
Twelve months ago we faced what appeared to be a unique situation that would prevent us from holding our
monthly meetings at St Leonards PH. Just five or so years ago we would have had no alternative other than

to cancel all meetings for the whole year. Luckily we were able to organise meetings using video conferencing
technology, which was just as well as we ended up holding all our meetings that way. We were delighted to see
great support from members, and with membership at record levels it far exceeded our best expectations.
  As I said, we had expected to be holding meetings in the Hall in early 2021 and yet a year on we find ourselves
in a similar situation. Once again we are aiming to hold the first three meetings using Zoom, at the slightly early
time of 7.45pm, and start holding meetings again in the normal way from January. As always we have put together
what we hope you will find is a programme of interesting talks, see the back page. The Zoom link will be sent
out to members in advance of each meeting. Arrangements will need to remain flexible and we will keep you
informed of any changes. As usual, our meetings will be open to non-members. Please continue to encourage
friends to get in touch so they can attend as visitors, or better still, become members.
  As many of you will already know, Paddy Thomas has recently retired from the Committee. Paddy has been
a stalwart of the Local History Group for over 40 years, during which time she has made a major contribution to
ensuring the success of the Group’s activities. On behalf of all members, thank you Paddy! I know we have many
members with a curiosity for local history. We would like to harness that enthusiasm to help us uncover more of
that history of our villages and support the Group’s activities by joining our Committee. Please get in touch with
me to find out more! Thank you to the contributors to this Newsletter. I hope you enjoy reading all the articles.
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Walter Rothschild devoted his time to his
personal collection of animals, evolving into

the Tring Natural History Museum, while his brother
Charles worked in the family bank yet still nursed a
consuming passion for collecting animals, especially
a huge collection of little fleas! Walter and Charles,
though very different in character, fed into each other's
absorption in the collection of a wide range of animals.
We are told Charles, age 12, was given a slide of a
Helmet Flea by a taxidermist, and never looked back.
Charles wrote 150 scientific documents about fleas,
some with his faithful assistant Jordan, and identified
approximately 500 new species.

In 1901 in the Sudan, Charles was enjoying one
of his collecting expeditions, this time looking for wild
donkeys for the Tring Museum, when he found a new
species, the plague-carrying flea living on rats,
disproving the conventional wisdom that plague was
spread by mosquitoes. This triggered his realisation
of the important connection between the study of
animals and the welfare of the human race. In a small
house in Akeman Street he kept his flea collection
displayed, including 20,000 fleas in jars.

Continued on next page

Tring’s Huge ’Little’ Collection

Charles Rothschild on a donkey in The Sudan in 1901
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Charles bought some dressed fleas thinking they
were for scientific study and was surprised when they
were delivered. Some of these are at the Tring Museum.

Fossils of pre-fleas have been found in China,
Russia and Australia, from Middle Jurassic times.
Most fleas have been found from the Paleogene era
onwards. There are now 2,587 known species of fleas
worldwide, 260,000 specimens of 925 types being at
Tring. The collection is not available to view at the
Museum at present, but many details and pictures are
available on line. The term for fleas is Siphonaptera,
from the Greek siphan meaning pipe and referring to
the sucking mouth, and aptera meaning wingless.
Fleas develop in stages: egg, larva, pupa then adult.
Adults vary in size from one and a half up to five
millimetres. Adults feed on the blood of their host,
which can be a variety of warm-blooded vertebrates,
but usually staying with the same type, and jump when
looking for more food. They live only for a few
months, the larvae feeding on the remains of the adult.
One theory for humans evolving to become less
hirsute was to reduce contingent fleas. Fleas were
common in UK households until the 1940s.

The Aztecs made statues of fleas, and they were
also known in Egyptian and Roman culture. The
earliest record of performing fleas is from 1578, a
watchmaker, Mark Scaliot, made a chain for fleas to
pull. Louis Bertolotto opened a flea circus in Regent
Street, London in 1832 to entertain the gentry, and
continued to tour Europe for 50 years. It was found
that human fleas were the most reliable performers.
In June 1925 the House of Commons, while debating
animal protection, considered carefully where
common fleas differed from performing fleas as
regards being deserving of legal protection. All fleas
lost out in this argument. A Pathé News clip of a flea
circus in Birmingham from 1950 is available online,
visit .www.britishpathe.com. There was a popular flea

circus at Belle Vue, Manchester as late as 1970.
Disappointingly Professor Michael Bentine’s
television flea circus did not involve fleas at all, but
was mechanical. In pre-covid days, Svensons offered
a genuine mobile flea circus in this country at
reasonable rates and the website says they hope to be
available again before long.

Miriam Rothschild, daughter of Charles, was born
in 1908 at Ashton Wold, Northamptonshire, a house
Charles had updated by the Rothschild’s favoured
architect Huckvale. Charles died when Miriam was
15 years old. She was largely home educated, and was
already immersed in nature study. Later as a part-time
student she studied at Chelsea College of Science and
Technology and worked on developing seaweed as
chicken food and how hens can lay larger eggs by
feeding on pyrazine, commonly used as a flavouring,
moving on to in depth study of chemical
communication and mimicry in insects. Miriam
became a world authority on fleas, taking 30 years to
complete a six-volume catalogue of the Tring flea
collection. Miriam noted that the reproduction of fleas
on rabbits was governed by the hormones of the host.
She discovered fleas carried myxomatosis and can
carry plague and typhus. In 1972 Miriam worked out
how fleas were able to jump so well. There is an elastic
protein in a pad at the top of their rear legs, which,
when squeezed, enables them to jump up to one
hundred times their own body length.

Miriam was a translator at Bletchley Park during
the Second World War. Later in life she was a strong
advocate for animal rights, gay rights and nature
conservation, becoming a Fellow of the Royal Society,
the first female trustee of the Natural History Museum
and the first female member of the National Trust
Committee for Conservation, among other honours.
Miriam also appeared on Desert Island Discs, her
luxury being a bag of wildflower seed.

Tring’s Huge ’Little’ Collection continued from page 1

Dressed fleas from Mexico on display at the Museum

Richard Bysouth

Miriam Rothschild in her laboratory
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Anyone living in the Hilltop Villages with a love
of horses is a very lucky person indeed. I have

known the area for more years than I care to
remember, going well back to the l950s when I lived
in Marlow. A group of us met in a pub in the High
Street to discuss the formation of the Chiltern Riding
Club. One of the group was a friend called Joan Allen
who within a few years had bought and moved to
Buckland Grange (later Chapel Farm) in St Leonards.
After I married in l958 our house was in South Heath,
near Ballinger. Joan introduced me to Caryl who
owned the stables at Frith Hill, just outside Great
Missenden, and so I kept in touch with her and was
introduced to other riders in the area.

Joan organized the Horse Show run in conjunction
with the St Leonards Fete and I was brought in to help
by taking the entries at the Show. It was an early start
and before the days when I had a car. The way I
reached the Show field was by bike! It was great fun
and I can remember the lady judging the jumping
sitting on a straw bale on top of a wagon!

Joan taught me a great deal about horses and how
they should be kept.  She herself rode at Badminton
and in later years, when her husband suggested she
gave up jumping, went abroad to represent the country
at endurance riding. I can remember her telling me
that the Hungarian officials had asked that the riders
gave up their passports while competing, but she
refused to surrender hers!

Later, I moved to St Leonards and was one of a
large number of people living locally with an interest
in horses. Hunting was a big interest for many and by
tradition each year the Boxing Day Meet was held on
Cholesbury Common, opposite The Full Moon. The
Hilltop Villages were home to many involved with the
Hunt, including
Masters, officers, those
who walked the Hunt
puppies and of course
families who hunted.
The horse population is
quite high too and
includes point-to-point
horses who we have
risked our pennies on at
the local point-to-
points held close by at
Kimble and Kingston
Blount. We are lucky
too to be within close
reach of several
excellent veterinary practices when things go wrong.

I also became friends with Mavis Brazil who was
a very good show-jumper and had hunter liveries at

Chiltern Cottage. I used to board my dogs there too
until I moved and no longer kept any. However, her
daughter runs the kennels now so we can all go away
happy that our dogs are in good hands! Her children
and grandchildren have carried on the ‘horsey’
connection and event all over the country.

The Old Berkeley Hunt Riding Club was formed
after the War to give riders who hunt something to do
in the summer months! It is very active in the area and
has had some very prestigious members. I made many
firm friends through this and gained a lot of experience
in helping and riding at many of their events.

Maureen Newall was a prominent member and
rode to a very high standard, being one of the team of
four who won the Quadrille at The Horse of the Year
Show. Maureen became a very well qualified dressage
judge.

Jill Elstob (Braziers End) was also eminent in the
dressage world, as was Jean Scharf (Asheridge). The
Riding Club has a very full programme, running
events to suit every rider and horse, whether dressage,
jumping or other horse activities.

We are lucky too to have strong local Pony Club
branches to give our children a firm foundation in all
the many disciplines involved in the horse world.
Of course, all the above depend on the countryside in
which we live and from the local network of short
bridleways connecting to longer ones, to the 87 mile
Ridgeway trail, which is the oldest in the country, we
are more than fortunate. We can get our horses fit
using many of the very steep paths. We really could
not live in a more beautiful part of the world and to
be able to ride with some spectacular views to take in
as we hack in the Chilterns, we are so lucky. No
wonder so many riders live in the Hilltop Villages!

Maureen Newall (left) with the Old Berkeley Hunt Riding
Club quadrille team gave a display at the International
Horse Show in 1972 after winning at the Show in 1971.
The theme was “Ride A Cock Horse To Banbury Cross”

Di Amies

Mavis Brazil
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Thank you to Brian Horridge, who has again
scanned photograph albums, including 111
photographs taken by Mr Warwick Crook, which are
contained in a large album recording the Cholesbury-
cum-St Leonards Parish 50th Anniversary, 1984. The
Golden Jubilee of the parish was celebrated with an
Open Air Service on Buckland Common on Sunday
1st April, a Boundary Walk on Saturday 19th May  and
a Tea Party at Cholesbury Village Hall on Saturday
7th July, where races took place. The Boundary Walk
included Beating of the Bounds at various points
including Woodlands Farm, The Vale, Braziers End,
Arrewig Lane, Longcroft Farm and Shire Lane before
finishing at Cholesbury Village Hall.

 Another album of photos has been added to
Modes. These are of the kneelers in the three churches
of the parish and were taken by Maureen Newall. The
kneelers were made for the Jubilee Stitchers Project,
part of the 2002 Queen’s Golden Jubilee celebrations.
Originally it was thought that one kneeler per church,
depicting the Golden Jubilee, would be appropriate,

I always refer to Modes in my report – this is the
museum-approved database where each entry is

given a unique number when it is recorded. To date
we have 1807 entries in Social History and 1472 in
the Photographs file. However, there are various
articles and snippets of information that I come across
which don’t have sufficient merit to warrant adding
them to Modes. For these I have a separate folder on
the History Group laptop which is called “Resources
Not on Modes”. In there is a sub-folder named
“Ephemera”, an idea which came from my
volunteering at the County Museum. “Ephemera” is
a box file where all the articles and snippets and the

bits and pieces
are kept. I log
them onto a
s p r e a d s h e e t
where references
can still be
searched by
keywords. Here is
a ticket from an
evening of Ferret
Racing held in St

Leonards Parish Hall on 6th October 2012.
Within “Resources Not on Modes” I also keep a

record of the entries in the Church Registers, as they
appear in Hilltop News, together with a summary of
the articles that appear in Hilltop News, and I
summarise the articles in this Newsletter.

Besides this information I have another laptop
folder named “Archive Cuttings”. These are
newspaper cuttings that
I come across, or which
are sent to me. They are
kept in Lever Arch files
and logged as a
spreadsheet, again
where I can use the
“Find keyword”
facility. This
photograph is part of a
cutting from the Bucks
Examiner of 4th

February 2016, when
the post box from
Cholesbury Common was stolen between 28th and 29th

January and police were appealing for witnesses.
Last year I wrote that I was sorting out folders

containing duplicates of articles and jotted notes,
cross-checking with the information on Modes and in
the “Not on Modes” spreadsheets. Progress has been
made with this.

Beating the Bounds  – Ernie Collier, George Finlay,
Frances Sanger, Bert Gomm and Hugo Blomfield
being ‘beaten’.

Maureen with display at the Horticultural Society Show
September 2002

Archivist’s Report

continued on next page
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however the idea generated enthusiasm and
participation across the parish and many more kneelers
were completed by many stitchers. Local residents
funded some in memory of, or to celebrate the life of,
those who had been close to them, and others depict
events or local plant and wild life.

In November 2020 Paddy Thomas and Liz Firth
undertook a review by visiting the churches and

verifying that the kneelers are in place, and produced
a comprehensive schedule recording the details of
stitchers’ names and the associations. In the album is
a photograph of the kneeler dedicated to David
Newton 1776 - 1878, the Royal Marine who fought at
the Battle of Trafalgar and is buried in Cholesbury
Churchyard. It is believed that this was donated by
Caroline Coates, and although the stitcher is not
named, it was most probably Maureen.

If we were having our usual programme of meetings
in St Leonards Parish Hall, I would have been taking
along a small display relevant to the topic for the
evening. However, Zoom meetings have replaced our
monthly get-togethers for the present and so I thought
that it would be good to send out a pdf document
between the regular meetings highlighting
items/articles from the archives and following the
theme of the previous presentation. I began these in
January and followed through to May. I believe from
the feedback and comments that these were well
received and members found them interesting.

Wednesday 12th May 2021 was Mass Observation
Diary Day, you may have heard it mentioned on BBC
Radio 4. The Mass Observation Archive started in
1937 and I have read the compilation of diaries from
1939 - 1945. I found the most moving entries were
from the end of 1945, after peace had been declared,
when the recorders were wondering what the future
would hold. I’m really grateful that some LHG
members have responded to my requests for your
thoughts on the situation which we have found
ourselves in since March 2020. And so, finally, here
are some extracts of people’s experiences:

“As the pandemic took hold, there were fears of food
shortages, so people stockpiled things – flour, pasta
and loo paper being especially prized. It was
impossible to get veg plants, so those of us with
allotments and gardens grew what we could from
seeds, or missed out. We ate a lot of frozen peas!”

“When we were young, the thought of receiving a
phone call and being able to actually see your caller
was pure science fiction. We never believed it would
happen at all, let alone in our lifetimes! How very
lucky for us that it did, and just in time to keep us in
touch with our families throughout this most
extraordinary time.”

“When things eased up towards the end of 2020, there
was quite a bit of activity and people met up for meals
and visits to the pubs. And then we were closed down
again and Christmas was a hard time and lonely
meals.”

Kneelers in St Laurence Church, worked by Maureen
Newall (flowers) & Jane Howarth (grapes and cross).

Archivist’s Report  continued from  page 4

Founder’s Prize 2021
The Founder’s Prize  is awarded in memory of General Money, one of the Local History Group’s founding
members. This year the Committee decided to award the prize individually to both Paddy and Windsor Thomas
for their contribution to the success of the Group in all its various activities for well over 40 years We look
forward to presenting them with books of their choice when circumstances permit.

Shirley Blomfield

Kneeler commemorating David Newton at
St Lawrence’s Church Cholesbury
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Hearing recently of the death of Ron How, I
wondered how many people remember him. Did

they know he wrote a book about his life? Did they
know that there is a signed copy in the History Group
Library? It is one of a few others we have, written by
people who have lived in our villages or very close
by. If you are new to the area or curious about what
happened and how things were before you came, these
books can often give you a good idea.

The first book most newcomers find will be
‘Hilltop Villages of the Chilterns’ first published in

1971. The authors David and Joan Hay lived in
Hawridge and were much involved in the beginnings
of the Local History Group. In fact a great deal of the
research into the wills and documents for the book
was with the help of those early members. The authors
describe the book as ‘The people of four small villages
and their part in English history’. It is an ambitious
aim, beginning with the geological background, man
settling in the Chilterns, the Iron Age Hillfort, and it
goes on to bring to life characters, their houses and
events down through the centuries until the 1970s.
Perhaps the easiest part to relate to is the 20th century
in the final chapters. There are familiar names and
places and events like the Full Moon, the Cricket Club,
the societies, the churches and, of course, village fetes.
George Bunton lived for some years at Hither Dennets
in Hawridge. He joined the Hawridge and Cholesbury
Commons Preservation Society committee and in
1988 wrote ‘Hawridge and Cholesbury Commons, a
History by George Bunton’. It may be a little book but
it is packed with information. There is a grand sweep
through our history. In it you also learn about the
Rights of Commons, the names of pubs past and

present and the names of their licensees, the names of
the Lords of the Manor from 1088, which properties
have commoners rights, flora and fauna found on the
Commons and how the Preservation Society came
about.

There is much more in the excellent and very
comprehensive study of the Commons and the area
around us in ‘A Local Heritage Study, Hawridge and
Cholesbury Commons’. This was edited in 2003 by
Lindsay Griffin, who still lives in Hawridge. There is
a copy of it in the LHG archive. Members should get
in touch with Shirley Blomfield, our Archivist, if they
would like to see it.

The next two books are much more personal and
about lives begun mostly in the 1920s and 1930s so,
for some of us, almost ‘in living memory’. Certainly
they are full of familiar things to relate to.

How many members remember buying
Chessovale frozen turkey at any time of the year from
the farm along the Vale? Ron How’s book ‘From
Christmas to Anytime’ is the story of how all that came
about. It began in 1934 when Ron’s father, M D How,
was working in the wholesale perfume industry in
London. He kept some chickens and ducks as a hobby.
When he was sacked he decided to turn his hobby into
a business. From those early days the story continues
to be interwoven with Ron’s own life as a child, going
to school and doing his National Service and working
with his father on the farm, the move to Woodlands
Farm in the Vale and a life rearing turkeys. Chapter
Nine marks the beginning of a ‘whole new turkey

industry’. Until 1948
turkeys were only
produced for the
Christmas market and
work was short from
January to April. Ron
wondered if turkeys
could be encouraged to
produce eggs in
January like chickens.
Mr How replied “Don’t
know boy. Let’s try”.
By 1951 Ron and his
father had become
founder members of
the British Turkey

Federation. A fascinating story well worth reading.
Arthur Perry and his wife, Betty, don’t reach

Cholesbury until Page 125 of ‘Life with Arthur’, but
the early chapters are full of interest. He writes with
vivid recall of a life begun in a two-up, two-down
cottage in Royston. Although his father always had a

Librarian’s Report

continued on next page

Tall Chimneys, Cholesbury Common
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good job, the family lived ‘well below the poverty
line’. In great detail he recounts being apprenticed to
a company called Shelvoke and Drewry in
Letchworth, who made dustcarts. Arthur went on to
improve his lot, moved jobs, worked hard, married
and had a family. Much later, he and Betty found the
house in Shire Lane, Cholesbury, when they decided
to move from Croxley Green. The ‘Cholesbury’
chapters describe how they became part of this
community and he became a Church Warden.
Although no names are mentioned, it is easy to
recognise some people from the descriptions. General
Money, founder member of the Local History Group
plays a part, as does his wife, Evelyn Money, whom
we remember as our President,. The societies and fetes
are certainly recognisable too.

‘Herb Gardening, Why and How to Grow Herbs’
may seem an unlikely title to have in the LHG library
but it was written by Claire Loewenfeld, a respected
and well known nutritionist and herbalist. In 1938 she
and her husband Gunther Loewenfeld left Germany
and came to England. Their two children had already
come here as part of the Kindertransport rescue. They
settled in Buckland Common and, after the war, set
up Chiltern Herb Farms producing high quality dried
herbs. Strangely there is a link to Arthur Perry’s book.
When he was trying to buy the house in Cholesbury
he found that the Herb Farm had been given
permission to build two houses on condition that the
new owners worked for them in some way. Herbs were
being grown in the field behind the house. Betty
signed a contract to work for Chiltern Herb Farm for
a year and they were able to complete the sale. Claire
Loewenfeld is buried in Cholesbury Churchyard
alongside Margaret Lowenfeld and Helena Wright
(nee Lowenfeld), her husband’s cousins.

More links are to be
found in ‘The House in the
Sun’ by Lisa Gobell. That
house is Hengrove in
Chivery. Lisa Gobell and
her husband, Alfred, also
came to England from
Germany. They both had
strong Christian beliefs and
the book describes how
they gathered together a
small community of
children in need, first in
Tring and then moved to
Hengrove. It was a
pioneering venture offering care and love to help
disturbed children. One of their main supports and
influences was Dr Margaret Lowenfeld who lived part

of the time at Cherry Orchards in Cholesbury. She was
an eminent child psychologist who set up the Institute
of Child Psychology in London. She treated many of
the children at Hengrove and advised the Gobells in
many ways. The children were introduced to a
vegetarian diet and Claire Loewenfeld was another
influence on the school regimen. Read the book to find
out why Lisa Gobell gave it that particular title.
Hengrove is still there, but is a private house now.

If you would
like to travel a little
further afield for
recollections, you
can borrow
‘Seventy Summers’
by Tony Harman.
He was born not
too far away in
Whelpley Hill in
1912 and started
farming in 1931.
He describes his
book as ‘this is the
story of one farmer
and one farm -
Grove Farm’. It
was published to
accompany a BBC
Television series
Tony Harman made, first broadcast in 1986. He also
wrote articles for the Guardian and was three times a
parliamentary Labour candidate. It’s a book with
lively comment, good illustrations and great
descriptions of life and farming. If you want a little
more you can borrow, his second book ‘More Than
Seventy Summers’

The ‘last but not least’ suggestion is a book that’s
always popular with members. John Horn’s early life
was in Buckland Common, now he lives in St
Leonards. Between 1998 and 2000 he gathered
together a collection of old photographs and called it
‘Buckland Common and St Leonards’.

Although books could still be borrowed from the
History Group Library over the past year, it was no
surprise that there were very few requests. So this is
a reminder that members can borrow any of the books
in the History Group Library. The Library List, with
any new additions, is emailed to members during the
season. If you need one please request a copy. For the
moment there will be no selection of books at
meetings, but if there is one you would like to borrow,
I can deliver or arrange for you to collect it. Get in
touch on 0149758460 or paddythomas@winpad.co.uk

Librarian’s Report continued from page 6

Paddy Thomas

Illustration from More Than
Seventy Summers



A recent enquiry about Hawridge Mission Hall has
generated more information about this religious

meeting place. In April/May 2013 Neil Rees wrote an
article in Hilltop News on the background to the origin
and history of the hall and this can be found at
www.cholesbury.com. Further back in time, the Parish
Magazine of February 1992, which we have in the
Local History Group archives, records the death of
Mrs Elsie Brown, aged 90. Mrs Brown’s father was
Joseph Staniford and he ran the Mission Hall from its
first opening on 16th November 1879. The Parish
Magazine from March 1994 also records the death of
Mr Jim Cooper on 15th January of that year, a month
after his 95th birthday. Mr Cooper came to Hawridge
in 1966 and took over as Superintendent of the
Mission Hall, living in the adjoining cottage until 1989
when the premises were sold. The Parish Magazine
records that “he was well-respected in the village and
was especially loved by the children for he always had
a cheery word as they passed him on their way to
school”. The Mission Hall (now a private house)
stands next to the school entrance. One little boy who
regularly saw Jim kneeling at prayer through the
window asked his Mum “Does Mr Cooper always say
his prayers before he has his breakfast?”

There are no known photographs of the interior of
the chapel, but local memories record it had a platform
about 2 feet above floor level at the back where the
preacher stood and where the baptistery was located.
The room was nearly square with a cast iron stove in
the middle which made it very warm in cold weather.
There was a central passage with about eight bench
seats on each side. At the right side of the platform
was a pedal-operated organ (believed to be a
harmonium).

Mr Purton was the pastor for a good many years
and after leaving lived in Aylesbury with his
Palestinian wife who he met when doing National
Service in the Middle East. He was succeeded by Mr
Duncan Farr, who was the voluntary pastor. He and
his wife Betty and young family lived in the Mission
Hall Cottage from about 1954 to 1958 or 1959. Mr
Farr worked in a nearby meat factory (possibly Brazils
in Amersham) to earn money to keep the family.

I am grateful to Mrs Farr and her daughter for their
memories of this time.

“Occasionally we had a Sunday morning service. We
had Sunday School in the afternoon and a service in
the evening. We also had Women’s meetings. Duncan
took some services, but we used to get other people
in as well to preach, mainly from Chesham Gospel
Hall. Inside it was very plain. In the middle there was
a black stove we used to light first thing on a Sunday
morning. We burned anthracite (hard coal) on it. It
made it nice and warm in the winter. We sat round it.
There were wooden benches and a wooden pulpit.
Very few people used to attend – Mrs Eld and family
(but not Mr Eld) and Mrs King. I can remember the
cottage. Dad knocked another window in it - in the
alcove between the living room and the dining room.
He’d never done anything like that before but it was
all right! I washed the nappies in a boiler in the
kitchen, then put them through the mangle”.

Mrs Farr and her daughter “…both remember the
school-teacher who used to call for me when she took

the school-children for a walk. She once buttoned me
inside her raincoat with herself when it rained! I also
remember the bracken which was probably taller than
me, and going for walks there with my granddad when
he visited. I would walk but he had great difficulty
pushing the pram with my sister(s) in it!” (The
school-teacher was most probably Miss Edwards.)

Mr & Mrs Farr, their three daughters and Mrs King
(left), organist at the Mission Hall.

Shirley Blomfield

Hawridge Mission Hall
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A conversation with an amateur historian in Wales,
who is researching the history of drovers and

their association with the Chilterns, set me off looking
into the history of these itinerant folk. This raised the
intriguing question as to what evidence exists to back
up the stories of drovers coming through the Hilltop
Villages en route for the markets, in those days just
outside London, like Smithfield, a market since  1100.
Neolithic farmers moved cattle across upland routes
6000 years ago and long-distance trading routes
flourished in the Iron Age. Those used for moving
cattle might comprise several tracks, running in
parallel, where animals wandered in search of fresh
grazing. The first purpose-built long-distance roads
though were constructed by the Romans from AD50.
Archaeologists contend local ox-roads, green lanes
and hollow ways developed during the Anglo-Saxon
period, from farmers moving their animals.

From the end of the occupation by the Roman
Empire in the 5th century, no new public highways
were built until the first toll roads in the 18th century,
and roads fell into disrepair. Aside from Roman roads
most long-distance routes were those high-level
‘ridgeways’ that avoided flooded or impassable valley
tracks. The oldest routes predated the Romans,
originating during the Neolithic period, and still used
in the 19th century as long-distance trade routes.

From the time of the Norman Conquest of Britain
in the 11th century, alongside packhorses, drovers
became major users, carrying essential and valuable
commodities, such as salt, wool, tin, lead and
sometimes coal. The awarding of market Charters and
seasonal fairs stimulated more cross-country cattle
movement.

It was the English appetite for roast beef that
provided the most profitable business for drovers, who
brought cattle from Wales and the Scottish Highlands
and Islands. Dealing with English merchants and
farmers ensured the economic survival of both these
nations, where mutton, oats and salt herring, and not
the unaffordable beef, were the staple diet. Welsh
sheep were also common. Other animals driven over
shorter distances included: pigs, donkeys, geese and
turkeys.

Drovers and their huge herds were sometimes an
unwelcome disruption to other road users. Routes
could be blocked for hours and the noise of shouting
drovers and their fierce, barking dogs frightening other
travellers was a frequently heard complaint. Farmers
could risk losing their own livestock as the drovers
passed through their land.

The chief drover was called a ‘topsman’. He was
also a dealer and carried the money. A drover hand or
driveman’s earnings at the end of the 18th century were

2 - 3 shillings per week, twice that of a farm labourer.
Drovers had to be over 30 years old and married. They
paid for an annual license and were permitted to carry
weapons. Consequently they were generally trusted
with their client’s money. Charles I entrusted them
with carrying his Ship Money taxes, and ironically,
Cromwell also used them for tax collection and relied
on them to supply meat to his army. In Wales the first
banks were started by drovers. The Black Ox Bank,
which had produced its own bank notes, became part
of Lloyds Bank in 1914. Drovers brought information
to communities and were the first to deliver news of
the victory at Waterloo.

Many perils faced drovers and their animals,
including  wolves and brigands. For drovers from
Scotland crossing rivers and coming from islands was
perilous; ferries might bring cattle across rivers and
from islands, but if not, cattle, men and other animals
swam and loss of life and livestock due to tides and
quicksand was not unusual.

Welsh drovers known as porthmon wore a
traditional farmers smock, a wide-brimmed hat, knee-
length knitted stockings protected by leggings made
originally from stout brown paper waterproofed with
soap, as were the soles of the leggings to avoid
chaffing by the clogs. They wore rowan as it brought
good luck and warded off supernatural spirits. Scottish

drovers wore brown plaid, a kilt, gartered beneath the
knee, with ‘trews’ (trousers) underneath and a bonnet.
The farthest starting point for Scottish drovers
travelling were the Isles of Mull and Skye.
Meanwhile, Irish cattle crossed to Galloway. At
Falkirk and other market towns some cattle would be
sold on.  Other drovers might continue on south of

continued on next page

Drovers, their Impact and a Vanished Way of Life

Drovers compared - two late 19th century drovers (left)
and a watercolour of a ‘Smithfield’ drover of 1805 -
depiction suggests he never ventured far from London
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York to The Midlands and Buckinghamshire. Here
they were wintered and fattened up on rich pastures
and, later in the season, would move on to markets in
East Anglia, such as Thetford, or along the Icknield
Way (yken = ox in Old English) across Herts, Bucks,
Oxfordshire and Berkshire. By following the Chiltern
Hills spring line, it ensured a plentiful supply of water.
Alternatively, herds driven from Norfolk could travel
along the Icknield Way then travel north to markets
in Aylesbury, Buckingham, High Wycombe, Oxford
and Banbury.

By the 18th century 100,000 cattle and 750,000
sheep were driven to London’s Smithfield market each
year. Smithfield (meaning  ‘smooth field’) was the
major destination, but of equal importance were
several other major markets: along the Great North
Road there was Barnet, from the west was Southall
and Uxbridge, and to the east Stratford.

Drovers originating from north or mid-Wales or
Pembrokeshire and South Wales, could journey up to
300 miles in four weeks, often including a day off on
the Sabbath. Drovers did not use horses until the 19th

century. Travelling on foot at 2mph over a 14-hour
day, brought southern and eastern England into reach.
Typically herds of 300
- 500 cattle were split
into several groups,
each controlled by four
men, plus dogs. Where
possible, they would
plan their journey to
stay overnight at inns,
where watering places
and well-manured
grazing, known as
‘halfpenny pastures’,
were available charged at  an overnight fee of a
halfpenny  per head. Entertainment might have
involved impromptu boxing and wrestling bouts
between drovers and locals.

To offset the impact of the journey on the cattle’s
condition they were shod for long journeys using
metal ‘cues’, made by cutting pony shoes in half. No
mean feat to shoe 70 cattle a day! Pigs were muzzled
and given woollen socks with leather soles!

Cattle from Wales were taken on a 20-day journey
through Gloucestershire and Wiltshire via Oxford (’a
river crossing for oxen’) to Buckinghamshire, where
they were typically fattened in the Vale of Aylesbury.

Drovers always sought out routes that ensured
grazing opportunities along the way. Innkeepers keen
to encourage drovers would create landmarks by
planting three fast-growing Scots Pines, Yews or even

exotic species, like the Portuguese Laurel at Naphill
Common.

The few large long-distance roads increasingly
became overwhelmed by the weight of commercial

traffic, and lack of upkeep lead to roads becoming
impassable. Turnpike trusts were established to
construct and maintain highways to overcome
congestion. This provided opportunities for drovers
to travel further and faster. However, passing each
turnpike on roads and bridges came at a cost incurred
through the toll charge per head of cattle (e.g. 1 penny)
as they passed each toll booth. The metalled turnpike
roads were also not always well-suited for shoed
cattle. In Wales, drovers disguised as women and
known as the ‘daughters of Rebecca’ even organised
riots to protest against the imposition of the turnpikes.
Meanwhile, some drovers devised intricate diversions
to avoid tolls, including navigating rivers or steep
gradients and high ground. However, this could be
double-edged because of the perils of weather, trail
conditions and bands of robbers.

The Enclosure Acts resulted in some routes being
lost. The coming of the railways in the 1840s and
steam shipping contributed to the progressive decline
in the livelihood of long-distance drovers and the last
flock of ewes was driven from Cardigan to Harrow-
on-the-Hill in 1900. Some drovers were well-placed
to take up the delivery of cattle to the railheads and
harbours and were employed to marshal the animals
whilst in transit.

A word on the cattle. Varieties from Wales were
often smaller and known as ‘runts’. These breeds were
favoured as they could survive the long journeys fed
only on meagre rations and, if fattened, would put on
weight rapidly ahead of being sent to market. Breeds
included the Welsh Black from Pembrokeshire,
Glamorgan, and, from Scotland, Belted Galloways,

continued on next page

Drovers, their Impact and a Vanished Way of Life                        continued from page 9

A pair of cues modified
from a pony shoe

Sheep being driven at High Wycombe market c. 1900
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Aberdeen Angus and West Highland. English breeds
included Durham, long-horned Craven and
Holderness.

A pack of trained dogs, fierce, courageous and
intelligent, were essential to ensure a drover could
control and protect his
cattle and himself.
While Scottish drovers
favoured a ‘coally’, a
large collie, with long
hair and a docked tail,
the Welsh chose a
Cardiganshire Corgi. It
is even recorded that
dogs would journey home alone, arriving ahead of
their owners returning by boat or coach.

What evidence is there that drovers used some of
the many local tracks to travel to our villages? It is
known that many of the routes that wind upwards from
the Aylesbury Vale to these villages were first used
by the Saxon estate owners from at least the 800s, to
bring their animals uphill to benefit from the summer
pastures. After the Norman Conquest this tradition
was continued by the manorial farmsteads of Aston
Clinton, Buckland and Drayton Beauchamp, ensuring
the various hollow ways and green lanes remained in
good order and, as a consequence, were also available
for drovers and other travellers to use.

By the Middle Ages, when long-distance droving
began, the two nearest major north-south roads to
these villages were: firstly, the old Roman Road,
Akeman Street, which ran from Bicester to Bourne
End and, by this time, had been extended on to
Watford and London; secondly, the road from
Aylesbury, via Wendover and Amersham, which
continued on to Uxbridge. Equally important for the
movement of cattle and sheep in this area was the
Icknield Way, which ran broadly east-west. It crosses
and connects these roads just south of Tring and
Wendover respectively. Of particular interest is the
site of a Roman villa. Today we know the site as Cow
Roast, which it is suggested is a derivation of ‘Cow
Rest’, a field used by drovers.

By the 18th century both the above north-south
roads were ‘tolled’. Turnpike Trusts ensured the roads
had wide verges, to accommodate grazing cattle, but
despite this drovers often sought to avoid as many of
the tollgate charges as possible, typically 1d per score
of cattle or 5 pennies for sheep, pigs etc. Instead they
might take a high level route by climbing up via the
local ascending tracks to use alternative routes to head
south across the Chiltern Hills.

The Chiltern strip-parish system enabled manors
to benefit from grazing in the Vale in winter and make

use of the hilltop pastures in summer. One of the few
parishes without upland pastures was Tring. Instead
farmers used an area of land near Amersham, Bucks,
in the village of ‘Stoke’, which until 1844 was a
detached part of Herts. Today we know this village as
Coleshill. It has been suggested that livestock was
taken from Tring via Wigginton Common - which at
the time extended as far as Heath End - then via
Cholesbury and Hawridge Commons to Chesham Bois
and Amersham to Coleshill. Gore Hill nearby suggests
the site of a triangular field for funnelling cattle.

Drovers using these same routes, leaving the
Icknield Way or Akeman Street, climbing up the scarp
via one of the many trackways. En route was the then
very extensive common land at St Leonards and
Buckland Common. To water the cattle on Hawridge
and Cholesbury Commons, drovers would, in theory,
have required ‘permission’ to use the ponds, such as
those present today close to the cricket ground. It was
problematic to refuse them! Running across Hawridge
Common is a track known as the ‘drovers path’. You
can walk it today from the lower edge of the commons
diagonally up to Stoney Lane near its junction with
the Hawridge Common road. In those days this road
was a narrow flooded track. Instead the chosen route
to Chesham was  via Hawridge Lane and Bellingdon.
From there heading  down to The Moor on the edge
of Chesham, or crossing the Chess at Pednor before
heading to Chesham Bois Common and Amersham,
where there was a weekly market. London-bound
drovers could use the overnight pasture and boarding
at the Ivy House on the London Road then onto
Uxbridge, an important market for London despite
being at the time quite far to the west of the Metropolis.

Interestingly, Sir Walter Scott was able to draw
upon the experiences of his grandfather, who was a
drover, which inspired the fictionalised exploits of the
Scottish drovers in Rob Roy, The Heart of Midlothian
and a detailed account in his short story The Two
Drovers. Daniel Defoe, in his journal Tour through
England and Wales, expertly chronicled the fairs,
mud-filled roads and habits of drovers he encountered
journeying, for example, through East Anglia, where
they over-wintered on a diet of turnips.

Though some excellent research has been done
over the past 100 years into the history of the drovers,
it is still the case that there remains a very patchy
knowledge of their habits, the routes taken and the
cultural influence drovers had on the people they
encountered. At present we do not know how often
drovers might have passed through these villages or
the reception they received from the locals.  An
interesting challenge for someone to research further.

Chris Brown

Drovers, their Impact and a Vanished Way of Life                      continued from page 10

Cardiganshire Corgi
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PROGRAMME of TALKS for 2021 - 22
Guidance on how to attend the talks available by video conference will be provided in advance of meetings.

If you need further information or support, please contact Richard Leat (see contact details below)

FRIDAY 1st  OCTOBER
7.15pm for 7.45pm
By Video Conference

CORSETS AND CODPIECES - A study of Tudor underwear
Dr Nic Fulcher advises Shakespearean actors. He will offer a light-hearted journey
into the hidden world of Tudor underwear, under all of that silk, satin and velvet.

FRIDAY 5th NOVEMBER
7.15pm for 7.45pm
By Video Conference

WEST WYCOMBE PARK AND THE DASHWOODS
Peter Hague is a volunteer guide at West Wycombe Park. He will look at this NT
property, the life-histories of three Baronets, including the infamous Hell-Fire Club.

FRIDAY 3rd DECEMBER
7.15pm for 7.45pm
By Video Conference

MEDIEVAL STONEMASONS
James Wright is a freelance archaeological excavation project leader and academic
historian at Nottingham University focusing on medieval castles and royal palaces.

FRIDAY 7th JANUARY
8.00pm for 8.15pm
St Leonards Parish Hall

THINKING ABOUT LANDSCAPE -The interaction between people & nature
Adam Smith is a lecturer specialising in architectural history and histories of the
English country house and estate. He gave an excellent talk on Tring Park last time.

FRIDAY 4th FEBRUARY
8.00pm for 8.15pm
St Leonards Parish Hall

TREASURES FROM THE SOCIAL HISTORY COLLECTION
Will Phillips became a curator at the Buckinghamshire County Museum in 2008.
He returns following an enthralling talk last season on the life of Arthur Liberty.

FRIDAY 4th MARCH
8.00pm for 8.15pm
St Leonards Parish Hall

ARTS & CRAFTS ARCHITECTURE IN CHESHAM BOIS & AMERSHAM
– The role of the Matthews family Builders and Brickmakers
Alison Bailey is a resident of Chesham Bois, volunteer researcher at Amersham
Museum and frequently writes local history articles for the Bucks Free Press.

FRIDAY 1st APRIL
8.00pm for 8.15pm
St Leonards Parish Hall

BEACONS OF THE PAST - Investigating a prehistoric Chilterns
landscape including Cholesbury Camp
Wendy Morrison is manager of this Hillforts project at the Conservation Board. A
chance to hear about the project’s discoveries and conservation work at the Camp.

FRIDAY 13th MAY
7.30pm sharp
Cholesbury Village Hall

AGM followed by MARSWORTH POLISH HOSTEL, 1948-1961
Sandra Costello is Archivist for the Parish of Marsworth. She lives close to the
Hostel site and was involved in the erection of an information board in 2019.

MEMBERSHIP: ADULTS £10.00 pa. VISITORS ALWAYS WELCOME: £4.00 PER MEETING

Local History Group Committee
Chairman & Editor:
Deputy Chair / Archivist:
Treasurer:
Committee Members:

Chris Brown
 Shirley Blomfield
 Richard Leat
 Diana Amies
 Richard Bysouth
 Sarah Tricks

chrisbrown@rayshill.com
chambersgreen@btconnect.com
leatrj@yahoo.co.uk
diamies@gmail.com
richard1.bysouth@gmail.com
sarah.tricks@googlemail.com

01494  758890
01494  758314
01494  758784
01296 482526
01442 825879
01494  758985

Address for correspondence:  Rays Hill Farm, Rays Hill, Braziers End, Chesham, HP5 2UJ
    email:    localhistorygroup@cholesbury.com Website: www.cholesbury.com

To receive email reminders, include your email address on the membership renewal form.
Newsletters and articles are available on the LHG website
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