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Chairman’s Introduction
I hope you will enjoy this Newsletter which is packed with interesting articles. I am most grateful to this year’s
contributors. The aims of our History Group have always been to stimulate interest in local history with interesting
talks from knowledgeable and entertaining speakers, and to discover more about the history of the Hilltop Villages.
Once again we have assembled a varied selection of talks, spanning historical topics, both local and national
and sometimes both. A good example is the first presentation from family members of Jennifer Worth, best known
for her book about her career on which the BBC drama Call The Midwife is based. However, Jennifer was born
very near us in Amersham which gives it two ticks. There are talks about the Civil War, a hoard of gold, some
local spies, Chenies Palace and John Lewis to enjoy. Do encourage along others who might enjoy them too.
The History Group’s founding members started an archive of photos and documents, and gathered stories
about villagers. Over the years our archive has grown impressively but we know more could be done to find out
from the wealth of, so far, unexplored documents, people, places, events etc related to our villages. No matter
what knowledge or experience you have of research or history if you would like to get involved do get in touch.
I look forward to seeing you all again for our 54th season. Please let our Treasurer have your subscription and
membership form either ahead of, or at, the October meeting.
Chris Brown

A Night To Forget
The following account is recorded in Tring Vestry
Minutes, dated 7th December 1856, under the heading
‘Sabbath Evening at Tring Church’.
“It was expected that the Wigginton Clergyman
would officiate, but at the appointed time he had not
arrived, and after some delay Mr Harvey (Vicar of
Tring) was obliged to commence the Service; in his
hurry he opened the Prayer Book in the wrong place
and started reading Morning Service. After a while he
discovered his mistake and stopped, turned over the
pages and found the correct place and continued.
Then arrived the Wigginton Clergyman. The
Sexton, R. Delderfield, went up into the pulpit to light
candles. The Wigginton Minister not seeing the Sexton
up there, went up also, but had to come down again,
as there was not room on the stairs for them to pass.
At length the Minister got possession of the pulpit,
and attempted to read his sermon; but he was unable
to find the first sheet. After a short search he
discovered it on the pulpit steps. He retrieved it and
then commenced, and went on for a time but found
that the other sheets were mixed (they were on sermon
paper, and he had omitted to pin them together). He

shuffled his papers several times, and searched the
floor of the pulpit in an attempt to find the correct
sheet, but he could not. He then endeavoured to
extemporise, but after a few sentences he broke down
completely, so he announced the hymn, and brought
the service to an abrupt conclusion. These incidents
caused much amusement, particularly to the younger
members of the Congregation.”
Mercifully the name of the Wigginton Clergyman
is not recorded, but some unknown Victorian prudish
hand has jotted in pencil below this Vestry entry “Can
such persons be called to preach the Gospel?” This
sort of incident may have occurred at Tring or
Wigginton, but I am sure never at Cholesbury,
Hawridge or St Leonards – where things are much too
well organised!
Wendy Austin
Ed. - Surprisingly, parishioners of St. Mary’s
Hawridge were also subjected to the whims of an
incompetent rector. Rev. William Day, known as ‘the
drunken parson’, was imprisoned several times in
Aylesbury Gaol for inebriation and violence. See
Local History Group article at: www.cholesbury.com

Thanks to our Volunteers!
A big thank you to everyone who helped out last season. The volunteers who set up the Halls and put away
the chairs at the end and those who serve the teas and wash up are a vital part of our monthly meetings. We
hope more members will come forward to join the team. It would be great to see some new faces:
* Would you like to join the team serving the teas from time to time? Please contact Paddy Thomas.
* How about occasionally setting out or tidying away chairs and tables? Please contact Richard Bysouth.

Spring Outing to The Stanley Spencer Gallery and Cookham

The Local History Group looked beyond the county
borders to Cookham in Berkshire for its Spring Outing
on 16th March. The subject was Stanley Spencer, one
of the great English painters of the last century.
On our visit the attendees were split into two
groups, to alternate between walking around Cookham
and visiting the Gallery. We stopped outside the
house in the High Street built by Spencer’s grandfather
and where he was born (see right).
Our guides, Keith and Sheila, were ‘mines of
information’ and carried display files (see below) so
we could appreciate the
comparison between
the scene today and the
version
Spencer
painted. They pointed
out simple, everyday
views that Spencer had
painted in his unique
style and sold widely to
establish his reputation.
For example, we were
led through a hidden
gate into the water
meadow, alongside the
Thames, where we saw
the ferry crossing depicted in his ‘Cookham Regatta’
painting and into the Churchyard which is the scene
of his ‘Resurrection’ picture (see right).
Spencer considered his paintings of Bible scenes
were his most important works and he used local
scenes and his Cookham neighbours in his unique
versions of Gospel stories.
The Stanley Spencer Art Gallery turned out to be
a real gem packed with Spencer’s works from the
various phases of his life and including some of his
much loved spiritual works. The largest work on
display, which is over 17 feet long, was his last major
but unfinished oil painting ‘Christ preaching at

Cookham Regatta’. Christ is depicted sitting in a
basket chair in the old horse ferry barge next to the
Ferry Hotel. Another fascinating painting is ‘The Last
Supper’ which is depicted in a local Brewhouse. The
Gallery displays several portraits by Spencer which
were mostly painted as commissions. Spencer had a
complicated love life and needed the money generated
from portraiture to pay for the expensive tastes of his
mistress.
At our March meeting, just before the outing, Ann
Danks, the archivist of the Stanley Spencer Gallery,
gave a talk on the life of Spencer. So on our visit we
saw some of the places and how Cookham influenced
his paintings. After
what has been described
as an idyllic childhood
in Cookham, being
tutored by his two older
sisters, Spencer was a
student at the Slade
School of Art where one
of his contemporaries
was Mark Gertler who
painted ‘Gilbert Cannon
at his Mill’ based on
Cholesbury Windmill,
now in the Ashmolean
Museum.
Spencer joined the Medical Corps in WW1 and
was posted to Macedonia in the Salonika campaign.
Later, he was asked to depict his war experience and
chose to paint the
harrowing sight
of
wounded
soldiers from a
battle
in
September 1916.
The following
month another
hard engagement
Northwest
of
Salonika led to the fatal wounding of a Cholesbury
man, Arthur Batchelor, who died later in Salonika
Hospital and is remembered on our Cholesbury war
memorial.
After WW1, which had a profound effect on
Spencer, one of his best known commissions was the
painting of murals depicting his life in the army
covering the walls of the magnificent Sandham
Memorial Chapel at Burghclere, now maintained by
the National Trust. Sir Stanley Spencer died in 1959,
aged 68, at Cliveden, in Buckinghamshire.
John Farmer

The Local History Group Library
This year marks the sixtieth anniversary of the
Hawridge and Cholesbury Commons Preservation
Society and one of the books donated to the History
Group Library this year is very appropriate. Our
Common Land by Paul
Clayden MA is the book
to go to for a very full
background to the one and
a half million acres of
common land in England
and Wales. It will tell you
how they came about and
where they are, how
common
land
was
registered, the rights of
owners, commoners, and
those with private rights
or interests and the public
and much more. If you are more interested in our own
commons, the History Group Library has another book
to borrow.
In 1988 George Bunton, the then HCCPS
Treasurer, wrote A History - Hawridge & Cholesbury
Commons. This is a delightful little book full of local
history including a list of
properties holding Rights
of Common and a list of
local Inns and licensees
from the 1700s and the
results of surveys of flora,
birds and butterflies found
on the Commons.
If you want to know
even
more
about
Hawridge and Cholesbury
Commons, you can ask
our Archivist to let you
look at our archive copy
of the Local Heritage
Study (see right) edited by Lindsay Griffin and
published by HCCPS in 2003.
All three of these books are complemented by
another donation this year, The Cultural Heritage of
Chiltern Woods written by John Morris as part of the
Chiltern Woodlands Project. This beautifully
illustrated book is described as ‘an illustrated guide to
archaeological features’. Headings on Bodgers,
Beechwoods, Commons, Sawpits, Lynchets, Hillforts,
Tracks, Vegetation, Historic Woodland Management
and Wartime Features demonstrate just some of the
wide range of topics covered. It concludes with a
section on how to care for Historical Features. Look
out for the mention of Cholesbury Hillfort.

We added one more book by Wendy Austin to our
comprehensive collection of her work. Not only is
Wendy a member of the Group, she is also one of our
regular speakers. The Railway Comes To Tring:
1835-1846 was compiled and edited by Wendy Austin
and Ian Pettigrew.
It uses notes,
historical extracts
and
many
illustrations to
give readers an
idea of the events
that led to the
arrival in Tring of
The London and
Birmingham
Railway in 1837,
including
the
building of Tring
Station. There are
also stories and
descriptions and
other details about local rail travel at the time. One
lively report by The Northampton Mercury on 16th
November 1844 described how Queen Victoria and
Prince Albert arrived at Tring Station in the Royal
Train after a 52 minute journey from Euston. The train
halted to take on water. In spite of drizzling rain, the
arrival attracted a big welcoming crowd. In the book
a contemporary drawing of the Royal Train, complete
with a crown on the carriage roof, illustrates the story
beautifully.
Borrowing has increased slightly this year. We
hope members will use the collection more. As usual
a Library List with
any new additions
will be emailed to
members in the
Autumn. A few paper
copies
will
be
available at meetings
or can be sent on
request. A small
selection of the books
is brought to most
meetings. If you want
to borrow a book
from that list, get in
touch with me or ask
at a meeting. I can
bring it to the next meeting, or arrange for you to
collect it.
Paddy Thomas

Update on two projects - Beacons of the Past and the Oxford Hillforts Atlas
In late 2016 the History Group was invited by the
Chilterns Conservation Board (CCB) to participate in
an innovative project to inspire communities to
discover, conserve and enjoy the Chilterns’ Iron Age
hillforts and their surrounding landscape.
The Beacons of the Past project is being
supported, and part-funded by the Heritage Lottery
Fund (HLF). The project
is in two phases. The
development
phase
commenced in early
2017 when the CCB
conducted
outline
surveys of all the 20+
known hillfort sites and
also more detailed
environmental
and
ecological studies of the most interesting hillforts,
including Cholesbury Camp.
Soon after, together with the Camp’s principal
landowner, Richard Bysouth and I met with the CCB’s
Hillfort’s Project Manager to review study findings
and discuss the opportunities for archaeological

investigation, historical research, and educational
activities.
The CCB has now submitted a bid to the HLF to
support the second phase, a four-year project, starting
Autumn 2017. The most exciting element of the
project will involve LIDAR surveying, to create a 3D
map of the prehistoric features, including those
currently hidden in the Chiltern’s ancient landscape.
Alongside this project the History Group has been
awarded a grant by Bucks CC to develop new
interpretation boards for Cholesbury Camp. These will
replace three of the four existing boards and will
complement the Beacons of the Past project. A fourth
board is being designed by the Chilterns Society.
I am looking for someone with graphic design
skills to assist in producing the boards. Please
contact me if you know of anyone who could help.
In the 2015 Newsletter I reported on the the
History Group’s participation in the Atlas of Hillforts
in the British Isles project, coordinated by Oxford
University. The data we submitted has recently been
published. See it at: https://hillforts.arch.ox.ac.uk/
Chris Brown

Founder’s Prize 2017
The Founder’s Prize is awarded in memory of General Money, one of the Local History Group’s Founding
Members. At the 2017 AGM, Members endorsed the Committee’s recommendation to award this year’s
Founder’s Prize to Gill Fleckney in recognition of her conscientious support of the Local History Group. We
look forward to presenting Gill with her choice of book at the start of the new season.

Why do we like history?
Whilst gazing into the clear night sky, I was struck by
the fact that, due to the great distances involved and
despite the speed of light, we are actually seeing the
past! Astronomers then are directly studying history,
albeit with the disadvantage of physical distance.
Distance interestingly is not an issue for us local
historians. Again we are told our own bodies have
evolved over millennia to meet our environment and
so represent an accumulation of historical changes.
Yes the success or otherwise of today is built on the
past, of which we have only partial knowledge.
History is inescapable, even the language we use has
been developed over time and continues to change.
History is everywhere, but is it just one old thing
after another? We don’t have the final word and cannot
have the ultimate judgement on the past. As Hilary
Mantel brought out in her recent Reith Lectures there
is plenty of scope for fiction to complement our best
guesses. In a sense, as soon as we die, we enter into
an interpretation or fiction, we become invisible but
not absent. At the same time as London water was

unfit to drink, salmon spawned in the Thames. Many
of us condemn bear baiting yet happily sit down to a
factory farmed dinner. How has human nature
changed? Later doesn’t mean better does it? The past
is so often treated as purer, and at the same time more
corrupt. We have different conclusions from the same
evidence, history is not the past so much as our way
of organising the past. The thing is that history gives
us incomplete accounts of actions not fully understood
by the people who performed them.
Is history bunk as Henry Ford was reported to have
said? Of course the saying ‘fake news’ has become a
topical expression of late but is also becoming part of
our recent history. Is history just interesting and an
end in itself? Is it purely pleasurable to hear the stories
and to look at preserved artefacts or are they essential
building blocks of modern life?
Does our imagination give us a better
understanding of the past than the bare facts? Maybe
this is why we like history?
Richard Bysouth

Summer Outing to Pitstone Green Museum
Fifteen members of our Local History Group met on
a cool June morning in an old orchard doubling as the
car park for Pitstone Green Museum. After a very
warm welcome from our host Dennis Trebble over a
tea or coffee and a biscuit we had an informative
introductory talk about the origin and history of the
Museum, which whetted our appetite and set the scene
for a lively morning's tour with our enthusiastic and
knowledgeable guide.

The museum is on the site of a former farm. It was
much enlarged by the Countess of Bridgewater in the
1820s and there are farm business books on show
dating back to this time. Exhibits are housed in
eighteen buildings of various ages and types, ranging
from a 17th century barn, to workshops, and even a
First World War barrack room. Adjacent to the
buildings is the original Queen Anne farmhouse. The
first tenant was a Hawkins and descendants of the
family still live in the house. In the late 1980s Geoff
Hawkins and a neighbouring farmer realised that as
farms were getting larger, tools and small-scale
machinery were being lost to posterity. Meanwhile,
the Pitstone and Ivinghoe Museum Society, which was
formed in 1963, needed to move from a nearby site to
larger premises and relocated to this farm in 1992. Its
future has since been secured by a 99-year lease from
the National Trust. The devoted involvement of many
variously skilled volunteers ensures it can continually
develop and keep alive this very valuable local history
resource.
The Museum is packed with the widest possible
variety of objects, examples of aspects of human
activity from bygone days up to the 20th century. There
is something of interest for every visitor, and it is quite
a local gem. We started off in a gallery of household
items, toys, and tradesmen’s tools. In various
courtyards and sheds there was agricultural
equipment, ranging from handheld tools, to early
examples of mechanisation. In contrast the massive
Crossley Gas Engine, single cylinder with a one ton
wheel was built to power a picture palace in Kingston-

upon-Thames. It was bought by Grace and Son of
Tring to power their grain milling machinery, then
dumped and forgotten, until it was restored in 1992
and put on show at the Museum where it continues to
run. Next was a working simulation of a Lancaster
Bomber cockpit made from salvaged aircraft parts
collected through the 1960s, which the more
adventurous of us climbed into, getting the full
atmospheric effect. A steam-driven radio used by the
British Army in Burma during WW2 was so heavy it
needed four soldiers just to lift it and a mule for
transporting it through the jungle. Next door was a
wooden facsimile Norton motor cycle engine and an
impressive model railway displaying depictions of
various Chiltern stations and high streets.
Outside again we heard about Lord Rosebery’s
working 1920s racksaw, which converted whole tree
trunks to planks. It remained at Mentmore Towers
until the 1970s when the Maharishi bought the estate.

One of the smallest items was a ‘three-legged
lewis’, a nifty tool of Roman origin using the physics
of levers and friction to lift large or awkward pieces
of masonry. In contrast to this was the first washing
machine used in the area, bought in London by the
Grace family in 1869 for eight guineas, more than the
annual income of a farm labourer of the time. Some
details were on display of the fatal air crash at
Ivinghoe in 1923, which became a scandal when it
was found that a married man was travelling with a
woman not related to him. As became apparent, there
is something for almost everyone’s taste and though
we mainly stayed together in a group, we were
sometimes enticed away to a nearby nook or cranny
to find things of interest.
Many thanks for the enthusiasm of Museum
volunteers including Dennis, Sue, Brenda and Roger,
who contributed to a super morning. The Museum has
several open days throughout the year when volunteers
demonstrate the powered machinery. Check out the
website www.pitstonemuseum.co.uk.
Richard Bysouth

Archivist’s Report
It is always good to receive donations to our Black
Box archives and among items received over the past
year there have been documents relating to Hawridge.
These have included paperwork concerning Alfred
Tomlin & Sons, who ran their wheelwright and funeral
directors business at the Old Smithy, and secondly,
conditions of sale and correspondence concerning the
sale of Hawridge Mill, dating from 1871 and 1881.
A further donation, also relating to Hawridge (and
Cholesbury) has been a lever-arch file filled with the
researches of John Pearson, a local historian from
Chesham. This file is the result of John’s work looking
into the history of Charles Long, Bootmakers of
Chesham, but it also features the Warr family from
Hawridge and Cholesbury and their lives both here in
the hilltop villages and in the USA.
While thinking of Hawridge and Cholesbury I
should like to mention the death of Dora Lamasz on
23rd January of this year, three days before her 99th
birthday. Dora Brackley, as she was before her
marriage, grew up and went to school in St Leonards,
where she became a teacher before transferring to
Hawridge and Cholesbury School in 1973. She was
the organist and choir mistress (see below) at St
Leonards for many many years and provided piano
accompaniments to the dances in the hall, and later for
the Cholesbury Drama Group productions and
pantomimes. Dora also donated items to the archives
including Parish Magazines from the 1930s and 1940s;
these are of particular interest when looking back at
those times.

St Leonards Church Choir in the later 1940s.
Dora Lamasz, choir mistress.
Choir members - Rita Brackley, Pat Seabrook,
Sally Matthews, Ann Rawlings, Teresa Borsboom,
Betty Ayres, Susan Culverhouse

From time to time our member Barry Warr sends in
cuttings from local newspapers from past years. Here
are two extracts from The Bucks Examiner.

From the newspaper report (see next page) we
know that St Leonards Fete took place on Saturday 6th
June 1959 and was opened by Mrs Guthrie Moir, but
who are the four boys at the coconut shy?

The second photograph from 1960 shows a car
upside down on Hawridge Common. No more details

are given other than the caption says; “this would seem
a good reminder to passers-by that safety on the roads
is a thing to remember in this day and age when
pedestrians are getting slower and cars faster”.
In November 2016 Paddy Thomas and I took a
display to the Tring Festival Evening. This was a new
initiative by the Tring and District Local History and
Museum Society. Other local history groups also had
displays in the room on the ground floor in the Victoria
Hall in Akeman Street, which attracted people to look
in on their way to visit Father Christmas upstairs! We
were able to meet and talk to a number of people,
always making these events worthwhile. For this
display we used the theme of ‘Did You Know These
People Lived Here’ and featured notable characters
from our villages, including members of the
Bloomsbury Group, the actress Doris Keene, musician
Daniel Bacheler, the Lowenfelds, Reverend Jeston and
David Newton.
continued on next page

Archivist’s Report

continued from previous page
We set up another display for the Bucks Family
History Society Open Day at the end of July this year,
where I was joined by Di Amies for the day. For this
occasion we decided to use photographs of local
families rather than the celebrities and better-known
personalities. We always hope to learn from such
events, and to provide information too, which was the
case at the Open Day. Here is a photograph of Charles
and Lily Wescombe, who were headmaster and
schoolmistress of St Leonards School from the end of
the 19th Century through into the 20th Century. The
St Leonards School bell is now in the archives after
being donated by Mrs Lamasz.

Incidentally, while looking at the photographs of
the Fete and the car at Hawridge Common, I decided
to research the photographer, Ronald E Haddock. He
was born in Chesham and lived in Amersham all his
life, and was also a film-maker, owning and running
Chess Valley Films.
On the Amersham Museum website there is a
recording of Mr Haddock talking about the Amersham
area. Our History Group has purchased a recording
device and a future project will be to talk to people
and to hear their stories, I hope to report further on
this in the next Newsletter.
Shirley Blomfield

Utopias in History
Last February we had an excellent talk from Kate
Harwood entitled Garden Cities and other Utopias.
The inspiration for garden cities came from Ebenezer
Howard who was influenced by both Thomas More
and Edward Bellamy, both mentioned further on.
I was interested by a recent BBC History Extra
podcast interview with the Dutch historian and
journalist Rutger Bregman, on the history of Utopias,
which led to a little further browsing, including
another BBC podcast of In Our Time with Melvyn
Bragg, Anthony Grayling and John Carey. Utopias
have had a bad press since the name was coined by
Thomas More for his book published in 1516. It is
Thomas More, who
had read Plato’s
Republic, who is first
attributed with the
notion that ideal places
whilst being desirable
are never arrived at.
Utopia
meaning
‘nowhere’ and ‘a good
place’ at the same time
illustrates the humour
in the contradiction of
being able to find
everything that is
desirable.
For thousands of years the hope of the general
populace is likely to have been an absence of sickness,
not to be hungry and to have a roof over the head. The
Levellers and Diggers who emerged in the chaos of
the English Civil War in the mid 17th century had a go
at providing for basic human needs for all without the
need for private property and regulation. They had
colonies in the Midlands and southern England,
including close by at both Iver and Dunstable. Basic
bodily comforts have been a high priority and if a
peasant from the Middle Ages were to be transported
to the present day in England then they would likely
believe we have achieved Utopia.
The American author, Edward Bellamy’s science
fiction novel Looking Backward, published 1888, tells
of a man from the late 19th century waking up to find
it is the year 2000. It describes much of what is now
common place, e.g. tap water, a kind of internet for
communication, credit cards, push button music and

so on. However, unsurprisingly as many failed to
come to pass, like a fifteen-hour working week,
retirement at 45 and the elimination of criminality
through medical treatment. The predicted political
solution was inevitably a form of extreme socialism
or totalitarianism, though not commonplace today, it
does operate in various guises around the world,
though to consider it a form of Utopia is perhaps a
mute point.
Since Plato’s time, when slaves were excluded
from his ‘ideal place’, it could be argued there has
been some progress in achieving emancipation,
equality and human rights. Though history shows us
for each such improvement there are as many
examples of new forms of exploitation or oppression.
New visions for organising our lives for the future
have emerged in each of the Agrarian, Industrial and
present-day Technological/Information Revolutions.
Each revolution has shown the way things are done
can radically change very quickly, there is nothing
natural or automatic about the way our current systems
are organised be they political, economic, social or
technological. As we move into an age when artificial
intelligence is part of normal everyday life the future
may indeed hold a shorter working week as proposed
by Bellamy in 1888, and later by John Maynard
Keynes in the 1930s. The question is whether this is
voluntary (Utopian) or compulsory.
All history is perhaps a search for better ways of
life; some have sought the best for everyone, though
many are selective and typically sought the best for
the ruling classes. Plato’s Republic in 381BC
described the need to crack down on human nature for
the greater good of society. The quest for the ideal has
led dictators to be obsessed by their blueprint that
turned out to be a dystopian nightmare, and though
historical and current-day disasters still haunt us it
does not deter others repeating the same errors. In an
ideal world how do we stop the torturers, tyrants or
terrorists? For whom is it Utopia?
As Oscar Wilde had it, “A map of the world that
does not include Utopia is not worth even glancing at
for it leaves out the one country at which Humanity is
always landing. And when Humanity lands there, it
looks and seeing a better country, sets sail. Progress
is the realisation of Utopia.”
Richard Bysouth

Learn more about the Local History of the Hilltop Villages and Hamlets
For a very interesting account of the villages of Buckland Common, Cholesbury,Hawridge and St Leonards
some members will already be familiar with the Hilltop Villages of the Chilterns. This book is out of print,
however, once again, the History Group has acquired some secondhand copies in nearly new condition which
are available to buy at a reduced price. If you would like to purchase a copy they will be available at our evening
meetings, or you can get in touch with Chris Brown via the contact number / email on the final page

Rescuing Cholesbury - Revisiting the Rev. Jeston’s Single-handed Contribution
The exploits of the Reverend Henry Jeston who, in the
19th century, rescued Cholesbury from bankruptcy and
went on to contribute so much to village life in
Cholesbury (and Hawridge), though referenced in the
History Group’s Newsletter before, deserve revisiting.
Henry Jeston arrived in Cholesbury in November
1830. By 1832 he was reporting to his diocese that the
parish officers were no longer able to collect sufficient
income from the rates charged on landowners to meet
the parish’s bill for ‘poor relief’.
Until recently, it was assumed Jeston was unaware
of the seriousness of the problems he would face until
after he arrived in the parish. Research has now
revealed this was not the case. Before expanding on
this it is worth outlining the earlier history of the Poor
Laws, the circumstances that prevailed in Cholesbury,
and the background to Henry Jeston’s career before
arriving in Cholesbury.
The welfare state administered by central and local
government today developed virtually from scratch
over the past two hundred years. Its predecessor, the
Poor Laws, date back to Tudor times and the reign of
Elizabeth I. During the Middle Ages those in need of
help, be it shelter, food, or relief for ill health would
have to rely on the church, or charities. Lay brothers
and monasteries also dispensed care to the infirm and
poor, however with their dissolution under Henry VIII
deprivation and poverty increased. During Elizabeth
I’s reign the war with Spain cut England off from the
Continent. With Antwerp blockaded this curtailed
trade and led to economic hardship in towns and cities.
Then a succession of poor harvests increased the
numbers of paupers and criminals roaming the
countryside. Though magistrates handed out severe
punishments to beggars and petty criminals, there was
equally a need to address the plight of the old and
infirm, described as the ‘impotent poor’. Following
several piecemeal measures, the Parliament of 1601
enacted a Poor Relief Act, which made individual
ecclesiastical parishes responsible for the ‘deserving
poor’, providing food and clothing called ‘poor relief’.
Every parish was required to levy and collect a tax on
landowners, based on acreage farmed, sufficient to
support the poor. In return for a weekly payout, those
in need were expected to undertake meaningful
activities at the command of the parish overseers.
Those unable to work could be sent to an almshouse
or poorhouse, whilst the idle able-bodied poor could
end up in a ‘house of industry’, undertaking menial
tasks such as the recycling of rope and rags. Those
refusing to do work, the ‘idle poor’, could be
incarcerated in a ‘house of correction’. This approach,
with certain enhancements, continued to be the basis

for alleviating poverty and dealing with miscreants,
be they beggars or petty criminals, for the subsequent
two hundred years. Developments included enabling
rural parishes to require those squatting or begging to
leave the parish or to be pressed into collecting and
breaking stone for road mending. For those owing
money there was the debtors’ prison and for repeated
or serious acts of criminality, incarceration in prisons
or housed in hulk ships prior to deportation to prison
colonies in the far flung reaches of the British Empire.
Having set the historical picture of how legislation
developed up to the start of the 19th century it is helpful
to learn a little more about Henry Jeston. He was born
in Henley-on-Thames, Oxfordshire in 1797 where his
father was a vicar. After studying theology at Oxford,
he was ordained at Chester in 1822 and in 1824
married Elizabeth Eyre at Salisbury Cathedral. Shortly
afterwards he accompanied the Bishop of Barbados to
the West Indies and was assigned to the Savannah
Grande district of Trinidad to establish a new mission.
Jeston was involved in building a simple church. He
was also appointed the domestic chaplain to Ralph
Woodward, the Governor of the colony (see portrait).
Legislation had been
passed
in
1807
outlawing
slavery
throughout the British
Empire. In Trinidad
former slaves still
remained within the
same settlements and
estate
owners,
supported by the
Governor, were still
resisting
the
emancipation
of
slaves. Even Jeston
makes reference to one of his colleagues visiting “the
master and his slaves”. In a letter to the Bishop, Jeston
records that in a single session in the ‘African
Settlements’ he had conducted 100 baptisms and 35
marriages! Furthermore, slaves escaping from the
southern states of America were rescued and
transported to several of the islands in the Caribbean,
including Trinidad, and Jeston was involved in
missionary work with this group. During another mass
baptism of over 500 in October 1825, involving
‘free-Americans’, he narrowly escaped injury when
the size of the crowd caused the floor to collapse. No
one was injured and Jeston was pleased to tell his
Bishop that the congregation was very eager to accept
his word that it was an illustration of ‘God’s merciful
providence’.
continued on next page

Rescuing Cholesbury
How long Jeston was expecting to remain in
Trinidad is not known. In early 1826, shortly
following the birth of his first child Arima, his wife
Elizabeth fell ill and the whole family returned to
England for her to recuperate.
The Church of England’s Clergy database tells of
Jeston’s appointment in August 1826 by the Bishop
of London as a stipendiary curate at St John the
Baptist, Aldbury. Unusually, Aldbury had its
jurisdiction shared between the Dioceses of London
and Lincoln and it is unlikely a coincidence that in
November 1830 the Bishop of Lincoln appointed
Henry Jeston as perpetual curate to St. Lawrence,
Cholesbury.
This
position
secured
him
accommodation in a comfortable vicarage. Perhaps
this compensated for a very modest ‘living’ which,
including tithes, was only £25 pa. However, ‘The
Neale Lectureship’, a sinecure that provided an annual
income, paid him a further £90 pa.
Less than two years after Jeston’s appointment,
Cholesbury moved from obscurity to notoriety. Many
rural parishes had been in dire straits during the early
eighteen-hundreds due to tumbling agricultural
incomes. Buckinghamshire was particularly badly
affected. At one time part of Drayton Beauchamp
parish, Cholesbury had split off in the 1600s when
returns from farming had been profitable. Because of
its very small size, just 178 acres including 44 acres
of Commons, Cholesbury was smaller than a mediumsized farm. Consequently, it provided an extreme
example of the devastating impact the nationwide
agricultural crisis had on smaller rural parishes in the
early 19th century.
We are fortunate to have two important documents
that provide an insight into the events in Cholesbury.
One is Jeston’s submission to Parliament’s Royal
Commission into the operation of the Poor Laws,
published between 1833 and 1834. The second is the
surviving minute book of the Cholesbury Vestry,
providing details of decisions and monthly income
and expenditure. Together they provide a valuable
source of information on the chronology of events and
action taken by the curate and overseers of the parish.
It was already known from the vestry minutes and
Jeston’s report to the Commissioners that in the 1820s
all had not been rosy. There were ever-increasing
demands to top up wages for agricultural labourers
who were only engaged on a casual basis. On several
occasions the costs of relief paid to unemployed
labourers and the poor had exceeded the parish rates
collected of £160 pa.
A recently found new document has revealed why
this was the case. In an appendix to Jeston’s report to

continued from previous page
the Commission he explains that his predecessor, the
Reverend David Roderick, had been unable to oversee
parish affairs for several years due to total blindness
and chronic infirmity. He became a total recluse,
confined full time to the vicarage. As priests did not
normally retire, there being no provision for a pension,
Bishops had few powers to remove a longstanding,
well-liked, but faltering priest. Jeston also conceded
the unsupervised parish officers were illiterate,
accounting for many almost unintelligible vestry
minutes. They could also be counted amongst the
parish’s paupers and were frequently listed amongst
parishioners receiving poor relief! Unsurprisingly,
Jeston cited their limited capabilities for evidence of
a lack of diligence resulting in numerous seemingly
dubious or illegal transactions. The church itself was
in a very dilapidated state and was in urgent need of
rebuilding. The sketch below was drawn 100 years
earlier in c.1730 and is in the Bodlean Library.

As Henry Jeston was known, in advance, to the
Bishop of Lincoln for his tireless work and proven
abilities demonstrated when in Trinidad, the Bishop
must have seen Jeston as the ideal candidate, one
capable of tackling the crisis in Cholesbury.
At the time of Jeston’s arrival in 1830, the vestry
minutes record that of the 130 or so villagers, 64
received relief, and only thirteen were rate-paying
freehold landowners. Collectively they owned just 134
acres of relatively poor quality farmland. As only land
‘under the plough’ was taxable, landowners took land
out of cultivation resulting in the rate demanded per
acre vastly exceeding the productive value of the land.
According to Jeston’s report to the Parliamentary
Commissioners, matters came to a head in October
1832 when the largest landowner at Braziers End
House took their farm out of cultivation. Little of the
£367 annual rate demand, a ten-fold increase on 1801,
could be collected. With this the parish officers all
resigned. Jeston added he was woken the following
day with the poor of the parish assembled outside his
continued on next page

Rescuing Cholesbury
vicarage seeking his assistance. He arranged for his
housekeeper to supply a daily ration of bread, potatoes
and soup.
Later in 1832 Jeston journeyed by horse to
Aylesbury at least ten times to petition magistrates for
a ‘rate in aid’ to be awarded a rarely used legal
provision enabling justices to order a parish to come
to the assistance of another within the same hundred.
As Cholesbury was assigned to Cottesloe Hundred,
the magistrates placed a £50 charge on Drayton
Beauchamp Parish. Neighbouring landowners,
including the Countess of Bridgewater, donated £84.
Jeston gave over part of his own arable fields to poor
families to grow vegetables. Further compulsory
payments were received from, no doubt, reluctant
neighbouring parishes, such as Aston Abbotts.
A new Poor Laws Act was introduced in 1835.
The Aylesbury Workhouse (see photo) opened in June
1835 and Rev. Jeston was appointed to the Aylesbury
Board of Guardians which oversaw the operation of

the Poor Law Union that ran the workhouse. Those
who would not, or could not work were at risk of being
committed to the workhouse unless supported by their
family. Around 29 idle paupers and criminals were
‘encouraged’ to leave by being forced to pick stones
and mend roads. One downside was that the
Aylesbury Poor Law Union set higher charges to take
in inmates from the parish than the Vestry considered
fair. Jeston protested this point more than once,
without success. Despite this, over the next five years
the Vestry gradually reduced the rate demands on
landowners. By levying a more modest rate,
landowners were encouraged to cultivate the land
again and pay their parish rates. Farmers were
encouraged to employ labourers as the parish toppedup their wages. By 1840 the parish relief demand was
a quarter of that in 1832. Thereafter the minutes fall
silent on the issue. Parish finances were further helped
by the establishment in 1844 of a cottage allotment
system. Through a national initiative, 30 acres of land
was allotted and seed and tools provided to ablebodied labourers. They were paid wages for working

continued from previous page
their allotments until the exhausted land could make
them a return.
In a newly discovered account of a talk given by
Jeston to the Tring Agricultural Society in November
1844, Jeston revealed that many villagers had been
“paupers from their cradles and they had grown up
with pauperised habits”. He observed that the
remoteness of the village, surrounded by hills and
without easy communication with market towns, had
contributed to ‘work-shyness’. Also, when he first
arrived, “possessions left outside at night were gone
by morning”. Now paupers had become tenant farmers
contributing to parish income and labourers were in
more steady employment bringing up their children
in more comfort. Consequently, idleness discontent
and night-time criminality had all but disappeared.
The exploits of Rev. Henry Jeston had not gone
unnoticed. In a letter to Jeston in 1852 Benjamin
Disraeli, then the Chancellor of the Exchequer and a
Buckinghamshire MP, acknowledged the curate’s
contribution in rescuing Cholesbury parish and his
influential report in the poor laws debate. As a reward,
Disraeli appointed Jeston’s son Henry Eyre Jeston to
be a clerk in the Treasury’s National Debt Office.
Disraeli’s patronage did not end there. It was wellknown that Disraeli and his wife were frequent visitors
to Germany. Such was their enjoyment of the forests
of Bavaria, Hughenden Manor estate was planted with
coniferous trees to create a Bavarian-style forest. In
1854 the Rev. Jeston was appointed British Chaplain
to the spa resort of Kissengen, Bavaria, a much
favoured destination of the British upper classes.
Those familiar with the many curates portrayed in
Jane Austen’s novels should recognise the
circumstances that Henry Jeston found himself in. His
‘living’ was far removed from Northanger Abbey’s
frequently absent parson, aristocrat Henry Tilney.
Equally, there was little in common with the
obsequious and status-driven Mr Collins in Pride and
Prejudice. There are though remarkable similarities
with the poorly rewarded curate, Edmund Bertram in
Mansfield Park, who for little financial reward,
worked tirelessly and with compassion for his
parishioners. Tangible examples of Henry Jeston’s
achievements include Hawridge and Cholesbury
School and St Lawrence Church. However, it is the
intangible we should celebrate, his tireless
determination to rescue Cholesbury from its crisis.
Without his zeal villagers would have deserted their
dwellings. With farms and church abandoned, decay
then ruin would have followed. So what would the
fate of Cholesbury have been? A few scattered
cottages, today just a hamlet and part of Hawridge!
Chris Brown

PROGRAMME of TALKS for 2017 – 18
FRIDAY 6th OCTOBER
8.00pm for 8.15pm
St Leonards Parish Hall

CALL THE MIDWIFE
Philip Worth and Suzannah Hart are husband and daughter of the late Jennifer
Worth a midwife whose book about her life is the inspiration for the BBC Drama.

FRIDAY 3rd NOVEMBER ANGLO SAXON TREASURE - UNRAVELLING THE LENBOROUGH HOARDS
8.00pm for 8.15pm
Dr Susan Fern worked as an archaeologist, lecturer and museum conservator.
St Leonards Parish Hall
Currently she is the Honorary Curator of the Old Gaol Museum in Buckingham.
FRIDAY 1st DECEMBER
8.00pm for 8.15pm
St Leonards Parish Hall
FRIDAY 5th JANUARY
8.00pm for 8.15pm
St Leonards Parish Hall

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE IN THE CIVIL WAR
Stephen Barker is an independent Heritage Advisor who works with a number of
museums, universities and heritage organisations curating and lecturing about wars.

INVASION 1940 – WHAT IF?
Tony Eaton has a special interest in unravelling the unresolved mysteries of WW2,
particularly where the authorities are still refusing to fully open up their files.

FRIDAY 2nd FEBRUARY THE RUSSELLS AND CHENIES PALACE
8.00pm for 8.15pm
Nicola Allen is archivist for the Bedford Estates, which includes Woburn and
Chenies Palace. Prior to this she was archivist at Waddesden Manor.
St Leonards Parish Hall
FRIDAY 2nd MARCH
8.00pm for 8.15pm
St Leonards Parish Hall

THE HISTORY OF JOHN LEWIS

FRIDAY 6th APRIL
8.00pm for 8.15pm
St Leonards Parish Hall

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE SPIES AND SUBVERSIVES

FRIDAY 11th MAY
7.30pm sharp
Cholesbury Village Hall

AGM followed by BRITAIN ON FILM: COAST AND SEA

Judy Faraday joined John Lewis in 1977 and now runs the purpose built Heritage
Centre in Cookham which contains the Partnership’s business and textile archive.

Denise Beddows is a Bucks-based researcher with an interest in history and as DJ
Kelly writes biographies and non-fiction. Her latest book is the title of this talk.

Let’s go to the seaside! Sit back and enjoy a nostalgic trip to our gorgeous coast
seeing Britain at work, rest and play. Followed by our social and member’s buffet.

MEMBERSHIP: ADULTS £10.00 pa. SCHOOL STUDENTS FREE
VISITORS ALWAYS WELCOME: £4.00 PER MEETING
Coffee, Tea and Biscuits are served and a collection is taken
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