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Introduction


This chapter discusses the different strands to researching the history of your house:


♦   the building itself


♦   what it was used for


♦   who lived there


♦   and any events that happened there.


RESEARCHING THE HISTORY OF YOUR HOUSE


Finding out about the history of your house can be absolutely fascinating. Even if your house is modern the site may be part of a former large estate, or there may have been an earlier building on the same site as yours. That’s still part of the history of your house.


Putting together a jigsaw puzzle


Finding out about when the house was built, who lived there, what the building was used for and anything that happened there is like putting together a jigsaw puzzle. It’s very unlikely that all the information you need for your research will be together in one place, and you’ll need to work with several different types of sources to tease out the information. You may find that the trail will grow cold in one strand of research, and then suddenly a lead will turn up in a different area which links back to the original strand.


You might not be able to trace the history of your house right back to the very beginning, because some of the evidence (such as the earliest title deeds or manorial records) may not have survived; and you may find that even if you have a fairly good trail there are mysterious holes that you might never be able to fill.


You might also have to take another look at sources you’ve already used, if you discover information elsewhere that sheds new light on those sources. Some sources may give you information on different aspects of your research; others will help you confirm evidence from different sources. For example:


♦   Title deeds can tell you about who owned the building as well as when the building changed hands and any special covenants (such as building restrictions). If the deeds go back far enough they may tell you when the house was built.


♦   Maps can help you pinpoint when the house was built. It’s also very useful to compare different types of maps, as well as maps from different dates, to help you see if the building was extended (or if outbuildings were knocked down). Tithe and enclosure maps usually come with extra written evidence (the ‘award’ or ‘apportionment’), which may tell you who owned or occupied the building and also the land or buildings on the boundaries of the property. They may also tell you if the land belonged to a manor at one point, in which case you’ll be able to check through the manorial records for more evidence.


♦   Trade directories (particularly ones towards the end of the nineteenth century) can help you find out if your house was used as a shop, pub, beerhouse, factory or chapel during a certain time period, and may also tell you who lived or worked there.


♦   Census returns can show who lived in the property and their occupations. You may be able to confirm the details and even learn extra information by cross-referencing the information you find in the census returns with that from the trade directories.



TYPES OF SOURCES



The types of information you’ll use fall into four categories:


♦   Primary – usually written (though sometimes printed) original records, such as title deeds, manorial rolls, assize records, wills, census returns, taxations lists and electoral rolls.


♦   Secondary – may be transcriptions of records, monographs on a village written by an antiquarian, standard local histories, contemporary or retrospective articles on people or places or trades, websites, or architectural surveys such as Pevsner’s Building of England series.


♦   Oral – recollections of neighbours or other people who’ve lived in the local area for a long time.


♦   Physical – the place itself, old photographs or drawings, aerial photographs, architectural plans and maps.


Although you won’t necessarily need an in-depth knowledge of Latin and palaeography (old handwriting) for documents after about 1750, researching the history of your house means that you will be dealing with a real variety of documents, including title deeds (or abstracts of title), census returns, wills, maps and apportionments, tax assessments and poll books.


You’ll be able to do some of the research from the physical structure of the building, but to do other parts you will need to visit local libraries and record offices, or even the National Archives at Kew. You’ll also need to consult registers (such as the electoral roll), trade directories and possibly back issues of local newspapers.


In the record office and library archives you may be able to see the originals of some documents. For documents that are heavily used (such as census returns, parish registers and old copies of newspapers), or ones which are ‘unfit for production’ (i.e. very fragile or damaged), you are more likely to use versions on ‘microform’ – that is, microfiche or microfilm. These need special readers, which magnify the documents so they’re easier to read; though do bear in mind that even so the type size of early nineteenth-century newspapers is tiny, and some of the documents (particularly the handwritten ones) are filmed in negative (i.e. white writing on a black background). Together with the fact that early handwriting can be a bit indistinct and the ink on the documents is sometimes faded, this means that microfiche and microfilm records can be very wearing to read for long periods.


WORKING BACKWARDS


The important thing is to start with what you know and work backwards through the primary sources. This is because:


♦   The further back you go, the harder handwriting is to read; you may also find that abbreviations are more difficult to work out. As the format of legal documents tends to be the same down the years, you’ll be in a better position to work out difficult words and abbreviations in earlier documents if you’re already familiar with the same phrases used in later documents.


♦   Particularly with census returns, the further back you go the less likely it is that the property will have a street number or house name. It’s easier to trace back through the records from occupant details that you know as definite, and take into account records of neighbouring properties to help you pinpoint yours.


USING THIS BOOK


The following chapters will guide you through the kind of records you’ll need, where to find them and how to use them, as well as tips for dating the property architecturally. Throughout I’ll be using examples from my own research on the history of the cottage where I grew up, in the Norfolk market town of Attleborough. I thought I knew most of the facts before I started researching, but there were a few surprises in store for me.


The appendices show how I traced through different sources of information to create a record of who owned the property and who lived there. There’s also a copy of a transcribed title abstract, a list of common abbreviations in title deeds, and lists of useful reference books and websites.
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Preparing to Research


This chapter deals with:


♦   the work you’ll need to do before you start looking at primary sources.


RECORDING THE PROPERTY AS IT IS NOW


Making a record of how the property is now will help you compare the present-day building against earlier photographs, plans or sketches. You may see some changes in the structure of the buildings, or changes in the neighbouring buildings. Useful tools are as follows:


Photographs


♦   An overall photograph of the building – do this from several angles and try to include features of neighbouring buildings on some of them.


♦   Close-ups of original features such as windows, chimneys, rooflines, doors, date marks, fire plaques, etc.


Plan of the property


Make a rough sketch as well as one that’s to scale, and make several photocopies so you can use them to make comparisons with other plans (see Chapters 6 and 7). Include:


♦   The boundaries of the land; it’s also useful to make notes of the position of neighbouring properties, so that you can compare them with earlier plans or maps.


♦   The position, shape and size of the building, including any outbuildings.


♦   The position, shape and size of any windows or doors.


Internal measurements are also useful as they will help you work out the thickness of the walls – as a rule of thumb, older walls tend to be thicker than more modern walls.


Sketch of the property’s elevations


Make a sketch of the front, sides and back, including measurements.


WHERE IS THE PROPERTY SITUATED?


It sounds an obvious question, but boundaries of parishes and administrative districts tend to change over the years. Make a note of the name of:


♦   the parish;


♦   the Hundred (the old administrative unit);


♦   the ecclesiastical district (deanery);


♦   the electoral district;


♦   the council district;


♦   the poor law district (or union);


♦   the manor or estate owner.


In the example of our case study, Mill House is situated in the parish of Attleborough, which was in the Shropham Hundred of Norfolk. Together with the Guiltcross Hundred, the Shropham Hundred was in the Deanery of Rockland. Attleborough was also part of the Wayland Union under the poor law. In the present day Attleborough is in the administrative district of Breckland Council, and is in the electoral district of South West Norfolk.


CHANGES TO THE PROPERTY


Do you know if the house’s name or number has changed? What about the street name? Do you know if the house itself has been extended, rebuilt or refaced? If you know of any definite changes make a list of them, including dates.


Mill House is just off the junction between present-day Connaught Plain and the High Street. As far as I knew, the High Street (which was the main street through the town) had always been called that. However, I discovered (via the census records) that the street had previously been known as Levell Street and Mere (or Meer) Street. According to an advertisement in the local newspaper the street was known as Town Street in about 1804; it was also known as ‘the turnpike road’ in the eighteenth century.


WHAT DO YOU ALREADY KNOW?


Sources


Look at the sources you already have. For example:


♦   Title deeds – these should tell you the names and occupations of previous owners, when the property changed hands, and any covenants attached to the property (for example, building lines beyond which any owner shouldn’t extend the property, or any conditions such as not keeping certain types of livestock on the land). The deeds may go back far enough to tell you when the property was built. If there is an enfranchisement deed as part of the bundle, this means the land and/or building once belonged to a manor, so you may also find records of the property and its occupants in the manorial rolls.


♦   Sales particulars (whether very recent or very old) – these may give a detailed description of the property, which you can compare with the building as it is now. For example, the sales particulars may refer to outbuildings that have long since been pulled down.


♦   Maps or plans – you can use these for comparison with your present-day records.


♦   Photographs or sketches – you can use these for comparison with your present-day records.


For example, for Mill House my parents had a copy of the abstract of title going back to 1850; there were also sales particulars from 1912, which included a plan of the area and showed who owned neighbouring plots of land and buildings. From those two sets of information I could work out who owned or occupied the building from 1850 until we moved in. Sadly, there were no photographs of the house or garden available from any earlier date than when my family moved in. There were however references to the mill itself on various maps dating back to 1797, and I knew there would be reference to the land on the tithe map dating from the early to mid-nineteenth century and the enclosure map dating from 1812–15.


I discovered a sale notice in the newspaper archive, which actually told me when the house was built. Because the property included a mill at one point, I knew there was a good chance the property would be listed in the nineteenth-century trade directories, and it was also possible that the land had been part of a manor as it was in the centre of the town – so there were plenty of leads to follow up at the record office and local heritage centre.


Date the property was built


Do you know exactly – or even approximately – when the property was built? You may be able to narrow it down by using maps. See Chapter 6 for more details about the different types of maps that can help with your research.


Before I started my research into the history of the house, I knew from the deeds that Mill House existed in 1850; obviously there was a mill nearby at some point, which gave the house its name. The mill was marked by a little ‘windmill’ symbol (of an x-shaped cross on an oval, sitting on top of a triangular post) on Faden’s Map of Norfolk in 1797 (see picture 6.9 on page 96) and there was a similar symbol on Bryant’s Map of Norfolk in 1826, which had a slightly larger scale. However, neither of these two maps was detailed enough to show the cottage itself. So all I knew definitely was that the cottage existed in 1850 (and, from the architectural evidence, probably before then) and the mill was there from at least 1797.


Listed buildings


Is the building listed? If it’s over 150 years old it may be recorded on the Department of the Environment’s list of buildings they think are worthy of preservation. English Heritage holds descriptions and some photographs of listed buildings on their website, www.english-heritage.org.uk – a particularly good database on the site is Images of England www.imagesofengland.org.uk/, which holds photographic records of listed buildings. However, note that the description of the property is unlikely to be very detailed as it’s based on a very brief external inspection.


There is also a list prepared for the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments, which is rather more detailed and sometimes includes maps and plans.


I checked the lists for properties in Attleborough. I wasn’t expecting to see Mill House on the Historical Monuments list, but I was disappointed to discover that it wasn’t on the Department of the Environment’s List. There were also no records whatsoever of the mill.


Secondary sources


Is the building named in any secondary sources? (See Chapter 3 for more details about secondary sources.) These include:


♦   Pevsner’s Buildings of England series.


♦   The Victoria History of the Counties of England series (VCH for short).


♦   Street/trade directories (if the building is not noted in the actual street lists, it may be mentioned in the potted history of the city, town or village).


I checked the secondary sources for Mill House. There was no mention of the building in Pevsner or in the VCH. However, the street directories were much more useful. Pigot and Co’s National Commercial Directory of Norfolk and Suffolk for 1830 gave an intriguing reference to John Mann at ‘Attleburgh Great Mill’ as well as listing a mill owned by Thomas Dodd (near an area known in modern times as Dodd’s Road, to the south of the town), one owned by William Harris at Rivett Lane (now known as Hargham Road), and ones owned by Robert Lovett and Robert Palmer at ‘Bisthorpe’ (now known as Besthorpe). Earlier directories named some millers, but not their exact locations within the town – which meant checking the census returns to see if I could fit names to locations.


Former use


Do you know if the building was formerly something other than a house? Examples are:


♦   a shop;


♦   a mill;


♦   a farm;


♦   a hospital;


♦   a workhouse;


♦   a school;


♦   a pub;


♦   a toll house.


For any of these there may be additional records you can look up, such as licensing registers for a pub, log books for a school, or minutes of the Board of Trustees for a hospital, workhouse, or school, or Turnpike Trust for a toll house.


There may also be contemporary articles in local newspapers about the building, for example when it was built or when the school, hospital or workhouse opened or closed, as well as who built or owned it, and who worked there. Local newspapers might also cover events at the building – if there was a flood or fire, for example, or if there was an epidemic at a school or workhouse, or if there was a royal visit or a visit by a celebrity to a school or hospital. (See Chapter 10 for more information about researching in newspapers.)


If the house involved a business such as a pub, shop or factory, there may also be advertisements in local newspapers or in the early twentieth-century trade directories.


Local historians may also have built databases or websites about particular types of buildings such as mills or pubs; these may contain information about your building. There may also be organisations that specialise in the history of particular types of buildings, and who may be able to give you more information about your home.


For Mill House I knew that there had been a mill near to the house (because of the name of the cottage and also from the position of the mill marked on early maps of the county – Faden’s Map of 1797 and Bryant’s Map of 1826). So that meant that I could check trade directory listings for millers – and that in turn would help me cross-check against census records for occupants of the cottage, assuming that the miller lived near to his workplace.


WHICH SOURCES DO YOU NEED TO CONSULT?


Before you start to research, list what you need to look up and where to find it. These will be basically as follows:


Primary sources about the building


Deeds


The most recent deeds may be with your solicitor or held by your mortgage provider. Earlier deeds may have been given to the local record office by a former occupant, or they may have been lost, in which case you’ll need to work back through other sources to try to dig up the information.



Land Registry


You can obtain a copy of the title register details and title plan for your property (in England and Wales) from the Land Registry via their online service at www.landregisteronline.gov.uk, for a small fee. The title plan is a plan of the property and shows boundaries. The register information usually includes:


♦   a description of the property;


♦   who owns it;


♦   the mortgage lender (if any);


♦   the price (if registered since 1 April 2000);


♦   rights of way (excluding public rights of way) or other rights affecting the property;


♦   restrictions or conditions.


If you don’t have access to the internet you can get the information by post. Your nearest District Land Registry office or legal stationer will have the form you need to apply for a copy of the register.


The Land Registry may be able to supply you with information about previous transfers of the property (i.e. when it was bought or sold), but the searches through their records may take some time and be quite expensive. It’s worth noting that the information in their files dates only from the time that the property was first registered with the Land Registry, which might be much later than the date when the property was built.


Manorial records


If the land was part of a manor at one point it may be listed in the rentals, extants or estate maps (see Chapter 8 for more details about manorial records). Your local record office may be able to help you find out where the documents are held.



Ordnance Survey Maps


Most libraries and record office have copies of the 1-inch series maps. There are excellent collections at the National Archives and the British Library. You can see the 6-inch editions online on the Old Maps website www.old-maps.co.uk. There may also be some earlier maps online, depending on your county’s archive; for example, Norfolk has various maps (including aerial photography) at www.historic-maps.norfolk.gov.uk/ and East Sussex has pre-1813 maps at www.envf.port.ac.uk/geo/research/historical/webmap/sussexmap/sussex.html.


Sales particulars


These may be in local record office collections of catalogues from sale houses/auctions, but you will need to know the precise date of the sale, to save having to wade through enormous amounts of information.


Building control plans and planning applications


These are held at local record offices, and at local building control or planning departments.


Road order maps and deposited plans


These are held at local record offices.


Glebe terriers


If the building belonged to the church these are held at your local record office or diocesan office.


Secondary sources about the building


Pevsner


The volumes of Pevsner’s Buildings of England series covering your area are likely to be available at your local reference library as well as local bookshops.



The Victoria History of the Counties of England series


The volumes covering your area will be available at your local reference library. You may also be able to access some of the pages (particularly those referring to ecclesiastic buildings) at the British History Online website www.british-history.ac.uk.


Department of Environment list


This is available at your local council planning department, county council offices and most local reference libraries. It is also available at the National Monuments Record, Kemble Drive, Swindon SN2 2GZ. Photographs of buildings that were on the list in 2001 are available online at the English Heritage website Images of England: www.image-sofengland.org.uk/.


Standard local history


The history for your county should be available at your local reference library (for example, for Norfolk it’s Blomefield’s An Essay Towards a Topographical History of the County of Norfolk, in 11 volumes).


Monographs


Any monographs that may be relevant to your research (e.g. a book or pamphlet on the history of a particular building, parish, town or family) should be available at your local reference library.


Primary sources about the occupant


Deeds


Sources as above.


Land registry


Sources as above.



Census returns


The originals are kept at the Family Records Centre in London (part of the National Archives), but the ones for your county should also be available in your local record office and/or local studies centre on microfilm or microfiche. You can also search digital images and transcriptions of the 1901 census online at www.1901censusonline.com. It’s free to search the indexes, although you’ll need to pay a small fee to see the census pages and transcripts. You can also search the 1891 census at www.ancestry.co.uk. The Society of Genealogists also holds copies of the returns for 1841–61 and 1891 on microfilm.


Hearth tax assessments


Assessments for Michaelmas 1662 to Lady Day 1666 and for Michaelmas 1669 to Lady Day 1674 are in the National Archives, series E179. Other years are held in local record offices, either on microfilm or microfiche. Between 1666 and 1669 the tax was collected by commissions (freelance collectors, known as ‘farmers’) and few lists of taxpayers survive.
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