
Editorial 

The Roots of the Past are the Branches of the Future. 

Gwaun Valley School, Wales, School Motto 

 

When the Thriplow Society was founded in 1992 one of our aims was to ‘Promote the 

formation of a Thriplow collection.’  This collection of items relating to the history of 

Thriplow has now filled Shirley’s spare bedroom.  We have a photo album for each road and 

some over, several scrap books for press cuttings, a folder for each manor (four of them, the 

Bury, Bacons, Barrentons and Crouchmans), folders for the Overseers’ of the Poor 1637 -

1834, Churchwarden’s accounts 1639 – 1872, Church records, chapel and non-conformist 

records, school records, tax records from Domesday (1086) to Enclosure (1840), population 

records, registers of Births, Marriages and Burials, Copies of Wills and Inventories from 

1452 to 1857 (8 volumes).  We have maps and reference books.  We now have 24 years of 

the Thriplow Journal and several publications produced by the Society.  One of the first items 

I ever copied was the Thriplow news from the Cambridgeshire Chronicle which started in 

1776.   

All this takes up much space and is unfortunately not easily available to Thriplow 

Society members.  Other local history groups such as Barrington and Ickleton have rooms in 

their village halls or community centres and Sawston has a room in its Parish Council 

building.  Our Village Hall is too small to house the Thriplow Society’s collection and the 

Smithy is not weatherproof, though a building attached to the back of it might provide a 

suitable centre. 

 We need to think about the future of this unique collection of Thriplow’s history.  

When Lady Lena Browne was our President she allowed us to use the dovecote at the Bury 

for our Daffodil Weekend exhibitions and a few years ago the Cricket Club offered us a room 

in their planned new Pavilion but that fell through.  

Our agricultural implements are housed in the smithy but it is too damp for paper 

items though we put up an exhibition in the gazebo by the Smithy every Daffodil Weekend 

but that is of a temporary nature.  We really do need a museum room before it is too late. 

Any ideas anyone? 

 

Shirley Wittering, Bernard Meggitt and Angela Rimmer, Journal Production Team. 

 

Herbal Legacy in the Hedgerows of Thriplow 
  

The hedgerows, verges, meadows and woods of Thriplow abound in wild herbaceous 

flowering plants, many of which were used as medicinal herbs before the advent of modern 

pharmaceutical development. Some were used as the main and often only treatment of many 

medical conditions. It is hoped that this series of short articles will stimulate the appreciation 

of these lowly plants and give some insight into their past use in helping to improve the 

health and life of our ancestors.   



1. Comfrey – Symphytum officinale 

 
Comfrey has a long history of use for healing and anti-inflammatory effects on damaged 

tissues: on the linings of the gut and lung, in cuts, wounds and bone fractures, and on 

inflamed joints and arthritis.  This strong healing action is shown in comfrey’s various 

synonyms: ‘Common Comfrey, Knitbone, Knitback, Bruisewort, Consolida, Consound, 

Slipperywort, Blackwort,’ as well as ‘Ass Ear, Gum plant and Yulluc (Saxon)’. 

 

Nomenclature: 

Both comfrey’s common and scientific names refer to its healing qualities.  Thus comfrey 

itself is derived from the Latin ‘confirmo – I strengthen’ or ‘confero – I gather together’.  

The generic ‘Symphytum’ is from the Greek ‘Sympho – I make whole’ and ‘phyton – plant.’ 

The specific ‘officinale – authentic or from the (herbalist) shop’.  

 

Description: 



Comfrey is a member of the Borage Family (Boraginaceae) indigenous to Europe with a 

number of species found in the British Isles, both native and garden escapes.  These are all 

lush hairy fast growing herbaceous perennials (1–3 ft); having thick leaves and scorpious 

pendulous bell-shaped flowers of various colours flowering May to August.  Most thrive in 

moist marshy calcareous sites such as the Common Comfrey, commonest in England; others 

grow in dry areas with deep roots (3-9ft) as with the also common Russian Comfrey (S.x 

uplandicum, a hybrid, also called Quaker or Blue comfrey).  Related species are Rough 

(bluish flowers), Tuberous (yellowish cream flowers), White (pure white) and Creeping 

Comfrey (reddish to creamy).  Identification can be difficult because comfreys hybridise. 

 

Thriplow Comfrey Sites: 

On walking along Narrow Lane from Middle Street to just after the first rear garden on the 

left, there is an area of low fairly dense Russian Comfrey on both path sides. A second much 

larger expanse of also Russian-type Comfrey fills the verge along the top left side of Lodge 

Road opposite the Bury Lodge and garden. 

 

Medicinal History: 

There is an extensive historical literature on Comfrey appearing throughout the ages from 

which a selected few writings make interesting reading. 

There are records from early Greek physicians with Herodotus 400 BC, describing the use of 

comfrey root remedies to stop severe bleeding and treat bronchial ailments, and later 

Niicander 2C. BC noting the plant’s use for poisonings.  In 40AD Dioscorides also a Greek 

physician, documented over 600 plants and their uses in his De Materia Medica including 

comfrey for the healing of wounds and broken bones. In the same period the Roman, Pliny 

the Elder, recorded that boiled comfrey roots produced a sticky paste that would glue pieces 

of meat together. Comfrey poultices were then recommended for wounds and comfrey tea for 

internal lung and gut ailments. 

In the 1C. AD comfrey appears in monastic writings such as in the Saxon Herbarium with 

one recommendation: ‘ground dried Comfrey leaves stirred into honey and take on an 

empty stomach for internal bleeding and ruptures’.  Many religious orders are credited with 

expanding the cultivation of comfrey throughout Europe in their monastery gardens, 

particularly for the treatment of soldiers’ wounds. 

In the Middle Ages there was continued wide use of this healing herb.  The application of the 

boiled gummy root on muslin wrapped round the injured or broken limb was found to stiffen 

into a cast giving primitive splintage. Wide popularity in the 16C led to all social classes 

cultivating Comfrey in their gardens.  Renowned herbalists in their writings, Turner 1568 and 

Gerard 1597 recommended Comfrey root tea for ‘’those who would spit blood and would 

have inward wounds and burstings.’’ 

In the 17C the leaves were also being used in tea form but the eminent English herbalist, 

Nicholas Culpeper, still preferred comfrey root noting “full of glutinous and clammy 

juice…for all inward hurts…and for outwards wounds and sores in [all] fleshy or sinewy 

parts of the body…[it] is especially good for ruptures and broken bones.” Further pre-

eminence of healing Comfrey was given by the Master Herbalist to King James 1, John 

Parkinson, in his herbal ‘Theater of Plants’ (1640).  Besides tea and syrup concoctions for 



lung, gut and fevers, the root for wounds and fractures, he also used the root to heal 

haemorrhoids, putrescent ulcers and gangrene.  Comfrey was taken to the New World as 

recorded by the Englishman, John Josselyn in his book “New England Rarities Discovered” 

(1672)” being among a list of transplants found in early Colonists’ gardens. 

Comfrey was used for more than medicinal reasons: for nutrition cooked in stews, soups and 

in salads; as fodder for livestock; and one Henry Doubleday, an English Quaker, even used it 

for stamp glue when gum Arabic was in short supply.  He was so impressed with the plant’s 

nutritional value and distressed by the Irish Potato Famine suffering of the 1840’s, that he set 

up a charitable foundation (that continues today as Garden Organic) to research the 

cultivation and use of comfrey in hopes of ending world hunger. 

 

Actions and Components: 

Today comfrey’s main actions as described by herbalists are as an astringent, anti-

inflammatory, demulcent, cell proliferator and healing stimulant of wounds and bone. 

Although there have been this great number of writings, observations and claims over the 

ages, little real scientific testing or trials have been reported to validate them. However 

modern biochemical analysis of comfrey has shown some supporting biological active 

components: allantoin up to 4.7% (stimulates new cell growth), rosmarinic acid (an anti-

inflammatory), and mucilage about 29% (a gummy substance soothing inflamed tissues).   

Allatoin has been shown in cell culture to be a mild stimulant in growth of fibroblasts, the 

framework cells of many tissues including bone, cartilage and muscle.  Interestingly 

Allantoin is found in most animals but not in primates or humans.  The glue effect idea of the 

mucilage in ‘sticking flesh together’ as reported in Ancient Rome nearly 2000 years ago (as 

above - Pliny the Elder) has recently been heralded as a ‘new discovery’ for suture-less 

surgical wound closure although with a modern adhesive!  Other extracts include calcium, 

potassium, phosphorus, vitamins A, B12, C, tannins, steroidal saponins and also 

unfortunately toxic alkaloids including pyrrolizidine.  This latter alkaloid has in very large 

doses extracted from roots, been shown to produce tumours when injected into rats and be 

associated with human liver damage although in only two reported cases world-wide. 

 

Mistaken Identities: 

Before flowering, comfrey leaves can easily be confused with Foxglove’s (Digitalis 

purpurea) that contain a heart toxin. 

 

Modern Uses: 

Comfrey is still grown as animal fodder (harvestable 3 or 4 times a season), as a fertiliser and 

for composting.  A sterile clone of Russian Comfrey, Bocking 14, developed by the 

Doubleday Foundation is commonly grown for this.  However the plant can be difficult to 

remove from gardens with its deep and spreading roots and rhizomes. 

The Discovery of the toxic alkaloids has resulted in the banning of comfrey products 

for internal use in USA and Australia.  Many herbalists still advise comfrey tea twice daily 

(half large leaf in a cup of hot water for 5 minutes) for soft tissue injuries and fractures for up 

to 6 weeks (not if pregnant, lactating, a young child or with liver disease). 



Comfrey poultices are still recommended by herbalists: fresh moistened leaves between 

muslin layers to cuts, burns, bruises, sprains and fractures; powdered root paste to stubborn 

ulcers, sores, wounds and bleeding haemorrhoids.  Creams, infused oils, tinctures and 

ointments of comfrey root are available for home recipes or buying commercially for treating 

cuts, abrasions and many skin conditions, inflamed lesions, arthritic joints, bruises, sprains 

and traumatic injuries.    

So next time you pass the Thriplow comfrey, perhaps you will stop a while, ponder and 

marvel at the place this plant has played over the centuries in the health and well-being of our 

fore-bears. 

 

Bernard Meggitt 

  

Pictorial Conundrums – 4 - PECK’S HALF ACRE 

 

Peck’s Half Acre in 1933 with Mrs Dick Green (nee Pettitt) and son Derek  

This picture of a pretty cottage turned up behind a print bought at a village hall sale; it was 

identified by Michael and Rose Moule as Peck’s Half Acre in Lower Street and the people as 

Mrs Dick Green nee Grace Pettit and her son Derek Green.  The date is approx. 1933. The 

picture is in good condition and shows the house before the fire that destroyed the thatch in 

1964.  

It’s interesting name derives from Francis Peck, who in his will of 1633, left money from the 

field beside his house, Peck’s Close, to the poor of the village.  For more on its history see 

Thriplow Journal Vol. 7.2,  1999.   



.    

No 136 on the Tithe map of 1842. 

In 1964 a spark from a fire at Cochrane’s Farm opposite set the cottage alight. 

 

The fire at Peck’s Half Acre in 1964 



 

The cottage was rebuilt soon after with tiles rather than thatch. 

While it was probably half an acre when it was built, it is less now as a new cottage has been 

built in its grounds.    

 

 

The Corner Cottage built in the grounds of Peck’s Half Acre in 2009 

Shirley Wittering 



Who were the Poor? 

On Thursday July 16th, a group of members and friends visited Thriplow Church to learn 

about the Ledgerstones of Thriplow.*   

 There was a lot of interest and several questions were asked.  One in particular caught my 

attention – “Who were the Poor?”  Several of the people whose stones we had seen in the 

floor of the church had stated in their wills that money and bread should be given to the poor 

at their funeral.  So how did those distributing these gifts know to whom to give them?  Who 

were the poor? 

For the answer we must go back to the reign of Queen Elizabeth I.  In 1563 she enacted a law 

that ‘two or more persons shall be appointed gatherers of charitable alms’ for the use of the 

poor.  In 1572 the Office of Overseer of the Poor was created.  A rate was to be levied on the 

population of a parish according to how much land they owned based on the Land Tax, and 

by 1601 the first Poor Law Act was introduced.  It divided the poor into three categories: the 

able-bodied who were to be found work, the impotent poor i.e. those unable to work, and 

those who were unwilling to work.  The rate was divided in four main ways: A  for setting to 

work the children of all such whose parents shall not be thought able to maintain them.  B  

for setting to work all such persons, having no means to maintain them, and who use no 

ordinary  or daily trade of life to get their living by.  C  for providing a convenient stock of 

flax, hemp, wood, thread, iron and other ware and stuff to set the poor on work.  D  for the 

necessary relief of the lame, impotent, old, blind and such other among them being poor and 

not able to work.   

So who were the poor of Thriplow?  Time has affected the Overseers’ Accounts and only 

those from 1764 – 1789 now exist.  But even these give a good picture of how the village was 

run and to whom poor relief was given.  The population of Thriplow between 1794 and 1821 

was never more than 371, and its pensioners never quite reached 4% of that figure.i 

No of pensioners as % of population - Thriplow 

 1794 1803 1813 1821 

Population 320 334 319 371 

Pensioners 12 12 12 14 

Percentage 3.75% 3.59% 3.76% 3.77% 

 

The Overseers divided their accounts into ‘disbursements’ that is regular weekly payments to 

pensioners and ‘extraordinary’ which covered everything else.  More women than men 

received relief, which is not surprising as women tend to live longer than men; for instance in 

1772 there were 3 men, 8 women and 1 child; the children, either orphans or children of 

paupers, were provided with clothes and shoes and boarded out to those willing to take them 

and provide work for them, even those as young as five years. 



 

Document dated 1711 to the Churchwardens and Overssers of Thriplow, from the 

Churchwardens and Overseers of Saffron Walden stating that Thomas Barker and his wife 

and child were legally settled in that parish and that their pension would be paid by Saffron 

Walden.  Thomas Barker had moved to Thriplow, but was legally settled in Saffron Walden. 



So the money bequeathed to the Poor of Thriplow was given to those on the Overseers’ list. 

 There was another form of income to the poor apart from the rate paid by the 

inhabitants of Thriplow and any money left in wills; a few people, in their wills, left land the 

income from which was to go to the poor.  This money was distributed by the 

Churchwardens, below is an excerpt from the Churchwardens’ Account for 1639/40. 

 

The charities are from Mistress Martin, Richard Hix, Francis Peck, Thomas Godfrey and 

William Deering. And the sum to be distributed comes to £2  13s  4d.   

In 1562 Lettice Martin left money in her will to all the churches she could see from her home 

in Heydon.  Richard Hix left money for the poor in 1640 as did Thomas Godfrey in 1632, and 

Francis Peck in 1633 left land, the rent from which was to support the poor.  In 1567 

Nicholas Pryme wrote his will in which he stated that seven milk cows should be leased to 

the people of Thriplow for the sum of 30 shillings each, the resulting money to buy a Barrel 

of White Herrings every year for the use of the poor.2  In the account above it was William 

Deering who was obviously leasing the cattle to provide the herrings though perhaps by then,  

many years later, he just payed over 16 shillings (it seems that deflation had set in as 16 

shillings is much less than the 30 shillings it should have been). 

Each Parish was responsible for its own poor and often had a Poor House in which the old 

lived and perhaps did some spinning to offset the cost of keeping them.  Mary Webb, one of 

the Overseers for Fowlmere in 1759 actually states why the pensioners are unable to provide 

for themselves. 

October 1759 Names of Pensioners.    S.  d 

Lettice Ingrey, old not able to work     1 – 6 

Deborah Fairchild, same     1 – 0 

Elizabeth Knight, Lame     1 – 6 

Widow Witton with 2 children    1 – 6 

Wid Japel, Old      1 – 6 

Robert Harvey, Blind      2 – 0 

Wid Rose Jordan      1 – 0 



 

So it would seem fairly easy for the Churchwardens and Overseers to carry out the bequest in 

a person’s will to provide money or bread to the ‘poor of the Parish’. 

 

Shirley Wittering 

 

* See Thriplow Journal Vol. 23/2, Winter 2014  

2.  A White Herring is just salted unlike a Red Herring which is salted and smoked, such as a 

Kipper. 

 

                                                           
i Shirley Wittering: Parochial Variations in poor relief expenditure in Thriplow Hundred, Cambridgeshire c. 1770 
– 1815, MA thesis, Cambridge 1999, p 29. 
 
 

Nature in Cambridgeshire No. 10, 1967 

From Published by Cambridgeshire and isle of Ely Naturalists' Trust Ltd with the support of 

the Cambridge Natural History Society 

 

Grass Poly, Lythrum hyssopifolia 

Saturday 2 July, Annual Orchid Count at Thriplow Meadows.  The first part of this excursion, 

on a perfect summer's day, was spent in counting the Marsh Orchids on the Trust's meadow, 

the fifth year of this investigation of the effect of different management treatments. As in 

former years, the area grazed by horses, showed the highest number, followed by the area 

grazed by cows.  The area cut annually came next, and the lowest number occurred on the 

control area.  The most remarkable fact, however, was the very small number observed-only 

30 per cent of those counted in 1961, and only 15 per cent of those seen in the 'best' year, 

(1963).  Work over, the party had tea in the adjoining meadow.  Bob White Quail, which are 

raised there, were busy calling, but the Plovers and Snipe, which used to be so frequent, 

appear to have declined sharply as a result of the use of a new spray against wild oats.  The 

light-pink flowers of the Bog Pimpernel, (Anagallis tenella), were happily still prominent, 

and Blysmus compressus and Juncus compressus are also still abundant in what is now 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

probably their only station in the county.  The excursion ended with a long walk and cool 

paddle through a clear chalk stream for a few stalwarts, to see the only mainland locality in 

Great Britain of the Grass Poly, (Lythrum hyssopifolia), which after a long wet winter was 

more abundant than it had ever been.  It was a remarkable sight to see this rare plant 

dominant in a large depression in a cornfield.  Two associated species of liverworts, Riccia 

glauca and R. crystallina, were also abundantly present, and everyone felt it had been well 

worth the long walk. 

Peter Speak 

 

BACON’S MANOR BY SHEILA ANDREWS 

More notes from Sheila Andrews (given to the Thriplow Society by her Nephew Mike 

Pollard after Sheila’s death). 

Some of 

these notes were written in an old exercise book, some were on A4 sheets of paper.  They are 

obviously drafts as there are repeats with changes and rewritings.  I have endeavoured to 

produce a coherent and connected narrative of part of it, the part which deals with Sheila’s 

experience of the war. 

Sheila as a baby with her family at Bacon’s Manor.  Her grandfather Joseph Deller 

(with beard) is seated next to her. 

 

 

 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

THE MEMORY LINGERS ON 

‘It’s a sure sign of Bloodshed’, said the elder folk when the Northern Lights gave a rosy glow 

all over England just before 1939.  How true it was because on September the 3rd  news was 

broadcast by the Prime Minister, Mr Neville Chamberlain, that we were at war with 

Germany.  For weeks preparations were being made, gas masks were issued, air raid shelters 

built and children and expectant mothers from large towns were evacuated to the country.   

Our air raid shelter was made at the bottom of the garden.  It was a large trench with seats all 

round and galvanised zinc on top to keep out the weather.  

When the evacuees came we had an expectant mother whose baby was born a few days after 

she arrived; she had no baby clothes with her. 

There were gun pits on Gravel Pit Hill and soon troops were there living in large huts. A 

searchlight battery was stationed up the ‘Drift’. 

There was no electricity or mains water in the village and black-out regulations were 

imposed.  From September 1st 1940, no light was allowed to shine from anywhere after dark.  

Black out material soon became expensive and many tips were given how to improvise this.  

We were lucky as we made shutters which fastened inside our windows.  Everyone was fitted 

with a gas mask, even babies, and we were expected to carry them everywhere we went.  As 

they were unsightly in cardboard boxes, most people disguised them in special plastic 

containers like a handbag.   

Posters were displayed everywhere such as ‘Careless Talk costs Lives.’ And ‘Be like Dad, 

keep Mum’.   

Before some of the younger men had been recruited in April, they joined the Home Guard 

which was organised by Captain Scott, a retired army officer who lived at Thriplow House 

and Mr Carlton Nash from Fowlmere.  The Home Guard were issued with army uniforms and 

later rifles.  They were allotted different posts most evenings to observe and some did fire 

watching.  The men were regarded by some of the wives and mothers in rather an amused 

fashion.  They knew that the Sunday morning drill would probably finish in the Red Lion or 

Green Man making them late for their Sunday dinners.  

Some of our armed forces known as the British Expeditionary Force, BEF, were sent 

overseas mostly to France.  Some of the boys I knew in Cambridge school had joined the 

Army and were now with the BEF in France.  Lorry loads of soldiers going off somewhere in 

England, would stop at the pump by the council houses in Fowlmere Road for a drink of 

water. 

All men 20 years of age had to register for the services.  Those who worked in reserved 

occupations such as farming and those in important work were exempted.  A few years later 

woman of 20 and 21 years of age had to register for the services or War Work, and in some 

cases to be trained into taking a man’s place.  I had to go to Foxton Post Office to register and 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

then, not being in a reserved occupation I had to work at Sawston Paper Mills, in their 

canteen pouring out endless cups of tea and serving meals. 

 

Editors note: More on the evacuees next time. 

 

PROJECTS FOR THE FUTURE 

Thriplow at War: 

Geoff Axe and I have done some research on the First World War and our findings were on 

display in the Gazebo on the Green last Daffodil Weekend.  Some of this story has been 

printed in the July edition of the BBC’s magazine Who do you think you are?    

The Committee thought it would be nice to trace the history of all the men that went to war 

from Thriplow, so the project is ongoing.  We would love any information and pictures about 

these young men, some only boys who volunteered to fight for their country.  We would be 

happy to scan photos and documents and return them.  We thank those who have kindly lent 

us their documents and photos for inclusion in this project. 

Thriplow Chronicle: 

Geoff Axe has been very busy researching the newspapers for mentions of Thriplow.  We 

have items from 1776 when the Cambridgeshire Chronicle newspaper was first published; in 

fact, it was the first project I did when the Thriplow Society was first formed.  Other villages 

have already published their editions and these can be seen in the Cambridgeshire Collection 

in the Lion Yard Library.  We, too, would like to print an illustrated edition. 

Sue Smith, also, has copied some items from various local newspapers from 1893 – 1895, 

and hopefully Geoffrey’s researches will bring us nearer to recent times.  We have formed a 

small group to coordinate the work and would be very happy if any member would like to 

join us in compiling the Thriplow Chronicle so that it can be published. 

Daffodil Weekend: 

I have been collecting Daffodil Weekend items for some time and hoped eventually to 

provide the definitive history of Daffodil Weekend.  Unfortunately other projects have 

interfered with this, but luckily Brian Roberts has offered to get the project rolling.  I have 

passed all my documents over to him and hopefully the History of Daffodil Weekend will 

become reality soon.  Thank you Brian.  

 

Shirley Wittering 

 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

Gleanings 

 

In Memoriam; We are very sorry to record the death of Judy Bradshaw on July 4th.  We will 

miss her cheerful face as a volunteer at the shop, organising the jewellers and others who 

came to the open evenings there.  Her happy manner and cheerful smile will be much missed.  

We send our sincere condolences to her family. 

  

Keith writes: Judy died peacefully at home after a prolonged illness. We remember her as the 

energetic and vibrant person that she always was – one who always entered into activities 

with great commitment, enthusiasm and a sense of fun. She always strived to contribute to 

village life by supporting the school PTA when our children were young, Daffodil Weekend 

for 30yrs and in recent years did an enormous amount of work for the shop. 

We received many messages from friends in the village both at the start of Judy's illness last 

year and in the past few days – too many, unfortunately, for us to be able to respond to 

individually. So please accept this as our thanks to everyone who sent messages of sympathy 

and support during this very difficult time for Judy. 

 

Also we were sorry to hear of the death of Diane Lomas, she lived in Lower Street and she 

and John were long standing residents.  Diane was manager of the Fitzwilliam Museum Shop.  

We send our condolences to her family. 

 

Thank you to Sue Smith for copying out items from the old local newspapers to extend the 

Thriplow Chronicle which we hope to publish soon. 

Thank you too, to Brian Roberts for offering to take over the History of Daffodil Weekend 

from me. 

 

Bernard Meggitt, Angela Rimmer and Shirley Wittering, joint editors. 


