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Survival of houses

Project: The survival rates of houses of different status
Helen Hofton    September 2007

1. Introduction
1.1 Objectives

The original objective of the research was to answer the question: “Do higher status houses survive the longest?” The idea of this question came from Bob Machin’s work on the durability of rural housing.
 The plan was to base the study on a detailed examination of the 17th century housing stock in the village of Pirton, Hertfordshire.

Higher status housing stock is generally considered to be most likely to survive for the longest period. But surviving houses of a particular period in a given area may not be representative of the buildings that existed when they were built. Often it is the larger structures associated with a small social elite which have survived to the present. The houses of the lower social groups rarely survive.  It was hoped that the records of Pirton would provide a unique opportunity to test this theory using a set of 29 houses known to have been built in 1663. They belonged to ‘new cottagers’ and did not have common rights. These were likely to belong to lower strata of society in the village The plan was to examine the documentary, map and physical evidence to try and establish the ‘status’ of those houses when they were built, and then to try and determine how many of them still survive -- or when they disappeared. Survival rates could then be related to status.

This essay explains why the research objectives became very difficult to achieve. While some general conclusions could be drawn from the research, it was not possible to complete the project as planned. 

The main learning points and benefits from the exercise were: (a) that a process for tracing houses was developed, and (b) that the histories of more than 20 houses were established and recorded for the first time.
1.2 Pirton –location, size and population

The parish of Pirton, covering 2,261 acres, lies on low ground in the northwest of Hertfordshire on the edge of the Bedfordshire plain. It was an open village whose agriculture has traditionally been arable farming on the heavy soil. The village with all its farms lies in the middle of the parish surrounded, up until enclosure in 1818, by open fields.  In 1603, according to ecclesiastical returns,
 the population was 146 adults over the age of 16.  The size of the village almost doubled in 1663 when 29 new cottages were built. This is one of the contributing factors to the increased recorded population to 231 adults in 1676. 
  The first census of 1801 indicates that this number had by then increased to 481 people.  
2. Sources to be used

In order to examine – and answer – the question, seven major sources of information were studied. All of these were used in the process of tracing houses from 1663 forwards.

The first source was maps. The earliest map of the village of Pirton at a scale large enough to show houses is the 2 inch 1766 Dury and Andrews, but this appeared to be inaccurate in its details when compared with later maps. It was therefore of limited use for locating houses. The next available maps were Ordnance Surveyors’ Drawings 1801. However, the road layouts on these maps seemed to be inaccurate and again were not comparable with later maps. They were nevertheless useful. The third map was the pre-enclosure plan of 1810; this is the first plan on which houses, owners, and acreages are noted. The most appropriate map was the enclosure plan of 1818, which also identified houses, owners and acreages and correlated well with the 25 inch Ordnance Survey map of 1880. From that date forward, all the relevant Ordnance Survey maps were used in the research.

Map 1. Enclosure plan 1818
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The other six sources and their reliability are shown in the table below.

Table 1: Sources other than maps
	Source
	Pros
	Cons

	Hearth Tax 1663
	Only list of householders for that year.

Number of hearths when used with inventories can be used to give an indication status and wealth.
	Exemptions aren’t given and therefore an incomplete list of householders.

Only one list and part of another survive and therefore changes cannot be noted.

	Listed building register (from 1969 onwards)
	Experts have dated surviving buildings based on architectural features.


	These datings are sometimes inaccurate in the light of more recent information and only give centuries and not specific dates.

	Wills (these apply to the 17th and 18th centuries)
	Property owner’s status is usually given.

Occasionally, general area of location of the property is given.

Inventories are particularly useful as they give number of rooms and wealth of owner – this allows status of the house to be deduced.

Give line of inheritance.
	The wills of only approximately 25% of the population survive.

Descriptions of property are not always consistent making identification difficult.

Often houses were passed on before death.

	Manor Court Rentals
	Owners are identified.

Rents tend to stay constant over a 200 year period and this helps with tracing.
	Only rentals for 2 manors survive

It is rarely indicated whether the rental applies to property or land, or both.

Sometimes, all an owner’s properties are ‘bundled’ under one entry.

Sub tenants are not identified.

	Manor Court Rolls / Books (the dates for the Court Books are 17th, 18th and 19th century)
	Books record all changes of ownership of copy hold properties.

The names of tenants are often recorded.

Properties are often identifiable, because the type and size of the land attached is also noted.
	Freehold properties are not recorded.

The village is associated with four manors. This makes tracing more difficult, the records for one manor were inaccessible to the researcher and one is incomplete.

Records before 1740 are in latin and legal “jargon” can often obscure what is happening

	Land Tax 1753-1830
	Owners and tenants are given from 1780
	Type of property is not given until 1826

	Deeds
	Recitals of previous owners with dates are usually given
	Very few available to the researcher

	Land sales [19th century]
	Fairly accurate location given

Description of house with accurate details of land
	Most tenure was freehold or leasehold by this period and earlier tenure is not recorded.


3. Planned and actual methodologies
At the start of the project, the planned methodology was to take the 26 houses built in 1663 and to trace them forward to the 1818 enclosure map. The status of each of the houses based on the status of its owner or tenant was to be established by examining subsequent wills and inventories.

However, the methodology changed once the research got underway. Because the court books started in the 1680s, and the previous court rolls were incomplete, it was decided to trace all the houses recorded in 1818 ‘backwards’ to 1663. One advantage of this approach was that the 1818 information provided a location for the house, while the 1663 information only gave the name of the owner. However, this added greatly to the work as there were 79 houses in 1818, and all the existing houses had to be researched before it was possible to distinguish the ‘new cottagers’ setting up their households in 1663. Another problem arose with the study of wills as there was often more than one person with the same name alive at the same time. It was not possible just to trace the houses on the listed buildings register, as the houses of lower status were arguably the most likely to have been demolished.

4. Issues that arose from the research
4.1 Incompatible sources
A very basic problem was identified right at the beginning of the research. The inventory of houses in 1663 used as the initial starting point for the study came from two sources: one source was the hearth tax for that year listing the names of the 56 householders in the village, the other was based on two manorial court books listing the names of the 60 ‘old’ and ‘new’ cottagers. There were two problems. Both related to the number of houses in the village in 1663. 

Table 2: Villagers named in the 1663 Hearth Tax and the manor court book

	Name
	1663 Hearth tax

	1663 Manor Court Document

	John Hamond
	constable                                 6
	old cottager

	Michaell Ansell
	constable                                 2
	old cottager

	Thomas White esq
	11
	old cottager

	James Hanscombe
	6
	old cottager

	Bennit Collison
	6
	old cottager

	Thomas Vaux
	6
	old cottager

	Mrs Roberds
	5
	old cottager

	Robert Collison
	5
	old cottager

	John Field 
	5
	old cottager

	Robert Hamond
	4
	old cottager

	Thomas Empey
	4
	old cottager

	Widdow Sam
	4
	old cottager

	Matthew Driver
	4
	old cottager

	Michaell Hamond
	3
	old cottager

	Thomas Ansell
	3
	old cottager

	John Camkin
	3
	old cottager

	Widdow Sex
	3
	old cottager

	Thomas Gregory
	3
	old cottager

	Nicholas Sex sen
	3
	old cottager

	John Farmer
	3
	old cottager

	Francis Martin
	3
	old cottager

	William Sam
	2
	old cottager

	Christopher Farmer
	2
	old cottager

	Thomas Farmer sen
	2
	old cottager

	Joseph Ansell
	2
	old cottager

	Widdow Man sen
	2
	old cottager

	Michaell Sam
	1
	old cottager

	William Meager
	1
	old cottager

	William Carter
	1
	old cottager

	Edward Ansell
	1
	old cottager

	Richard Stringer sen
	no
	new cottager

	John Ferrian
	no
	new cottager

	Edward Catlyn
	no
	new cottager

	Thomas Campkin
	no
	new cottager

	John Underwood
	no
	new cottager

	Thomas Martin
	no
	new cottager

	William Clarke
	no
	new cottager

	Mr Nicholas Auncell
	no
	new cottager

	Robert Browne
	no
	new cottager

	Richard Warner
	no
	new cottager

	John Kellow
	no
	new cottager

	Francis Ansell 
	1662 Widdow Underwood  1
	new cottager

	Richard Stringer
	1662 only                           1
	new cottager

	Elizabeth Camkin
	1662 James Bush              2
	new cottager

	Thomas Farmer jun
	2
	new cottager

	Michaell Turner sen
	2
	new cottager

	James Man
	2
	new cottager

	Robert Ansell
	1
	new cottager

	Thomas Turner sen
	1
	new cottager

	Thomas Turner jun
	1
	new cottager

	Michaell Turner jun
	1
	new cottager

	George Man
	1
	new cottager

	James King
	1
	new cottager

	Francis Betts
	1
	new cottager

	John Man
	1
	new cottager

	Francis Primet
	1
	new cottager

	Thomas Carter
	1
	new cottager

	Richard Dunham
	1
	new cottager

	Thomas Ollison
	1
	new cottager

	Richard Stones Esq
	7
	

	Moses Harwood
	3
	

	John Searle
	2
	

	Richard Camkin
	1
	

	Nicholas Sex jun
	1
	

	George Kello
	1
	

	Widdow Man jun
	1
	


In the hearth tax record, some householders would have been exempt from paying and were not on the list -- and therefore it was realized that the number of houses was likely to be higher than implied. As a record of the number of houses at that time, the hearth tax list may itself be incomplete. Furthermore, the hearth tax was supposed to apply to householders who paid rents of over two shillings per year. 
 The court books show that many of the people that were actually included in the hearth tax records were paying rents of less than one shilling. This issue could not be resolved, even through extensive background reading. The hearth tax showed seven more householders than in the cottagers list, one of whom, Moses Harwood kept the village inn. A related difficulty was that more than one household could live in one house.

The number of houses taken from the manorial court books was also subject to a difficulty of interpretation. Two court books record that in the year 1663 there were 31 ‘old’ cottagers and 29 ‘new’ cottagers, for a total of 60. As this was recorded in two of the main manors, it was initially assumed that the total of 60 cottagers applied to the total for the whole village, not just one manor. This assumption was in fact supported by reference to the Compton Index, which also suggested that there should be between 50 and 60 houses in the village (see Table 2). However, there was a possibility that the total for the village was the sum of those listed in the two manors (that is 120). The working assumption, however, was that the total was the 31 ‘old’ and 29 ‘new.’ 

Table 3: Number of houses in Pirton
	Date
	Houses
	Households
	men
	Source
	Surviving listed buildings 

	15c
	
	
	
	
	3

	1563
	
	42
	
	Religious Survey


	16c
	
	
	
	
	15

	1603
	
	52
	
	Religious Survey

	1663
	56
	
	
	Hearth Tax

	

	1663
	61
	
	
	Byelaws
	

	1676
	
	82
	
	Religious Survey

	17c
	
	
	
	
	17

	1700
	
	88
	
	Religious Survey

	1758
	
	
	63
	Militia List
	

	1790
	
	86
	
	Religious Survey

	18c
	
	
	
	
	3

	1801
	
	94
	
	Census
	

	1818
	79
	
	
	Enclosure Award
	

	1841
	
	175
	
	Census
	


Another difficulty arose from the definition of ‘cottager.’ It was unclear whether such a person was an owner or an occupier. There are seven householders who are not cottagers and eleven new cottagers that do not have hearths. Are cottagers people who own property, but do not necessarily live in the village? For example, in the case of the village inn, which was owned by Thomas Ashton who lived in the next village, neither the owner nor the tenant Moses Harwood appears on the manorial list.  This was a difficulty that could not be entirely resolved. The working assumption was that, as more names did appear on both lists, the cottagers were both owners and householders who lived in the village. 
Manorial records tend to focus on owners giving secondary information on occupiers; however owners often owned more than one cottage and -- as the wills show -- in more than one manor. The position was extremely complex.

4.2 Location of houses
Until 1947 formal addresses were not used to locate a property. The court books record a house “near the house of Thomas Sex” or “abutting on the Kings Highway.” If the house of Thomas Sex could be located, it was then possible to locate other houses in relation to that one house. Occasionally locations are given within an area: for example, Green End, Cotmore End, or God Green End -- but in many cases these names are not currently recognizable. Nevertheless, although names such as Bridge End, Chipping Green, or Church End are no longer in use, it was possible to identify a general area within the village. The three manor houses were not identified.

4.3 Tenure of property

There were three types of tenure: freehold, copyhold, and leasehold. At enclosure, seventy two houses were termed old enclosure and this appears to cover all tenure except freehold. Seven of the houses were freehold; nine belonged to the Lord of the manor; seven were copyhold, and three others leasehold. In tracing houses heavy reliance was placed on both the manorial court books which were indexed by owner, and rentals. As most of the business of the court was dealing with the sale of small strips of land [the parish’s two and a half thousand acres was divided into half acre strips] this searching was very time consuming. Other issues:

· It was not possible to trace any freehold property in the court books as sale of freehold property was not recorded, but it was occasionally alluded to i.e. “next to the freehold messuage of Mary Carrington.” 

· Freehold or copyhold was only indicated in the early rentals before 1628 so were not relevant to the study.

· There was no record of leasehold property and the occupiers.

· Property which belonged to the Lord of the manor never had a change in ownership and therefore there is no record of those houses or tenants -- there were nine of these at enclosure.

· Property which reverted to the Lord because new owners did not come to be admitted was “lost.” It is not clear whether or not the tenure changed to leasehold at more favourable rents to the Lord.

· At enclosure, only seven houses were identified as copyhold, but many more than these were recorded as exchanging hands in the court at that time.

4.4 Identification of individuals
· It was common practice in Stuart times to name eldest sons after the father. This aspect, when taken together with a more limited range of names than used today, means that the accurate identification of one individual was difficult.
· Having traced the ownership of a house back to 1663 it is difficult to make the link between the name of the owner and the will which indicates status. The information in individual wills would have to be researched more closely to establish the inheritance pattern with greater accuracy.

5. Interesting findings and preliminary conclusions
The findings and preliminary conclusions of the research can be considered under the four headings as follows:
5.1 Property
· Manorial holdings are randomly scattered around the village with no geographical division into areas.

· Some houses are held in two manors i.e. the house is in one manor but the “lean to” is in another.

· Many houses had orchards and closes adjoining the property and therefore houses were scattered rather than tightly packed. In the 19th century, these open areas began to be filled in. 

5.2 Buildings

· Most houses were “detached” but some began to be divided into two around the beginning of the 18th century.
· The court details on physical changes to the buildings become much less detailed in the 18th century; extensions or repairs are rarely noted after 1690.

· Descriptions of land exchanges in the open fields are very detailed with abuttals and owners being given even for very small amounts of land.

· Descriptions of houses are rare normally being a messuage, cottage or a tenement but the following is an example of a good description which aids identification…in 1707 John Turner was admitted  “to a parlour & hall & rooms over them being the north east part of a tenement, and a parcell of the yard & backside to the messuage belonging being the south part of yard containing 1 pole in breadth & 6 poles in length, & to the stable & barn at the west end thereof with passage for carts through the gateway.” 

5.3 Status of houses
· It can be seen from the table below that the new cottagers inhabited smaller houses than the old cottagers.

Table 4.Size of property in relation to old and new cottagers

	Number of hearths
	Old cottagers
	New cottagers

	1
	4
	12

	2
	5
	3

	3
	8
	

	4
	3
	

	5
	3
	

	6
	3
	

	11
	1
	

	Unknown
	1
	1


5.4 Patterns of inheritance
Customary tenure -- although it varied from manor to manor -- can be divided into two basic types: customary holders of inheritance and customary holders for life or lives. Land held by customary holders of inheritance descended to an heir whose identity was determined by the custom of the manor. The custom in the three manors covering Pirton appears to be primogeniture unless that was not possible. The customary tenants for lives had an interest in the property for their life or the lives of their wife and one of their children. These were more difficult to distinguish. The following findings arose from the research:
· Property tends to descend to family members even when they do not live in the village.

· Often after admission an owner surrenders to the use of his will. The will is quoted which is useful in identifying family relationships.
· Property usually passes to the wife for life and then to the eldest son.

· If the eldest son is dead, property often passes to the daughter-in-law and grandchildren.

· If the owner only has daughters, the house and land may be divided into two; problems arise when the girls marry after inheriting the property as married names are unknown [and there are two parts of the house to trace].

· If there is no issue the inheritance goes to brothers, sisters, nephews or nieces or wives’ relatives and this brings problems with continuity when searching for a name.

· Sometimes the eldest son is a minor and the house appears to pass to the guardian.

· Occasionally the property is sold and money put in a trust for the children and into an annuity for the wife.

· Very rarely the entail is broken by a “Hugo Hunt or John Doe case”.

6. Continuation of the research
In order to continue the research, the following steps need to be taken:
· Combine manorial documents with the post 1780 Land Tax which give details of both owners and tenants but do not identify between houses and land.

· Combine manorial findings with Land Tax and listed buildings information to produce more accurate identification.

· Link owners to status, using surviving wills.
· Record details of ownership accurately and in detail so that the data can be imported into the village document database (see Table 5 separate document).

· Produce a map of house locations with dates based on the 1818 Enclosure Map.
· Produce a map of houses demolished since 1818 with age and date of demolition.

7. Future Research

All the data that has been found will be available for used in a number of new projects. These could be:
· Researching the accuracy of Hearth Tax against surviving inventories.

· Discovering whether the number of hearths indicates the relative social status of the householder.

· Comparing Hearth Tax returns for open and closed villages.

· Using the location of dated houses to research development of settlement from the planned medieval community around the motte and bailey to the present day.

· Examining the styles and development of houses of different social status.

· Examining the development of detached, semi-detached and terraced housing in the village.
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