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Introduction





IN TWO previous books I attempted to record aspects of the old rural community in a part of East Anglia. The present book is essentially a continuation of these two works with reference here to the whole region. It was suggested in the first two books that since the beginning of this century there has been a revolution in the countryside, due chiefly to the new farming methods and the development of the motor engine both as a means of power on the farm and as a link between the towns and the villages. But this revolution is not confined to a region or country or even to a continent: it is world-wide, and has occurred over precisely the same period–the first sixty or so years of this century. The First World War was the watershed in Britain. The old society, quickly changing even before 1914, emerged radically transformed after the Peace: the former rigid social caste system had been loosened; women had proved their ability to enter into industry, commerce, and the professions on equal footing to men; and the Corn Production Act of 1917 had at least recognized the need for defining a system of fair relations between the farmers and workers in the rural areas. It was not simply that a mode of life had greatly changed but a whole culture that had preserved its continuity from earliest times had now received its quietus, and was swept aside in less than a couple of generations.


A similar revolution has occurred in the rural areas of North America; and an American writer and sociologist, Andrew Lytle, has narrowed it to about the same period as in Britain and he has named the same precipitating cause:1 ‘The last active expression of this Society seemed to fall somewhere between 1880 and 1910. The mechanics of change are obvious to all. The most effective was the automobile since it uprooted the family by destroying its attachment to place.’ The same process has been observed in Africa where the revolution is going on at a tremendous pace.2 Villages or settlements that received their first sight of Europeans in 1905 have already been brought, for good or ill, into the orbit of western civilization; and already their old culture has been almost inundated. The same is happening in the East.


The study, therefore, of a local community at this time has more than local relevance: it should inform and extend the consciousness of the people who live in the district or region, pointing to the richness, variety and depth of their heritage; it should record as far as possible the true lineaments of the old culture that has been so lately swept aside; and it should above all extend their awareness of similar changes and stresses occurring all over the world wherever the traditional and immemorial cultures confront the twentieth century; a century to which science has given those innumerable skills and techniques that make the control of large sectors of our physical environment a reality; and–perhaps most important of all–has given us a confidence that falls short only of the awareness that now for the first time we are called not merely to suffer our own history but to make it. But make it on what? This question immediately points to a sense in which the study of the old, traditional culture is not simply a praiseworthy academic exercise but an essential preliminary to the building of a new order. For in spite of the quick break-up of the old framework, now dismantled almost entirely in most areas of Britain, it did house something permanent: the values, the communal responses that were the flower of its long growth. And without an appreciation of these no attempt to make a new community here in Britain or elsewhere is likely to survive the present century.


But before going on to write further about the old rural community in East Anglia it would be as well to define it more precisely. The last generation of people who came to maturity under the old culture were those who were born about 1885, and not much later than 1895. It is true that people born after this date remember well the old pre-war society; but there is an important difference between these and the preceding generation: they lived their early years in this old society but they were too young to be formed by it. Their adolescence coincided with the Great War; and in many ways they were the first generation of the new age, the generation that escaped taking active part in the War but whose outlook it largely fashioned. The difference between these two generations is nowhere more sharply defined than in their attitudes to the traditional lore which is the main subject of the present study. The older generation had the lore in abundance; it was part of their existence and they had rarely paused to consider it as something separate from themselves. To a large extent it was not a question of believing in it but of living it. The next generation held a much attenuated version of the old culture and its lore. During the last fifteen years I have talked to hundreds of people of both generations about the old society, and I have found this difference emphasized over and over again. But even more striking than the difference in the amount of lore they held was their attitude towards it: the older generation accepted the old lore as part of the air they breathed; the later generation had already grown away from it. They knew much of the lore but they were sceptical, evaluative, and sometimes plainly dismissive; tending to adopt a similar stance to the African who considered that his new bicycle and bowler hat–badges of a specious emancipation–gave him licence to scoff at his own native culture.


The area of study also needs defining. East Anglia is a term loosely used since few people, it appears, agree where its boundaries lie; and while local and county authorities on the fringe of Norfolk and Suffolk vie with one another in opting out of the concept of East Anglia as an administrative region, many in these two counties would exclude everybody else as not qualifying for the Folk of which they are the north and south divisions. But the region is demonstrably a natural unit which was once almost divided from the rest of England and more accessible to the Continent–by way of the North Sea–than to most parts of Britain. The northern and eastern boundaries are the sea; the western boundary was the Fens which were an impassable barrier on that side from the beginning of the historical period, and–except for islands of occupation such as Ely–a sparsely inhabited waste. In the south lies the west–east flowing river, the Stour, and its marshy estuary–the present boundary between Suffolk and Essex; but the historic barrier was further south than the Stour–the heavily forested clay belt which was the natural march between the kingdom of the East Saxons (southern Essex) and the kingdom of East Anglia to the north. And even if the kingdom of East Anglia is one of those historical fictions in which the dark, pre-Norman period seems to abound, there is still evidence that this natural division just outlined was at one time a tight, well defended political or administrative unit. For the only access to the region from the rest of England was along the downlands of drift-covered chalk lying in the south-west. It was along here that a comparatively easy route-way could be made; and it was here that the Icknield Way, travelling north-east from Royston into Norfolk, penetrated the region. Here, too, if East Anglia was to be a self-sufficient unit would we expect it to be defended. The ancient dykes running across these downlands undoubtedly served this purpose; and although no one knows exactly who constructed them we can be certain that it was for this reason they were built; to defend this gateway to the region and to exclude invaders from the south-west. Indeed, one need not be an archaeologist to observe that the defence ditches of both the Fleam Dyke and Devil’s Dyke near Newmarket are on the south-west side of the earthworks. This close definition of East Anglia as a unit is emphasized here because it is important as a basis for the claim that at one period of history the region was allowed to develop on its own and to acquire its own characteristic culture.


But it is likely, however, that two other natural factors have played even a greater part than this isolation in bringing about the distinctive culture of the region. These are the soil and the climate. The whole region has been more than once covered by the sea, and it was during this period that its chalk ‘bed-rock’ was formed. But it has also been submerged during the Ice Age by extensive ice-sheets. On melting, these left a rich mantle of drift material, notably boulder clay interspersed with fragments of chalk; and this chalk gave the clay an excellent texture and composition, ideally suited for the growing of corn. This naturally limed soil together with the comparatively dry summers and hard, winter frosts that helped to break up the heavier soils and give them a good spring tilth have made the region one of the natural corn-growing areas of Britain. The effect of these natural advantages on the history of the region would be a subject in itself: they have made it the cradle of most of the improvements in arable farming during the last two hundred years, and they have been indirectly responsible for the siting here of two of the region’s most profitable industries: farm fertilizers and the making of farm machinery. For it was here in East Anglia that firms like Packard, and Fison; Garrett (of Leiston) and Ransome, Sims and Jefferies received their first impetus.


But more important, though less spectacular than the founding of great modern industries, is the effect of these natural factors on the folk-life of the region. Arable farming, the growing of corn, has given it its distinctive character, and part of the present study will be concerned in bringing out this fact. But here again, one more definition is needed. What is meant by the folk-life of a region? The concept of folk-life is a Scandinavian one.3 Folk here does not carry the derogatory sense it has acquired in Britain, especially in the universities. It is used in a purely referential sense, and means the people of a country or region irrespective of class or creed; and the study of folk-life implies not only a systematic examination of the material culture of a region, but the relating to it of the region’s beliefs, customs, language, myth, and social organization. It is, too–particularly at this time–an examination of how much of the old recently displaced culture is still alive and accessible within the present society. Folk-life implies a holistic approach whose main definition is not in method but in the field of study; and it is for this reason that it is a most fruitful approach to an area such as East Anglia. For what obtains here is a transient folk-life situation. It is no use the investigator–if he is working alone–standing on the dignity of one method or discipline whether it is sociology, history, social anthropology, archaeology or dialect study; nor can he afford to pay too much respect to the convention that each discipline has its local specialist who has the ipsissima verba on his subject. To a worker in the field the dangers of specialization are very much more apparent than its advantages. He has to get what he can and as quickly as he can.


But the proper study of the folk-life of even a small region implies a lifetime’s work. In the present book I have, therefore, selected for study what I consider to be the main foci of the life of the old community: the house and home, and the farm. I am well aware of the omissions. The town in East Anglia, as in other regions, has also been transformed by the revolution of the last sixty years; and its crafts and industries have experienced an equal degree of change as the country ones; so too has its social life. The rich and ancient connection of East Anglia with the sea has also been omitted. Ideally, both these aspects should have been given equal prominence with the others. Yet the selection of the house and the farm was not an arbitrary one. Experience here and elsewhere has shown that for many people the concept of history or even the past is an abstraction with little or no meaning for them. But the history of the development of their own work has absorbing interest: it speaks to their own condition, appeals to them in a segment of life where they can respond. Similarly the evolution of the kind of house they knew as their home, and an account of the home life of their ancestors is the sort of history with which they have no trouble in identifying. The work in East Anglia has been historically arable farming: it has been carried on in this region for well over two thousand years; and it is a tradition that is in the bones of the indigenous population. And work here has a wider significance than is perhaps realized. For one has only to scratch a townsman in East Anglia to find that he is a farmer or a farm-worker under his skin, almost as knowledgeable and interested in the fanning of the land as the cousins he has left in the country.


The folk-life approach, apart from its value in itself, is also able to supplement and illuminate information gained in the more specialized disciplines. Professor Grahame Clarke has given an outstanding example of this.4 An object found in prehistoric sites was variously misinterpreted by archaeologists as a musical instrument, a machine for making peat-bricks, a model of a boat, and a device for catching pike. Its true function was established only when a Scandinavian, Holger Rasmussen, found similar objects still in use among people of the old culture in eastern and central Europe. The objects were tread-traps–wooden devices for entrapping the foot of wild animals. It is worth noting, too, that the leister or fish-spear which the same author illustrates5 in his book and identifies as of mesolithic origin–first made in bone, then in bronze, and later in iron–is almost identical in form with the fish-dart used until recently in the Cambridgeshire Fens; and probably still used although this form of fishing has now been made illegal. The leister, too, is very similar in design to the eel-pritch, glave, or pilger, which was in common use in East Anglia before the First World War.


As the designs of these material objects–and of many more like the corn-sickle–have lasted since prehistoric times it should not surprise us that some of the ideas and beliefs of this period should have survived also. For beliefs, ideas, and customs are at least as tenacious of their identity as the design of physical objects. This is another aspect of the old culture which I have attempted to bring out in the present book. Moreover, the collecting and recording of many beliefs and customs associated with the old rural community have also been useful in throwing light on various literary references as widely spaced as Virgil, Shakespeare, and Gibbon. This, too, should not surprise us since the culture of which the survivors of the old community are the last carriers, embraces a span of time from the recent past to a period well before the coming of the Romans to Britain; and its continuity up to the present century is so apparent now at this time because it is only now that it is in danger of being broken. But this danger will have its uses if it persuades us to look without delay at the old rural society to which change has given a highlight, and the imminence of its passing a new perspective.


I have written much about the material background of the house and farm in the two books already mentioned; and they form a necessary adjunct to most of the following chapters. Many authors have written about the physical shape of the typical East Anglian house and some of their books are here recommended. In the first few chapters I have attempted to supplement this information with material from my own experience. I have given the book the title it has because its subject bears an analogy to the crop marks seen in the aerial photographs of some of our fields. Just as the pattern of the ancient settlements is still to be seen in spite of years of repeated ploughings, so the beliefs and customs linked with the old rural way of life in Britain have survived the pressures and changes of many centuries. They are so old that they cannot be dated; and on this count alone they are historical evidence, as valuable as the archaeological remains that are dug from those sites so dramatically revealed since the development of the aeroplane.




 





Helmingham, Suffolk


November, 1965.




[image: ]









1 Henry A. Murray (Editor), Myth and Mythmaking, New York, 1960, p. 141.







2 Dilim Okafor-Omali, A Nigerian Villager in Two Worlds, London, 1965.







3 Iorwerth C. Peate, The Study of Folk Life, Gwerin, Vol. II, No. 3.







4 Prehistoric Europe, London, 1952, pp. 52–3.


5 Ibid., p. 58.

























Part One


THE HOUSE AND THE HOME

























1


The House





OWING to the shortage of native building stone, the timbered or half-timbered house is historically the typical house of East Anglia. There are thousands of these buildings in the eastern counties, and they can be easily recognized as such. But hundreds more have been so altered by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century building that they are not always identified as timbered houses. Whole streets in some of the small towns of Suffolk – Needham Market or Hadleigh, for instance – show at first glance few examples of timber construction. Yet the steep pitch of many of the house-roofs gives a clue; and behind the brick or plastered fronts the old timber core will be found intact and durable in the majority of dwellings. In the countryside, in isolated cottage or farmhouse, the timber-work is to be found in its most characteristic and unspoiled form.


Most of these houses were constructed during the period of the great rebuilding,1 the time of intense social ferment and upsurge which fell roughly between the years 1570 and 1640. The majority of parishes in the region can show at least a few good examples, and some also have an occasional example of an earlier house. The Suffolk village of Framsden, for instance, has a fifteenth-century open hall type of house that was ‘ceiled’ a century or so later; and it illustrates how hard it is to determine the age of some of these houses without a fairly detailed examination of the interior. Few people standing outside Framsden Hall would suspect that at one time its interior had more in common with the nave of a local church or one of the more solidly constructed barns, so common in this district, than with the ordinary, storied dwelling house its exterior now presents.


The main framework of these houses, then, has lasted between four and six hundred years; and in most houses it is likely to last a few hundred more, in spite of the fact that they were constructed of what some modern building bye-laws would describe as short-lived materials. These houses have also been much studied, though the local variations of the different types within the separate counties – and even districts of counties – often fall between the meshes of the architect’s or historian’s generalizations. Moreover, anyone who has lived for a fair length of time in an old timbered house will testify what an amount of hitherto unnoticed detail he is continually discovering about the building – particular and often minute detail that not only illuminates the structure of the house but often the mode of life of its former occupants. Most of the present chapter is concerned with the writer’s own experience in finding constructional and other detail in a half-timbered house2 during a period of six years’ occupation.
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One such detail is the carpenter’s or construction marks found in many timbered houses. These were first noticed on an old stairs leading to a loft at the back of the house. The stairs, really no more than a solid oaken ladder, were undoubtedly the original Tudor stairs demoted to the back of the house when the house was reconstructed later. As well as the oaken ladder, the trap door above it is still in position; and it is an excellent example of the means of access from the ground floor to the bedrooms in Tudor houses of this type. The trap door and ladder remained the only access in houses built during the sixteenth century, and in earlier ones that had been ceiled; and stairs as we know them today did not become common in farmers’ and merchants’ houses until well into the seventeenth century,3 so we are told; and this generalization is supported by the date of the stairs in the Needham house – late seventeenth century with a typically Jacobean balustrade. But the steps of the Tudor ladder bear the marks the carpenter made to ensure that each tenon fitted into the mortice cut for it. The marks, made in this instance with a chisel, are usually stylized Roman numerals, and they are most common where a tie-beam or a joist is tenoned into a wall-plate or vertical member. The examples given here are from houses of similar age, and some from a house in the same street.4 They were made by an implement called a timber-scribe. The longest arm gouged out the straight marks on the timber; one of the two short arms was a point around which the other rotated to cut a circular groove, as in the merchant’s mark on page 39. A similar tool was used by coopers up to recent years.
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The carpenter’s marks on the timbers indicate that the main framework of the house was pre-fabricated. Each tenon on any member of the framework was made and marked to fit into a particular mortice; and the trusses, the floor joists, the main rafters, the studs and the wall-plates were all constructed and fitted together in sections, to try them out, in the wright’s or carpenter’s yard before he transported them for erection on the actual house-site. This had to be the method when most of the sawing was done in a sawpit, a permanent structure close to the carpenter’s workshop.5  After finding out the owner’s requirements the chief carpenter designed and was responsible for the construction of the house. He was in fact the architect6 as well as being the wright or chief craftsman; and the prevalence of the surname Wright in East Anglia (there are about two hundred Wright’s in the telephone book of one area – north Essex and south Suffolk) is perhaps an indication of the importance of the carpenter in this region during medieval times and later.7
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But the house framework, once constructed and dismantled and carried piecemeal to the site, then had to be fitted together again, and this time raised. The huge frames had to be lifted off the ground and held upright long enough for them to be fixed temporarily together. This task was usually beyond the resources of the wright and the future owners of the house. They sought help, therefore, for the heavy task of lifting and pushing the frames of heavy oak into position. They went to their neighbours. This house raising or rearing (levatio in medieval Latin), sometimes referred to also as ‘the setting of the house upon ground’, was in fact a real communal occasion, a working together; and after the work was done a time for cakes and ale and merry-making. This was also so in Kent,8 and in Ireland9 where the ‘house raiser’ took the precaution of hiring a fiddler to ensure that the work went with a swing. The North American colonists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries built their houses to the same plan using exactly the same method as they had used or seen used in the home country. An extract from a book published in 1913 at the bi-centenary of the township of Needham, Massachusetts illustrates what happened:


‘It was a morning in August 1774. The scene was the great social function of the olden time, called “a raising”. The solid frame of the new meeting house had been hewn and put together, and now it was to be raised and placed on the massive sills, tenon fitting mortise and the whole jointed together very much as the Apostle Paul describes the Living Church in one of his epistles. To lift one of these huge structures was no easy work. The entire male population of the town was summoned.’10


This custom has endured in the United States up to the present day. The old American barns – just as their counter-parts in East Anglia – are essentially the same in structure as their timbered houses. ‘A barn-raising’ was one of the occasions in the American countryside when neighbours came in to help; and this occasion was afterwards sealed with a frolic or jollification in which the wives and the children also took part. American photographs11 show that the house raisers pushed up the frame with long poles, as well as pulling it with ropes. To prevent the poles from slipping they first cut notches in the vertical members of the frame; and when they had raised it into position they next secured it by nailing the pole into the notch, for the time being, removing the pole when they had fixed the other timbers which joined the frame to the one at the other end of the bay. These notches are still visible in many East Anglian buildings notably in Lavenham,12 and in a timber-and-thatch cart-shed at Hemingstone Old Hall, Suffolk. Here, the nails which temporarily held the timbers at the raising, are still in position in the sunken notches.
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The raising ceremony survives to a certain extent in the modern custom of placing a flag on the roof of a house when it is ready for slating; also in the ‘topping out’ ceremony which has enjoyed a revival in recent years. In this there is a ceremonial drink13 taken by the workmen who have been engaged on the building and by its promoters. In a recent14 ‘topping out’ ceremony at the new halls of residence at Nottingham University the purpose was reported to have an added significance: ‘to ward off evil spirits’; and it is true that this purpose was also in the mind of some of the early builders who took precautions to safeguard the house. There is, for example, a tradition in the Suffolk village of Gazeley that on completion of the house-raising a bone was placed on the roof, later to be incorporated into the thatch. The bone, discovered in one house15 during recent years while it was being re-thatched, is the shin-bone of an ox; and there seems little doubt that it was placed there as an amulet;16 a custom that will be discussed more fully in a later chapter.


But a house that had been pre-fabricated could also be taken down and constructed elsewhere without too much trouble, if its main structure was already appropriately marked by the carpenters at its original raising. The Paston correspondence contains a letter from Sir John Wingfield of Letheringham in Suffolk about the removal of a house a distance of about twenty miles. The letter concerns Thomas Ratcliff, the owner of Framsden Hall just mentioned:17


‘Brother Paston, I recommend me unto you praying that ye take the labour to speak with Thomas Ratcliff for the deliverance of part of a house which lyeth in the wood at Framsden; which house the owner hath carried part thereof to Orford, which, so departed, the remanent that remaineth there in the wood shall do him little good and it shall hurt greatly the workmen and owner thereof also, which is my tenant; and the house should be set upon ground.’


But occasionally some of the old timbered houses were moved bodily without dismantling, so securely were their timbers jointed together. One such building was the alms-houses at Stonham Aspal, Suffolk. These were originally built in the churchyard, but were removed bodily to a site further down the street. The workmen used wooden rollers and teams of horses to drag the heavy structure along the road. At one stage the horse-traces broke, but the change of site was successfully carried out.


From the same Suffolk village also comes an account of a comparatively modern form of truss raising:18 ‘We used to take a big old wagon-wheel off its axle. If you could get a wheel from a “timber-jim” – you know, they’re about seven feet in diameter – so much the better. You got your wheel near your building and then you fitted a straight-boled fir-tree into the nave of the wheel. If the fir pole was the same diameter as the axle, so much the better fit. We first of all fixed a pulley-block and rope to the top of the pole; and then we up-ended it, using the pulley to hoist up the truss to roof level. People I’ve told this to always ask: “How did the wheel keep steady?” There was no trouble at all about this, because – as you know – all those old wheels had a right good dish on ’em; and the dish gave the structure stability.’
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Marks, very like the construction marks and again in Roman numerals, are to be found on the only piece of considerable stonework in many of these old timbered houses. This is the shallow stone sink, the original installation rarely found now even in East Anglian farmhouses. There was a typical one in the backhouse of the Needham Market house until it was removed into the garden. This appears to be the typical manner of exodus; and many of these old Tudor sinks are to be seen forming the centre-piece of a rockery in cottage or farm gardens. The sink was used for ordinary domestic purposes and was placed near to the indoor pump; but it was very shallow, not more than five or six inches in depth. Many farming families gave this type of sink a greater capacity by building a wooden framework on its wide rim, and making the framework secure and water-tight with cement. It was used in this form for many years by at least one farmer’s wife from north Suffolk.






1 W. G. Hoskins, Provincial England, The Rebuilding of Rural England, London, 1963.







2 111 High Street, Needham Market, Suffolk. A town-house built probably by a substantial wool-merchant during the early sixteenth century.







3 W. G. Hoskins, ‘The Englishman’s House’, The Listener, p. 996, 20th June, 1957.


4 60 High Street, Needham Market, Suffolk.







5 v. A.F.C.H., photograph facing p. 142.


6 Pensaer (literally head-carpenter) the Welsh word for architect preserves to this day the former identity of functions.


7 Suffolk wrights made the roof of the Royal Exchange at Battisford Tye to the order of Sir Thomas Gresham. (Norman Scarfe, Suffolk, London, 1960, p. 25.)







8 George Ordish, The Living House, London, 1960, pp. 20–1.


9 I.F.W., p. 57.


10 cf. C. F. Innocent, English Building Construction, p. 86.


11 Holbrook and Rugoff, Down on the Farm, New York, 1954, p. 41.







12 89 High Street, and a house in the centre of the square.


13 This ceremony was called Closing-hale in parts of England. The flying of a flag from the chimney top of the nearly completed house was a signal for drinks.


14 The Times, 4th June, 1964.


15 The Hutch, a fifteenth-century house in Gazeley.







16 It is well to define this here: an amulet wards off evil; a talisman brings luck.


17 Paston Letters, Letter XLV. Vol. 1. p. 47 (Everyman Edit.). See also Ipswich Journal 31st March 1759: ‘To be SOLD at Badley Hall (near Needham and Stowmarket in Suffolk).


The Frame of a Building, about fifty Foot long and eighteen Foot wide; the whole is of good sound Oak Timber, and fit to be fixt up in any other Place with very little Alteration.’


18 A. W. Wythe of Stonham Aspal.

























2


Surface Detail





THE lintel-beam or chimney-breast over the open fire-places of the East Anglian timbered houses often shows a wealth of the ‘skin’ or surface detail that helps us to fill in some of the house’s history. The Needham house is no exception. The beam in one of the largest rooms is covered by a flock of ‘face-marks’, haphazard cuts made purposefully in the wood with a chisel. The face-marks represent a stage which is common to the development of the timbered house in this region. This was the time when neo-classicism had filtered down to the yeoman’s or merchant’s house and it became fashionable to give a decent covering to any part of the house’s anatomy that was exposed. In this particular dwelling the remodelling seems to have taken place comparatively late – about the middle of the nineteenth century. The Tudor front of the house was given a severe façade of Woolpit brick; and in one of the front rooms the exposed timbers – notably the lintel-beam – were plastered over. But the plasterers first of all pitted the comparatively smooth surface of the wood with these face-marks to ensure that the plaster adhered to the beam and did not flake off when it was exposed to the heat rising from the fire beneath it.


On the right of the beam there is a large circular hole, over an inch in diameter. This was made with an auger, and its purpose was to take the rod which held the spit engine, the spring device that was connected by an endless band to the spit hook in front of the open fire. On the side of the beam opposite to the hole there is a vertical scar that had obviously been burned into the wood. It is about three inches in length, and tapers towards its top, giving it the appearance of a candle flame. Similar scars occur on the lintel-beams of many houses of this period, and they are sometimes explained as taper-burns made by the flame of a wax taper that was fixed in brackets attached to the beam. But the scar looks exactly as if a younger member of a former household had been experimenting with a red-hot poker. And in fact this is what these burns possibly are: scars made by hot pokers, not wielded though by irresponsible youngsters but by a sober paterfamilias who mulled his beer by heating a poker in the fire and plunging it into the copper beer-muller, but not before he had first either tested or partially cooled the poker on the lintel-beam.
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But the most interesting mark on this beam is barely visible in the flurry of face-marks that surrounds it. It is small and casual-looking but it is undoubtedly a merchant’s mark whose design is echoed in the bigger and firmer marks found on an old door in one of the attics of the same house. The practice of inscribing merchants’ marks on beams is not unusual in East Anglia, and they have also been carved on stone fire-places.1 The marks in the Needham building, however, link it with the richest period of the timbered house in this region – the period from the fourteenth to the seventeenth century; and they also identify it with the rising merchant or yeoman class who were largely responsible for building this type of house in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, and who adopted the marks first as a trading device and then as a symbol of their emergence from the collective anonymity of the Middle Ages.


It has not been possible to identify with any certainty the owner or owners of the marks found in the Needham house. But it is not unusual for the owners of these marks to remain unnamed; yet it would be safe to assume that they were connected with the wool trade since weaving, and especially wool-combing, were well established in this town during the period above mentioned. Merchants’ marks were used much as trade-marks are today: to ensure quick recognition of a trader’s goods. But at a time when comparatively few people were literate there was a greater need for a man’s goods to be identified by a mark rather than by his name. F. A. Girling2 has pointed out, though, that merchants’ marks is rather too exclusive a term: for the marks were adopted by people other than merchants and used as a means of personal identification. They were engraved on signet rings and used for witnessing documents; and they were sometimes used by their owners to mark their swans. They are, of course, closely related to masons’ marks to which they have an obvious resemblance.


Some of the ‘new men’ of this period, the wool staplers and the clothiers who were getting rich and establishing themselves and their familes as new social groups to be reckoned with, attempted to make good their lack of status by elevating their marks into their own peculiar form of heraldry. Thus they had the marks engraved on their tombs either on brass or in stone. If, as often happened in East Anglia, a wool merchant contributed large sums towards the building of a church – either out of piety or a politic attempt to buy off spiritual retribution in the next world for getting rich so quickly in this – he was commemorated by having his mark carved in the fabric of the church, or incorporated in a stained glass window. Occasionally, when a merchant eventually attained a grant-of-arms, his mark was included in the blazon. The Springs of Lavenham, one of the richest English clothier families of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, are a good example. Thomas Spring III, with the Earl of Oxford the lord of the manor, made himself responsible for building the great tower of Lavenham Church; and on the plinth of the tower the masons carved, in addition to the coat-of-arms of the de Veres, the merchant mark of Thomas Spring as a memorial of his part in the enterprise. But Spring’s fortune rose with his tower. He acquired a grant-of-arms just before his death in 1533; and with the 141 feet structure almost completed he was able to instruct the masons to carve a new emblem at the tower’s top. They were determined, it seems, that his new honour should not go unrecorded; and in carving the new Spring coat-of-arms no less than thirty-three times on the parapet of the tower they could not have carried out his wishes more thoroughly.3




[image: ]





Some writers have read a fairly elaborate symbolism into these merchant marks. It has been suggested that the upright line around which most of them are constructed, represents the mast of a ship; and with the horizontal arm forms the shape of a cross whose purpose was to invoke the blessing of God on the merchant’s ventures overseas. The symbol at the top of the mast resembling a figure 4 stands – it is said – for the four corners of the world where the merchant seeks his trade. There seems to be little solid support for these theories, and it would be as well to be cautious about a subject which has not been much studied. Yet we do know that the symbol at the top of the upright was used in merchant marks long before the figure 4 was known in this form in the West. Arabic numerals did not appear in Britain until Elizabeth I’s reign; and it is for this reason that the carpenters made their crude markings in unmistakable Roman numerals.
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It is possible that this figure is a transliteration of a runic mark; for scholars agree that the linear type of mark (such as the bigger ones in the Needham house) are often similar to the old pagan runes or combinations of like runes. The writer already quoted gives an example of a sixteenth-century Aldeburgh merchant whose mark is built on the rune ‘E’ reversed. He also suggests that the addition of a horizontal line to the upright stem of the mark was a device to Christianize what was essentially a pagan symbol.4 And it came as a surprise to the present writer, after long familiarity with the Needham merchant’s marks to see the same basic line5 repeated in a tenth-century runic cross in the Dick Collection at Thurso near John o’ Groats. The fish-hook, or gladiate quality of the wedge-shaped engravings in the comparatively soft red sandstone of the Thurso cross was also identical with the carving of the sixteenth-century merchant’s marks on the hard oak of a Suffolk door.


The runes, however, in addition to their function as letters were also magical symbols; and there is a theory that a runic mark was carved on the ridge-pole of a house as an apotropaic, or evil averting, sign. Undoubtedly the early masons took over a number of these pagan signs which had a ritual significance in their craft organization; and these still exist and are used in the derived society of the Freemasons. And it would well accord with a Tudor merchant’s temper that his marks should have a dual purpose: to identify his goods and to protect them on his pioneer ventures overseas.
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Before leaving this subject it is worth pointing out that the base of one of the Needham marks (ii) is like that of another mark6 on the brass shield of a grave in Nayland Church in Suffolk. The splaying of the central line makes a shape like an inverted ‘V’ – the rune for the letter ‘A’ – and this is complicated by a ‘V’ superimposed on this. The Nayland mark (iii) is note-worthy because it belonged to a wool craftsman or merchant – Richard Davy. Joined to the ring that threads the upright of the mark are two havettes or harbicks, twin hooks that were used in the finishing process of wool cloth. After the cloth had been fulled and stretched it was then treated with teazles to bring up the loose fibres of wool. The cloth then went to the shearman; he fixed it securely to a cropping board by means of these hooks or havettes, and trimmed it with his huge scissors to give it a final, smooth finish.
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1 F. W. Kuhlicke, East Anglian Magazine, Vol. II, 1951, pp. 427, 568.







2 English Merchants’ Marks, London, 1964, passim.







3 Nicholas Pevsner, Suffolk, London, 1961, pp. 296–7.







4 F. A. Girling, ibid., espec. pp. 9–17.


5 Especially the oblique cross-stroke at the base of the mark No. iv on p. 41.







6 No. iii
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More Detail





THROUGH getting to know the structure of the Needham house fairly thoroughly the writer also noticed one way in which the Tudor builders of timbered houses effected a kind of primitive insulation. The spaces between the floor joists on the first and second floor had been packed tight with oat husks, presumably for both sound and heat insulation; but chiefly – one imagines – for the former. The practice of insulating floors with reeds, straw, or other material was once widespread.1 A house of a similar age in Suffolk – Rookery Farm, South Elham St Margaret – also has the same kind of packing between the floor-joists; and there are a number of houses so insulated at Bildeston, a wool town not far from Needham Market and of a like age and like size in its hey-day. One housewife there said that she well knew that the first floor of her house was insulated with corn husks; she was reminded of it every time there was a high wind. Then, the whole house interior was covered with a fine dust that sprinkled down from the decaying husks as the timber frame moved imperceptibly. Specimens taken from the Needham house show that there is a large concentration of fine dust in the husks, which is to be expected after the husks had lain nearly four hundred years under the dry floorboards.
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