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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




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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alliances, and fallings out. The

THE CHURCH, AS 20 58 o e bookets
WE LEARN lN THE was the most importan’;
SECOND OF THE — C0ot e one e
TH REE BOOKLETS, 13th centu;y and largely rebuilt
WAS THE MOST using much of the old stone in

1860.

lMPORTANT But other buildings were
lNDlVlDUAL part of the fabric of village life,

among them the farmhouses
BU”.DING lN THE strung out along the main street,
COMMUN lTY 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.
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FEW ENGLISH VILLAGES HAVE
BEEN DOCUMENTED AS
THOROUGHLY AS LAXTON, AND
THESE BOOKLETS, PAINT AN
UNUSUALLY DETAILED PICTURE
OF A REMARKABLE VILLAGE

Occasionally the village had to cope with poor
behaviour, but special constables were in post for the
duration of the war and both received long service
awards subsequently. Finally, Laxton did its bit for the
war, including taking in a Belgium 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 | 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.
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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 MODERN AGE
HAS BECOME SO
USED TO ELECTRONIC
COMMUNICATION,
TELEPHONE AND
ALL FORMS OF
MEDIA THAT A TIME
WHEN ALL OF THIS
WAS UNHEARD

OF IS HARD FOR
THOSE WHO HAVE
NOT EXPERIENCED
IT TO IMAGINE




LETTERS &
CORRESPONDENCE

THE LETTERS REVEAL THE VALUES
AND ATTITUDES OF THE DAY

What very soon became apparent as we read the
Manvers’ correspondence was that the very pages
we were reading were themselves part of the story.
They revealed a very different time. The modern age
has become so used to electronic communication,
telephone and all forms of media that a time when all
of this was unheard of is hard for those who have not
experienced it to imagine.

The incoming correspondence files — letters from
the tenants, businesses, people looking for work or
accommodation, other landed Estates etc. - sadly
only begin in 1906. Those from earlier in our period of
interest and for over fifty years before that were not
deposited into the collection. The incoming letters we
studied are all original documents.

Communication at the turn of the century relied
very heavily on the written word. The Estate wrote to
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Pictured the tenants and they wrote to the Estate. Exchanges
A telegram form of correspondence took place very quickly. It was the

Ma 2C 17-459

norm to write by return if at all possible and if this
didn’t happen, the reply would include an apology
and the reason. When John Dewick was asked to
say if the proposed date for the 1919 Court Leet was
satisfactory, he answered the following day, adding ‘/
did not get home from work until our Post had gone’.

Mr Argles was incensed when a messenger failed
to deliver a message he had written to Revd. Collinson
promptly, writing:

‘... Owing to the stupidity of a messenger, | find
that a letter which | wrote to you on Saturday
morning was not delivered at Laxton the same
day, and the same messenger neglected to post
it till Monday evening. | much regret this.’
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If a reply was seen to be urgent even return of
post was not thought sufficient and a telegram might
be sent.

Revd. and Mrs Collinson’s letters were on paper
embossed with the address ‘Laxton Vicarage, Nr.
Newark’. For most of our period, they used a heavy
cream embossed paper which might have been
purchased from a commercial stationer or could
be achieved with a hand operated personalised
die press. By 1916 their paper was printed. Mrs
Collinson’s in particular was a distinctive hand with
long tall, spidery letters, the words widely spaced -
typically only four words to a line - and very few lines
to the page. It is obvious that she had no concern for
the amount of paper used.

This contrasts sharply with many of the letters
from tenants. There is no pattern to the paper or the

N wA
(v en -

Pictured

Rhoda Collinson’s
handwriting
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colour used. Many of the sheets are very small by
modern standards - approximately 15 x 10cm when
folded.

Tenants used the paper sparingly and wrote in
ink. After a short time studying the letters we became
familiar with the writing of individuals - be it they
or their scribe who actually put pen to paper. John
Frow’s hand was particularly distinctive. He wrote a
lot of letters from Copthorne Farm, Moorhouse early
in the 1900s.

A few letters were sent anonymously airing some
grievance or other - but they might as well have been
signed. If our researchers recognised the writing after
a few months, it is certain the office staff who saw it
over a period of years would have easily identified the
writers.

The content was short and to the point except
where, very occasionally, a tenant was giving vent
to strong feelings. In such cases the long letter was
normally followed swiftly by another full of contrition. A
tenant who had engaged in an exchange of letters with
Mr Argles about the rent of their property compared
to neighbours had taken a bullish stance initially. This
was retracted entirely when Argles responded quite
sharply, saying the couple should come to the office.
A long letter contained several abject apologies and
the explanation:

‘| realise now that | have gone a bit too far and

I’m very sorry, but as times are [in 1920] you will
understand we have got to make a fight for it
sometimes not exactly with you but with other
businesses as well. It takes us all our time to make
ends meet sometimes. ... Your letter this morning has
bothered me a lot and | ask you as a special favour

to look over my mistake and say no more about it.’
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Argles was apparently mollified as he annotated Pictured

the letter in pencil: ‘Please reply — very pleased to let Typical letter from a

thIS ma tter drop ,. tenant (Ma 2C 10-58 A)
The smallest sheets were used on both sides

much as we would now. Slightly larger sheets were

folded through the middle and written like a booklet.

If this proved insufficient, rather than using a second

sheet, the additional content would be squeezed into

the margins. From this we inferred that paper was not

a commodity to be wasted.
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Pictured

Headed notepaper
Ma 2C 17-602

TELEGRAMS FOR LONDON OFFCE ENCINE LONGO™

HATIORAL TELERRORE WY 84S HOLRGRN LONDOS

> . .’5- v . — £
/RON| WORKS “
Q%moéorwggﬁ.mm
"’HNL'I'

gr' on
NOLAN, auucus

4 Dalrary Rove BoussY

September 29th, 1909.
. Herbert D. Argles, Esq,
Estates Office,

Thoresbv Pari. ] =

WHAT HEADED STATIONERY,
ADDRESSES AND PHONE NUMBERS
REVEAL ABOUT THE TIME?

Some companies wrotetothe Estate onelaborately
designed headed paper - some so elaborate that
there was very little room left for the actual message.

Evidence of the times also appears in what was
not on the commercially produced page - telephone
numbers, fax or email contacts.

In 1900 even a land line telephone was not
commonly used. In 1911 the Collinsons’ embossed
papers simply said ‘Telegrams Laxton, Tuxford’, and
in 1916 after they adopted printed paper, the header
said ‘Telegrams and Station, Tuxford’.
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I
For the most part the factual content of commercial Pictured

and official letterheads was limited to an address and John Howitt &

Sons letterhead

the sender’s name. In 1908 the Inland Revenue’s Ma 2 C-9-258-1

Surveyor of Taxes in Retford wrote on paper printed
with a crest and the address ‘Coronation Chambers,
Retford’, with no other contact information.

An exception was one from John Howitt & Sons
from 1906.

This elaborate letternead was full of information,
gave the address of the offices and showrooms in
Stodman Street, Newark as well as the works, and
the telephone number ‘No.8’. Another decorative
headed paper was used by James Hole & Co. Ltd.
of Castle Brewery, Newark, who quoted the ‘National
Telephone No.7".

A number of enquiries relating to family history
were received by the Estate and one, quoting simply
‘Herald’s College, London, E.C.’ bore the telephone
number ‘1686 Central’.
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I
Pictured The outgoing correspondence from the Estate
The first typed letter relating to 1900 - 1920 which we studied was on the
from Thoresby . .
Ma 2C 164 545 thinnest of paper, barely more than tissue. Fortunately

these were all in the Manvers Collection and to ensure
we covered our whole period we looked from the end
of 1899 to the end of 1922. These were copies of the
originals which had been sent to the recipient and at
the start of the period they were individually written.
Later there were carbon copies of typed letters. All
were bound into year books, usually two letters per
page, with an index of correspondents; approximately
1000 sheets per book. Individual letters were marked
in these books in wax pencil with numbers which
relate to the chain of correspondence.

It might have helped if the originals, which we
were not able to view, had also been on such thin
paper since in August 1910 the Estate received a
reprimand from the Post Office, which itself had only
a simple embossed crest, saying:
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Mr. W. MFTRRILLS,

Th T PO NG

20th Octower 1915. NEWARF .

I am wanting some Beans, will you kindly send me a sample, if

you rave threshed. PFailing this, perhaps you wil. kindly make it

known in the village.

‘I am requested to inform you that your private
letter bag (weighing 41b 4720z.) exceeds the weight
allowance to be carried by a Cycling Postman and
I shall therefore be glad if you will kindly provide

a bag weighing not more than 2% pounds.’

Some things never change and the letter has
a footnote drawing Mr Wordsworth’s attention to
Paragraph 2, page 46 of the current P.O. Guides.

In 1910 typed correspondence from the Estate
began to appear. The first we recorded addressed to
Laxton was to Mr S G Bartle, dated 7th November
1910.

This letter is a carbon copy. We have no way of
telling if typed letters might have been copied by hand
for the files, but it seems likely that, as carbon paper
existed before the invention and standardisation of
the typewriter, it would have been adopted to produce
copies very quickly.

Very few of the tenants were able to produce
typewritten letters throughout our study period and
only a minimal number are typed. The first we noted
was from Mr William Merrills on 20th October 1915.

Later examples were recorded from Samuel
Whitworth, John Dewick and Sidney Johnson, though

Me Ac 3Z(ZSQ

Pictured

The first typed
letter from Laxton
Ma 2C 32 256
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IF NORMAL

METHODS SEEMED

INADEQUATE,
THE METHOD

FOR IDENTIFYING

THE PROPERTY

COULD BE QUITE

IMAGINATIVE

we have no way of knowing
whether they asked someone
with a typewriter to produce
the letter for them.

The Estate gave what we
would recognise today as
a postal address: ‘Estates
Office, Thoresby Park, Ollerton,
Newark’. Mr Wordsworth, when
he gave his home address,
wrote it simply as ‘Whitemoor,
Ollerton’. Invariably the tenants
would refer to their address
as ‘Laxton’ when writing to
the Estate. Doubtless then

as now the delivery agent, be that postal service or
messenger, would have known where everyone lived.
Indeed the property was identified by the name of the
tenant to the extent that this was how properties were
identified during the tenancy transfer process e.g. “...
the house formerly in the occupation of Old Mr Rose’.

Occasionally if this method seemed inadequate,
the method for identifying the property could be quite
imaginative. Indeed on one occasion while writing
to Mrs Alice Moody - wife of the mole catcher who
lived at what is now known as Kneesall Cottage - her
address is written as ‘next Mr Cocking, Laxton’.

Addresses were shown in a more random manner
than today. In some cases senders would place their
name above their address, e.g. ‘R Clarke, Farmer,
Laxton’. On a memo from the Estate the addressee
might be identified in just the same way. Writers
would sometimes put the addressee at the end of the
letter, sometimes above the content and sometimes
the addressee must have been only on the envelope
as there appears to be neither name nor address on
the letter itself. Only a few were undated.

20
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WHAT THE WRITING STYLE
REVEALS ABOUT THE TIME

The style of correspondence was much more
formal than today. The usual form from the tenants
was simply to begin ‘Sir’, while the Estate would often
address them as ‘Dear Sir’ or ‘Dear Madam’. Memo
style communications from the Estate Office usually
had nothing before the message began.

The Agents wrote to the vicar in slightly more
personal terms and the tone of their content implied
they were well acquainted. Despite this, first names
never appeared. It was the
norm to begin ‘Dear Collinson’

or ‘Dear Argles’. It was a HOWEVER CLOSE

surprise to find Mr Wordsworth

addressing the recently retired THE RELAT[ONSH]P,
Revd. Martin as ‘My Dear MR WORDSWORTH

Martin’ and signing off ‘Ever

yours’. However close the NEVER WROTE
relationship, Mr Wordsworth HlS FlRST NAME

never wrote his first name and
always signed himself R W
Wordsworth.

He allowed himself moments of humour. In
April 1905 he was making preparations for the
reorganisation of the East (Little) Field and Revd.
Collinson had sent him a report of a meeting of
tenants, which he found ‘more satisfactory than
I could have hoped for’. Remarking on a comment
made he added:

‘It is really too amusing to think of old Tom Bennett
having something to say - he has only two acres

in the field scattered in six different places - but
then he is of course one of the very old order.’
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When writing to Revd. Collinson in October 1913
responding to a comment about pigstyes. It is easy to
imagine him smiling as he wrote:

‘With regard to the Pig styes for new cottages,
your letter was the first intimation that | had
received that we were not going to provide any,
but | find I am generally the last person to know
what | propose building for Lord Manvers!’

In 1907 he wrote to William Merrills, following up
on a promise to pay rent in two weeks which had long

MR ARGLES GIVES
THE IMPRESSION

OF BEING A
VERY FORMAL
INDIVIDUAL
AND SELDOM

ALLOWED HIMSELF

ANY FREEDOM
TO SHOW
FAMILIARITY
OR HUMOUR

passed, asking when he could
expect the balance of that half
years rent. He added: ‘Laxton
fortnights are rather long ones!’
He was not given to adopting
a jocular tone when writing to
most of the tenants.

Merrills, a Parish Councillor
and Foreman of West Field,
must have been viewed
somewhat  differently.  The
Newark Advertiser for 6th
October 1914 reported that
he hosted 150 people on his
lawn on the Monday following
the sermons for an anniversary
celebration at the Primitive
Methodist Chapel. Merrills
was also the recipient when
Mr Wordsworth wrote that he
hoped to call with the plan of

what the Estate hoped to do at his house, concluding:
‘but | fancy that if your wife and daughters are at home
that will be sufficient!’

22
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Mr Argles gives the impression of being a very
formal individual and seldom allowed himself any
freedom to show familiarity or humour, although he
demonstrated compassion for animals as we shall see
later in this volume. It was therefore very surprising
to come across a letter from him beginning ‘My Dear
Cecil’. The explanation was in the concluding words,
‘Your affectionate brother’ although he still signed
himself ‘Hubert Argles’.

The concluding words could be telling. While the
Estate invariably concluded ‘Yours sincerely’, ‘Yours
faithfully’ or occasionally ‘Yours ftruly’, these were
deferential times when the
tenants knew their place. They

frequently ended a letter with THEY FREQUENT LY
an apology for writing at all or

saying they hoped not to have EN DED A LETTER
given offence or trouble by doing WlTH AN

so; sign-offs such as: ‘I remain

your humble (or obedient) AP OLOGY FOR
servant’ appeared frequently as WRlTlNG AT ALL

did ‘Yours obediently’, ‘Yours
respectfully’ and ‘Your obedient
servant’.

A rare example of a tenant signing off in a less
than deferential manner was noted in an exchange,
reported elsewhere in “Laxton Stories Volume 1 -
Laxton Folk” where Sam Whitworth, challenging the
dismissal of his son, Charles, signed: ‘Awaiting your
reply. | remain Yours etc.’

A simple ‘Yours’ appeared occasionally between
vicar and Estate, often in apparent haste, an example
being Revd. Collinson’s letters about Miss Pinder’s
troubles.

Mr Willis, the schoolmaster, occupied the middle
ground as both one of the more literate and respected
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members of the community, consulted on various
matters by the Estate, and also a tenant. When
replying to an enquiry or in his capacity as Secretary
to the Parish Council or PCC, he would begin ‘Dear
Sir’ and would sign ‘Yours faithfully’. When engaged

WHEN ENGAGED

IN A TENSE
DIALOGUE
WITH MR
WORDSWORTH
ABOUT

ALTERATIONS TO

HIS TENANTED

HOME HE BEGAN

‘DEAR SIR” AS
USUAL, BUT
SIGNED “YOURS
OBEDIENTLY".

in a tense dialogue with Mr
Wordsworth about alterations
to his tenanted home he began
‘Dear Sir’ as usual, but signed
‘Yours obediently’. When he
finally admitted defeat, he used
the same expressions but also
added ‘Again apologising for
causing so much trouble’.

A particularly vivid example
of how much the tenants
wanted to avoid offence to
their landlord at all costs was
noted in November 1908
when George E Pye wrote to
Mr Wordsworth from Eakring
Field Farm regarding a meeting
held to progress plans for a
Ploughing Match for the Estate
tenants in a group of parishes
including Laxton. This had
apparently been arranged in
haste for fear of frost setting in
and neither Lord Manvers nor

Mr Wordsworth had been consulted. Pye is at pains
to explain that such an event had been thought likely
to ‘cause those in our employ to take greater interest

in their work’.

He expressed regret that, though they had visited
Thoresby, they had not seen Wordsworth, although
they anticipated he would have supported their idea.

24
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The report noted that Lord Manvers would be asked
to be President and Wordsworth Vice President.

The conclusion of this long letter sought to avoid
censure for taking the initiative and read:

‘We were all activated by the best and purest of
motives. Anything in shape of discourtesy either
towards Lord Manvers or yourself never entered any of
our minds. We do sincerely trust that this explanation
will put the matter right. As tenants we don’t wish to
do anything that would incur your displeasure or that
of Lord Manvers and next year if you wish the Society
to be continued it shall be drafted according to your
instructions. | am dear Sir your respectful tenant’

WHAT CORRESPONDENCE
ABOUT PLOUGHING AND PUPPIES
REVEALS ABOUT THE TIME

Ploughing matches seemed to generate
correspondence of this type and they were also
central to the only letter we identified to have been
written by a farm worker rather than a tenant. On 11th
July 1914 Frank Marshall wrote to Mr Argles at length
from Westwood Farm referring to his thoughts for the
Estate Ploughing Match meeting the following week:

‘I am writing to you as a ploughman to ask if
you couldn’t form some more classes.’

He explained at length why he thought this should
happen, endorsing Pye’s point about improving
standards saying ‘What | want is to get more
experience’ with a view to progressing to All-England
standard.

A Snapshot In Time | Laxton History Group
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In familiar style he ended: ‘Hoping | have done
nothing wrong ... | am Sir yours etc. Frank Marshall’.

Covering himself in case the matter is raised
with his employer, Mr Marrison and caused him any
problems, he added the post script: ‘1 can assure
you Mr Marrison knows nothing about this letter. | am
myself writing because I love this job.’

He would have been relieved as well as pleased to
receive a reply from Mr Argles by return addressed to
him c/o Mr Marrison saying:

‘Il am very glad you wrote to me, and | am always
pleased to receive any suggestions from ploughmen
or farmers with a view to improving the Thoresby
Ploughing Matches. Your letter shall have my
careful consideration, and if it can be arranged

to have a special class for all prize winners of last
year | think it would be a great improvement.’

Ploughing matches were very popular in these

Pictured times and had become traditions, which continue to
1923 cup for tenants’ the current day. They are reported at greater length in
Plovghing Vatch ‘Living in Laxton’ (p89-93). Current villagers still own

trophies won there with pride.

Thoresby held two events
each year divided by the nature
of the land and referred to as
the sand lands - nearer Ollerton
- and the clay lands of which
Laxton was a part.

The great village event in
Laxton during 1910 was the
Ploughing Match at Mr Merrills’
Farm on 10th November and
attended by Lord Manvers. It
was the only event mentioned
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in the 1911 Parish Almanack,
following after the death of King
Edward and was declared ‘a
great success in every way’.

Another tradition of
standing which has
returned to Laxton is puppy
walking. Press reports and
trophies from around the period
of our ‘snapshot’ have been
preserved, showing Laxton
people to have been actively
involved then.

Farmers in the Vvillage
regularly took puppies from the
Rufford Hunt whose kennels
were at Wellow, adjacent to
Jordan Castle Farm,
across the fields from Laxton
Common. They have now moved
to Barnby Moor, near Retford.

long
recently

not far

THE GREAT
VILLAGE EVENT
IN LAXTON

DURING 1910 WAS

THE PLOUGHING

MATCH AT

MR MERRILL'S
FARM ON I0TH
NOVEMBER,
ATTENDED BY
LORD MANVERS

One pup which had been walked in Laxton
before going to begin his career with the hunt clearly
preferred Laxton. He regularly escaped and came
‘home’. He was coupled to another dog to keep him
in but it seemed he had the greater influence and
somehow, to everyone’s amazement, they jumped
out over a fence together and turned up, still tied

together, here in Laxton!

Since 2010 Faye Wilson, granddaughter of Colin
and Dorothy Cree, has been walking hound puppies
for the Grove & Rufford Hunt. It is good to have a
first-hand view of a practice which appears to have
changed little in a century. She described what is

involved in her own words:
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