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EDITORIAL 

This second Durham VCH Trust newsletter appears later than we 
would have liked not only because we hoped to have more definite 
news of our plans, but also because the editor has been somewhat 
inattentive. However, it makes up in quality and quantity for what 
it has lost in tardiness. Besides the Chairman's report on recent 
encouraging developments, we also include a summary of the talk 
given by David Butler at the subscribers meeting held in May, a 
survey of recent writings on the history of County Durham by John 
Smith; a review of the recently published Historical Atlas of the 
county edited by Tom Corfe and others for Durham County Local 
History Society, and the text of the address given by Professor Riley-
Smith, chairman of the VCH national committee on the occasion of a 
visit to the Royal Library at Windsor Castle. 

As many readers will know, we have registered charitable status. 
At the end of this newsletter our secretary, Mrs Hart, appeals to all 
who have not as yet covenanted their subscriptions to do so. 

We wish you all a prosperous New Year. 

Tony Pollard 
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Chairman's Report 

The delay in producing this Newsletter results neither from inertia 
nor from lack of activity to report; it is because at every point for the 
last six months it has looked as if by waiting a little longer more 
news of progress could be given. This was correct - but it was a 
mistake, for it proved a recipe for almost indefinite delay, and I hope 
subscribers will forgive the late arrival of what can still be only an 
interim report. 

However, much has happened since the last Newsletter and since 
the meeting in Durham Castle on the 14th May, when some 40 of us 
heard a talk by David Butler about the carpet-weavers of nineteenth-
century Durham City - a fascinating piece of research that is as 
interesting in its use of sources as in its discoveries - and an account 
of her work by Elizabeth Anderson, Fund-raising Consultant to the 
Durham VCH Trust. 

The Trust's committee decided early this year to commission a 
report from Mrs Anderson as the essential next step in finding the 
funds needed before the Durham VCH can be relaunched. We now 
have about 150 subscribers and every reason to suppose that their 
number will go on increasing - impressive evidence of the interest 
taken by knowledgeable people throughout the county. It is time 
for us to put this evidence before potential large-scale sponsors, how 
to approach them and interest them in the VCH are matters that 
need skilled professional advice, and this is what Mrs Anderson is 
providing. She is very experienced in fund-raising for historical and 
archeological initiatives in the North-East and has advised Beamish 
Museum among others - all with considerable success. 

Mrs Anderson assures us that we have made no mistakes so far, and 
her preliminary assessment of future strategy - following careful 
consideration and wide consultation - made two suggestions. One 
was that the Durham VCH project could be best presented to 
possible sponsors if it was formally and firmly based on a 
university, demonstrating its standing both in the local community 
and in the wider academic world. The other was that it would be 
easier to raise funds if the Durham VCH did not stand alone but 
formed the flagship project of a wider scheme, a centre for historical 
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or other regional studies which would act as a focus for the other 
initiatives as well. 

These suggestions led to many discussions during the summer and 
autumn, particularly in the universities of Durham, Sunderland and 
Teesside. All three expressed much interest and goodwill, but 
Durham seems best placed to offer a home to the VCH - with the 
particular advantage that Durham is where many of the sources for 
the county's history are to be found. The university's Department of 
History is supporting a proposal put forward by David Rollason for 
a centre of North-East history that would have the VCH at its core. 
The possibility of cooperation with other initiatives within the 
university are being explored. 

Which is where we are now. Nothing is settled, every possibility 
remains open, but we start to see the way ahead more clearly. Your 
committee's job - its responsibility - is to follow whatever course 
offers the best chance of restarting the Durham VCH effectively and 
quickly. 

Paul Harvey 
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CARPET WEAVERS IN DURHAM CITY IN 1851 

Carpet weaving in Durham City did not begin with the Henderson 
family in the early nineteenth century, but under the influence of 
that family it developed to occupy a significant place in the economy 
of the city. Very few records survive of the company's activities 
during its first fifty years and the historian who wishes to examine 
the operation of the business must use other sources of information. 
One source of data that can be used as a surrogate to provide 
personnel information is that available as a result of the decennial 
national censuses. Specifically this brief article looks at the 
information in the 1851 census. 

The 1851 census provides details for each of the 13188 people who 
were resident in Durham city on census night (Sunday 30 March). 
For each address, the name of everyone present on that Sunday is 
given, with his or her age, trade or occupation, marital status, 
relationship to other people in the household, and birthplace. 

It must be emphasised that carpet weaving was not the major source 
of employment in Durham. If all those described as 'carpet weaver', 
'handloom weaver', 'wool comber', factory boy/girl' and various 
associated occupations are identified, a total of 201 males and 32 
females can be found. In total numbers involved, carpet 
manufacture comes below indoor domestic service (913), 
dressmaking and tailoring (569) and even agricultural employment 
(308), but its significance lies in the fact that all the other major 
employment sectors the employees were located in a large number 
of workplaces with only a small number of employees in any one 
location (for example, the maximum number of servants in any one 
house was ten). The carpet workers, however, were working 
together in a factory in one location - Back Lane to the north of St. 
Nicholas' Church in the Market Place. 

Although this research is not yet complete certain preliminary 
conclusions are emerging which are unlikely to be amended. Firstly, 
the homes of the carpet factory workers were concentrated in certain 
areas of the city, with 60% of the workers living within 400 meters of 
the factory. Back Lane, Lower Claypath, Framwelgate and Lower 
New Elvet were the favoured areas. 
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Secondly, the carpet factory workforce had a different age profile to 
the other manufacturing industries in the town, and the males and 
females in the carpet factory had distinct age profiles. The carpet 
factory had a larger proportion of young people (5/14), both male 
and female, in its workforce (13%) than other manufacturing 
industries (3%). Looking beyond this group of factory boys and 
girls, the remaining male workers formed an older workforce than 
was usual in manufacturing in the town; in contrast, the remaining 
female workers formed a younger workforce, the average ages of 
manufacturing workers were 34 (males) and 33 (females), but those 
of carpet workers were 36 and 25 respectively. 

Thirdly, carpet workers were more likely to have been born outside 
County Durham than the average city inhabitant, and many of them 
were born in other carpet weaving areas (e.g. Kidderminster, 
Bridgnorth, Wilton). If the birthplaces of the children of carpet 
workers are analysed, it is possible to see patterns of movement 
suggesting that the mobile carpet workers would travel between 
carpet weaving areas. Using the places of birth of the children 
linked to the ages of those children it can be suggested that a likely 
period of arrival in Durham City for those workers were resident in 
1851 was the first half of the 1840s. 

Fourthly, using the occupants of those employed in the carpet 
industry, as stated in the census, it is possible to suggest a structure 
for the carpet factory workforce. Fourteen percent were probably 
unskilled labourers, 16% were concerned with preparing the wool, 
6% were employed in machine preparation, and 64% were directly 
concerned in carpet production as weavers. 

Although there are still many loose ends to be run in (or cut off) it 
can be seen that the absence of a firm's archives need not preclude 
research into some aspects of its history. 

David Butler 
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Recent Writings on the History of County Durham 

Since the Durham VCH ceased work in 1928, several revolutions 
have occurred in historical writing and horizons greatly widened. 
The very profession of the historian has grown numerously as old 
universities expended and the new foundations of 1960s and the 
1990s came into being. Records of local and regional history have 
been so much more available as county record offices were 
established from the 1960s and their professional staff systematically 
gathered and catalogued manuscript and printed materials. Local 
History came into being as a taught subject, firstly in adult classes 
and then successively in the polytechnics and the universities. 
There is a steady output of postgraduate work in the field. At least 
three Ph.D.s a year are written on the history of the north, many 
more of M.A. status and many dissertations generated within 
courses at undergraduate level. 

The important amateur tradition of writing has in no way been 
supplanted but has grown. Associated with this are the old regional 
serial publications and journals, the Surtees Society, the Durham 
and Northumberland, and Newcastle Antiquarian, Archeological 
and Architectural Publications, to which has been added a new 
generation of county and urban and parochial local history 
publications, and, moreover, a university-based journal in Northern 
History. 

Over the last five years, every period of northern history has 
attracted a substantial amount of research and published work, if 
unequally. The Roman and Anglo-Saxon periods are rooted in a 
strong regional tradition of work associated with the names of Brian 
Dobson and Rosemary Cramp. Recent works include B. Hartley and 
L. Fitts' somewhat critically received The Brigantes (1988), Nick 
Highham's, The Kingdom of Northumbria, AD350-1100 (1993) and the 
volume edited by G. Bonner, D. Rollason and C. Stancliffe, Saint 
Cuthbert, His Cult and his Community to AD 1200 (1989). 

The medieval period appears to be the most strongly represented in 
recent work. Titles include R. Lomas, North-East England in the 
Middle Ages (1992); B. Vyner, ed., Medieval Rural Settlement in North-
East England (1993), and M. Bonney, Lordship and the Urban 
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Community. Durham and its Overlords, 1250-1540 (1990). In The Rise 
and Fall of the English Highland Clans: Tudor responses to a medieval 
problem (1989), R. Robson makes a much overdue scholarly attempt 
on a theme too long left to G.M. Fraser in his anecdotal Steel Bonnets. 

A bridge to the early modern period is created by A.J. Pollard, in 
North Eastern England during the Wars of the Roses: Lay Society, War 
and Politics 1450-1500 (1990), welcomed by one reviewer with the 
exclamation, "At last County Durham receives proper treatment!". 
The early modern period otherwise has not recently been the subject 
of any general studies since M.E. James (1974), R. Howell (1967); and 
D. Marcombe, ed., The Last Principality: politics, religion and society in 
the bishopric of Durham, 1494-1660, (1987). However, aspects of social 
and economic history of the period were very well treated in D. 
Reid, The Crown Lordships (1990) and D. Levine and K. Wrightson, 
The Making of an Industrial Society: Whickham, 1560-1765 (1991). 
Likewise the most modern period has experienced a relative period 
of silence in major published work. K. Warren, Consett from 1840 to 
1980: a study of industrial location (1990) belongs however to a still 
vital stream of industrial and local studies to which reference is 
made below. 

The two most characteristic features of the history of County 
Durham are its palatine institutions and the coal industry. The 
palatinate's institutions were last treated in detail in the long essay 
by K. Emsley and C.M. Fraser, The Courts of the County Palatine of 
Durham from the earliest times to 1971 (1984); and only one bishop has 
attracted a biographer since Bek (1953), Pudsey (1956), and Langley 
(1961). The recent addition is E.A. Varley, The Last of the Prince 
Bishops. William Van Mildert and the High Church Movement (1992). 

At the heart of the history of the North-East is of course the coal 
industry and the five-volume work commissioned by the National 
Coal Board, The History of the British Coal Industry, began to appear 
in 1974 with the second volume by M.W. Flinn on the period 1700 to 
1830. The last to appear was the first volume by J. Hatcher in 1993, 
on the industry before 1700. The whole work brings the history 
down to the date 1982. Companion to this, so-to-speak, are the 
works concerned with the social and cultural experience of labour in 
the last 150 years, of Challinor and Ripley (1968), 
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Colls (1977), Garside (1971), Moore (1974), and now in 1994, of H. 
Beynon and T. Austin, Masters and Servants. The Durham Miners and 
the English Political Tradition. 

To the abundance of monographs, if unequally distributed, must be 
added the flow of articles in journals of all kinds, best chronicled in 
the volumes of Northern History which carry an annual review of 
periodical literature. 

No overall work has of course appeared to comprehend the great 
enlargement of our knowledge of the archeological and historical 
past of the North-East and County Durham. Musgrove made a 
modest attempt in his idiosyncratic The North of England: a history 
from Roman times to the present (1990), from Agricola to Scargill; and 
two different kinds of summary account over the long period occur 
in D. Pocock and R. Norris, A History of County Durham (1990) and in 
T. Corfe, ed., A Historical Atlas of County Durham (1992). The 
achievement of continuing work for the Victoria County History in 
such counties as Sussex, Wiltshire, Oxfordshire etc., shows that an 
overall account and consolidation of two or three generations of 
historical work is desirable and possible, if the investment is made. 

John Smith 
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An Historical Atlas of County Durham, ed. Tom Corfe and others 
(Durham County Local Historical Society, 1992). 88pp., maps. ISBN 
0 902958 14 3 £6.00. 

Over forty pages of maps, each with explanatory text on the facing 
page, give a picture of the historic County Durham from the Stone 
Age to the present that is both informed and informative. The maps, 
all in black and white, are well drawn and clear, and the text is lucid 
and succinct. There can be very few people so knowledgeable about 
the county and its history that they have nothing new to learn from 
this imaginative and well produced book. 

Most maps cover the whole of the pre-1974 county, but they are not 
drawn to a standard pattern. Thus the number of rebels (hanged or 
pardoned) in each place in the 1569 rebellion and the votes for each 
party in elections from 1832 to 1906 are shown by pie-graphs; the 
patterns of medieval estates and of population density between 1841 
and 1971 by shading; visible remains surviving from the Middle 
Ages by an ingenious system of symbols; and so on. Other plans 
and diagrams illustrate particular local details: Durham City in the 
Middle Ages, the industrial development of the lower Wear from 
1737 to 1856, plans of mining villages and of farmsteads, and many 
more. 

At two widely separated points in its history County Durham has 
made an important contribution to the world scene: as a cultural 
powerhouse in the seventh and eighth centuries and as the effective 
birthplace of mechanical transport in the early nineteenth. Not least 
of this book's virtues is the way it sets both these developments in 
their local historical context: the Roman background, the spreading 
settlement and the kingdoms of seventh-century Northumbria, and 
the collieries, the wagon ways and the iron-smelting of the early 
industrial revolution. Even when the Durham VCH is completed 
this book will still have a value all its own. 

Paul Harvey 
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VCH Visit to the Royal Library, Windsor Castle, 
26 May 1994 

Address by Professor Jonathan Riley-Smith, Chairman of the VCH 
Committee 

In welcoming you, on behalf of the Victoria History of the Counties of 
England, I should first like to thank Her Majesty for allowing us to 
visit the Royal Library. 

The Victoria County History, as everyone knows, is a compendium of 
definitive source-bases histories of all the parishes in England, 
taking many forms, but the average would, let us say, be the 
equivalent in size to a moderately sized religious order or a largish 
national company with the added feature of longevity - some have 
histories over 1500 years - and often a lot of scattered material. 
Looking at random at one of the VCH parish histories a year or two 
ago, I discovered that the authors of it referred to at least 43 separate 
manuscripts from the Public Record Office, to at least 74 from seven 
other Record Offices and collections, to records of the local parish 
council, to files from the Charity Commissioners and Church 
Commissioners, and to parliamentary reports and censuses. They 
cited at least 30 collections of printed sources and calendars. And 
they made reference to maps, directories, poll books, handbooks and 
local newspapers, together with a range of secondary works by 
antiquaries and local historians. The sources which they noted in 
print accounted for only a fraction of those that they would have 
had to consult. 

It is not surprising that this basic work of reference on the 
development of the constituent parts of England, ranking with the 
Dictionary of National Biography as one of the great projects of the late 
nineteenth century, designated for use over many generations, and 
increasingly needed as interest in heritage issues and local history 
grows, has no true imitators anywhere in the world. Nor is it 
surprising that it is taking a very long time to complete. As we 
approach our centenary we are not quite half way through our task: 
205 volumes have been produced so far, and we expect to write 
another 230 to complete, if the funding allows. 
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The chief source of our funding is the Local Authorities in those 
areas where we have staff working, and one cause for concern is that 
some of the Authorities, under severe financial constraints, are 
cutting their grants to the VCH. even withdrawing entirely. There 
have been cuts in staff, and more are possible. On the other hand a 
very welcome development has been the initiative of Keele 
University in taking over the management of the Staffordshire 
volumes. Other universities are also showing interest, because this 
step has the potential for reinforcing their research and supporting 
their teaching of local history. From our point of view it adds to our 
academic strength and provides much needed weight in negotiating 
with Local Authorities. 

But 230 volumes - at the present rate more than a century's work -
does seem an awfully long way to go. And as our centenary 
approaches we have been considering whether it is practicable to 
make a dash for the finishing line, by which I mean setting ourselves 
the target of completion in 25 to 30 years. Our preliminary studies 
suggest that it is, although we would face many difficulties in 
staffing and organisation. The chief problem would be resources, 
but the total sum that we would require over two or three decades 
would be less than a few years of the budget now spent on some 
comparable enterprises. 

The originators of the VCH also thought in terms of completion 
within a few years. Although the scale of, and detail in, modern 
volumes exceeded their wildest dreams, we hope that in the closing 
years of the twentieth century we shall have targets even more 
daring than theirs were. WE SHALL MEET THEM AND WE 
SHALL FINISH THE HISTORY. 
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You will all be pleased to hear that the Trust has now obtained 
Charitable Status. This means that subscribers who have agreed to 
make their contributions over at least 4 years may now covenant 
their subscriptions; thereby enabling the Trust to claim back the 
Income Tax already paid. 

All subscribers who are paying by standing order will have 
received the appropriate form; and most (but not quite all!) have 
returned them. If there is anyone I have inadvertently left out, 
please let me know. I have also sent some to those who are paying 
annually; but not by standing order. 

If there is anyone who has not received a covenant form, and who 
would like one, would they please contact me. 

Enid M. Hart (Membership Sec) 
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