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‘Proposed New Rectory, No 1. Landford’, Wiltshire, 24 August 1871. [Wiltshire and Swindon Record Office, DI/11/206. Ecclesiastical Dilapidations Board, Mortgages 1871. Plans for Rebuilding the Parsonage House, Landford. Diocese of Sarum.] Reproduced by kind permission of Wiltshire and Swindon Record Office.
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Foreword
by Christopher Booker



Most of us who live in a house more than a few years old sooner or later become curious about its history. We want to know when it was built and something about those who have lived there before us.


I was very much in that position some years ago when I and my family moved into an old rectory in a Somerset village. Architecturally the house was something of a puzzle, a hotchpotch, looking as though it had been built and rebuilt several times between the 15th and 19th centuries. But how was I to find out just when and why this had happened?


Then, one day, out of the blue, came a letter from Colin and O-lan Style, asking whether, for a very reasonable fee, I would like them to carry out an investigation into the house’s history. I was fascinated and impressed by how much they came up with.


We were particularly fortunate, it turned out, that our house had for centuries belonged to the church, because the details and plans of all those later reconstructions were safely stored away in the diocesan records; and when Colin and O-lan produced their report, there they all were, copied and handsomely presented, with dates, costs and everything.


Most of the questions which had puzzled us were solved. And with them came a sheaf of other papers, such as pages from Kelly’s Directories down the decades, shedding light on those who had lived in our house, the history of the village and those more prominent residents who had lived in nearby properties.


After many years of carrying out such investigations, Colin and O-lan have now decided to pass on some of their expertise in this book, providing anyone who wishes to carry out research into the history of their own home with guidance and clues as to how and where to start looking. It can be a lengthy and time-consuming quest, and of course it is one which never comes to an end, because new fragments of information are always turning up from unexpected places.


Anyone determined to embark on that trail might find this book a very useful starting point. But it can simply be read in its own right as a picture of how different types of building have developed over the centuries, and how our sources of information have inevitably become more comprehensive the closer we come to modern times.


Christopher Booker (1937–2019) was an author and journalist who lived most of his life in the West Country. One of his most recent books was The Seven Basic Plots: Why We Tell Stories.




Preface


Returning from a walk along Devon lanes, back in the 1980s, we stopped on a hill to take a long view of our cottage. It nestled in the valley below, like a cat with its paws tucked under. It looked so smug and inscrutable that we were moved to wonder about its history, which led us to realise that there must be many others who would like to know about their houses, too.


That was the start of a 27-year-long period of being absorbed in researching property in all its forms – cottages, farms, mills, manors, vicarages, inns and houses. The days, months and years flew by. Every project was the same and yet different. We came to know what to expect but still seemed to find something fresh.


A property and its story is not, of course, just an academic abstraction. We all feel the urge to make a chain with the past, and to be identified with the people and events associated with a roof and its four walls. This is whilst recognising that a house has to do with the present, being an investment, not only in terms of money but of one’s life and family, too.


There is also the extended benefit of a house revealing the history of its locality, even though it seems a different exercise from a local history study. After all, the local historian marshalls his facts and figures line abreast, whereas the house historian follows a single abode and its inhabitants down from generation to generation. This longitudinal approach, however, can throw a lot of light on a community and changes within it.


Investigating house histories is definitely catching on, helped by the popular television programmes on the subject. It has the added attraction of being a shared interest. People are easily interested in other peoples’ old properties – unlike genealogy, which fascinates the families concerned but does rather tend to leave outsiders cold.


It raises a fair question. Why did ‘house detecting’ take so long to become popular if it is so personal and interesting, and vital to bonding with the past? For one thing, the last few decades have seen home ownership accelerate. The popularity of making second or retirement homes of old houses and cottages in rural areas has also fuelled the vogue. It means we have a much greater personal stake in it all. Increased prosperity and leisure also contribute. Along with the history of their family, people often earmark researching their house as a first pleasurable task when they retire.


This enthusiasm has been helped along by the archives opening up and becoming ever more user-friendly. For example, someone told us that years ago he wanted to find his family on an old census and he had to order up one ponderous tome at a time. Now, all the censuses are on microfiche or film – and on the internet, which continues effecting its revolution in information access.


For all the wonders of modernity, the right records for an individual property have to be found, studied, and the correct conclusions drawn. It is a task that still cannot be done in a flash. With this in mind, our advice is designed to help people begin to research their house history – and to carry it through. There is nothing more frustrating than starting a history and then having to abandon it with all those intriguing questions unanswered.


We might wish readers a happy conclusion to their researches. On the other hand, since we have found and continue to find it so all so fascinating, perhaps we should say, ‘May your researches never end …’ However the wishes are expressed, we hope this book helps you to find out all you want to know about your property.


It is with deepest sadness I wish to tell you that Colin Style, author and house historian, unexpectedly collapsed and passed away in 2014 while we were on our way to visit the archives.


Colin’s own fascination with research continued to the last. He was a first-rate researcher, most adept at finding the right records to reveal the history of a house and its families. His searches were both wide and deep, always with an eye out for that small nugget of elusive information sometimes discovered in an indirect source. Some of the findings also provided subject matter for the articles he wrote. How he would have relished this opportunity of revising and updating House Histories for Beginners!


House Histories for Beginners meant a great deal to us both, and it is in Colin’s memory I have had the pleasure of revising it for this new edition.
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Introduction


The layout of House Histories for Beginners is designed to guide the researcher through the typical path of a house history. It starts on page one with the first day at the archives, and remains at the elbow to give advice in step with growing progress and familiarisation.


Although a standard research guidance procedure has been put forward, complete uniformity is never possible. Each type of dwelling does have its own record quirks. For example, a former vicarage will differ from a cottage. To cater for this, we have provided chapters for different types of dwellings. It is, therefore, necessary to check the chapter applicable to the house being researched – as well as working through the common methodology.


We certainly recommend that the chapters on the other types of property also be read. This will add much further information, and makes for comparisons with other types of houses.


There may be a wealth of detail about a house in the records – except, crucially, the date it was built. This is a very frequent omission. How to deduce age, when it is not directly recorded, merits its own chapter.


People are part of the house story. Since it is discussed throughout, we do not give a separate chapter to the human element. Records such as censuses, parish registers, churchwardens’ accounts, and overseers of the poor accounts, are vital.


Although it is not strictly to do with researching, a piece has been added about writing up and presenting the results of all that toiling in the archives. (A full house history does, indeed, require a good deal of time and patience.) It provides the final finish to the project, particularly if it is to be shared with family and friends.


A case study has been included to demonstrate how the records can be applied. The story of the house built, and lived in, by the inventor of the Axminster carpet, offers a typical example of the range of records and problems involved in a house history project.


We decided to omit the subject of vernacular architecture. It complements, but is a separate discipline from, archival researches. There is a number of excellent books on the subject, and some are included in ‘A List of Helpful Sources for Beginners’.


The internet continues to evolve apace, and we are experiencing a digital revolution. This is proving very fruitful for the house researcher as digitised images of more and more original documents are becoming easily accessible via the internet. This new edition of House Histories for Beginners has been revised and updated to reflect this significant development. Some of the more valuable websites are included in ‘A List of Helpful Sources for Beginners’.


Useful as the internet is, however, a full property history still needs to be researched in the archives. It is worth remembering that, whereas the archives and libraries hold most of the original records, only a comparatively small proportion of these have as yet been put onto the internet.


Deciphering old records sounds daunting. A great deal of house history research, however, may be done without special expertise in Latin or the old hands. A chapter of basic suggestions on deciphering records is included. One feature that may prove useful concerns how to work out rates. This can be of great assistance in identifying a house and taking it back into the more distant past.


Most of the experience for this book has been obtained working in Devon, Dorset, Somerset, Wiltshire, Cornwall, Hampshire, Bristol and Bath. Further work has been done in London and the Home Counties. The layout and categories of record indexes and catalogues in each county record office tend to be much of a muchness. Local studies libraries, too, tend to be similar. The National Archives, Kew differs from the counties in having its own systems for the national records. We are confident that this house history guide can be used wherever the property is situated.


As is to be expected, there is a West Country flavour to the examples and illustrations employed. They, too, can be adopted as generally applicable.


In summary, we believe that users of this book will want to know about the lives of the owners and occupiers, as well as the ages of and changes to the buildings, and any previous history of the site. This is the total house history in all its aspects. Flesh and blood and bricks and mortar go hand-in-hand to get the best result. Even so, there are no hard and fast rules. However far the researcher goes, we hope House Histories for Beginners will be a helpful companion.




CHAPTER 1


Getting Started


Scope


Before researches commence, one should have a clear idea of what the possibilities are, and how to treat the findings. Any archivist in the county record offices will confirm that one of the most frequently asked questions is, ‘How old is my house?’ This simple query can be hard to answer. A house may have had previous dwellings on the site and incorporate elements and materials from them. A house may also have been virtually rebuilt around a remaining core.


It is as well, then, to bear in mind these considerations, and be prepared to accept a history of changes and alterations. Outlines of evidence can be blurred. There is little enough in black and white. What criterion to adopt for age of house, and whether to continue researching the history of the site for prior dwellings, are questions to decide in advance.


The scope of the researches and how to present the findings are, of course, especially important if one is doing the history for someone else. Here one is trying to empathise with what will be of most interest. A mental note should be made to keep an eye out for the recipient’s favourite material. Some like maps, others title deeds or wills, and so on.


Whether for oneself or someone else, a property history project needs local enquiries before one sets foot in the archives. Professional genealogists rather favour commissions where next to nothing is known of the family to be investigated. Anything and everything discovered then becomes a revelation, with the good chance of a very happy customer at the end of the day. In theory, it might be delightful to compile a house history that is a complete surprise from beginning to end. In practice, however, most properties already have some known history to be noted down. One also needs to enquire if any stories go with a house, in addition to the hard facts. There might be an association with some person or event in the past or, even, a ghost. Not to be ignored, these tales can be preposterous or turn out to be uncannily true.


The briefing should extend to any features of interest and curiosity – perhaps a statue in a garden, a window or an arch that looks vaguely ecclesiastical in style, something odd about a wing, or an old sundial. Such idiosyncracies might help trace the property in the documents. Identifying objects of interest and shedding light on them also makes the history more tangible.


A couple of cautionary comments are added. People tend to be overly optimistic about the amount of information waiting to be gathered. Records, however, can be patchy. Evidence might have to be inferred and deduced from what there is. On the positive side, this makes for a fascinating exercise, made more so when one does make a breakthrough.


The house history researcher will also have to decide how rigorous he or she will be when faced with difficult evidence. Time and again one comes across references that are not crystal clear. It might not be absolutely certain whether the house being investigated is the same as the one referred to in the particular document being studied. A known owner might hold a number of other properties as well – so which house is being referred to in the document? Another common problem is not being sure whether a reference is to the present house or to a previous dwelling on the site. How readily the house researcher is prepared to accept a less than definitive answer is a matter of individual conscience!


Check Title Deeds


An essential first step, naturally enough, is to check the current title deeds. Since the Law of Property Act of 1925, however, the seller of a house need only prove title for the previous 30 years. This has resulted in a great throwing away of redundant old deeds, and radically reduced chances of tracing back more than a few decades.


This does not mean that the current title deeds are not well worth examining – even after the possible slight struggle to retrieve them from a bank or building society. In fact, if the house is still mortgaged, it is unlikely that the original title deeds will be released. The mortgagee, however, should be able to provide photocopies, probably for a fee.


The deeds should be checked for names of previous owners. Details of the property, including any plans, should also be noted – features and dimensions of house and lands, boundaries, easements, rights and so on. Kept at hand to help identify references in the records, they will form part of the completed history.


Of almost as much value as the deeds themselves are the other legal papers bundled up with them. These might concern planning applications, matters like boundary disputes, sales of pieces of land, and so forth. In addition, the conveyancer of a property might have come across other documentation in the preliminary legal search. If not essential to the present title these might be given to the purchaser for interest. It is something to bear in mind when a house is being bought. If the buyer has a mind to make an early start on the history of the new house, he or she might ask the conveyancer to keep an eye out for anything of purely historical interest. With the shift to standardising the registering of properties, the Land Registry Office for the county should also be contacted, as part and parcel of looking out the deeds.


Initial Contacts


With the preliminary local information collected, the next stage is a first trip to the county record office, or to the city archives, and to the county local studies library. Wherever later researches lead, whether to The National Archives, Kew, or to other counties or libraries, the local county record office or city archives will still be home base for the duration of the exercise. It is an environment requiring cultivation.


MAKING PRELIMINARY ENQUIRIES


Prior to one’s first visit, a preliminary telephone call to the record office or archives is advisable. The local library should be able to provide the address and phone number. For internet users, contact details for record repositories in England, Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland, Republic of Ireland, Channel Islands, Isle of Man, and elsewhere may be found in The National Archives Discovery, Find an Archive (see ‘A List of Helpful Sources for Beginners’).


In some counties there is more than one record office, and an initial enquiry at the main office will establish where one needs to go. Some record offices require advance reservations for map space, microfilm and microfiche readers, and search room seats.


Each archives has its own regulations. The use of pens and biros is forbidden. Some archives also forbid the use of rubbers. Bags or any carriers in which documents could be concealed are also not allowed in the reading or search rooms. Lockers are usually provided. Mobile phones should be switched off. Some archives provide gloves which must be worn whilst handling any documents.
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Figure 1 The Search Room, Devon Record Office, Exeter, 2006. Reproduced by kind permission of Devon Record Office.





One may not eat (and this includes sweets and chewing gum) or drink whilst researching, but most record offices have separate facilities for a break. It is a good idea to take a packed lunch.


TOOLS OF THE TRADE


The first requisite is to arrive well-armed with the essential tools of the trade – a good-sized pad of paper, a ruler, a supply of pencils, an A3 folder or wallet, tracing paper, and a magnifying glass. Extra aids are a camera and a laptop computer.


Collecting and keeping the information with report-ready care as one goes saves a great deal of time at the end of the day. After extensive researches, a mass of photocopies and notes will have accumulated. If these are in poor condition and disorganised then preparing the material for a write-up or presentation of the history will be very time-consuming. The A3 carrier is suggested to help keep the material in good condition. Many maps and documents photocopy in A3 and it is preferable to keep them unfolded.


A camera speeds up the collection of records like old maps in colour. With time in the archives rather precious, it helps to take photos, or photocopies where permissible, to study at leisure at home. It is a false economy to transcribe a document to save the cost of photocopying it. Transcriptions might, however, be necessary where photocopying could damage a book or a document. Cameras create no such problem and the various record offices tend to be flexible about their use, particularly when for personal research and not commercial or publication purposes. The copyright rules for a particular record office should be checked on arrival.


It is always a good idea to consult the duty archivist before taking photographs or requesting photocopies. Some material cannot be photocopied, like large documents, maps and plans, bound volumes or stitched membranes, and fragile documents.


Laptop computers are widely used now, of course, and every library or record office caters for them. They have obvious advantages, particularly when the researcher is required to be seated in one position transcribing records like lengthy deeds or parish registers. Laptops can be cumbersome and slow up house history researching, which requires a lot of bobbing around looking at maps, pulling out books of published records, and taking small extracts from rates. If time available in the record office is no object, however, then the house history will look all the better for being recorded straight onto a laptop.


CHECKING-IN


Checking-in to the record offices is invariably quite quick and easy. There are seldom charges or entry fees. Proof of identity will be required, with a recent financial statement or utility bill carrying an address. It is customary for a reader’s ticket to be issued. This will have to be produced on future visits. If it is an Archives Card, it will also be valid for other county record offices participating in the scheme. (Not all do.)


All record offices carry information leaflets on facilities available and the rules for using the archives and handling the records. This literature facilitates the familiarisation process. It means that the researcher need not ask about finding his or her way around, but go straight into the hard information of advice on ordering records.


Identifying the Property


It goes without saying that the property to be researched should be correctly identified on maps at the outset. An old farmhouse or cottage, surrounded by open fields, will be less difficult to find than a house in a line of terraces on a street. Even so, an old farmhouse or cottage can be confused with a lookalike; this happens particularly when properties are unnamed on the map.


MAPS


A series of maps from differing time periods needs to be taken. One also needs to find a map that allows the house to be seen in relation to the lands and other houses surrounding it. These will be obtainable from the county record office or the local studies library. What is needed is a modern map for the last thirty years or so (for which one will probably have to sign a copyright form), as well as those for the later 19th and early 20th centuries. The latter are known as the First Edition and Second Edition Ordnance Surveys. They come in 25-inch scale which is best for seeing the structural details of the property. The Second Edition Ordnance Survey is also produced in 6-inch. A generous A3 size area at this scale will allow the house to be seen in context with its surrounds.


Photocopies of these maps – many of which are available on microfiche – should be taken and kept on file for continual reference and checking.


It would be convenient, at the same time, to collect copies of earlier largescale general maps of the area. A vast number of maps have been produced over the centuries, and what is available varies from county to county, city and borough. The First Ordnance Survey, under the names of William Mudge and Thomas Colby, was produced between 1798 and 1847, and is likely to be obtainable in the local studies library.1 The Ordnance Survey surveyors’ field drawings might also be held. The originals are deposited in the British Library’s Map Library at St Pancras, London. Enthusiasts for maps would find a trip there of great interest. It is claimed to house the largest collection in the world.


Another map widely available across the counties is the series produced by C. and J. Greenwood between 1817 and 1839. The scale of all the maps mentioned is one inch to the mile. Properties are marked. In towns, however, individual houses are hard to discern.


These are but three of the large variety of general maps held in the county record offices, local studies libraries, or general reference libraries. Enquiry of the archivist and search of the map indexes will ascertain what is available. Very early maps are likely to be disappointing in the amount of detail they carry for the house historian. There are, of course, exceptions, particularly in the case of city and borough maps.


Photocopying is possible, but not universally available. It depends on the size of the maps and their condition.


LISTED BUILDINGS


As a last task, before starting on the records proper, check if the house is a listed building and take a copy of its assessment. Like the Ordnance Survey maps, the lists of buildings of ‘special architectural or historic interest’ for a particular county are held in either the county record office, or the local studies library, or the reference library. There should also be copies at the County Council offices and local council planning department. If the house is thought to be particularly old or historic then the National Monument Record Centre is also worth checking.


Each List of Buildings of Special Architectural or Historical Interest was produced by the Department of the Environment. In 2005, Historic England (formerly English Heritage) ‘took over the responsibility for listing from the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport’.2 The National Heritage List for England, established in 2011, is ‘the only official up-to-date statutory list of all protected historic buildings and sites’ in England.3


The Tithe Survey


The Tithe Survey was an historically fascinating exercise. For house histories it is invaluable, not only for its comprehensive coverage of lands and houses but, also, on account of when it was done. The period of the 1830s to 1840s forms a bridge between the more ancient and more recent past. It is the best point to start researching a house that is hundreds of years old. One then works forwards and backwards in the records.


To begin researching, all one needs to know about the tithe survey is how to trace details of the property on it. The survey comes in two parts, a map and an accompanying apportionment schedule. One original and two copies of the map and schedule were originally made. Most of the originals are now kept at The National Archives, Kew.4 One of the copies was to be kept in the parish chest, the other in the diocesan registry.5 Many of these copies are now in county record offices, but Kain and Prince recommend also looking in ‘all ecclesiastical, municipal and university archives’ for ‘a locally held copy of a tithe survey’.6


There is a separate tithe map for each parish. It would seem a simple matter to order up the right parish map and apportionment for the area of the house. There is, however, an occasional snag. Boundary and address changes have taken place since the 1840s. The house might have been in another parish at the time of the survey. So, before ordering the map, it is advisable to check one of the 19thcentury commercial directories which gives detailed information about each parish. The county record offices usually have copies of Kelly’s on their shelves.


The tithe map shows every field or section of land, as well as all houses, cottages, barns and outbuildings. Dwellings are coloured differently from other buildings on the map. Each piece of land is numbered. A farmhouse or larger house might have its name written beside it. The survey is generally, but not always, completely accurate. One owner of an old manor was affronted to see his house marked as a barn on the map, although described in the apportionment as a house, barton and garden.7
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Figure 2 Tithe Map, Parish of Sidmouth, Devon, 1839. [Devon Record Office.] Reproduced by kind permission of The Diocese of Exeter.





Having found the property, and taken down the number of the land with the house on it, it is a straightforward matter to look up its details in the schedule. The house and any estate going with it will be given its separate section on the apportionment. The information given will generally be the name of ‘Landowner’ and ‘Occupier’ of the property; the map reference number of each piece; ‘Name and Description of Land and Premises’; the ‘State of Cultivation’ of each piece of land; and the ‘Quantities in Statute Measures’ of each in acres, roods and perches. Also noted will be the amount of tithe payable to the vicar and amount payable to the impropriator – which does not really assist in researching the history. Lastly, there is a column for ‘Remarks’. The names of later purchasers are sometimes pencilled in. All these details should be taken down, not only for the house but for all the lands going with it.


At the very end of the apportionment schedule is an alphabetically arranged ‘Summary’ of the landowners’ names, which also gives their occupiers and the total extent of each holding and its rent-charge.


A tracing, photograph, or photocopy of the section of the tithe map where the property is located should be taken. (Photocopying is a possibility because county record offices often have microfiche copies of the tithe maps and the apportionment schedules.) Naturally, the outline of the house as it was then will be of great interest. It can be compared with outlines given on other maps.
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Figure 3 Tithe Apportionment, Parish of Sidmouth, Devon, 27 May 1840. [Devon Record Office.] Reproduced by kind permission of The Diocese of Exeter.





Whilst the tithe survey is on the table, it is a good idea to note down the names of owners and occupiers of neighbouring properties from the apportionment. The names can be written beside their respective properties on the tracing or photocopy which has been taken of the tithe map. Alternatively, names and brief details, not forgetting the appropriate map numbers, may be noted separately. These neighbours’ names could prove helpful when tracing who was living on the property at the time of the 1841 and 1851 censuses.


It may be that the house was not built until after the tithe survey, and so does not appear on the map. The same full details should be taken down of the empty land, which was to be built on later, and of the estate of which it is part. The information could help identify who built the house. If one wishes to trace back the site of the house, the same research methods and records will be used as for a house built before the tithe survey. In this case, the overall property of which it was part will be the focal point of the researches. If, however, one does not wish to trace back the site of the house, the next step is to consult another comprehensive survey. This is the 1910 Valuation Office Survey, which is discussed a little later in this chapter.


WHAT TO DO IF TITHE SURVEY PARTICULARS ARE MISSING


A house may well have been built by the time of the tithe survey, but might be non-tithable. In such cases, it might be mapped but without any details given on the schedule of apportionment. A copy of the tithe map should still be made to provide the outline picture of the house, and names and occupiers of nearest tithable neighbours taken for future reference.


The next step is to find a survey to supply the details the tithe survey failed to provide, as in Chapter 16, ‘A Case Study’. There might be a borough, estate, or manorial survey, or perhaps an Enclosure Award. Ideally, such a survey or award should not be much earlier than the 1770s, and must include both a map or plan and particulars. The details it gives will need to be linked to the 19th century as well as to any earlier records.


The duty archivist may well be able to advise whether any comprehensive surveys are available for the area being researched. To find such a survey or Award one needs to search the relevant indexes (see ‘Using Archive Indexes’ in Chapter 2, ‘Laying the Foundations’).


Enclosure Awards


Having finished with the tithe survey, one might search for an Enclosure Award. This is of interest to all researchers of properties built before the tithe survey. For those who need an alternative to the tithe survey, it is particularly important because the house might have been in an area where tithes were extinguished by the enclosures.


Enclosures began in the 16th century, but really gathered pace towards the end of the 18th century. Early Enclosure Awards were lengthy documents, mostly without maps. In Enclosure Records for Historians (2000), Steven Hollowell says that ‘by the end of the 18th century it was becoming normal for surveyors to draw up an enclosure plan or map’. He also comments that the later Awards, which have a map, ‘are easier to use’.


The early enclosures were primarily by private Acts of Parliament. The first General Enclosure Act, however, was passed in 1801, with more to follow in 1836, 1840 and 1845.8


Most Enclosure Awards are now with the county record offices. There might be a map and Award giving identifying details about the property and its owner and occupier. There are matching reference numbers on the map and the Award.


For example, Ruislip, Middlesex does not have a tithe survey because tithes were extinguished. It does, however, have an Enclosure Map of 1806, matched with property details given in an Enclosure Award book of 1814.9 Surveyed by E. Kelsey, this map shows old enclosures, allotments, and the bounds of the manor.


The parish of Huish Episcopi in Somerset does have a Tithe Survey. Certain properties, however, are not given in the apportionment schedule of 4 February 1845.10 There is a statement to the effect that all lands not listed in the schedule are ‘subject to a Corn Rent’ in lieu of tithes, following the Enclosure Act made by George III for Huish Episcopi. The Enclosure Award, dated 1799, has a map of Huish Episcopi.11 From this it is possible to identify the house in question, its lands, and the name of its proprietor.


The Valuation Office Survey


This later, comprehensive survey is vital for all house history researchers. Those who are researching their property back before the tithe survey will need it for later researches. Those whose houses were not built until after the tithe survey, and have chosen not to research the early history of the site, will need to get details before proceeding further.


The Valuation Office survey was carried out between 1910 and 1915. Like the tithe survey, it covered England and Wales, with every property surveyed and given a number plotted on a map. The results were collected according to parishes within valuation districts. The detailed information is kept in Field Books with findings summarised in Valuation Books. The Field Books, together with maps showing each property with its assessment number, are kept at The National Archives, Kew. The Valuation Books, however, are deposited in the county record offices. This is excepting those for London and Westminster which have gone into The National Archives. Most Valuation Office survey records have survived, except those for the Portsmouth and Southampton areas which were destroyed by enemy action.
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Figure 4 Ruislip Enclosure Plan, 1806. The lands of Mr Richard Heming are shown. [London Metropolitan Archives, MR/DE/RUI/2/2.] Reproduced by kind permission of London Metropolitan Archives. Photograph by London Metropolitan Archives.
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Figure 5 Ruislip Enclosure Award, 1814. Details of the lands of Mr Richard Heming are recorded. [London Metropolitan Archives, MR/DE/RUI/2/1.] Reproduced by kind permission of London Metropolitan Archives. Photograph by London Metropolitan Archives.





The Valuation Book for the area of the property should be examined first as it might obviate a visit to The National Archives, Kew. Each county record office has its own catalogue for these Valuation Office Survey, Valuation Books. If the property has a distinctive and traditional name, it might be traceable in the book and give enough crucial information. The problem, however, is that without the assessment number taken from the Valuation Office map, it might be difficult to identify in the Valuation Book. It is particularly difficult when having to work with an undifferentiated line of houses on a street or unidentified cottages on an estate.
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Figure 6 Valuation Office Survey, Valuation Book, Combpyne, Devon, 1910. Details of Combpyne [Manor] Farm are shown. [Devon Record Office, 3201V/2/23.] Reproduced by kind permission of Devon Record Office.





Working plans, which also had the assessment numbers on them, were deposited in the county record offices, along with the Valuation Books. It is worth enquiring about these but, unfortunately, relatively few plans have survived.


Eventually, even if one lives far from London, a trip might have to be made to The National Archives, Kew for access to the crucial Valuation Office maps, found under catalogue references IR 121-35. The right map for the area has to be ordered out and the assessment number for the house noted. Next, the appropriate Field Book, class list IR 58, is needed for the assessment number. Each book has a hundred numbers and appears under its parish heading in the catalogue book. Sometimes the parish one is looking for might not be shown because the catalogue only gives the first of a group of parishes in one Valuation Book. When this happens, the Field Books for a neighbouring parish also have to be ordered out and looked through.
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Figure 7 Valuation Office Survey, Field Book, Combpyne, Devon, 1910. The sketch plan of Manor Farm, Combpyne, with description of buildings, is shown. [The National Archives, IR58/30238.] Reproduced by kind permission of The National Archives.
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Figure 8 Aerial view of Manor Farm, Combpyne, Devon, late 20th century. Photograph by Mrs Nicky Campbell, and reproduced by her kind permission.





The information in the Field Books varies, but includes the names of owner and occupier, owner’s interest, tenancy agreement, area, possibly the date of building, rooms, state of repair, dates of sales, and sketch plans. When provided, detailed sketch plans are most informative. They are, however, more likely to be found with larger properties and farms than cottages and smaller town houses.


Finding the assessment number on the Valuation Office maps, and then tracing the property in the appropriate Field Book is a relatively complex task. In addition to this outline of how to go about it, The National Archives, Kew has free ‘Research Guides’ to the records which are available online (see ‘A List of Helpful Sources for Beginners’). The one for ‘Land Use, Value and Ownership: Valuation Office Survey 1910–1915’, giving more detailed advice, needs to be studied.


Help from the desk of The National Archives’ map room is, of course, also always at hand.


The Next Step


With sufficient details obtained from the tithe survey (or other survey) and Enclosure Award, one then proceeds to Chapter 2, ‘Laying the Foundations’, which takes the property deeper into the past.


Those whose houses were built after the tithe survey should also read the second chapter, even if it has been decided not to trace back the history of the site. The guidance on using the indexes will be needed whenever the house was built.




CHAPTER 2


Laying the Foundations


Extending from the Tithe Survey


With details taken from the tithe survey (or enclosure award) and maps of the locality gathered, the next step is to lay the foundations.


There is the choice of working forwards or backwards from the tithe survey. Going back first is often preferred, and this is reflected in the order of the chapters in House Histories for Beginners. Most house history researchers make it a priority to establish how far back their property can be traced. Moreover, starting with the earlier records provides vital references for the later post-tithe period.


The indexes and catalogues need to be thoroughly combed before the full researches can be carried out. To search an index, it follows that one has to be armed with names and descriptions associated with the property.


The next step is to search the land tax assessments of c.1780-1832, and the various rate books of c.1780-1850, to provide a bank of names and descriptions. Those researching a house built after the tithe survey should use the later land taxes and rates discussed in Chapter 5, ‘Moving Forwards from the Tithe Survey to 1910’.
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