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JJ. Bagley, The Earls of Derby, 1485-1985. London, Sidgwick 
and Jackson, 1985, xi + 257 pp. £15.00,

There are many reasons to welcome the publication of JJ. 
Bagley's most recent book other than that it coincides with 
the five hundreth anniversary of the elevation of the 
Stanleys to the earldom of Derby. Here is a book that is 
written by the greatest living historian of Lancashire, and so 
it is good to have available in print at least some of Mr. 
Bagley's unrivalled knowledge of the history of the Stanleys 
earls of Derby, who have played such a major role in the 
history of the county. The aim of the book is (in Mr. 
Bagley's words) to 'offer ... a chronological account of each 
earl's career, together with a description of his personality 
and where possible his lifestyle'. This aim is carried out 
almost to the full. Ironically the least successful of his 
pen-portraits are the two most recent earls of Derby, who 
are perhaps too near in time to be treated objectively as 
well-rounded personalities. Mr. Bagley is more successful in 
bringing alive, despite the limitations of the evidence, the 
previous sixteen occupiers of the earldom. Readers of the 
book will have their own favourite pen-portrait. Mine (in 
chronological order) are the first earl, who survived the 
changing regimes of the late fifteenth century with 
consummate political skill; the seventh earl who failed to 
survive the mid-seventeenth-century crisis of the English 
Revolution and who, as a result, lost his head; the thirteenth 
earl, the patron of Edward Lear and a man whose scientific 
interest in zoology contrasts with the commercial aspects of 
the subject that attract the present incumbent of Knowsley 
Hall; and the fourteenth earl, who became Prime Minister 
of Britain and founded one of the major political dynasties 
of late nineteenth and twentieth-century England. The book
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is not directly concerned with broad historical problems like 
that of assessing the changing role and status of the peerage 
in British society between the late fifteenth and late 
twentieth centuries, which is a subject that is again 
becoming academically fashionable after a decade or so of 
neglect. But when Mr. Bagley says that his book is 'designed 
for arm-chair reading rather than for desk study' he is being 
too modest. There is much in this book for the academic as 
well as for the general reader. For example, Mr. Bagley's use 
of ballad literature of the early sixteenth century to 
illustrate Stanley history is compulsive reading, and his 
discussion of the connection between William Shakespeare 
and Ferdinando fifth earl of Derby is a significant 
contribution to Shakespearian scholarship. The main value 
of the book, however, is to fill a major gap in the histori 
ography of Lancashire, which earlier books on the Stanleys 
written in the mid-nineteenth century failed to do. Readers 
of the Transactions can be assured that there is now a clear, 
readable and entertaining history of the earls of Derby from 
1485 to the present day that ought to satisfy all those 
interested in the history of Lancashire. 
Birkbeck College Barry Coward

Jeremy Lake, The Great Fire of Nantwich. Nantwich, Shiva 
Publishing, 1983, 179 pp. £6.95.

Fire was a constant threat to the pre-modern, timber-built 
town. The London Fire of 1666 is the most famous of 
conflagrations but many towns suffered widespread devas 
tation at some time in their histories before the adoption of 
brick, and more efficient methods of fire-fighting, reduced 
the hazard to manageable proportions. Nantwich was 
among those which suffered. In 1583 a fire destroyed most 
of the town east of the River Weaver, consuming about 150 
buildings and killing three people. It was an event about 
which we know a little, through two short eye-witness 
accounts. Much more complete is the picture of the 
strenuous efforts made to rebuild the town afterwards. John 
Maisterson organized a major campaign to raise money by 
charitable donation from other parts of England. Queen 
Elizabeth set an example by granting £1,000 for the relief of 
the town, and letters patent were issued allowing the town, 
in effect, to campaign for donations from elsewhere. Some 
£2,700 was raised to assist landlords and tenants in 
rebuilding their property, though the major part of the cost
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was born by individual owners. And within a few years 
Nantwich was rebuilt.

It is this basic story, reminiscent but on a smaller scale 
than London in 1666, that Peter Lake tells, and he does it 
ably. For this book is not only a study of the fire and 
recovery but is also a perceptive account of the economy, 
society and physical character of a late-Elizabethan town 
which based its prosperity on salt, agriculture and as a 
staging post on the main road from London to Chester and 
Ireland. The first three chapters analyse the economy, 
population growth and society of a modest-sized town of 
some 1,800 people which was yet the second town of the 
county. The town elite, the gentry families of Mainwarings 
Maistersons, Minshulls and Wilbrahams, their acquisition 
of property, their marriage alliances, and their enmities, are 
particularly well elucidated. Chapters 5 and 6 deal with the 
Fire and the rebuilding effort. And a final chapter describes 
the rebuilt Nantwich, with a description of materials used 
(still predominantly timber frame and infill), glazing, the 
provision of chimneys and furnishings.

The author was trained as an historian and archaeologist 
and the skills of each show. For a work of local history the 
book is unusually well set into the context of knowledge 
about pre-modern towns. He draws upon documentary 
sources and adds three appendices, including a collection of 
inventories, which are both relevant and interesting. And he 
provides a considerable number of clear house plans and 
plates to illustrate the rebuilding of the town. Though 
modest in scope the work is an exemplary local study and 
should be of interest to an audience outside as well as within 
the town.

University of Liverpool Mike Power

Brian Harris, Cheshire and its Rulers. Cheshire Libraries and 
Museums, 1984, vi + 38 pp. £1.95.

The rulers paraded before us by the editor of the Victoria 
County History of Cheshire range from Hugh of Avranches, 
given the earldom by William the Conqueror some time 
before 1077, to the 35 Conservatives, 28 Labour and 7 
Liberal councillors (and a single independent) elected by 
the people of the county in 1981. It was a good idea to distill 
the contents of volume II of the Cheshire VCH (published in 
1979) in this attractive booklet, for 'Administrative History'



154 Reviews

is a necessary framework for other sorts of history and itself 
not so dry a topic as it sounds. Its political liveliness is 
shown by the continuing argument about metropolitan 
counties, to one of which Cheshire surrendered the district 
of Wirral in 1974. Areas of social history entered through an 
understanding of the administrative apparatus include 
crime, the different social worlds of jurymen and j.p.s, and 
of course the poor - or their treatment. What seems left out 
by the VCH approach is economic history: nothing here 
about the salt trade, 1C I or Unilever. The illustrations show 
the limits of interest: the earl's seal in the fifteenth century 
and the arms of the county council in 1938, Chester castle 
as the headquarters of the County Palatine, lists of grand 
jurymen, magistrates and constables, successive county 
halls (inside and out) and some clear maps of the county's 
changing administrative divisions. The booklet is dedicated 
to Brian Redwood, to whom the VCH and every other local 
history organization in Cheshire owes an enormous debt.

Unversity of Liverpool Alan Harding

Nick Alldridge, ed., The Hearth Tax: Problems and Possibilities. 
Published by the School of Humanities and Community 
Education, Humberside College of Higher Education, for 
the Conference of Teachers in Regional and Local History 
in Tertiary Education (CORAL), Hull 1984. 105 + vi pp. £4.

The five papers in this spiral bound volume are some of 
those given to a CORAL conference on the Hearth Tax in 
1983. John Beckett places the tax in the context of the fiscal 
uncertainty of Restoration England, and shows how the 
imposition, administration and levying of the tax made it 
unpopular, and contributed to the complexity and potential 
unreliability of its records. On the whole the private farmers 
of the tax were no more and no less efficient than the state 
collectors. Next come two papers of dismal import which 
deal with misinterpretation of the tax records. Tom Arkell 
has a useful list of pitfalls which historians have fallen into, 
especially concerning exemption from the tax. He also 
comments on the work of one of the accepted authorities on 
the hearth tax, the late C.A.F. Meekings. Incidentally 
neither Arkell, nor Beckett with his fiscal leanings, 
comments upon Meekings' notes on tax payment published 
by the List and Index Society. Arkell feels that comparison



Reviews 155

of different hearth tax lists for a locality is the most reliable 
measure of their errors and omissions, and the way forward 
for their scholarly use. He provides sample output from a 
computer program, not described in detail, which facilitates 
such work. We need also to follow-up Meekings' suspicion 
that records of the farmers of the tax are at least as 
comprehensive as state records, and check in local gov 
ernment and family archives for such papers, which never 
found their way to the government's archives (Meekings, 
V.C.H. Cambridgeshire, IV, p.272; cf. infra, p. 46 for two 
examples). Certainly such local archives in Westmorland 
have produced valuable information for that county, and 
some useful copies of government documents too.

Chris Husbands' dismal view of previous hearth tax 
scholarship centres on the study of poverty. Enquiries using 
the hearth tax are doomed to failure, he argues, because not 
all inhabitants were recorded, with perhaps 40% missing. 
Furthermore he questions whether exemption from the tax 
depended on poverty, claiming that tenants who were not 
necessarily poor were often exempted because they were 
tenants. Clearly the hearth tax cannot be used as an 
absolute measure of poverty, but I wonder if Husbands has 
yet destroyed it as an indicator of wealth and poverty. His 
thoughts on the study of poverty are stimulating and 
constructive, although he advises us not to use the hearth 
tax to pursue them.

In brave contrast after Tom Arkell's and Chris Husbands' 
concern with the problems of the tax records, Deborah 
Hibberd and the editor, Nick Alldridge, demonstrate how 
hearth tax records can be used. Both are concerned to place 
the individuals named in the tax records in their 
communities, and also to recognise and differentiate social 
strata within communities; both combine the hearth tax 
with other sources to achieve their aims.

Deborah Hibberd uses two returns for York in 1671 and 
1672 which she considered reliable but not infallible. 
Combined with parish registers, freemen rolls, and poor 
relief papers these establish patterns of wealth distribution 
and relate wealth and poverty to overcrowding in houses. (Is 
the equation of one room with one hearth a good basis for 
this exercise (p.69)?) Some of her results might have been 
anticipated by the theorists, but the value of her work is that 
she elaborates the work of the theorists. Thus there were 
concentrations of rich and poor in York as one would 
expect, but they existed in linear strips across the city, and
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not in a concentric pattern with the poor at the 
circumference. Particularly interesting is her combination 
of evidence of wealth with family reconstitution work to 
establish differing fertility patterns for wealthy 'dealers' and 
less wealthy 'craftsmen'.

Nick Alldridge limits himself to showing how the social 
fabric of Chester may be reconstructed, using inter alia 
hearth tax and other Restoration tax records. Readers of 
this journal interested in Chester may learn more from the 
Urban History Year Book for 1983 (Leicester University Press). 
His concern with the physical remains of Chester and its 
buildings is a useful corrective to those who think history 
should concentrate only on documents. One assumption on 
which his methodology rests worried me, namely (p.86) that 
an increase in urban population without new house building 
and a growth of the urban area must have led to the 
sub-division of housing. No doubt it may have done, but the 
increasing population could also have been accommodated 
in new or converted cottages, easily erected and demo 
lished, on the backsides of burgage plots. Alldridge does not 
list such residential property on the ample backsides of his 
Chester burgages (p.90), but there is documentary evidence 
of their presence in other towns. Perhaps Chester or his 
sample area of the city was different.

With these papers and others this must have been, as 
Alldridge reports, an interesting and stimulating 
conference. He has put together a well balanced collection 
of essays discussing the dangers and problems of one 
source, and showing how, with care and good fortune, they 
can be overcome. There is no index, and the tables are 
separated from the text to which they relate, but this 
volume is good value.

University of Manchester C.B. Phillips

W.B. Stephens, Adult Education and Society in an Industrial 
Town: Warrington, 1800-1900. University of Exeter, 1980, vii 
158 pp. no price.

This book is based on an MA thesis on Education in 
Warrington, presented to the University of Exeter in 1959. 
Much material has been added and the whole has been 
rewritten 'in the context of contemporary issues and inter 
est in social and educational history'. Warrington seems 
blessed with an unusually full collection of minute books



Reviews 157

from scientific and educational institutions. Much of that 
material is nicely presented here and from time to time it is 
mobilised in discussion based on recent historical writing. 
Yet there generally remains a notable distance between 
evidence and argument: the ordering of the primary 
material is rather arbitrary; the arguments are not pursued 
sufficiently to structure the work.

After an introductory chapter on the social and economic 
history of Warrington, Stephens describes the various sci 
entific and cultural societies set up by and for the middle- 
classes; significantly the sub-heading here is 'middle-class 
self-education'. The next two chapters cover the Mechanics' 
Institution and introduce the School of Art; the finances of 
these two bodies are discussed in the penultimate chapter. 
The final chapter then describes the expansion of the School 
of Art into the Technical Institution. The main discussion 
points are (i) the success or failure of the Mechanics' 
Institute, (ii) the relation of scientific and technical educa 
tion to elementary education, (iii) the impact on voluntary 
institutions of local government initiatives e.g. the Public 
Library, and (iv) the shift to central government funding 
e.g. the School of Art by the Department of Science and Art.

This arrangement allows the author to bring his own 
examples to these etablished debates, but it hinders the 
reader's attempts to regain the 'feel' of the institutions or 
their roles in the local community. I found myself going 
from chapter to chapter trying to fit together the pieces of 
the Mechanics' Institute, trying to work out just what made 
it tick and what stopped it ticking; the information had not 
been put together because the institution had been accepted 
as one of a widespread type; the questions put were those 
asked by others about the type, and they did not take us far 
into the Warrington context.

Let me give a few examples. The Mechanics' Institute 
was set up in 1825; its key middle-class supporters had been 
involved in the Warrington Institution for the Cultivation of 
Sciences, Literature and the Arts (1811-P1814), the 
Botanical Society (P1807-?), and were to be involved in the 
Natural History Society (1838-?! 862) and the Phrenological 
Society (1837-1946). But because these societies were 
supposed to be for middle-class self-education and because 
it is supposed that the primary raison d'etre of the Mechanics' 
Institute was working-class education, we have to hunt 
across two chapters to ask ourselves whether and how the 
Mechanics' Institution may have fulfilled for its middle-
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class supporters many of the same functions as were 
fulfilled at other times by their scientific societies. There is 
no sense of a middle-class group (or groups) 'working' a 
series of cultural institutions, and, partly because the 'social 
and economic background' is in a third chapter, it is hard to 
discover how economic or generational changes may have 
restructured 'middle-class culture'.

The author's emphasis on 'history of education' has 
hidden as much as it elucidates, partly because the insti 
tutions he describes were, by his own account, often only 
marginally educational. Not for fourteen years or so after its 
foundation did the Warrington Mechanics Institute sponsor 
lectures; it was originally and chiefly a library and news 
room; the vast majority of the books borrowed were 'novels, 
romances, poetry, etc.' It looks as if the trickle of science 
lectures and classes between 1839 and 1845 had spilled over 
from the burst of middle-class interest which produced the 
Phrenological and Natural History Societies. After 1845, 
instruction was mostly in elementary subjects, but even this 
proved difficult to maintain in the 1850s as elementary 
education became available elsewhere and the Public 
Library offered an alternative means of borrowing books.

But the Mechanics' Institute was about classes in more 
than one sense: Stephens' account of the 1850s reveals the 
appropriation of part of the Institution by a debating club 
run by young members of the middle-class. Were those 
future civic leaders simply finding a space left empty by 
workers who had lost interest? Or do we see here the 
weakening of class antagonisms to the point where young 
business men and professionals no longer needed to set an 
example to workers; where they no longer needed to be 
'ordinary members' as the younger Rylands brothers had 
been in 1839; where they could shut themselves off from the 
working class to discuss its amelioration?

The second major institution described is the School of 
Art; that, on most counts, was a succeses. Though few 
workers had wanted to learn science, and those who did 
broke the chemistry apparatus, lots of people wanted to 
learn to draw. The Government was ready to subsidise 
courses in arts, and the skills could be used in industry. Just 
how much the average student benefitted from his courses, 
we do not know, but several Warrington students attained 
national fame in 'fine art', among them the Academician 
Luke Fildes. The different fates of 'arts'ext seems to merit 
further study.
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There is plenty more in this well-documented book which 
could be discussed further. It will undoubtedly be useful to 
people trying to understand science, education and culture 
in other towns. They will find here a repertoire of questions 
and sources, as well as a worked-out example. But histori 
ans of single towns ought to go beyond 'institutional history 
plus context'. They should reconstruct institutions, formal 
and informal, as components of changing communities. By 
that standard, there is much work still to be done on 
Warrington.

University of Manchester Institute John Pickstone 
of Science and Technology

A. King, Huyton and Roby: A History of Two Townships. Met 
ropolitan Borough of Knowsley Libraries Division, 1984. 
76pp. £3.95 + 34p. Packing & postage from Central Library, 
Derby Road, Huyton, Merseyside, L36 9UJ.

It is a pleasure to see such a well presented and attractive 
local product. The information is clearly laid out and 
interspersed with useful illustrative material - some 
photographs of original manuscripts, line drawings, a 
conjectural map of 17th-century Huyton, other 19th- and 
20th-century maps, and intriguing photographs including, 
for example, the internment camp and the last tram.

The illustrative material, however, is used judiciously to 
add to a very informative text. The first two chapters of the 
book deal with the available sources for the earliest known 
settlements in the Huyton and Roby areas and their growth 
to medieval villages. Later chapters are devoted to the 
conflict of 17th-century recusant and puritan opinion, to the 
prosperity of a predominantly agrarian community, and to 
the impact of turnpike road and railway. During much of the 
19th century Huyton and Roby flourished as rural retreats 
until 20th-century industry and urban growth changed the 
scene. All of these developments are clearly explained with 
an abundance of local detail which fortunately is not 
allowed to obscure a wider context. Although recent 
material is so much more readily availably the author avoids 
overwhelming his account with the last two centuries. Each 
of the seven chapters is well referenced to both secondary 
and primary sources, and a comprehensive bibliography is 
provided - both welcome, albeit somewhat rare, features in 
local work of this type.
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Alan King, a local man, worked on this book whilst 
employed in the Knowsley Library service. He is now Local 
and Naval History Librarian in Portsmouth but he has left a 
work of considerable interest not only to those who know the 
immediate area.

Liverpool Institute of Higher Education Janet Hollinshead


