
EDITORIAL 

 

 

The Annual General Meeting of the Society will take place on Monday, 19 April 1999 in the 

Village School in place of the Village Hall which should be in the early stages of demolition 

by that time.  At this meeting we elect the Committee for the following year and the Officers 

give their reports.  If you have any nominations for the Committee please give them as soon 

as possible to the Secretary.  Following the AGM there will be a talk by a representative of 

CPB Twyford, the seed development firm located on Church Street and in the neighbouring 

fields.  Please do came and hear the reports, raise your questions, and be informed about our 

plans for next year. 

 

Daffodil Weekend has gone once more, this time the weather was kind to us and the village 

looked splendid in its golden glory. Visitors were here in their customary numbers and the 

first count of takings over £22000 should provide a handsome figure towards the New 

Village Hall.  The Society had its usual exhibition in the Smithy and arranged for a 

blacksmith to be present on both days. 

 

On Saturday 6 March we had a most enjoyable evening, albeit to a small audience, from John 

Whitmore who gave us another evening of magic, tracing the history of this form of 

entertainment and illustrating his talk with a series of tricks.  We had a fine supper of cold 

plate meats and salads, with wine and coffee during the interval.  A great pity that more of 

you could not come. 

 

As part of its contribution to Thriplow’s Millennium celebrations the Society is joining with 

members of the Millennium Committee to photograph the village and the events of the year 

2000, and then to publish the pictures in a convenient handbook, but it is still early days and 

all the details of the project have not yet been completed. 

 

Don’t forget, subscriptions are now due. 

 
       Shirley Wittering and Peter Speak, Joint Editors.   
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ENCLOSING THRIPLOW 

 

We read and hear quite often these days of the disappearing hedgerows as fields are enlarged 

to accommodate huge agricultural machines.  Many regret that the pattern of the landscape 

has changed as hedgerow trees have been felled, quickset thorn hedges  removed, nesting 

niches are now difficult to find, and the avenues of overland travel for small animals have 

gone; so much so that a popular suggestion to celebrate the new Millennium is the large-scale 

planting of trees.  But these comments overlook the historical development of our land : this 

so-called ‘traditional’ field pattern of small enclosures is relatively recent in many parts of 

Britain, particularly in Thriplow which was quite late in changing from the medieval 

landscape of Open Fields to Enclosure. 

Although the enclosing of land had taken place in some parts of Britain as early as the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, notably in the peripheral counties of the west and south 

west where pastoral farming of cows and sheep was common, a great deal of the Midlands, 

eastern, and south-central England was unenclosed with either a two or three field system 

around the village until the last century.  In these areas there were two major periods of 

enclosure: the Tudor Enclosure following the Dissolution of the Monasteries (1532-1539), 

when former monastic land, appropriated by the king, became available to private landlords 

and, for convenience of farm management, was frequently divided into enclosed fields, and 

Parliamentary Enclosure (c.1760-c.1830), when by Act of Parliament the Open Fields were 

enclosed. 

here were some 5,200 Acts passed during this period, and Thriplow’s Inclosure (Enclosure) 

Award comes late, the swearing of the Commissioners taking place on 9
th

 June 1840. Those 

appointed in the presence of the Thriplow gentry, Joseph Ellis, Hale Prime and Thomas 

Prime, were John Isaacson of Clare in Suffolk, and Anthony Jackson of Barkway in 

Hertfordshire.  Unfortunately the latter died before the allotments of land were completed, 

and at a meeting held, on 29 July 1845, in the Green Man, Thriplow, his replacement, 

William Jackson of Barkway  was agreed.  The Commissioners were necessarily from 

neighbouring counties and had no interest themselves in the division and allotment of the 

land. They swore to: “act according to equity and good conscience and without partiality, 

favour or affection, prejudice or malice to any person whomsoever”. 

Before this enactment Thriplow’s lands consisted of three large Open Fields - Church Field, 

Heath Field, and West Field.  They surrounded the village, its four Manor Houses, the old 

Guildhall, four Public Houses, farm houses and cottages with their gardens and orchards, 

dairies, maltings and bakehouses.  The Church, as now, was located on the edge of the village 

close to Church Field. The Open Fields were divided into long narrow strips (see portion of 

pre-Enclosure Map) in various ownership and one person’s holding might be distributed 

throughout the three fields. This ensured that everyone had a share of rich and poor land. 

Between several bundles of strips there were balks, unploughed strips often forming a low 

ridge which provided avenues of access to the cultivable strips.  Occasionally they may have 

carried lines of planted trees or shrubs.  Then, as now, the most of the land was owned by 



absentee landlords such as the Bishop of Ely, the Colleges of Cambridge and local worthies.  

The Commissioners had to act as Surveyors, measure the acreages and agree areas to be 

allocated. In Thriplow the Commissioners found the areas as follows : 

All lands and grounds including dwellings, village streets, lanes ditches etc.    2489acres  

1rood  0perches, made up as : 

Allotments of open and common fields etc.    1920a  2r  37p 

                     Ancient inclosed lands and homesteads            518a  1r  14p 

                     Public and private roads etc.                              44a  1r  39p 

                     Street, drains, and brooks etc.                              5a  2r  30p. 

 

 A typical entry from the Act reads as follows : 

 

“Also one other plot of land being an ancient inclosure called Camping Close No. 72 given 

up to be allotted by the Master of Saint Johns College containing one acre two roods and 

twenty perched bounded on the north by an ancient inclosure of Joseph Ellis on the north east 

by ancient inclosure of Saint Peters College and their lessee and the said Henry Perkins 

respectively on the south east by another allotment to the said Henry Perkins and on the south 

west by another inclosure of the said Henry Perkins the fences of which said allotment 

thereof shall be made and maintained by the proprietor or proprietors of the same allotment 

for the time being”..The principal beneficiaries of the Act were, Henry Perkins, Joseph Ellis, 

the Dean and Chapter of Ely, the Colleges of St. John’s, Trinity Hall, and Peterhouse. 

 

The general purpose of enclosure was the consolidation of the strip cultivation in order to 

make farming more economic.  In the process the richer farmers were able to enlarge their 

holdings and the cottagers found their holdings shrinking, so that they were obliged 

increasingly to become wage labourers.  The removal of many of the balks led to a 

considerable loss of footpaths though some survive such as that between Church Street and 

Middle Street (still called ‘the balk’), and ‘narrow lane’ between Middle Street and Lower 

Street.  As the fields were amalgamated so it was important to define them in their new 

ownership by enclosing them in a physical sense.  In other parts of the country stone walls 

were built, and wherever timber was plentiful post and rail fences were erected.  The 

Commissioners decreed in the Thriplow Award :  

“do hereby further order direct and award that the several allotments hereby awarded to the 

said several proprietors respectively shall within six months from the date hereof be inclosed 

hedged ditched and fenced at the proper costs and charges of the respective persons to whom 

the same are hereby respectively awarded or who are herein directed and awarded to make 



the fences with good and proper quickset hedges and with good and substantial posts and 

rails or other sufficient guard fences and with such ditches as are hereinafter mentioned and 

that such quicksets shall not be planted nearer than the distance of four feet from the extent of 

the boundary line of such allotments respectively”. 

 

 

 

 The Pre-Enclosure Map, 1840 showing the open field strip system 



The Commissioners were obliged to preserve the ancient Common Lands of the village, and 

accordingly we read : “And we the said Commissioners in further pursuance of the directions 

of the said Act have set out and allotted and do hereby award and confirm unto and for the 

Churchwardens and Overseers for the time being of the said Parish of Thriplow as a place of 

exercise and recreation for the inhabitants of the said parish two following plots of land that 

is to say, 

 

One plot of land called the Green containing two acres one rood and eight perches bounded 

on all sides by ancient inclosures and the ends of public roads. Also one other plot of land in 

Westfield containing two roods and thirty two perches bounded on the north east by ancient 

inclosures of Joseph Ellis and Henry Perkins respectively on the south east by the Foulmire 

Road on the south west by an allotment to Joseph Ellis and on the north west by an ancient 

inclosure of the said Joseph Ellis the fences of which said allotment against the said road 

shall be made and maintained by the said Churchwardens and Overseers for the time being of 

the said Parish of Thriplow.” So in exchange for the many acres of common land from which 

they could gather fuel and feed their cows, and the use of the strips within the open fields on 

which they cultivated their crops, the people of the village were given the Village Green and 

the Recreation ground, a area of under four acres. 

 

The Act, with its accompanying map was affixed for all to see on the outer door of the Parish 

Church on 3 January 1847, and was delivered to the Clerk of the County of Cambridge, 

Christopher Pemberton, on 19 March 1847. 

 

Three copies of the Act of Inclosure are known, one in the Public Record Office, London, 

one kept at the County Record Office, Shire Hall, Cambridge, and the other held, as 

custodian for the Church, by the Thriplow Society.  

 

The Enclosure movement resulted in one of the most profound changes in the English 

landscape since the open field system started in late Saxon times, and produced the pretty 

landscape of small fields surrounded by hedges that we all think of as the epitome of the 

English countryside, yet in a large part of England this sort of scene is no more than two 

hundred years old. 

 

Peter Speak. 

 

 



THRIPLOW’S POST OFFICE AND ITS POSTMASTERS  

Part I 

St George’s (Thriplow) Magazine for September 1883 consisted, as usual, of one sheet of 

paper measuring 10” x 6½” with one side of news and the other side a very elaborate title 

page. The main points of the news each month were sums collected during the weekly 

offertory at church, religious classes to be run during the next four weeks, the Order of Merit 

at the Sunday School, the programme of last month’s glee club concert and so on. This 

month, however, it recorded one of the great events of all time in the village, the opening of 

the Post Office. This is how it was reported: 

 

“On the First of August a Post Office was established in the village with Mr John Softly as 

Postmaster. This is a very great boon, because not only can Stamps and Registered Envelopes 

be obtained there, but also Money and Postal Orders. Postal Orders are issued for fixed sums: 

    For those of 1s. and 1s.6d.   at a charge of           ½d. 

      “      “     “  2s.6d., 5s., and 7s.6d.                         1d. 

      “      “      “ 10s., 12s.6d., 15s., 17s.6d., & 20s.     2d. 

  Postal Orders are very convenient for sending Money by Post, they must, however, be 

presented for payment within 3 months from the date of issue. 

The Post Office Savings Bank is also established at the Post Office, and any sum of one 

shilling or more may be deposited. Interest is paid at the rate of Sixpence a year for every 

complete Pound. 

  Perhaps the greatest benefit of all derived from the establishment of the Post Office is the 

privilege of having a second delivery of letters, reaching us about 2 p.m. 

  The Parcels Post came into operation on August 1
st
. This is a scheme for sending Parcels 

through the Post at the following moderate rates: 

                                                                                                              RATE 

    For a parcel not exceeding 1 pound                                                            3d. 

    For a parcel exceeding 1 pound and not exceeding 3 pounds          6d. 

    For a parcel exceeding 3 pounds and not exceeding 5 pounds         9d. 

    For a parcel exceeding 5 pounds and not exceeding 1 pounds         1s.” 

 

  In the following month, additional information was given: 



 

  “Some of our readers may not be aware that at the Post Office there is a Government 

Savings’ Bank, and that forms for making small deposits are issued there free of charge. Each 

of these forms has twelve divisions, in each of which a penny stamp can be placed. When the 

twelve divisions of a form have been filled up with stamps, it will be received at the Post 

Office as a deposit of 1/-. The object of the form is to encourage small savings.” 

 

Records kept in the Post Office Archives at Mount Pleasant, London, confirm the 

establishment of Thriplow’s Post Office (as a sub-office of Royston) and also show that the 

Melbourn to ‘Foulmire’ day mail was to be extended to ‘Triplow’. [The term ‘day mail’ 

presumably refers to the afternoon delivery.]The records also show that a single ring steel 

hand stamp postmark, reading just THRIPLOW and the date, was sent to Royston for onward 

transmission to Thriplow. As postmaster, Mr Softly would have been required to provide not 

only suitable premises for a counter but also sufficient space to sort the mail prior to delivery. 

Surprisingly, Post Office Records make no mention of the appointment of John Softly as 

Sub-postmaster, a position he was to hold for the next sixty years! 

 

All this does not mean that Thriplow had no organised mail delivery service before then; one 

possibility is that mail was delivered to Fowlmere and collected from there by some 

enterprising person and delivered in Thriplow for a small fee. Alternatively, the Postmaster of 

Melbourn or Fowlmere may have arranged for the mail to be sent to Thriplow and delivered. 

A map in the Post Office Museum in King Edward Building (the former London Chief 

Office) shows that in 1891 mail to Thriplow was delivered by rural postman on foot via 

Melbourn. ( He most likely used a horse at his own expense thus enabling him to carry out 

other tasks that would raise additional cash.) 

 

  It is interesting to digress at this stage and have a look at shopkeepers in the village prior to 

the opening of the Post Office. Kelly’s Directory of 1847 shows William Wallis as a 

shopkeeper and also records that mail came on foot from Royston. This information is 

repeated in a Historical Gazetteer dated 1851. In 1858, Wm. Wallis is shown as a farmer and 

shopkeeper though it does not say where his shop was. It would be wrong to assume that it 

was at the premises of our present shop or indeed that the present shop had been built then. (I 

have not been able to find out exactly when it was built.) Cassey’s Directory of 1864 shows 

Mr Wallis as an innkeeper which suggests that he was not at our present shop. There were 

two directories in 1864; one shows Mr Wallis as an innkeeper and the other as a farmer and 

beer-retailer. In 1867, Melville’s Directory shows him as a farmer. In 1869, he was farmer 

and beer-retailer. But another shopkeeper, Abraham Parish, has come on the scene. 

 



In 1876, John Softly makes his first appearance, as baker and grocer. He was 26 years old at 

the time. Abraham Parish died on July 11
th

 1870, aged only 46 years old. The1876 entry lists 

Mrs Eliza Parish as shopkeeper. In 1879, Mrs Parish has been replaced by Charles Harrup 

who does not appear in the lists for 1883. This is a very significant date being the year the sub 

Post Office was established. Did John Softly buy up Charles Harrup and take over the shop 

that we have today? Did he run his own shop and bakery from some other premises till then? 

 

John Softly slowly became more and more allied with the goings-on in the village; in 1896 he 

is recorded as “family grocer and draper, boot and shoe dealer and general stores, clerk to the 

parish council, school attendance officer for the parish and overseer and rate collector and 

Post Office! Quite a list of responsibilities! He was not parish clerk which was an 

ecclesiastical appointment held by Edward Flack who lived at Church Farm (now the home 

of Drs. Ken and Valerie Joysey.) By 1922, John Softly’s responsibilities as overseer to the 

poor has became sufficient to warrant the appointment of an assistant, a lady by the name of 

Mrs Grace Law of Fowlmere. 

 

The last entry we have in a directory showing John Softly is in 1937 when he had a 

telephone, No 217. He was well-known by our member, Mrs Janet Melesi, as our photograph 

shows. He was great Congregationalist and was an elder of the Fowlmere Chapel. He died in 

1943 in his 94
th

 year and is buried in the URC churchyard at Fowlmere. His wife Martha died 

in 1895 when John had been sub-postmaster for only eleven years. His son Clement was 

killed in action in Arras, France, in 1917 aged 32. His other son John died when he was only 

14. He was survived by his two daughters, Maud, Mary, and Elizabeth. The latter was a 

counter clerk in the post office. There are memorials to his wife and children in Fowlmere 

cemetery. 

 

To be continued.                                                               Bill Wittering 

 

  



 

 

John Softly, first sub-postmaster of Thriplow, with Janet Melesi (nee Vinter) outside the 

Manor where the Vinters lived at the time. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 



BACON’S MEADOW 

 

 

As can be seen from the map what we now think of as one meadow was for most of its life 

divided into several parts. The numbers used are from the Thriplow Enclosure map dated 

1840, and show that where there is now one field, there were four small fields or closes. No 

111 was Stocker’s Close part of Pittensaries Manor which was owned by the Dean and 

Chapter of Ely, as was the cottage once the old Gildhall now Daffodil Cottage No 69.  No 

132 was Bacon’s Close and the small wooded strip numbered 133 was called Upper 

Gentlemen’s Close (Lower Gentlemen’s Close ran between the Seagons’ House and the 

Percivals’ house). In 1617 this strip was described as ‘a little Pightle planted with willows’.  

 

The map above is dated 1886 and shows many more trees on it than are there now. The 

footpath which joins Church Street to Middle Street can be seen as a dotted line; at the 

Church Street end it is called Upper Gentleman’s Footpath, it crosses the brook at Stockle 

Bridge and at the Middle Street end it is called Crouchman’s Lane. Crouchman’s Manor was 

in the field behind Lyn Freeman’s house. I can find no map that has the name ‘The Balk’ 

which seems to have been its more recent name. The documents existing for Bacon’s Manor 

all describe the area as Pasture and a balk is a ‘untilled boundary strip often between two 

adjacent furlongs in a common field, hence a grassy way over an open field’. Maybe this last 

description gave rise to the name to describe the footpath over the field when it became one 

large unit. 



 

The earliest find so far has been made by Richard Webber who did a trial dig there in 1988; 

he found oyster shells, a sign of Roman occupation and some medieval pottery. Janet Melesi 

found a Crottle Bell when digging at the bottom of her garden. Crottle bells are round in 

shape and usually locally made from surplus bell mettle, they can be any size depending on 

their use. This one probably came from around the neck of the leading sheep in a flock and 

dates from between the fifteenth and the seventeenth century. 

 

 Before the last war the meadow was owned by Herbert Parker and run as a poultry farm, 

known as the Winter Egg Farm (see Profile of Cuth Wenham, Journal Spring 1995).  The 

picture below was taken in 1929, note the many willows there were. 

 

 

 

 

 

Bacon’s Meadow looking towards Church Street 

Increasing demands for water and the recent dry years have dried this field out, but 

the lower part can be very wet and unsuitable for the building of houses, one of the 

reasons for the open nature of the centre of the village, which is part of its charm. 

Shirley Wittering  



GLEANINGS 

 

A very big ‘thank-you’ to those members of the Thriplow Society who helped in 

the Smithy over Daffodil Weekend. To Peter Speak for helping to set up the 

exhibition: to Betty Parker for giving so freely of her time and to Arthur Rowe for 

his help on the Sunday: to Peter Yates and Cliff Parker who helped dismantle the 

exhibition, and of course to Chris and Robert the two Blacksmiths who 

demonstrated the art of the Smith. Robert must be thanked for making a Stayfast for 

one of the Smithy shutters which was missing. 

A leak was found in the bellows which meant that they couldn’t be used. Luckily 

Chris had his portable gas kiln with him, though the effect wasn’t quite the same. It 

is hoped to mend the bellows before next Daffodil Weekend. 

 

Thanks to Norman Shires of Choice Hall just over the A505 on Thriplow Heath for 

the donation of a large Vice which will be kept in the Smithy. 

 

Thanks also to Rose Moule’s nephew Jim Perrin for the loan of a wonderful 

photograph of the old Red Lion (where the Village Hall now stands). 

 

The Millennium Committee has asked the Thriplow Society to make a 

photographic survey of the year 2,000. A small sub-committee has been formed 

comprising Geoff Axe, Valerie Fisher; Douglas Sheldrick, Bill and Shirley 

Wittering. Plans have been made not only to record all the houses in the village of 

Thriplow but to produce a book of pictures covering happenings and organisations 

during this momentous year.    

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


