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THE TENSIONS, THE 
FRIENDSHIPS, THE 
PETTY ANNOYANCES, 
THE GRANDIOSE 
ARISTOCRATIC 
OWNERS AND THEIR 
GENTLEMEN LAND 
AGENTS OFFER US 
A PICTURE OF AN 
OLDER SOCIETY 
WHICH WAS STILL 
FIRMLY IN PLACE IN 
LAXTON WHEN THE 
FIRST WORLD WAR 
BROKE OUT IN 1914
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FOREWORD 

BY PROFESSOR JOHN BECKETT, 
UNIVERSITY OF NOTTINGHAM

The three additional ‘Snapshot in Time’ booklets 
are a welcome addition to the history of the village. 
Each of them in its own way provides an interesting 
story of life in the village in the first two decades of 
the twentieth century. Life in the village, as described 
in the first of the three, is as we might expect: difficult 
people, nice people, babies, marriages, burials, and 
the daily round of life, particularly when it came to the 
farmers and their field work. 

The tensions, the friendships, the petty 
annoyances, the grandiose  aristocratic owners (who 
generally kept themselves to themselves at Thoresby 
Hall) and their gentlemen land agents (who frequently 
visited the village to let the tenant farmers know 
exactly where they stood) offer us a picture of an 
older society which was still firmly in place in Laxton 
when the First World War broke out in 1914. 

It was a hierarchical society, with the vicar, living 
in one of the largest houses in the village, keeping a 
careful eye on the local people, their families, friends, 
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6 A Snapshot In Time | Village Folk

alliances, and fallings out. The 
church, as we learn in the 
second of the three booklets, 
was the most important 
individual building in the 
community, built of stone in the 
13th century and largely rebuilt 
using much of the old stone in 
1860. 

But other buildings were 
part of the fabric of village life, 
among them the farmhouses 
strung out along the main street, 
the village shop, the post office, 
the nonconformist chapel 
and, of course, the Dovecote 
Inn. Not much disturbed the 

community, at least before the war, which had far 
more animals than modern Laxton, and was a much 
quieter place – not that it is particularly noisy today 
– in the days when horses rather than tractors were 
the main motive power across the community, and 
people walked rather than speeding (often literally) 
through the village in cars, vans, and occasionally 
motor bikes. 

Life was full of variety, as the third booklet showed, 
although some variety, particularly when it came to ill 
health, was less welcome than other. Everyone knew their 
place, or at least they knew where they were expected 
to be in the social hierarchy. The vicar wrote letters on 
embossed note paper, while the tenants scribbled away 
on whatever quality they could find, sometimes sending 
anonymous messages to their landlord for fear of what 
the Thoresby Estate might do if it knew who the writer 
was. Telephones were still virtually unknown but the 
post was collected and delivered regularly throughout 
each day. Ploughing competitions were frequent events. 

THE CHURCH, AS 
WE LEARN IN THE 
SECOND OF THE 
THREE BOOKLETS, 
WAS THE MOST 
IMPORTANT 
INDIVIDUAL 
BUILDING IN THE 
COMMUNITY
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Occasionally the village had to cope with poor 
behaviour, but special constables were in post for 
the duration of the war, two of whom received long 
service awards subsequently. Finally, Laxton did its 
bit for the war, including taking in a Belgian refugee 
family, and of course the farmers had to do as they 
were told by the War Agricultural Committee. 

Life was not idyllic: mysterious illnesses with no 
NHS, and the poverty of some local families, ensured 
that it was tough, but few English villages have been 
documented as thoroughly as Laxton, and these three 
booklets, added to the originals, paint an unusually 
detailed picture of a remarkable village over the first 
two decades of the twentieth century. 

All the researchers and writers were local 
volunteers, mostly with little experience of historical 
research, and it is a measure of their commitment 
and, dare I say it, previously hidden talent that Laxton 
has been so carefully and accurately detailed via the 
three new booklets to add to the four originals.

FEW ENGLISH VILLAGES HAVE 
BEEN DOCUMENTED AS 
THOROUGHLY AS LAXTON, AND 
THESE BOOKLETS, PAINT AN 
UNUSUALLY DETAILED PICTURE 
OF A REMARKABLE VILLAGE
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PREFACE
Members of Laxton History Group set out to 

research a ‘snapshot’ of the village during the period 
1900 – 1920. The project, funded by the Heritage 
Lottery Fund, involved the writing of four booklets, 
each looking at a different aspect of life in Laxton at 
that time. The booklets were published in June 2016.

We found ourselves, however, in the unusual 
position of completing the aims of the project with 
funding to spare. We had moreover uncovered a 
tremendous amount of information which had still to 
be shared with a wider audience. An extension to the 
duration of our project has enabled us to write three 
more booklets which will further examine life in the 
village and its relationship with the Thoresby Estate 
at the turn of the twentieth century. 

The booklets are a collaborative effort by Group 
members. They examine the lives of villagers and 
share some of their stories, shedding light on the 
times in which they lived and the difficulties they 
faced. The letters between the tenants and the Estate 
are the major source of the stories. 
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For the most part the tenants corresponded with 

the Estate out of need or necessity, so the letters 
reveal very little by way of good news, but they 
certainly paint a vivid picture of a very different age 
which was not so very long ago. 

We owe a debt of gratitude to the trustees of 
the Manvers Estate for their foresight in depositing 
their collected Estate papers at the University of 
Nottingham and so providing us with such a wonderful 
resource from which to learn.
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THE VICAR AND THE 
SCHOOLMASTER 
WERE WELL 
RESPECTED MEMBERS 
OF THE COMMUNITY, 
AS WELL AS BEING 
THE MOST LITERATE 
PEOPLE IN THE 
VILLAGE, THEY ALSO 
LED VILLAGE SOCIAL 
LIFE, ORGANISED 
VILLAGE ACTIVITIES 
AND MANAGED 
SPECIAL EVENTS
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THE VILLAGE 
HIERARCHY

Whilst the death of Queen Victoria at the beginning 
of the twentieth century and the accession of Edward 
VII to the throne heralded the beginning of change 
in society as a whole, England was still bound by 
rigid class divisions and in their correspondence 
with the Thoresby Estate the folk of Laxton, reflected 
this. Their own places in the village hierarchy and 
their perception of the status of others are clearly 
demonstrated, as are the economic circumstances in 
which they found themselves and their relationships 
with other members of the village.

Members of the Manvers family still visited the 
village on occasion and their agents, Mr. Wordsworth, 
Mr Argles and Mr Spink, who managed the Estate 
on behalf of Lord Manvers, were frequent visitors to 
Laxton, and played an active part in the running of the 
village and the management of the farms.  

The vicar and the schoolmaster were well 
respected members of the community, as well as 
being the most literate people in the village, they 
also led village social life, organised village activities 
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and managed special events. 
The tenant farmers, provided 
they were hard working and 
managed their farms well, had 
the opportunity to earn enough 
money to live very comfortably. 

The blacksmith, miller and 
wheelwright were also in the 
middle tier of village society, 
as were the shopkeepers and 
publican. Indeed in Laxton it 
was usual for the craftsmen 
and businessmen to also farm 
the strips in the Open Fields 
which were attached to their 
properties.

At the bottom of the village 
hierarchy were the poor farm 
labourers who were amongst 

the poorest paid people in Britain at the time.
In “Life at Laxton, the Memories of Edith Hickson” 

she says:

“In fact some of the natives were not too 
badly off whilst others, the farm workers, 
the poor or the poverty stricken were often 
what they were of their own volition.” 

This not only shows that some villagers were 
reasonably affluent, but it also reflects the attitude 
of society to the poor at that time. In the following 
collection of accounts, all taken from the letters 
sent and received by the tenants and the Thoresby 
Estate managers, these same attitudes show through 
and the hierarchical society of the time provides the 
framework for the tone of both letters and responses.   

Pictured

Life at Laxton
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When reading the letters it would be easy to 
believe that the villagers were in constant conflict 
with each other and with the Estate and that life may 
have been quite miserable in Laxton at the time, but 
fortunately other resources paint a different picture. 
Edith Hickson and Frank Moody, who also wrote 
about his memories of the time, both say that Lord 
Manvers was well respected and regarded as a 
village benefactor. They both mention happy social 
occasions in the village and the festivities and fairs 
which took place. 

Members of the Manvers family frequently 
attended these special occasions and Lady Manvers 
took a special interest in the school. Newspaper 
articles from the time also confirm this. This side of 
village life is dealt with in “The Village Schoolmaster” 
and in “Living in Laxton”, other booklets in this series.

Now through their letters and in their own words 
we can, in the following accounts, examine some part 
of their lives in Laxton. 

IT WOULD BE EASY TO BELIEVE 
THAT THE VILLAGERS WERE IN 
CONSTANT CONFLICT WITH 
EACH OTHER AND THAT LIFE MAY 
HAVE BEEN QUITE MISERABLE IN 
LAXTON, BUT OTHER RESOURCES 
PAINT A DIFFERENT PICTURE
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QUEENIE SAMPSON
Charlotte Mary Sampson, known as ‘Queenie’, 

lived at Holme View Farm, next door to Blacksmith’s 
Cottage. Living in Stockport and in her 70s, she wrote 
to her former neighbour Mrs Kathleen Grundy on 8th 
Feb 1998, shortly before Mrs Grundy died. It was for 
this reason that Mrs Grundy’s daughter, Rosemary 
Crothers, kept the letter.

‘One of my sewing projects, and I’ve been at it for 
a couple of years or more is a sort of embroidered 
picture map of Laxton. It is rather large – about 6 
feet long and 2½ feet wide. I’ve done the fields and 
roads and footpaths and Hall Grounds, the church, 
the schools and all the houses as I remember them 
with everybody’s name by the house. Now I am 
struggling to put cows and sheep in the fields and do 
wagons and carts and farm implements round and 
about. My inspiration was the Bayeux Tapestry which 
John and I went to see, on one of our holidays in 
France. It’s not a tapestry at all. It’s all embroidered.

So I thought, I can do something like that. But 
I think I’ve bitten off nearly more than I can 
chew. Perhaps it will get finished one day.’
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The work to which Queenie refers depicts her 
recollection of Laxton c1925 and is currently owned 
by her niece Mrs Karen Rutherford of Tuxford who 
very kindly allowed Laxton History Group to borrow it 
and photograph it in detail. 

Queenie has taken a little geographic licence 
with the layout to fit Main Street onto her fabric, 
but the detail she recalled so long after living here 
is astonishing. One of her favourite pastimes, we are 
told, was swinging on her rope swing in a walnut tree 
at Holme View Farm. Look closely and you can see 
a little blonde girl of about 10 years of age happily 
swinging.

There are many tiny details which must be clearly 
remembered. We can see a hay stack on fire, bee 
hives, geese and the cricket pitch on its original site 
behind Bar Farm. There are some inaccuracies with 
people appearing who had not yet been born and 
evidence that Queenie was much more familiar with 
the top end of the village than the bottom, but it was 
a monumental retirement undertaking - and she very 
nearly finished it!

We have used small sections of her work to 
illustrate our history of Laxton.

Pictured

Queenie Sampson’s 
Embroidery of Laxton,  
c1925 (complete work)
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THE NAME OF THE 
PROPERTY OCCUPIED 
BY THE BENNETTS 
HAS CAUSED SOME 
CONFUSION, WHICH 
WE BELIEVE WE 
HAVE RESOLVED 
FROM FAMILY 
PHOTOGRAPHS
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THE BENNETT 
FAMILY

GEORGE BENNETT

In 1911 there were three families of Bennetts 
living in Laxton. George Bennett, who we are 
concerned with here, was born in Marnham in 1825, 
and at the time of the 1841 census was an apprentice 
wheelwright in Tuxford living with the Bowman family. 
The head of that household was John Bowman (70), a 
master wheelwright. Thanks to Elaine Jenkins, great 
granddaughter of George Bennett, we know that his 
marriage to Selina Hopkinson of North Collingham 
took place at East Retford, where the date is noted 
as in the 4th quarter of 1850. They first appear on 
the Laxton census in 1861, where George (36) is 
described as a wheelwright living with his wife, Selina 
(30) and their children, Mary (7), a scholar, and Sarah 
(3). At this stage son George was recorded as 3 
months old.  

By 1871 George was no longer described as a 
wheelwright, but as a Farmer and Maltster. They had six 
children, Mary (1853), Sarah (1858), George (1860/1), 
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Fanny  (1864), Annie E (1866) and William  (1868/9). 
We shall hear more of this William later. They also 
had two servants – Ruth Harvey, a general domestic 
servant aged 17 and George Rushby, a man servant 
from Askham.

John Beckett’s ‘A History of Laxton’ sheds light 
on how the family came to Laxton. He discusses a 
rent rise in the 1860s, which had been contested, 
most notably by a John Keyworth. He was the son 
of Richard and Elizabeth neé Lee, whose father was 
at Westwood Farm. Keyworth had come to Laxton in 
1798 for the marriage and very soon took the tenancy 
of Town End Farm. He subsequently acquired a 
second tenancy, referred to as Bottom Farm, which 
came with a malt kiln and was presumably where 
George plied his trade as Maltster.

John Keyworth protested the rent rise, threatening 
to quit both his tenancies, but was persuaded to go 
to Thoresby in December 1862 for negotiations with 
his ‘nephew’ George Bennett. Beckett says:

‘Bennett (36) was a wheelwright, and the illegitimate 
son of Keyworth’s wife Frances. It was agreed 

Pictured

Step Farm, right, 
opposite horse outside 
the old malt kiln
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that Keyworth would keep the 135 acre Town End 
Farm … and Bennett would become the tenant of 
the 96 acre Bottom Farm.’ They maintained a joint 
interest in the malt kiln – a brick building which 
survives today.  George Bennett was probably the 
last actual maltster, dropping that occupation after 
the 1871 census. The 1895 Kelly’s entry is ‘Bennett 
Geo. farmer, Bottom Ho. [House] Frm. [Farm]’

The name of the property occupied by the 
Bennetts has caused some confusion, which we 
believe we have resolved from family photographs 
and Mary Haigh’s work for ‘Open Field Farming in 
Laxton’, which drew on information contained in 
the 1911 census and Inland Revenue Survey data in 
1910.  

Brian Easton, a descendant of the Moody family, 
sent us a photograph of the present Bottom Farm 
captioned ‘The farm at Laxton occupied by Mr G 
Moody (farmer) and built by his eldest son Frederick 
William Moody in the year 1887.’   

Pictured

Bottom Farm builder 
information
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It is clear from this image and from a contemporary 
Bennett family image of Step Farm that the latter was 
the one referred to by the Bennett family. The malt 
kiln, which both Keyworth and Bennett had the use 
of, stands directly opposite Step Farm.

It is unclear whether the modern Bottom Farm was 
built on a site of ruins, or was simply made habitable 
by Frederick Moody, but a house certainly appears 
on that site in the 1635 Mark Pierce map.

 Prior to him building the present house called 
Bottom Farm it is possible that Step Farm was the 
last farm at the bottom of Main Street and was 
consequently called Bottom House Farm. 

Pictured

Bennett Family 
at Step Farm
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ANN LEE BENNETT

George Bennett’s wife, Selina, died in 1872, and 
he remarried in 1878 to Ann Lee, born in 1841 and 15 
years his junior. The 1881 census shows the changed 
family with older children George (20), Annie (14) 
and William (12) from George’s first marriage living 
with him and Ann plus their children Samuel (5) and 
Eliza (2). There was also a single servant at this time. 
Robert Lee was not yet born although as his date of 
birth was (1881–1941) he would have arrived soon 
after the census. 

It appears their eldest son was born before the 
marriage. 

We pick up the story of George and Ann again in 
1900 when George, who was 75, was the tenant at 
Step Farm. He was then an established figure in the 
village with responsible positions. He was Foreman 
of Mill Field and was listed as a Manager of Laxton 
Parish School when it was transferred to the Board of 
Education shortly before his death. 

His family living with him at that time was recorded 
as Ann (61), Robert (19) and Eliza (22). Older daughter 
Emma (24) was apparently living opposite at the 
original property on the site of what we know as New 
House Farm, working as a housekeeper/domestic for 
James Patrick (59), a farmer who had been born in 
Wakefield.

George died suddenly in mid-1903. His widow 
Ann took the sole tenancy from Lady Day 1904 at the 
age of 64. Robert and Eliza continued to live with her 
and both appear to have continued to work the farm 
and dairy. Mr Wordsworth asked his mother to see 
that ‘Bob’ would be about when he called to see what 
could be done about the cow house. 

Ann Bennett outlived George only briefly. The 
Parish Almanack for 1909 shows she was buried in 
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Laxton churchyard on 28th September 1908. 
Robert wrote on 9th October to inform Mr 

Wordsworth of his mother’s death and asking to see 
him. On 30th November by Mr Wordsworth, had 
returned from a trip away and called to see Robert.

ROBERT LEE BENNETT

That meeting clearly concluded with a decision 
that the tenancy should pass to Robert, and it was 
suggested he might travel with his neighbour Sam 
Bartle as both had to attend the Estate Office to sign 
agreements.

Robert made reference to having a dairy business 
when, in on 9th October 1909, he wrote to Thoresby:

‘I began yesterday to send my milk to Nottingham 
and the milk wants cooling before it can go on rails. 
At present I am taking it to Mr Fisher’s of Sutton to be 
cooled. This is a distance of 5 miles and it is a long 
way for me to go to have it cooled. What I want is a 

Pictured

Stand for milk churns
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little place building at the end of the cow shed and a 
pipe to run the water from the pump to it, and then it 
would save me 20 miles a day with cooling it myself. 
And as I have no material and no bricklayer I should 
be very pleased if you would build me one. It will only 
be a small job and I will do what I can towards it.’

When Bennett later left the farm, the ‘milk house’ 
was raised as an issue. Mr Harpham, the Estate 
Valuer, noted that the drain had been damaged when 
this building was erected and questioned Bennett’s 
account that Mr Wordsworth had given permission 
for it. As no further mention appears, we can assume 
he confirmed he had put the work in hand.

During Robert’s early tenancy, while Eliza lived 
with him she was courting a man named Arthur 
Johnson from Sheffield. He was a master wheelwright 
and the family belief is that he may have known John 
Bowman from Tuxford, with whom Eliza’s father 
George, worked as a wheelwright in his youth. 

It seems Arthur came to Laxton and possibly 
worked here with Eliza’s father who was described as 
working as a wheelwright in 1861. 

An envelope written the year after George died 
and addressed to ‘Mr A Johnson, c/o Mrs G Bennett, 
Laxton, Newark’ bearing the post mark December 
24th 1904 still survives. 

Elaine Jenkins, Eliza’s granddaughter, has a letter 
from Arthur dated 21st October 1903 which makes it 
clear the two were in love. 

Another letter addressed to him in Laxton 
describes him as ‘c/o Bottom Farm’. As explained 
above, this is the name given then to what is now 
called Step Farm.

After Ann’s death Arthur Johnson had returned 
to live in Sheffield. Elaine Jenkins remembers her 
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father recounting how the family business, ‘Smith 
& Johnson’ was established by Arthur with George 
Smith, who had married Robert and Eliza’s sister 
Emma Bennett, 2 years Eliza’s senior. 

They moved to Netherthorpe, close to where Smith 
& Johnson was subsequently located. He put money 
into establishing the business, but the relationship 
soon became very strained and in an acrimonious 
fall out Arthur had to raise the money to buy George 
Smith out. This was devastating for him financially. 
Eliza alluded to his problems in a letter dated Feb. 
22nd 1909:

‘Glad to hear that you have done well this week. Got 
your only lost customer back again. Will make a little 
difference to you.’ As she urged him to ‘cheer up’

Robert Lee Bennett disapproved of the marriage. 
It is understandable that in the light of Arthur’s 
financial difficulties, and no doubt hearing about 

Pictured

Postcard dated 
24 Dec 1904

LHG-History Book [Stories 1-Village Folk]-Inner.indd   24 29/12/2016   19:12










































































































































































































































