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1693 map showing Buckenham Castle, its former deer park and the
Borough of New Buckenham.
Norfolk Record Office accn. Steele and Co. 23/9/86)

The obverse and reverse of a trade token issued by Francis Watts in
1657. The arms are of the Grocer’s Company. The original diameter
is 15 mm.

Poppyland Publishing is pleased to announce New Buckenham: a
planned town at work 1530 - 1780 by Paul Rutledge.
We consider new towns a phenomenon of the 20th century but they have
been part of the social and commercial structure of British society since
Roman times. New Buckenham was a latecomer to the Norfolk scene
having been established by the 1st Earl Willian d’Albini as an adjunct to
his new castle of Buckenham at some time between 1146 and his death
in 1176. William planned his new town in a simple grid pattern on a spur
of land rising a few metres above a western-flowing beck that eventually
forms one of the head-waters of the River Thet. New Buckenham is wellknown to historians as a planned town whose layout and scale is largely
unaltered since medieval times, but few records exist before 1530. This
study therefore draws on the period post 1530 concentrating on the
town’s heyday in the 16th and 17th centuries. Its decline after 1780 means
that much of the housing stock has been retained to the present day and
the ownership of many of these homes have been reconstructed from
the evidence available. It provides a unique insight into the working life
of a post-medieval Norfolk market town.

About the author

Paul Rutledge was very much a Norfolk man. He was born and brought
up at Colkirk in North Norfolk and educated at Fakenham Grammar
School. National service and university (Cambridge and Liverpool) took
him out of the county but, apart from a short period in Durham, his
working life as an archivist was spent in Norfolk, first at Great Yarmouth
as borough archivist and then as second in command at the Norfolk Record Office. He always had a keen interest in local history and published
widely on Norfolk subjects, from his guide to Colkirk church in 1960 to
his posthumous contribution to Little Walsingham: a Study of Historic
Buildings in 2015. Paul was especially interested in settlement patterns,
so it was therefore not surprising that, his mind should have turned to
the history and development to the 12th century planned town of New
Buckenham.

The Market Cross, reconstructed after 1716 from 16th century shops.

An early 16th century Wealden type house found in New Buckenham.

A drawing of glass from a window in the George Inn (R74) by Thomas Martin
(1671-1771).
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Excerpt from New Buckenham: a planned town at work 1530 - 1780.

New Buckenham, a planned town at work
1530-1780
‘It was as compact as a box of dominoes’
(Thomas Hardy, Mayor of Casterbridge, chapter IV).
Background and Sources
In the years 1530-1780 New Buckenham functioned as a very small
borough and market town within the wood-pasture region of South Norfolk,
not far from its western border with the less fertile Breckland.1 It was a
latecomer to the Norfolk scene, having been established by the first Earl
William d’Albini as an adjunct to his new castle of Buckenham at some
time between about 1146 and his death in 1176.2 William planned his new
town in a simple grid pattern on a spur of land rising a few metres above
a western-flowing beck that eventually forms one of the head waters of
the River Thet at Swangey Fen. New Buckenham is well known among
historians as a medieval planned town whose layout and scale is largely
unaltered.3 William must have hoped it would flourish sufficiently to
provide at least a market and craft centre to supply his castle, and the very
large market place is an indication of his ambitions. These ambitions were
balanced by the fact that in what was already a heavily settled landscape he
was able to allot very little land to his new borough and was obliged in fact
to borrow ground from the bishop in order to create a town field.4
So how did New Buckenham’s beginnings as a borough and planned
town with a large market place, but a very small land base, affect the way
its economy functioned? In other words, how with such advantages and
drawbacks did its inhabitants prosper in the sixteenth, seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries? It may seem perverse to concentrate on the postmedieval history of a twelfth-century planned town, but in fact apart from a
few key documents New Buckenham is sparsely recorded before about 1530
and abundantly thereafter. Evidence is assembled here down to about 1780.
1
2
3
4

B. Ayers, ‘Medieval Planned Towns’ in T. Ashwin and A. Davison eds, An Historical Atlas of
Norfolk (Chichester, 2005), pp. 74-5.
P. Rutledge, ‘Two Borough Charters’, Norfolk Archaeology (hereafter Norf. Arch.), 43 (1999),
pp. 313-17.
M.W. Beresford and J.K..St Joseph, Medieval England, An Aerial Survey (Cambridge, 1979),
pp. 336-8.
F. Blomefield et al., An Essay towards a Topographical History of the County of Norfolk (180510 edn), I, pp. 383-4, 405 .
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After this the town seems to lose some of its urban functions. The market
has declined, the borough organisation falters and the recording of property
transfers at the borough court becomes haphazard. However, to round off
the picture a population listing of 1803 is analysed (see Table H). Earlier
records include landgable rentals 15425 and l634 (b),6 borough court books
beginning in l559 and continuing until the l870s (a), high bailiffs’ accounts
1550-1854 (b, c), series of town lawsuit papers from the l560s to the 1630s
mostly relating to disputes over commons (i), picture maps of 1597 and
1693, but no accurate large-scale survey until 1884,7 and poor-law records
from the 1680s onwards (f, g). The town has retained much of its sixteenthand seventeenth-century housing stock (j, R).8 Transfers of house property
are regularly recorded in the borough court books and by combining this
data with the 1634 landgable list, which is arranged topographically, the
ownership history of each house can be reconstructed, often from the mid
sixteenth century. In addition, between 1500 and 1780 there are about 220
New Buckenham wills and twenty-nine probate inventories, most of which
can be related to specific properties.9 Series of town trust and charity deeds
between 1614 and 1759 are particularly useful in recording the occupations
of leading inhabitants (e). However, few estate records of the Knyvetts, the
d’Albinis’ successors and resident lords of the borough until 1649, have
survived so the extent to which the town’s economy was bound up with that
of the nearby castle is largely unknown.10 It must have generated business
for the market and inns as well as requiring bailiffs, park keepers, warreners
and other servants.
By concentrating on those of known occupation among principal
office-holders and property-owners (high bailiffs, trustees of charities
and town lands, house owners and those for whom we have a will or a
probate inventory) it is hoped to learn something of the economic life
of the community, though women (except when they fall into the above
5
6
7
8
9
10

P. Rutledge, ‘New Buckenham in 1542’, Norf. Arch., 45 (2007), pp. 222-31.
These lower-case letters within brackets refer to the Principal Sources listed on p.98, as do
references to Sources (a)-(k) in the notes.
Norfolk Record Office (hereafter NRO), MC 22/11; map in NRO, Steele & Co. 23/9/1986; O.S.
25 inch 1st edn sheets XCVI.5 and XCVI.9.
R: unpublished Reconstructions (see Principal Sources p. 98). For details of the housing
stock see A. Longcroft ed., The Historic Buildings of New Buckenham, Journal of the Norfolk
Historic Buildings Group 2 (Norwich, 2005).
The will dates given in the text are of making the will whereas those in the List of wills and
administrations (p. 94) are of the year in which it was proved.
For the Knyvets see: R. Virgoe, ‘The Earlier Knyvetts, the Rise of a Norfolk Gentry Family,
part 2’, Norf. Arch. 41 (1992), pp. 249-78; A. Hassell Smith, County and Court, Government
and Politics in Norfolk 1558-1603 (Oxford, 1974), pp. 52, 69; and B. Schofield ed., The
Knyvett Letters 1620-1644, Norfolk Record Society (hereafter NRS) 20 (1949), p. 130.
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categories) and the very poor are excluded by this approach. ‘Major’ house
ownership is used as one criterion of status. This term is applied to houses
that are or were three- rather than two-celled and had such appendages as
shops, stallage rights and detached orchards and marshes. Of the eightyone houses listed in the 1634 landgable rental (b) thirty (starred on Fig. 4)
fall into this category and in the 1542 landgable list thirty of the perhaps
seventy-six built holdings are assessed at two tofts or more and may be
roughly equivalent. It follows that the elite of New Buckenham probably
numbered no more than thirty families in the sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries.
New Buckenham is an absurdly small parish of 360 acres, ninety-five
of which are common pasture. The town field already mentioned of about
l80 acres called Bishop’s Haugh or Haugh Field was formed from a big
ditched enclosure that originated as an outlier of the Bishop’s manor of
Eccles and remained manorially subject to it. A further l90 acres called
the Coole or High Field, in Old Buckenham parish but lying against the
northern boundary of New Buckenham, was dominated by New Buckenham
landowners and became in effect a second town field. 370 acres of arable
land could not support the eighty or so households of the town and a
population that communicant figures give as about 230 in 1578, 352 in
l603, 544 in l676, and 637 in the detailed listing of 1803.11 The Compton
census of 1676 shows New Buckenham comparable in population with its
immediate much more extensive neighbours, but the subsidy totals of 1663
reflect its lack of acres by rating it at a half to two thirds less.12 Animal
husbandry was certainly practised; pigs were ubiquitous13 and about 1578
nineteen of the inhabitants paid tithe on a total of ninety-eight milch cows,14
but nevertheless most families must have depended on full- or part-time
work outside agriculture, and they tended perhaps less than the rural norm
to conceal their often multiple occupations under the general description of
yeoman or husbandman. It was in fact a miniature town and not a mainly
agrarian settlement. John Pound has published analyses of occupations in
nineteen leading Norfolk market towns as recorded in wills and inventories
(effectively of the urban elite) in 1500-99, 1600-49 and l650-99.15 At New
11

12
13
14
15

NRO, PD 530/1; A. Whiteman ed., The Compton Census of 1676 (1986), pp. cxx, 205 ; T.H.
Bryant, The Churches of Norfolk, Hundred of Shropham (Norwich, 1913), p. 110; and NRO,
MC 343/123(a). Multiples of 60% have been added to communicant figures to reach notional
population totals.
R.M. Dunn ed., Norfolk Lieutenancy Journal 1660-1676, NRS 45 (1977), pp. 46, 51, 62.
For example, 29 owners were fined for wandering unringed pigs in 1542 and 21 in 1567
(Source a).
Tithe account among the New Buckenham parish papers.
J.F. Pound, Tudor and Stuart Norwich (Chichester, 1988), pp. 3-5.
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Fig. 2 New Buckenham and surroundings
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Buckenham (which is not among the nineteen) thirty-three of the fifty-six
occupations listed are found at some time between 1500 and 1699, twentyfive of them consistently in 1500-99, in 1600-49, and in 1650-99 (see
Table A). The figures for New Buckenham are drawn from all available
sources, not solely from testamentary records, and there are eleven other
trades that are too minor or too rural for John Pound’s lists, but they do
show an unexpectedly wide range of skills and opportunity. The elite have
a narrower focus; esquire, gentleman, yeoman and husbandman apart, the
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