall field will be open for conference parking (sharp turn left 
just before Hatley Road/Gamlingay Road junction – take care.)  

Please do not use the parking spaces by the Church Hall. 
Disabled parking spaces are available by the Church Hall. 

Best route from Mill Lane to the Church Hall is to avoid Market Square 
and King Street and Everton Road as on-street parking is an increasing 
problem. 

From Mill Lane Pavilion, first right onto Festival Road and left at 
roundabout. Pass through second roundabout and Biggleswade Road 
junction to the sharp corner and then turn right into Royston Street 
(Wrestlingworth turn) and up Bury Hill. Turn left at cross road and left 
again past church. Pass Church Hall and then left into Church Field.  
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Nicholas Rowe (1674–1718) 
Bedfordshire-born playwright 

 
While exiled from England, King Charles I was a guest at the court of 
Louis XIV France, and witnessed the theatrical entertainments that were 
common there. When he returned to England he licensed two acting 
companies. The first was as the King’s Men directed by Sir Thomas 
Killigrew (1612–1683). He sprang from a Cornish royalist family and grew 
up in Charles I’s court. He was a court wit and published two tragi-
comedies before London’s theatres were closed in the Puritan era. 
Killigrew remained loyal to the then Prince Charles and followed him into 
exile.  

King Charles granted his second licence for a drama company to Sir 
William Davenant (1606–1668), who was permitted to start a theatre just 
before the 1642 Act abolishing performances in London. Davenant may 
have been the godson of Shakespeare, although some believed in the 17th 
century that he was Shakespeare’s illegitimate child. In the Civil Wars 
Davenant served King Charles I by sending supply ships from the 
continent to England. 

When Charles II granted Davenant a licence to start a theatre, another 
contender for the licence, Sir William Herbert, sued in the courts. But 
Charles’ decision was upheld and Davenant’s company became known as 
the ‘Duke of York’s Men’.  

In 1663, Killigrew’s company moved to the specially constructed 
Theatre Royal in Drury Lane. Davenant’s company, the Duke’s Men, 
moved about through the 1660s, but by 1673 they were in a Christopher 
Wren designed theatre.  

These companies formed the basis of the restoration theatre which 
flourished through the reigns of Charles II, James II, William and Mary, 
Queen Anne and into the reign of George I. It gave work to actresses, 
such as the notorious Nell Gwyn, and the poets and dramatists 
mentioned below and, in later years, the subject of this article, 
Bedfordshire-born Nicholas Rowe. It also gave Samuel Pepys, an avid 
playgoer, something to write about! A good description of the Restoration 
theatre is contained in the early chapters of Nell Gwyn: A Biography, by 
Charles Beauclerk (Pan Macmillan, 2005). Beauclerk himself is a direct 
descendant of King Charles II and Nell Gwyn through their son, created 
Duke of St Albans. 

— 
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Nicholas Rowe was a poet and playwright who born in the house of Jasper 
Edwards, who was his maternal grandfather, on 20 June 1674 at Little 

Barford. His father was John Rowe 
(1647–1692) and his mother Elizabeth 
Edwards who died in 1679. Nicholas 
was christened at Little Barford on 30 
June 1674. 
Left: Nicholas Rowe 

His father was a barrister in 
London and a serjeant-at-law.

1
 After 

his death on 30 April 1692 he was 
buried in the Temple Church but 
Elizabeth was buried in Little Barford. 

The Rowe family came from 
Lamerton in Devon and had an 
ancestor reputed to be a distinguished 
Crusader. 

Nicholas was educated at a private grammar school in Highgate, 
London, and was elected a King’s Scholar at Westminster School in 1688, 
educated under the eye of the formidable Dr Richard Busby. 

He left Westminster in 1690 and on 4 August 1691 entered as a student 
at the Middle Temple to become a barrister. He was called to the Bar on 
20 May 1696 and, although attracting the attention of the Lord Chief 
Justice, did not take to the law as a profession.. 

When young he read classical and modern dramas, so decided to try 
his hand as a playwright. When his father died he inherited £300 per year 
and his father’s chambers in the Temple and this gave him the freedom to 
consider a new career. 

His fame is based on his tragedies, his edition of Shakespeare’s plays 
and his translation of Lucan’s Pharsalia, a Roman epic poem.

2 

On 6 July 1693 Rowe married Antonia, daughter of Anthony Parsons, 
one of the auditors of the revenue. Antonia died on 13 February 1712 and 
in 1716 he married Anne, daughter of Joseph Devenish of Buckham, 
Dorset. His son John, by his first wife, was baptised on 24 August 1699. 
There were six other children, but most died within a year of birth. With 
his second wife he had a daughter, Charlotte (1718–1739), who became the 
wife of Henry Fane, the youngest son of Vere Fane, fourth Earl of 
Westmorland. 

The first of his plays produced was The Ambitious Stepmother, written 
in blank verse as were all his other plays, Its success and that of his others 
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arose from the performances of the actors who appeared in them – his 
first play having Thomas Betterton, Mrs Bracegirdle and Mrs Barry.

3 
In 

his prologue to the play and in the dedication to the Earl of Jersey Rowe 
referred to Thomas Otway,

4
 a playwright he greatly admired as able to 

arouse emotions. The Ambitious Stepmother opened in December 1700, 
and was revived in 1706, 1715, 1722, and eight performances in 1759, one of 
which by command of the Prince of Wales.  

In December 1701 Tamerlane appeared, and apart from being drama, 
the underlying story is that Tamerlane represented King William III and 
the villain Bajazet was Louis XIV of France.

5
 

The first of Rowe’s ‘she-tragedies’, The Fair Penitent, was plagiarised 
from Philip Massinger’s The Fatal Dowry (c 1618) and is one of the first 
examples of domestic tragedy, or the ‘melancholy tale of private woes’, as 
he described it in the prologue. The play has an aged roué called 
Lothario: a name that has entered the language to describe a certain type 
of man. The play was very popular, but had some  detractors, Sir Walter 
Scott calling it ‘a poor imitation’ of Massinger’s work, adding: ‘It does not 
greatly excel the original in the management and conduct of the piece; 
and, in every thing [sic] else, falls as far beneath it as the baldest 
translation can sink below the most spirited original.’

6
 

But Dr Johnson was a great admirer: ‘There is scarcely any work of any 
poet at once so interesting by the fable and so delightful in the 
language.’

7 
It is considered that the 18th-century novelist Samuel 

Richardson’s Robert Lovelace and Clarissa Harlowe were derived from 
Lothario and the heroine Calista. The remainder of Rowe’s dramas are: a 
very bad farce, The Biter (1704); a classical tragedy, Ulysses (1705), which 
was mildly successful, having Betterton in the title role four years before 
his death in 1710; The Royal Convert (1707); Jane Shore (1714), which was a 
failed attempt at Shakespearian tragedy using Shakespearian language; 
and Lady Jane Gray (1715). 

Rowe was a fervent Whig. His loyalty to the party was recognised on 5 
February 1709 when James Douglas, the second Duke of Queensberry, 
Secretary of State for Scotland, appointed him as his under-secretary and 
he held this post until the Duke died on 6 July 1711. There is a story that 
some time afterwards, Rowe applied to Lord Oxford, a Tory, for 
employment. Oxford advised him to study Spanish, which he did, hoping 
for a posting. But, when he reported that he had mastered the language, 
Oxford told him: ‘Then, Sir, I envy you the pleasure of reading Don 
Quixote in the original.’

8 
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On the death of Nahum Tate in 1715 Rowe was appointed Poet 
Laureate and brought dignity and respectability to the post, unlike his 
predecessors.  

He also obtained other political appointments, becoming in October 
1715 one of the land surveyors of the customs of the Port of London. The 
Prince of Wales made him clerk of his Council and, in May 1718, he was 
appointed Clerk of the Presentations by the Lord Chancellor. 

As Poet Laureate Rowe was expected to write, and he wrote, odes sung 
on the New Year and the King’s birthday, and other poetry. He provided 
prologues and epilogues for plays by Mrs Centlivre and for his friend 
Colley Cibber

9
 in 1716 and 1717 and he did two other epilogues for other 

playwrights.  
He undertook literary work of various kinds including translations; 

but his most ambitious poetic work was the translation of Lucan’s 
Pharsalia, a work which took 20 years, and he contributed a translation of 
the ninth book of the Pharsalia to volume 6 of Jacob Tonson’s 
Miscellanies (1709). The translation was published posthumously in 1719 
after Rowe’s death, and his widow dedicated it to George I and she was 
rewarded with a pension of £40 a year.  

The first biography of Rowe was by Dr James Welwood, Rowe’s doctor 
and friend, and it was contained in a prologue to the Pharsalia 
translation. The translation was almost universally praised, and Addison 
wrote that Rowe ‘had delivered the sentiments [Lucan’s] with greater 
perspicuity, and in a finer turn of phrase and verse’.

10 
The greatest praise 

came from Dr Johnson in his life of Rowe. He wrote: 
 

The version of Lucan is one of the greatest productions of English poetry; for 

there is perhaps none that so completely exhibits the genius and spirit of the 

original. Lucan is distinguished by a kind of dictatorial or philosophic dignity 

rather . . . declamatory than poetical; full of ambitious morality and pointed 

sentences, comprised in vigorous and animated lines. This character Rowe has 

very diligently and successfully preserved. His versification . . . seldom wants 

either melody or force. His author’s sense is sometimes a little diluted by 

additional infusions, and sometimes weakened by too much expansion. But such 

faults are to be expected in all translations, from the constraint of measures and 

dissimilitude of languages. The Pharsalia of Rowe deserves more notice than it 

obtains, and as it is more read will be more esteemed.
11

 
 
John Heminge and Henry Condell, actor friends of Shakespeare, were 

the first editors of his plays, and responsible for the First Folio of 1623, but 
Rowe was the first modern editor of the plays, and this is the work for 
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which he is most widely known. His edition of the canonical plays, but 
not the poems, was published in six volumes in 1709, with a preface 
containing ‘Some account of the life of Mr William Shakespear’, which 
was later revised by Pope. This ‘Account’ is the lengthiest early biography 
of Shakespeare and Rowe modernised Shakespeare’s spelling and 
punctuation, listed the dramatis personae of each play for the first time, 
and introduced a relatively small number of amendments. But Johnson 
was happy with some of the amendments, stating roundly that Rowe: 

 
has made many emendations, if they were not made before, which his successors 

have received without acknowledgement, and which, if they had produced them, 

would have filled pages and pages with censures of the stupidity with which the 

faults were committed, with displays of the absurdities which they involved, with 

ostentatious expositions of the new reading, and self-congratulations of the 

happiness of discovering it.
12

 
 
Johnson wrote of the ‘Account’ that although it was ‘not written with 

much elegance or spirit’, it deserved being kept because it told what was 
known of Shakespeare’s life up to that time.

13
 And while he linked Rowe 

with Pope as ‘very ignorant of the ancient English literature’,
14

 he gave a 
favourable verdict on the edition. 

Rowe had many friends in the literary world and was particularly 
friendly with Alexander Pope. Pope wrote to John Caryll on 20 September 
1713 that: 

 
I am just returned from the country, wither Mr Rowe did me the favour to 

accompany me and to pass a week at Binfield. I need not tell you how much a 

man of his turn could not but entertain me, but I must acquaint you there is a 

vivacity and gayety of disposition almost peculiar to that gentleman, which rends 

it impossible to part from him without that uneasiness and chagrin which 

generally succeeds all great pleasures.
15

 
 
Pope wrote the epilogue to Jane Shore in February 1714 and reported 

that Addison had said of Rowe that ‘the levity of his heart is such’ that he 
could not be a friend.

16
 But Rowe had among his friends Sir Samuel 

Garth, Richard Steele, Jonathan Swift, John Dennis, Colley Cibber, 
William Congreve and John Hughes. Dr James Welwood wrote of him: 

 
As to his person, it was graceful and well-made; his face regular, and of a manly 

beauty . . . His conversation was pleasant, witty, and learned, without the least 

tincture of affectation or pedantry; and his inimitable manner of diverting and 

enlivening the company made it impossible for any one [sic] to be out of humour 

when he was in it.
17
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Nicholas Rowe died on 6 December 1718 at age 45 and was buried on 
19 December in Poets Corner, Westminster Abbey. Pope drafted an 
epitaph for Rowe’s monument between 1718 and 1720; it was corrected for 
publication in 1720, and finally placed on his monument in 1773. By his 
will, witnessed by Pope and Thomas Hill (presumably the portrait 
painter), Rowe left all his property to his wife, who was his executor, with 
small legacies to his son, daughter and sister (Sarah Peele). His wife died 
on 6 December 1747 and was also buried in Westminster Abbey. 

 
Acknowledgement 
This article is largely based on the Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography;  

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/24203 
The ODNB article was first published in print and online on 23 
September 2004. The latest version was published on 13 May 2021. 

 
Notes 

1. Serjeants-at-law were barristers of ‘superior degree of the Order of the Coif’ 
to which they were called by writ under the Great Seal. They had their own inn 
with buildings in Fleet Street and Chancery Lane. Previously they were supposed 
to support the Crown and they had a right of exclusive audience in the Court of 
Common Pleas and every common law judge had to be a Serjeant. The role was 
abolished by the Judicature Act 1873 and old Serjeants Inn in Chancery Lane was 
sold in 1877. They were replaced by King’s Counsel.  

2. Di Bello Civili, commonly known as Lucan’s Pharsalia is a Roman epic poem 
by the poet Lucan detailing the civil war between Julius Caesar and the forces of 
the Roman Senate led by Pompey the Great. 

3. Thomas Betterton (1635–1710) was the leading actor and theatre manager in 
Restoration England. Mrs Anne Bracegirdle (?1671–1748) was an actress raised by 
Betterton and his wife who played several leading roles in the theatre of that time. 
Mrs Elizabeth Barry (1658–1713) was an actress who specialised in performing 
tragedies. ‘Mrs’ was a purely honorary title at the time and did not indicate 
whether or not an actress was married. 

4. Thomas Otway (1652–1685) was a dramatist of the period. 
5. Thirteen years after the Glorious Revolution this was almost at the end of 

William III’s reign (he died in 1702). 1701 was the year of the Act of Settlement 
ensuring the Hanoverian succession to the throne. 

6. ‘An essay on the drama’, Miscellaneous Prose Works of Sir Walter Scott, 
1849, vol 6, p 370. 

7. Johnson, Poets, vol 2, p 67.                   8. Ibid, vol 2, p 71. 
9. Colley Cibber (1671–1757), actor and playwright, who spent most of his 

career at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane and greatly improved the decency of the 
theatre. He became Poet Laureate in 1730. Mrs Susannah Centlivre (c 1667–c 1723), 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/24203
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née Freeman, was probably born in Holbeach and was the playwright of 18 plays 
and acted in some of them. Her third husband was Queen Anne’s head cook at 
Windsor. 

10. The Freeholder, No 40, 7 May 1716.         11. Johnson, Poets, vol 2, p 77. 
12. A Sherbo, Ed, The Yale Edition of the Works of Samuel Johnson, vol 7, p 93. 
13. Ibid, vol 7, p 94.                              14. Ibid, vol 7, p 56. 
15. Correspondence of Alexander Pope, vol 1, p 190. Pope (1688–1744) was a 

satirical poet and master of the heroic couplet. He also translated the Iliad. He 
was small in stature and suffered ill-health and often engaged in literary 
vendettas. 

16. Johnson, Poets, vol 2, p 75.                          17. Ibid, vol 2, p 73. 

Ted Martin 

— 

 

John Clare, the peasant poet1 
 
 
 
Clare’s birthplace, Helpston,  
Nr Peterborough. His family  
only rented part of the cottage. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In July 1841 John Clare (1793–1864), the 19th-century poet, commenced an 
80-mile walk from Dr Allen’s Lunatic Asylum at High Beach in Epping 
Forest, Essex, to the Cambridgeshire cottage at Helpston where he once 
lived (and which opened to the public on 14 July 2009). As he knew and 
traversed Bedfordshire, probably many times, and lived in neighbouring 
counties, though we cannot claim him, we should be interested in him. 

Clare was born into an impoverished and barely literate 
Northamptonshire peasant family and had little formal education, 
supporting himself by working on the land. He did, however, have a thirst 
for knowledge and would set himself courses from any books that came 
to hand.  

In the autumn of 1818 Clare was ‘discovered’ as a poet. This is the most 
fully documented part of his life and covers his start as a writer and his 
move in 1832, from his home village of Helpston to nearby Northborough. 
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In these years he achieved, and then lost, fame and wrote most of his 
poems, his journal and much of his correspondence that has survived. 
Clare kept all his letters and made them into hand-made books.  

 
 
 

Fair Mead House: Dr 
Allen’s Asylum at High 
Beach, Essex 

 
 
 
 
 
After moving to Northborough, Clare became increasingly unstable 

and his writing suffered. As stated above he was confined to Dr Allen’s 
Asylum at High Beach from 1837–1841 and continued to write his poetry. 
Disgusted with the conditions at the Asylum, he absconded in July 1841 
and began his 80-mile walk home via Enfield Town and the Great York 
Road (it later became the Great North Road), Stevenage, Baldock, 
through Bedfordshire on a diversion to Potton, then Buckden, to Stilton 
and on to Northborough. Clare’s account of his walk from Essex to 

Northborough is ‘one of the most 
remarkable autobiographical fragments in 
the English language’. 
Left: John Clare by William Hilton 

His freedom was brief, for he was 
committed to the Northampton General 
Lunatic Asylum in December 1841 and 
remained there until his death 23 years 
later, but there is no journal and only a 
few letters from these years. 

Jonathan Bate points out that ‘our 
knowledge of Clare’s early years, from his 
birth in 1793 to the beginning of his 
literary career in 1819, is dependent on his 
own autobiographical prose’. He says that 
Clare’s memory cannot be trusted and that 
it was impossible ‘to piece together a 

precise chronology of his passage from schoolboy to casual labourer to 
soldiering and back to work in the fields’.  
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Clare did write a brief autobiography for his publisher, Sketches in the 
Life of John Clare, in 1821, and in 1824 wrote a more extensive version, but 
it was never published. Bate says that these documents are not always 
consistent with each other or with other external evidence. 

There is also Frederick Martin’s 1865 biography which Bate says is also 
not accurate. The complete text of Frederick Martin’s biography was 
found on the internet. Jonathan Bate says that it tends to exaggerate and 
is not reliable as to dates, but the extract below does give an interesting 
picture of Clare’s sojourn at the asylum of Dr Matthew Allen,

2
 at Fair 

Mead House:  
 

Dr Allen’s treatment of his patients was based on the principle of giving them 

as much physical labour and exercise as possible, so as to destroy all tendency to a 

morbid concentration of thought; and thus Clare was kept away from books and 

paper, and made to go into the garden, to plant, and dig, and water the flowers. 

He seemed to fret at first on being deprived of the solace of his poetry, and 

eagerly seized every occasion to scribble verses upon odd slips of paper, or with 

chalk against the wall. But as the months passed on, his new forced habits grew 

upon him, and he left off writing to a great extent, and was foremost among the 

workers in the fields and garden. His mental state, however, did not improve, 

although his physical strength appeared to gain by this change. He got stout and 

robust, and able to go through a greater amount of physical labour than in former 

days. What seemed to contribute to sooth and quiet – or, perhaps, deaden – his 

mental energies, was the habit of smoking, which he acquired from his 

companions. He would smoke for whole days and weeks, either working in the 

garden, or sitting on the stump of a tree in Epping Forest, without uttering a 

word. 

Yet notwithstanding the visible and increasing derangement of his mental 

faculties, Clare’s poetical powers seemed to be nearly as great and as brilliant as 

ever. Rare as were the opportunities when he was allowed to indulge in the luxury 

of writing verses, whenever they offered, the stream of poetry came flowing on 

swiftly and sweetly. Some accidental visitors to Fair Mead House one day offered 

him a pencil and sheet of paper, when he sat down on a bench in the garden, and 

without further musing wrote the following lines: 
 

By a cottage near the wood 

Where lark and thrushes sing, 

In dreaming hours I stood, 

Through summer and through spring: 

There dwells a lovely maiden 

Whose name I sought in vain – 
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Some call her pretty Lucy, 

And others honest Jane . . . 
 

When Clare had been above a year at the asylum, and it was found that he was 

perfectly harmless and inoffensive, he was allowed to roam at his will all over the 

neighbourhood and through the whole of the forest. This freedom he greatly 

enjoyed, and not a day passed without his taking long excursions in all directions. 

In these wanderings he was mostly accompanied by T Campbell, the only son of 

the author of ‘The Pleasures of Hope’, with whom he had come to form an 

intimate acquaintance. Clare wrote a sketch of his forest promenades in a sonnet 

which he handed to Dr Allen. It ran: 
 

I love the forest and its airy bounds, 

Where friendly Campbell takes his daily rounds; 

I love the break-neck hills, that headlong go, 

And leave me high, and half the world below. 

 

I love to see the Beech Hill mounting high, 

The brook without a bridge, and nearly dry. 

There’s Bucket’s Hill, a place of furze and clouds, 

Which evening in a golden blaze enshrouds . . . 
 

His acquaintance with young Thomas Campbell brought to Clare occasional 

presents, and now and then, the pleasant face of a visitor. Among them was Mr 

Cyrus Bedding, who left a record of his visit in the English Journal. Describing Dr 

Allen’s asylum, he says: ‘The situation is lofty; and the patients inhabit several 

houses at some distance from each other. These houses stand in the midst of 

gardens, where the invalids may be seen walking about, or cultivating the flowers, 

just as they feel inclined.’ 

The visitor . . . found him working in a field,  

 

‘. . . We found a little man, of muscular frame and firmly set, his 

complexion fresh and forehead high, a nose somewhat aquiline, and long 

full chin. The expression of his countenance was more pleasing but 

somewhat less intellectual than that in the engraved portrait prefixed to 

his works in the edition of The Village Minstrel, published in 1821. He was 

communicative, and answered every question put to him in a manner 

perfectly unembarrassed. He spoke of the quality of the ground which he 

was amusing himself by hoeing, and the probability of its giving an 

increased crop the present year, a continued smile playing upon his lips. 

He made some remarks illustrative of the difference between the aspect of 

the country at High Beech and that in the fens from whence he had come – 
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alluded to Northborough and Peterborough – and spoke of his loneliness 

away from his wife, expressing a great desire to go home, and to have the 

society of women. He said his solace was his pipe – he had no other: he 

wanted books. On being asked what books, he said Byron; and we 

promised to send that poet’s works to him. 

The principal token of his mental eccentricity was the introduction of 

prize-fighting, in which he seemed to imagine he was to engage; but the 

allusion to it was made in the way of interpolation in the middle of the 

subject on which he was discoursing, brought in abruptly, and abandoned 

with equal suddenness . . . This was the only symptom of aberration of 

mind we observed about Clare . . . To our seeming, his affliction was slight; 

and it is not at all improbable that a relief from mental anxiety might 

completely restore him . . .’ 

 

Mr Cyrus Bedding was mistaken in the anticipation that Clare’s ‘machinery of 

thought’ would ever get again ‘into the regular workings’. At the very time when 

the visit described here took place, the poet’s mental state was worse than before. 

. . . Clare was haunted now, wherever he went, by the vision of his first ideal love, 

his ever-sought ‘Mary’. He fancied that she was his wife, torn from him by evil 

spirits, and that he was bound to seek her all over the earth. In his wild 

hallucinations, he confounded his real with his ideal spouse, addressing the latter 

in language wonderfully sweet, though exhibiting strange flights of imagination. 

. . . Dr Allen told his patient that he thought his verses very beautiful, at which 

Clare seemed pleased, and expressed his intention to take them home to his wife, 

his ‘Mary’. The doctor paid little heed to this remark, which, however, was 

seriously meant. To see his beloved Mary again, now became the one all-

absorbing thought of the poet’s mind . . .  

In the spring of 1841 – having been nearly four years at Fair Mead House – he 

made several attempts to escape, but was frustrated each time, being brought 

back by people who met him wandering at a distance. Dr Allen, notwithstanding 

these warnings, continued to allow full liberty to his patient, ascribing his 

occasional flights to a mere propensity for roaming about . . . One day, in the 

middle of July 1841, he stayed away unusually long. When the sun had set without 

his returning home, attendants were despatched in all directions; but after a long 

and minute search over the whole neighbourhood, . . . reporting that they had 

been unsuccessful . . . Some persons . . . had seen him passing through Enfield in 

a northerly direction; but beyond this fact nothing could be ascertained. Dr Allen 

felt very uneasy at this mysterious disappearance, and the next day despatched 

two horsemen in search of Clare. But even they could discover no trace of him 
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beyond Enfield. John Clare was never seen again at Fair Mead House, Epping 

Forest. 
 
While at Fairmead House

3
 Clare wrote ‘The Gypsy Camp’: 

 
The snow falls deep; the Forest lies alone: 
The boy goes hasty for his load of brakes, 
Then thinks upon the fire and hurries back; 
The Gipsy knocks his hands and tucks them up, 
And seeks his squalid camp, half hid in snow, 
Beneath the oak, which breaks away the wind, 
And bushes close, with snow like hovel warm: 
There stinking mutton roasts upon the coals, 
And the half roasted dog squats close and rubs, 
Then feels the heat too strong and goes aloof; 
He watches well, but none a bit can spare, 
And vainly waits the morsel thrown away: 
’Tis thus they live – a picture to the place; 
A quiet, pilfering, unprotected race. 

 
Clare was among the most prolific of all English poets, and left nearly 

10,000 pages of manuscript much of which was unpublished until the late 
20th century and some has never been printed. Four collections of Clare’s 
poems, less than a quarter of his output, appeared in print during his life: 
Poems, Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery (1820), The Village Minstrel, 
and Other Poems (1821), The Shepherd’s Calendar; with Village Stories, and 
Other Poems (1827) and The Rural Muse (1835).  

This labouring class poet had his 15 minutes of fame but also left a 
lasting legacy and perhaps had a greater feeling for, and knowledge of, 
the countryside of England than other poets from more privileged 
backgrounds.  
 
Notes 

1. Much of the information in this article comes from Jonathan Bate, John 

Clare (Picador, 2004, ISBN 0–330–37112–6). The book is in paperback and has 

many illustrations and is highly recommended. John Clare was the only major 

English poet never to have received a worthy biography until Jonathan Bate 

produced this book.  
2. Dr Matthew Allen, was among the first to adopt a mild system of treatment 

for mental illness, both on medical and philanthropic grounds. He argued, ‘in the 
teeth of a whole legion of irate professional brethren’, that kindness is more 
powerful than cruelty in curing mental problems, and that, even if incurable, they 
did not deserve being restrained and treated like savage animals. He made a great 
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many enemies preaching his new ideas, but made a few friends who became his 
advocates and helped him to carry them into practice by helping to set up the 
asylum in the centre of Epping Forest. It consisted of half-a-dozen houses, 
connected together and surrounded by large gardens. The patients were kept in 
three houses: Fair Mead for men, Springfield for women and Leopard’s Hill Lodge 
for severe patients of either gender, under no more restraint than was absolutely 
necessary for their own safety and that of others. They were allowed a lot of 
indoor recreation as well as outdoor exercise. When Clare arrived, there were 
about50 inmates at Fair Mead House, all of them belonging to the middle and 
upper classes. Feeling deep sympathy for Clare, Dr Allen admitted him at a 
nominal rate, and went on to raise a fund to enable Clare to stay, but treated him 
exactly as his other patients. 

3. Lord Tennyson’s brother Septimus was a patient of Allen 1837–1840. 
Tennyson and his family occasionally stayed in nearby houses. Tennyson invested 
£3,000 in the mid-1840s in Allen’s ‘Pyroglyph’ invention and his three sisters 
added £4,000. The machine’s failure led to Allen’s bankruptcy and a great loss to 
the Tennyson family. Tennyson left High Beach and then went on to write In 
Memoriam AHH, a requiem for his Cambridge friend Arthur Henry Hallam, who 
died suddenly of a cerebral haemorrhage in Vienna in 1833, aged 22. Allen died in 
1845 and Tennyson got some financial help from his insurance. It is not known 
whether Tennyson and Clare met when they stayed in the area at the same time. 
Bate speculates that although they might not have met in the asylum, both used 
to walk in the forest and had a common friend; the son of poet Thomas Campbell.  

Ted Martin 

— 

The Sunderlands, the Wythes 
and Ravensden 

 
The Sunderlands were an important family in and around the Halifax 
area of Yorkshire. They were landowners of considerable wealth, had a 
large house, Coley Hall, and in history had been barristers and strong 
supporters of the Royalists during the Civil War. They were later heavily 
fined for this by Parliament. 

Thomas Lister Joseph Sunderland was born in Halifax in 1809, his 
father was Joseph Sunderland, the Senior Surgeon of the Halifax 
Dispensary, and whose father Joseph had also been a surgeon there. His 
mother was Mary Lister the daughter of one of Joseph’s junior surgeons in 
Halifax. Thomas had one brother Langdale Marsden. 

Both boys were educated at Heath (York), Shrewsbury and privately 
before both being admitted to Gonville and Caius College in Cambridge. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/In_Memoriam_A.H.H.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/In_Memoriam_A.H.H.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Campbell_(poet)
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Thomas went up to Cambridge in December 1825 aged 17 and 
graduated with a BA in 1830 and an MA in 1833. He was ordained a 
Deacon in the Church of England at Lincoln in 1831 and a priest in June 
1832. He was immediately appointed as Vicar of Tilsworth (near Leighton 
Buzzard), but lived in Totternhoe Vicarage. 

Langdale was admitted in October 1834 aged 20 and returned to 
Halifax three years later, possibly without graduating. He died unmarried 
in the Fylde in 1846. 

In May 1837 Rev Thomas married Anne the daughter of Thomas Lane 
Wood of Leighton Buzzard. 

They appear to have had at least eight children. Those known are, 
Thomas Joseph Sunderland (born Totternhoe 1838), Eliza Ann (born 
Totternhoe 1839, died aged 9 years 10 months), Marsden Samuel James 
(born Totternhoe 1841), Mary Ann (born Ravensden 1845), James (born 
Ravensden 1847), Langdale (born Ravensden 1850, died aged just 15 
weeks), Sarah Martha (born Ravensden 1855) and Lister (born Ravensden 
1858).  

There is though also an Anne Wood Maria Sunderland whose date of 
birth has not been found but whose marriage in 1869 as an adult, is 
recorded in the Ravensden Church Registers. 

Marsden Samuel James became a distinguished soldier, Commanding 
Officer of the Norfolk and Royal Sussex Regiments and was awarded the 
DSO.  

He fought with that other famous Bedfordian, Colonel Fred Burnaby, 
at the Battle of Abu Klea in January 1885.  

Marsden died in Monmouth on 6 December 1929 aged 88 years, he 
had a daughter, Mary, who is buried with him but no record of any 
marriage has been found and there is no mention of a wife on the 
memorial. 

Mary Ann married Harry Dove, a surgeon of Stowmarket, at 
Ravensden in September 1877, but she was widowed by 1881 and back 
living with her mother and elder brother. 

James went up to Emmanuel College Cambridge in July 1869 and 
graduated in 1873. He became Curate and then Vicar of Eggington in 1881, 
where he remained in post until 1932. He married Florence Margaret 
Elton of Bedford in February 1874. (Florence’s sister Emma wed Charles 
Halliley and they later became the grandparents of the actor John le 
Mesurier). James had seven children including two sons who joined the 
army and had distinguished military careers. One (Lieutenant-Colonel 
Alfred Joseph Sunderland), was killed at Railway Wood, Ypres, Belgium, 
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in July 1917, having already been involved in many recorded and 
documented acts of gallantry; the other – Major Brian Gresley 
Sunderland, Royal Artillery, died in 1971. Rev James himself died at 
Eggington in March 1932. During his time as Vicar he presented a 
magnificent stained glass window to the church in memory of his father 
Rev Thomas L J Sunderland, ‘one time Vicar of Tilsworth’. 

Sarah Martha married a Mr Charles Hudson a merchant of Doncaster 
at Ravensden in June 1874. 

Anne Wood Maria married Ardley Barnes at Ravensden in April 1869. 
He was a captain in the Royal Marines, and also had a very distinguished 
military career, especially during the China campaigns. He progressed 
through the ranks to become General of the Royal Marines Light Infantry. 
He retired in 1902 and died in February of that year. 

Lister joined the Seaforth Highlanders (72nd Infantry Regiment) and 
died at Lucknow in May 1881 aged just 23. 

When Rev Thomas resigned the living at Tilsworth in 1845, he 
purchased the Grange, originally built by Warden Abbey and occupied by 
priests or monks from there who served Ravensden church. After the 
dissolution, the Grange then passed into the hands of the Gostwicks, the 
Duchess of Marlborough, Duke of Bedford and,finally, the Sunderlands. 

Records do exist of some of the many tenancies over that lengthy 
period. 

The ancient house of which nothing now remains was located in the 
middle of the fields behind Great Wood and Little Wood on the north 
side of the road from Bedford to Kimbolton (the B660), and about half a 
mile north of the  house now known as Ravensden Grange. 

Sunderland is known to have demolished the original property when 
he built the current Ravensden Grange in 1854. He then began farming on 
a large scale taking over any other lands close to his own when they 
became available. 

Early maps show the exact location of the first house and the 1884 
map still indicates the various drives and footpaths from Church End and 
how they converged onto the site of the original house. 

The Rev Thomas Sunderland died in 1857 at the age of just 49 but his 
wife Anne was to outlive him by a further 30 years. By the time of his 
death the family owned lands extending to the north side of Church End, 
including Top Farm, and the western boundary was Ravensden Brook and 
the lands held as part of the Ravensden House estate by the Wythes 
family. 
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Despite their ownership of the traditional manor of Ravensden, the 
Sunderlands were never regarded as the squires of the village, an honour 
which appears to have fallen to the Wythes. This seems to have been the 
cause of constant difficulty between the two families, especially in 
connection with the wardenship of the church and the management of 
the school, a situation which became even more strained after 
Lieutenant-Colonel Thomas Joseph Sunderland had inherited. 

After the loss of her husband, Mrs Sunderland continued to 
administer the estate with kindness and benevolence looking after her 
servants and farm staff well. 

When Mrs Sunderland herself died in 1887 the estate passed to her 
elder son, Lieutenant-Colonel Thomas Joseph Sunderland of the 
Bedfordshire Militia and Bedfordshire Regiment. 

Thomas Joseph, born at Totternhoe, had moved to Ravensden with 
the family. He served with the Bedfordshire Militia (part-time soldiers) 
and then the Bedfordshire Regiment eventually achieving the rank of 
Lieutenant-Colonel.  

The 3rd.Battalion of the Regiment was a home-based battalion and no 
record has been found of Sunderland serving overseas. He became a 
Justice of the Peace and was High Sheriff of Bedfordshire in 1892. 

In July 1873, in Yorkshire, Thomas Joseph had married Annie Ripley, a 
daughter of Sir Henry Ripley, industrialist, founder of the Yorkshire 
Penny Bank, philanthropist and Liberal MP. Ripley was a wealthy man 
who eventually moved to a very large estate in Shropshire. 

This marriage does appear to have been a rather unusual one in that 
although the couple had one son, they do not appear ever to have lived 
together and there is no trace of Annie being with Thomas on any Census 
either in Ravensden or elsewhere. His home is always managed by a 
housekeeper. 

Instead, it seems that Annie and her son settled with her sister Phoebe 
and brother-in-law Charles Seton, in Herefordshire, rather than with her 
own husband. She died in November 1913. 

Thomas had almost certainly been assisting with the management of 
the business before his mother’s death but he was a somewhat autocratic 
character and was always regarded with some misgivings. He applied a 
military discipline to everyone connected with the estate. 

He was less generous than his mother, a feisty person who was 
content to turn out staff from the tied cottages when they were no longer 
able to work or their services were not required. There is even a story of a 
family being evicted when the father, a member of the farm staff, did his 
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duty by joining up at the outbreak of the First World War and was 
therefore no longer available to work on the farm 

In 1886 Sunderland purloined the village green, a triangular portion of 
grass with a pond which was situated at Church End at the exit of the 
Green Lane, and on which he built a police house known as Copper 
Cottage, but in so doing he deprived the villagers of common rights of 
grazing and communal use. 

In November 1916, during the First World War and when the 
Herefordshire Regiment were under canvas and training on land close to 
his own, Colonel Sunderland was summoned for assaulting Private 
Arthur Horne of the Regiment and for shooting the regimental mascot, a 
much loved little terrier dog. 

Sunderland said that Horne was out exercising the dog when he 
allowed it to chase across Sunderland’s land after rabbits. He said that he 
asked Horne to retrieve the dog and to in future stay on the land that had 
been requisitioned by the army. Horne refused (said the defence) arguing 
that he was on land on which he was permitted. An altercation followed 
when Horne alleged that the Colonel had pushed him to the ground, the 
dog ran off and Sunderland simply took his gun and shot it without 
further explanation. Sunderland was found guilty and was fined for both 
offences. 

Later in the war he was fined £100 for feeding wheat and corn to the 
pigeons in his dovecote, even though these birds were themselves 
destined to become an alternative source of food during the scarcities. 

A further brush with authority was to occur in 1918 when Sunderland, 
along with many other landowners, objected to the ‘Order To Plough 
Parkland and Pasture’, issued by the War Office and the Ministry of 
Agriculture in order to grow much needed crops and vegetables on every 
available space, including the previously uncultivated parkland around 
large country houses 

Despite his unfortunate character he did have a few good points. He 
became a church warden. He paid his men to keep the churchyard in 
good order supplying gravel for the paths and using his carts to fetch 
coke from the railway sidings for the coke stove heating. His own stables 
were maintained in an impeccable fashion and every one of his 24 
working horses had a stable with their name above the door. 

His horses were the only creatures that were ever allowed to get 
anything over him! 

He showed his concern for the lack of employment opportunities in 
the village by devising ways of giving men work during the slack winter 
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months. He had small plantations of white thorn set out on a sloping 
field which could be seen from Kimbolton Road. These were supposed to 
represent the battalions as they were deployed at the Battle of Waterloo, 
but also provided welcome shelter for sheep, cattle and horses. 

Conservation of water and drainage on the heavy clay lands were 
problems that he attempted to resolve by ordering the digging of a chain 
of ponds across the fields and constructing a reservoir beside the main 
road to serve the needs of the farm, and the house. 

He built cottages for employees, together with a new dovecote. 
The village carpenter and coffin maker was always allowed to cut the 

timber he needed from the Sunderland-owned woods. 
Colonel Sunderland died in 1922 at the age of 83 and was succeeded by 

his only son Marmaduke Brian who survived his father by just eight years 
before he himself passed away in 1930. 

Marmaduke Brian Sunderland was born in London in 1881 he referred 
to himself as a ‘gentleman’ and appears to have mainly lived with his 
mother in London and Herefordshire, but with visits of various durations 
to his father. He married Ruth Seton, the daughter of Colonel Bruce 
Seton of the Royal Engineers, in Marylebone in February 1905. 
(Interestingly, despite their strange marital situation, both his mother 
and father were witnesses at the wedding.) The couple had two daughters 
but as they had all lived in Wales for many years they had little interest in 
Ravensden and after the estates and property were tenanted for some 
years they were eventually sold in 1959.  

The new houses on the west side of Church End were built where Top 
Farm (or Church Farm) used to stand and the other fields are generally 
now part of the Grange Farm estate. 

An interesting continued historical connection with the village though 
is the use of the name Sunderland Hill to describe the hill on the 
northern side of Ravensden Cross Roads on the B660, where the road 
passes the Grange, Grange Farm and the cottages. 

‘Sunderland Hill’ is still part of the full postal address for these 
properties. 

 
The Wythes 
The Wythes family of Ravensden House originated from Worcestershire, 
in the villages around Hadson (could be Hadzor) and Claines. There is 
certainly a Francis Wythes recorded as churchwarden of Claines in 1685 
when he and the other churchwarden gave a new bell to the church there. 
They appear to have been landowners but sometime in the early 19th 
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century got involved in engineering and also developed an interest in the 
burgeoning railway industry. 

George Wythes, son of Thomas, a farmer at Hadson, was born at 
Hadson (Hadzor?) in 1811 and it was he, who with a partner Joseph 
Jackson, set up the firm Wythes and Jackson, who became major railway 
contractors for India. They also went on to be heavily involved in the 
building of railways in Argentina and South Africa and with their new-
found wealth, Wythes, in particular, became a major investor. 

By 1836 George had moved to London and in July of that year at St 
Marylebone he married Fanny or Francis Wagstaff. He was of that parish 
she was from Droitwich, Worcestershire, a town close to Hadzor. 

The couple then moved around with his railway construction work 
and in 1841 at Portslade near Brighton, while George Senior was building 
the new Brighton to Shoreham railway, their only son George Edward was 
born.  

He was educated at Eton and Trinity College, Cambridge, and in 1866 
at Kingston–upon-Thames he married Catherine Jemmett, daughter of a 
London merchant. In 1869 his now wealthy father purchased Copped Hall 
near Epping

1
 for his son and his wife while settling at Bickley Hall, 

Bromley, himself. George and Catherine subsequently had two sons 
George Edward and Ernest James.  

George Edward Senior also became a railway contractor but he died in 
1875 comparatively young. His two young sons then went to live with 
their grandfather at Bickley. Four years after their grandfather died there 
in 1883, George Edward Junior sadly also died at the early age of just 19.  

Ernest James, therefore, became an extremely wealthy man having 
inherited two estates. He married Alise Thorold, a member of the 
aristocracy, in 1894 and they had three daughters. On receiving his 
inheritance it seems he began a lavish lifestyle spending freely, 
purchasing yachts, travelling and making improvements to Copped Hall. 
He became High Sheriff of Essex in 1901, a JP and also was awarded the 
CBE. Although living in Essex he maintained an interest in the Bickley 
Hall estates in Bromley and gifted a monument to the Wythes family in 
St George’s Church, Bickley. 

There is a newspaper report in 1843 concerning the opening of the 
railway branch line at Kelvedon, near Chelmsford, which tells of the 
celebrations in the village because of the coming of the trains. George 
senior had paid for a major party for his contractors and staff and given 
them all a day off with plenty of ale and food to mark the occasion. 
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It goes on to say that George was an excellent master ‘who already in 
his just 32 years of life had amassed a considerable sum of money’. 

What the relationship was between George and Francis Wythes of 
Ravensden born 1816 also in Hadson, (Hadzor), has not yet been 
determined, but clearly Francis was not a son – possibly he was a nephew, 
or a cousin.  

The place of birth is the same, Francis (shown as a railway contractor) 
was also at Kelvedon in April 1841 and he similarly worked in India and 
other places overseas and made sufficient money himself to enable him to 
purchase Ravensden House.

2
 There has to be some close connection but 

this just does not appear to have been detailed anywhere!  
In late 1841 in Halifax, Francis married Sarah Ann Aspinall, a local 

Yorkshire girl. Maybe Francis was building railways in the area? The 
couple had a daughter, Jane, born in Stafford in 1850 before they moved 
to Ravensden. 

In 1850, Francis had purchased Ravensden House from the executors 
of the estate of the late John Mackay, a lawyer, and, in the 1851 Census, 
Francis, Sarah and Jane were shown at Ravensden, he ‘as a farmer of 99 
acres and employing ten labourers’. The family were also rich enough to 
employ four servants who lived in the house. 

The couple had two more daughters, Sarah Ann (born Ravensden 
1851), Louisa (born Ravensden 1853) and a son Francis Aspinall (born 
Ravensden 1857). 

By 1861 the holding had increased to 300 acres, employing 15 men and 
8 boys. 

The early years of the 1860s were a particularly sad time for the family 
as eldest daughter Jane had died just after Christmas 1860 aged just 1o 
years and was buried in Ravensden churchyard. Her youngest sister 
Louisa died in May 1863 also at the age of just 10 years, leaving just the 
children Sarah Ann and Francis to complete the family. 

In October 1872 Sarah Ann married Thomas Aspinall of Yorkshire 
(note the name), at Ravensden and they moved away to Brighouse in that 
county. After his early death she married again in 1893 at St John the 
Baptist, Halifax, to a William Grandage. 

Francis senior, Sarah’s father died in May 1878 at the age of 62 years 
and was interred at Ravensden. 

At St George’s, Hanover Square, London, on 3 February 1876, Francis 
Aspinall Wythes married Florence Jenner, the daughter of a London 
lawyer. She is shown in the Church Register as being ‘a minor’, born 
Annerley, Surrey, and he was only 18 or 19 himself. There was much 
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unusual about this marriage, not least the ages of the couple, for, 
according to the Register of Births, Florence Elizabeth Jenner, the 
daughter of Thomas Jenner, a lawyer, was born in Annerley, Surrey, in the 
middle of 1866. That would of course mean that she was only 10 years of 
age when she married. In fact on 2 February 1876 she did sign a Marriage 
Bond stating ‘that she was eighteen years of age and that both her mother 
and father were deceased’. 

Francis signed the same Bond swearing that he was ‘21 years of age or 
more’, which, of course, he could not have been with a date of birth of 
1857. The only other female Jenner to be found born around the 
suggested date was Elizabeth Florence Jenner born in Kensington (not 
Annerley!) in 1856, but if this were her it would have meant that she 
would have been 20 or even 21 at the time of the marriage and therefore 
the Bond would not have been necessary.  

However, this marriage lasted only a few months as in November 1877 
Francis was formally granted a divorce on the grounds of the adultery of 
his wife with a certain John Lawrence Hawkins and the marriage was 
dissolved.  

In the Petition, Francis claimed to have lived with his wife after their 
marriage but he said that in June 1876, just five months after the wedding, 
she had gone abroad with Hawkins and that when they returned, about a 
month later, they had set up home together in Putney.  

Interestingly, and despite signing the Bond, he was now claiming to be 
only 19 years of age, and so he had to be represented in these proceedings 
by his father acting as his curator or guardian. 

On 6 January 1880 at St Mary’s Church, Bedford, Francis married 
secondly Gwendoline Maria Jessop. The entry in the church marriage 
register records that she was a spinster but that he was ‘the divorced 
husband of Florence Jenner’. Gwendoline who had been born at Waltham 
Abbey was a daughter of a much respected Bedford solicitor, Leverton 
Jessop, who lived in Cauldwell Street but had an office in Mill Street. 

They moved into Brook Farm next door to Ravensden House where, in 
1881, Francis was a farmer of 85 acres, and a brickmaker employing 10 
men and 3 boys.  

It seems that Wythes had also taken over the brickworks south and 
west of Ravensden Crossroads which are recorded as being in operation 
in 1858. 

He owned these until 1875 when they were leased to a Benjamin 
Litchfield. This particular factory made a distinctive yellow brick very 
similar to those used in the building of the former Blacksmiths Arms 



27 
 

public-house at the Crossroads and also for the now closed Baptist 
chapel. 

After the death of her husband, Sarah Ann Wythes, the widow of 
Francis I, continued to live in the large Ravensden House but it appears 
that her son Francis II and his family may have moved in with her 
sometime after the 1881 Census on which they are still shown as being at 
Brook Farm. 

Sarah Ann died in January 1885 and is buried with her husband at 
Ravensden. 

Francis II and Gwendoline had two children Francis Vivian born 1880 
and Claude Aspinall born 1885. 

In the 1891 Census the family are now at Ravensden House with four 
servants and Francis is shown as a JP living on his own means. He took a 
particular interest in the village school. Francis Vivian aged 10 years was 
in 1891 away visiting his now widowed Aunt Sarah in Yorkshire, but 
youngest son Claude aged 5, was at home. Annie Jessop (single: sister-in-
law) and Charles Jessop (visitor), both born in Waltham Abbey, were also 
staying with the family at this time. 

By 1901 both sons were away from home: Francis Vivian was obviously 
following the family interest in iron, railways and engineering as he is an 
apprentice engineer boarding with a metal moulder in Jarrow, County 
Durham. Claude was away at boarding school in Cheltenham.  

On 27 August 1908 at the Chapel of the Good Shepherd at Jarrow 
Grange, Francis Vivian married Nora Kingsley Fellows. They had one son 
Francis Ernest and in 1911 mother and son are living in County Durham 
but father must have been working away. 

Claude left school at Cheltenham and immediately joined the army as 
a lieutenant in the 4th Battalion, Worcestershire Regiment. In 1911 he was 
serving in India. 

When the Great War broke out Claude is still based in India and 
Burma but the regiment returned to England in February 1915 and, by 
mid-March, Wythes had been promoted to captain and both he and his 
regiment were on their way out to the Dardanelles. 

After the landings at Helles, the Worcestershires were trying to press 
inland but when they reached the village of Krithia they met fierce 
resistance and Captain Wythes, aged 29, was among the 2000 British 
casualties to die on 28 April 1915. 

His body was never recovered but he is commemorated on the Helles 
memorial in Turkey and on the family tomb in Ravensden churchyard. 
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Claude’s brother, Francis Vivian, joined the Royal Engineers early in 
1916 and was promoted to temporary second lieutenant in October of that 
year. He survived the war and died in 1944. However, neither the death of 
his wife, Nora, nor his son Francis Ernest has been found. 

Once more, though, there are somewhat unusual circumstances 
surrounding members of this family. A legal notice appears in the London 
Gazette dated 4 May 1943 which reads  

 
Notice is hereby given that by a deed poll dated the 25th day of November 1940 

and duly enrolled in the Supreme Court of Judicature on the 21st Day of April 

1943, G L A D Y S  I V Y  W Y T H E S  of 151, Cambridge Park, Twickenham in the County of 

Middlesex, Spinster, a natural born British subject renounced and abandoned the 

surname of Evans and assumed the surname of Wythes. 

Dated the 27th day of April 1943. 
 
During the second quarter of 1944 at Brentford, Francis Vivian Wythes 

actually married Gladys Ivy Wythes and so the change of name was not in 
itself felt enough for the couple, who then chose to marry.  

Francis Vivian died on 7 July 1944 at Thanet in Kent although his 
home was still Twickenham and Gladys died 0n 6 April 1977 at 
Twickenham. 

Gwendoline Wythes, the wife of Francis Aspinall Wythes, died at 
Ravensden in January 1924, aged 66 years, and Francis himself died in the 
village in 1942 aged 85 years. He is not listed on the Wythes tomb and it 
appears that this was the end of the family link with the village. 

On his death the Ravensden House property was sold to a Mr 
Edmonds but he died within a few months and the house was then 
requisitioned by the government in 1944 for the use of the Women’s Land 
Army for the duration of the war.  

Another important village family over many years are the Wiles. An 
interesting side story exists about the spelling of the name Wiles. The 
family have always argued that their name was originally spelt Wyles but 
that the Squire, Mr Wythes, insisted that they change this because it was 
so close to his own name and easily confused: hence Wiles ! 

There does indeed appear to be some credence to this story since a 
glance at the registers of Ravensden church reveals that up to 
approximately 1852 the name Wyles was indeed spelt with the ‘y’ but it 
then for some reason changes to ‘i’, apart from one branch of the family 
who clearly refused to change and eventually left the village ! 
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Notes 
1. The original Copped Hall was occupied from about 1150 and it went from 

the Aucher family to Sir John Shardlow who passed it to the Abbot of Waltham. 
The last Abbot conveyed the hall to Henry VIII in a desperate attempt to save the 
Abbey at the Dissolution. King Henry visited from time to time. Edward VI 
granted it to Mary Tudor and she had been a state prisoner there at one time. 
From Queen Mary it went to Queen Elizabeth I who granted it to Sir Thomas 
Heneage who rebuilt the ruinous hall. 

It then passed to the Cranfield family, Earls of Middlesex, then to the 
Sackvilles and later to the Conyers. John Conyers considered restoring the old 
Tudor mansion, but by 1751 plans for a new house on an adjacent site were 
approved and demolition of the old hall went ahead. The Conyers family lived at 
the new hall until 1869 when it was sold to George Wythes. Ernest James Wythes, 
George’s grandson, extended the house and spent over £17,000 on it only to see it 
nearly destroyed by fire on Sunday morning, 5 May 1917, though parts remained 
habitable till 1943, when it was abandoned. 

The M25 motorway was taken through its grounds and for many years it stood 
like a broken tooth on the hilltop until, from 1986-1995, a campaign was fought by 
a committee from local conservation societies against ‘repeated large-scale 
aggressive development proposals for the mansion and parkland’. Three 
individuals set up the Copped Hall Trust which finally saved the mansion and 
gardens and bought them in 1995. The Corporation of London saved the 
surrounding parkland in 1992. The Trust aims to protect the site permanently, 
carefully restore Copped Hall and its gardens for educational, cultural and 
community benefit. Restoration is ongoing and the site can be visited for events 
and open days, www.coppedhalltrust.org.uk.  

Source: Raymond Cassidy, Copped Hall: A Short History (Waltham Abbey 
Historical Society, 1983). 

2. For many years Ravensden House was the largest house in the village with 
14 rooms. It is a substantial brick-built property. 

It was built in the early 1800s by John Mackay (born 1776), a lawyer, and his 
relative Charles Campbell (born 1796), an officer in the Madras Cavalry. Both men 
had invested heavily in the East India Company and had made a lot of money 
before the crash of that company.  

The two men were both recorded at Ravensden House in the 1841 Census and 
Mackay was listed as a Juror for the County and had been nominated as High 
Sheriff in 1824. This shows that he had been at Ravensden for at least 17 years 
before 1841. 

Mackay and Campbell were responsible for the construction of the row of 
cottages on Bedford Road for many years referred to locally as ‘the boarded row’, 
– because of their timber-clad frontages, but now virtually unrecognisable. This 
small part of the village is also denoted on the early Census documents as 
‘Campbelltown’, indicating who was responsible for their construction. They also 
invested in the early local brick industry. 
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Mackay died at Ravensden in the early months of 1849 and Campbell, as his 
executor, sold and moved away. 

As seen in this article, Francis Wythes purchased the property and moved in 
with his family in 1851, continuing their ownership until 1942 when Francis 
Aspinall Wythes died there. 

Mr Edmonds then had the house for a short time but when he died in 1943 it 
was requisitioned by the government under war emergency powers to become the 
main training Headquarters for the Women’s Land Army in the County when it 
opened in May 1944. This use continued until 1949 when the whole estate was 
sold to Mr Fairfield, a retired Director/Officer of the Indian Railway Company. He 
farmed the land for many years but let the house as two separate self-contained 
flats. When he died the estate was left to Joan Corfield. The land and property 
were then acquired by E F Wootton and Sons in 1986 and the house has now been 
returned to use as a single property.  

Trevor Stewart 
— 

 

Book Review 
 

The Turner Letters: Letters from Home: from Milton Ernest, Bedfordshire 
to St Andrews, New Brunswick 1830–1845, edited by David Newman, 
Bob Ricketts CBE and James Collett-White: published for Bedfordshire 
Historical Record Society by The Boydell Press, PO Box 9, 
Woodbridge IP12 3DF 2022, hardback. ISBN 978–0–85155–084–8, 
388pp, purchasable by subscription to the Bedfordshire Historical 
Record Society or £25. 

Saint Andrews
1
 is a small town just over the US border into Canada, 

founded in 1783 by loyalists (ie, pro-British refugees from the newly 
independent United States). Even now its population seems to be under 
2,000 and in 1830 it must have been a few hundreds. 

Thomas Turner from Milton Ernest, in his thirties, set out in 1829 for 
the town and opened a store there selling primarily fabrics and 
haberdashery. He returned to Bedfordshire the next year and took his 
wife Susannah, née Pain, back with him. He never returned to England 
again.  

The Turners were what we might call rural middle class people. We 
tend to think of rural society in the early 19th century as consisting of 
toffs – landowners and clergy for the most part – and agricultural 

                                                           
1. Wikipedia says the official name of the town is Saint Andrews – never St Andrews. Its 

name was given by a French missionary who landed on the saint’s day and had probably 
never heard of the Scottish university town.  
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labourers. But there was of course a small group in between these 
extremes consisting of tenant farmers and shopkeepers. The Turners were 
very much of this middling sort of people. Thomas Turner’s father, John 
Turner I, born in 1759, was a tenant farmer and Thomas’ elder brother, 
John Turner II, was a baker.  

We can speculate as to why Thomas Turner left Milton Ernest – no 
doubt neither John I’s farm nor John II’s bakery could provide an income 
for a third family – but we have no idea how Thomas came to choose such 
a remote place to settle in as Saint Andrews. 

Nevertheless, the Turners were a very united family and determined 
to keep in touch. In Bedfordshire Archives are some 61 letters and other 
documents written by members of the family and business associates 
between 1830 and 1845. We have only two letters from Thomas in Canada. 
All the rest are addressed to him and the most diligent correspondent is 
his brother John Turner II with 26 letters.  

John II was in every sense an excellent correspondent. Originally the 
letters were sent to accompany goods for Thomas’ store and to send 
Bedfordshire newspapers. But in time, John II added other things: affairs 
of state – the Great Reform Bill (‘Politicians and Placemen are all Rogues 
alike’), the rise of Chartism, the cholera epidemic, etc, as perceived by 
Milton Ernest. He also focused on events nearer home – the Swing Riots 
and arson attacks on farmers and others – one fire nearly destroyed 
Felmersham Church. He described surveyors looking for routes for the 
new railways. Sir Robert Peel’s new police force was welcomed; the 
policeman stationed in the village made a good start in rounding up local 
miscreants.  

He also wrote a lot about farming and the price of corn or barley or 
livestock. John II’s own farm work assisting his cantankerous father is set 
out in detail - up at ¼ past 4 for milking, then pigs poultry and weaning 
calves to feed, some gardening and working in the fields before more 
milking, with only an hour on a Sunday to relax.  

Family news is of course abundant. In December 1833 Thomas’ wife 
Susannah tried to return to England aboard an unseaworthy vessel called 
the Wellington, which started to break up in a storm. Susannah and 
others were swept overboard and the remainder survived by eating a dead 
cat that they found before being picked up. John II arranged for a 
memorial to Susannah to be erected in Felmersham Church. John was 
also concerned about his sister Ann who was married to a drunken ne’er-
do-well called Whitbread Odell who beat her. 
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And then there are John II’s neighbours in the village. All of us 
involved in genealogy know that rates of illegitimacy in 19th century 
England were very high, but in Milton Ernest the rate is truly astonishing.  

John’s orthography is sometime a little odd (and the women’s 
correspondence is even odder) but he writes vividly and at length. We get 
an unrivalled picture of rural life of the period. His letter-writing skills 
evolved over the years. He started to keep a diary from which he 
constructed his letters. Later he sent the diary itself.  

The 1830s and 40s were a period of agricultural depression, not helped 
by John I’s increasing infirmity but total inability to delegate or allow 
John II to suggest changes. John II obviously felt helpless but responsible, 
and did his best to persuade Thomas to return – all to no avail. 

John II lit on a novel way of playing on Thomas’ nostalgia. He 
described a walk round the village with a sentence or two about each 
house’s inhabitants. David Newman, one of the three editors of the 
present volume, as a Parish Councillor, was involved in producing a 
heritage walk round the village. He was delighted to find that John 
Turner II had already done something like this, and quoted it in his 
history of the village, The Importance of Milton Ernest, published in 2006 
by the author.  

The present volume has the letters in chronological order as its main 
text – not always an easy read since the writers jump from one topic to 
another with no paragraphing to alert the reader.  

There is excellent introductory material on the families and 
background. The text about the walk round the village is then separately 
repeated so that the reader can follow the walk with a detailed map.  

The editors of this volume are David Newman (mentioned above), and 
Bob Ricketts, CBE, and James Collett-White whose names will be well 
known to History in Bedfordshire readers. They have done an excellent 
job and the book’s presentation is good, too, except for one oddity. There 
are two maps: Milton Ernest and Saint Andrews; and two pedigrees: of 
the Turner family, and the Pain family which included Thomas Turner’s 
wife Susannah. Surprisingly these maps and pedigrees are just loose in 
the book. Surely there is a risk of their being lost. I have pasted them into 
my own copy.              Richard Morgan 
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Henry Clutton, Victorian Architect of Gothic Revival Churches and 
Country Houses, by Gordon Vowles. Willington: The Gostwick Press, 
in association with the Willington Local History Group, 2022. ISBN 
978-0-956663-8-6, viii + 78pp, paperback. Available from: 
www.localhistory@me.uk or wlhg2022@gmail.com.  
£10 + post amd packing.  

Henry Clutton (1819–93) was a successful and prolific Victorian architect 
although, as the author of this slim book says ‘not of the first rank’ and he 
could not be put alongside such Victorian architects as Sir Charles Barry 
(1795–1860) or Sir George Gilbert Scott (1811–78), etc. He designed mostly 
churches and country houses and no public or commercial buildings, but 
did work on some schools and other educational establishments. He built 
nothing in the rest of the UK, seldom venturing from the Home Counties. 

His conversion to Roman Catholicism in 1857 might have affected what 
might have been a brilliant career and most of his church work was for the 
Roman Catholic Church. His ambitious Gothic design for Westminster 
Cathedral was eventually rejected on the grounds of cost and grandeur 
even though he was appointed architect for the project! His influences 
were Pugin and John Ruskin, one of the main proponents of French 
medieval Gothic, although most of his country houses were in the 
Elizabethan/Jacobean (Tudorbethan) style. He was apprenticed to Edward 
Blore (1781–1879) and in his early years often collaborated with William 
Surges, an architect and painted furniture designer. Clutton was later 
fortunate to have as his main client and patron the Dukes of Bedford, 
which accounts for the fact that many of the buildings he designed for 
them, as well as for other clients, are to be found in Bedfordshire, which, 
according to the author, is the excuse for this book. 

Gordon Vowles points out that there was a second Henry Clutton 
practising as an architect in the 19th century, mainly in Surrey, which has 
caused some confusion over some of their building work. 

The book consists of 12 (unnumbered) chapters or sections, giving the 
background to the Victorian age, after an introductory piece entitled 
‘Beginnings’. Then his family background and early career are covered 
followed by a section on Victorian styles and taste. His work on 
Bedfordshire churches comes next and then designs for the Dukes of 
Bedford before considering work on Anglican churches outside 
Bedfordshire. Sections on Roman Catholic churches, schools, and country 
houses precede an Epilogue which sums up Clutton’s work and life. 

At the end of the book, the Appendix lists in two pages the sources 
referred to. But why, with the last page of the book blank, is it in such 

http://www.localhistory@me.uk/
mailto:wlhg2022@gmail.com
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small type? The same applies to the Contents list, which, with less 
interlinear space, could be set in a larger more helpful readable size. 

There are 10 pages of colour illustrations showing Clutton’s buildings, 
with generally good reproduction. The book is nicely printed but would 
have been easier to read in a non-sans serif typeface. 

Proceeds of sale are to go the Friends of St Lawrence church, 
Willington, for the upkeep of the church fabric, so we wish this 
interesting and intriguing book every success.        Ted Martin 

 
An Unassuming County: The Making of the Bedfordshire Countryside, by 

Brian Kerr. New revised and updated edition, 2022. ISBN 978-1-
8381526-9-7, iv + 162pp, paperback. Available from Amazon-using 
author name and title; also from bookshops or the author at 
wbkerr47@gmail.com for £12 + post & packing. 

Brian Kerr, the author of three titles on the Bedfordshire countryside, a 
soil scientist and a visiting fellow at Cranfield University, has now 
updated and reissued this book which first appeared in 2014 in which he 
tries to trace the changes which have shaped our countryside. He begins 
with the fundamental geology, describing the natural landscapes and 
then continues to show how we have used them to produce the landscape 
that we know today. 

The book has 11 chapters dealing with the changing landscapes, scarps 
and vales, the chalk lands, the clay vales of mid-Beds, the Greensand 
Ridge, the clay uplands, the river valleys, the landscape beneath our feet, 
people and the landscape, mud on your boots and the changing 
countryside. There is a useful section on further reading which also 
contains information on conservation organisations. 

The author’s motivation was to write a user-friendly guide, an idea he 
first had when his family moved to the County in 1982. He wants the 
growing number of countryside users, including ramblers, to use their 
eyes and appreciate the countryside more fully by asking about the 
landscapes through which they are walking. 

Kerr considers that, though many other parts of Britain have much 
more in terms of dramatic scenery, all landscapes in Beds have something 
to offer and are worth visiting with an open mind. 

Those with an interest in our countryside will find this book an 
invaluable asset to help them understand what they are looking at and to 
appreciate it even more. 

The book is well produced and has many colour illustrations and 
maps. A list of illustrations would have been of service to the reader and 

mailto:wbkerr47@gmail.com%20for
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an index even more so. Another little niggle: this is yet another book set 
in sans serif type! What is the attraction when there are (apart from 
Times New Roman) so many beautiful typefaces available on the average 
computer? Sans does not make for easy continuous reading.  Ted Martin 

— 

 

Society Bookshelf 
Books published by our history societies: contact the Editor if you wish 

your society’s books to be included 
 
At the Long Ford: A History of Langford, by Michael Rutt; Ed, Ted Martin. 

Paperback, 172 pp incl indexes. Price £7 (£10 by post). Langford & District 
History Society, 2021. Copies obtainable through the Editor. 

Beats, Boots and Thieves – A History of Policing in North Bedfordshire, By Des Hoar 
and Richard Handscomb. Sharnbrook Local History Group. 2013. Paperback, 
146 pp, £10 from 24 Loring Road, Sharnbrook, Bedford MK44 1JZ. 

Bedford History Timeline, by Alan Crawley and Bob Ricketts. Bedford 
Architectural, Archaeological and Local History Society. 2019, Paperback, 
94pp, 119 illustrations. Price £8, from the Eagle Bookshop, 16–20 St Peter’s 
Street, Bedford MK40 2NN or £10 incl postage from Bob Ricketts, 68 Mendip 
Crescent, Bedford, MK41 9EP.  

Bedford Town Centre Statues, by Stuart Antrobus, £5, on sale only at the John 
Bunyan Museum shop, Mill Street, Bedford, MK40 3EU. Tel 01234 270303. 
Tuesday to Saturday 11am to 4pm. 

Clophill in the Great War: Those who Died and those who Survived, by Colin Watt. 
Hardback, A5 landscape, 169 pp, £12.50 + £2.50 p& p. For purchase details see: 
website bit.ly/307uLMM or phone 01525 860922. 

Colmworth and Neighbouring Villages: Then and Now, by Colmworth and 
Neighbours History Society. 2018. Paperback, 46pp, 100+ illustrations, £5 + £2 
postage from Dave Jarrett, 3 Collingwood Road, Eaton Socon, PE19 8JQ. 

Henry John Sylvester Stannard with notes on his daughter Theresa Sylvester 
Stannard, by Richard Morgan. Bedfordshire Local History Association, 2018. 48 
pp incl index. Available via the BLHA website http://www.bedfordshire-
lha.org.uk, £5 + p&p. 

Langford Then and Now 2006. Langford & District History Society, 2006. 
Paperback, 40 pp, 80+ photos, £4 from Rowena Wolfe by phone or email: 01767 
312556 or rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com. 

Langford through the Lens Volume 1. Langford & District History Society, reprinted 
with amendments 2021 to include Langford: A Village Walk. Paperback, 138 pp, 
70 photos, £7, from Rowena Wolfe by phone or email: 01767 312556 or 
rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com. 

Langford through the Lens, Volume 2. Langford & District History Society. 1992. 
Paperback, 80 pp, 80+ photos, £3, from Rowena Wolfe by phone or email: 01767 
312556 or rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com. 

Life in Bedford during the Second World War, by Stuart Antrobus. Published by 
Bedford Architectural, Archaeological and Local History Society, 2021. A4 
paperback, 102 pp, incl Appendices 18 pp, Indexes, 13 pp, 85 illustrations. Price 

https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=%22john+bunyan%22+museum+shop&sxsrf=APq-WBslOUXoiQdhVFb6Y0QvbjHQ0NIwWw%3A1647445757551&ei=_QYyYtOkIc3BgQbziISQCw&ved=0ahUKEwiTl6nZ_cr2AhXNYMAKHXMEAbIQ4dUDCA4&uact=5&oq=%22john+bunyan%22+museum+shop&gs_lcp=Cgxnd3Mtd2l6LXNlcnAQAzoHCAAQRxCwAzoKCAAQRxCwAxDJAzoECCMQJzoHCCMQsAIQJ0oECEEYAEoECEYYAFC1CFjsLWDbMWgBcAF4AIABZ4gBwASSAQM2LjGYAQCgAQHIAQjAAQE&sclient=gws-wiz-serp
http://www.bedfordshire-lha.org.uk/
http://www.bedfordshire-lha.org.uk/
mailto:rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com
mailto:rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com
mailto:rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com
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£11, from the Eagle Bookshop, 16–20 St Peter’s Street, Bedford MK40 2NN or 
£13, incl postage, from BAALHS (cheque payable to BAALHS), Bob Ricketts, 68 
Mendip Crescent, Bedford, MK41 9EP.  

Willington in the First World War by Robert Bollington. Gostwick Press. 2018. 96 
pp, £6 from Willington Local History Group (cheque to be payable to them) 
c/o Rob Bollington, 2 Beauchamp Place, Willington MK44 3QA. 

— 

 

Publication Received 
 

Colmworth and Neighbours History, Volume 5, March 2023.  
Contents: The North Bedfordshire Pre-reformation Church; The Early History of 

Bedford Golf Club; Colmworth Chapel and Methodism in Colmworth; Keysoe 
in Wartime; and Sixty Years in Colmworth 

To be reviewed in our next issue. 


