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THE CHURCH OF SAINT NICHOLAS AND THE

PARISH OF RAWRETH, ESSEX 

THE NAME OF THE VILLAGE 

Spelling was uncertain in bygone centuries, and the village was mentioned in various documents thus: 

In 1177 it appears as RAGGEREA

In 1183 in a Pipe Roll it is RAGERUGGE

In 1240 it is RAGHERETHE

In 1242 in a "Feet of Fines" as RAGHERETH

In 1267 in a Charter Roll as RAURETH

Another later version was RAUREHITHE 

Old English 'HRAGRA' means HERON, and 'RIP or 'RITHE' means stream. The name of our Parish could

therefore mean 'Heron Stream', herons are still seen occasionally around Rawreth Brook and the banks of the

River Crouch. 

THE HISTORY OF SAINT NICHOLAS CHURCH, RAWRETH 

The list of Rectors of Rawreth goes back to several gentlemen in the reign of Edward II (1327-1377), but the oldest

part of the present church, the tower, was built in about 1450. Nothing is known of the earliest church, but the

two bells are a century older than the tower itself. They were made by John of Hadham. One bell is inscribed ‘Jam

Tempus Est' which means literally 'now is the time'. These early bells are of exceptional interest. 

In 1823 the church of 1450 was replaced by a building which cost £400, and was described by a nineteenth

century writer as 'hideous and presenting an unecclesiastical deformity.' The architect, Thomas Hopper, was the

County Surveyor. He also built Chelmsford prison, part of Boreham House, Birch Hall, Danbury Place and

Wivenhoe Hall. Sadly, the Hopper church was built on the same defective foundations and by 1870 was showing

signs of insecurity. It was demolished in 1881, 

The present church was erected in the 'late decorated' style and dedicated by the Bishop of Colchester on the

21st November 1882, but incredibly, this church too was built on the old insecure foundations. 

The architect was the Reverend Geldart, Rector of Little Braxted. Other work of his is to be found at the Essex

churches of Great Braxted, Tolleshunt Major, at Kettlebaston in Suffolk, Christ Church St. Leonard's-on-Sea and

St. Cuthbert's, Philbeach Gardens, London. There are two cottages of his design in his old parish. 

The builder of the present church was J.H. Wray of Chelmsford. It cost £2,500 which was raised by public

subscription. The Rector of that time, G.G. Kemp contributed £250 and further loan for work on the chancel; the

patrons, The Master and Wardens of Pembroke College, Cambridge, gave £200. Among the list of private

donations was one from Mr W.T. Meeson of the Mills at Battlesbridge of £50. The architect donated his services

free of charge. 

The church was rebuilt largely of old materials in brick faced with Kentish ragstone. The dressed stone is Blue

Bath which harmonises with the ragstone. All that remains of the mediaeval church, apart from the tower, is the

arch and part of the west wall of the North aisle and the South arcade of the Nave. The new church was less than

2 years old when it was damaged by an earthquake in 1884. Subsequent subsidence on the poor foundations has

caused great expense. 

In 1943, partly on account of war damage, its condition had become so bad that a Diocesan architect advised

that it should be closed as a dangerous structure, but determined efforts were made and extensive repairs carried

out. The South aisle, however, had to be taken down. The arches were walled in and the two windows inserted in

the new South wall. 

Since then repairs have been almost continuous. The 1964 quinquennial revealed serious weaknesses in the

pillar in the North aisle. This was eventually replaced at a cost of some £900. The entire structure above the

defective pillar had to be supported on an elaborate system of shores, which were gradually jacked up so that the

old pillar could be removed and the new one built in on strengthened foundations. Then the shores were gently

eased to rest the stonework above firmly on the new pillar. Precise measurements are taken at intervals to check

on possible movement. 
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1970 brought its own lists of defects in the building, with major repairs being made to  the windows in the North

aisle and to the adjacent stonework, but above all thanks to generous grants from the Diocese and the Friends of

Essex Churches, certain magnificent donations from private individuals and some effective fund raising events

run by our community as a whole, sufficient money has been made available to have the interior cleaned and

redecorated. This work has been intended by successive church councils, but has always been deferred to pay for

more pressing repairs. 

INSIDE THE CHURCH 

The reredos, chancel screen and pulpit were all designed by the architect, the Reverend Geldart in 1882. In the

chancel, the reredos of carved oak canopy work frames three paintings. The central subject is the scene of the Last

Supper in the upper room and on either side are shown the sacrifice which Noah offered to God as the people and

animals left the ark after the flood (Genesis Ch8 v20) and the sacrifice which Melchizedek offered to Abraham

after his great victory (Genesis Ch14 v17-20). Angels between the panels hold Shields of Passion. 

The chancel screen was made in Bruges. The stained glass window on the North side of the chancel shows Jesus

as the Good Shepherd, and that on the South side near the altar is a memorial to the Reverend G.G. Kemp, Rector

of this parish from 1873-1915. Under the altar are laid to rest two previous Rectors, the Reverend Richard

Spencer 1755-1762, and the Reverend Iselin 1916-1945. At least five other Rectors are buried in the Churchyard. 

In the chancel are four mediaeval brasses: 

Edmund Tyrell and his wife of Beaches, 1576.

Thomas Hasteler and his wife of Rawreth Hall and Burrells 1527.

Rebecca Listeny 1602.

Richard Hayes 1600. 

In the nave the pulpit has two panels filled with carved foliage in the centre of which is the name of Christ.

Intermediate panels have ‘windows’ of Purbeck marble. Also in the nave is the pre-reformation oak chest in which

documents are still kept. On the west wall near the tower is the memorial to the Reverend John Calcutta White,

Rector from 1821-1873, who also farmed at Burrells. 

At the West end of the church the great old tower stands four-square, some seventy feet high, with a massive

oak door leading out into the churchyard. A narrow, steep, spiral staircase of 25 steps, set in the South wall (and

visible from the outside), leads up to the first stage, high above which may be seen the beams of the belfry. A long

aluminium ladder has recently replaced a massive wooden one which had become defective with time. It leads to

the belfry directly where John Hadham’s two great bells can be seen in the dim light. They no longer swing, their

trunnions being too insecure. Instead the bell ropes are attached direct to the clappers, one eighth of an inch

below the bells themselves. Massive timbers have been placed to prevent the bells from falling if their supports

were to give way. 

Another shorter ladder leads to the flat roof surrounded by the stone battlements; from here there is a

breathtaking view of the parish, Wickford, Rayleigh, the River Crouch and the hills beyond. 

Looking down on the nave and chancel roofs, one sees clearly that they are not built in a straight line, but are

set at an angle of about five degrees. This strange effect can be observed within the church itself. 

Although the more recent registers up to the present day are kept in the church, the earliest records from 1539

are in the custody of the County Archivist. Incidentally, Thomas Cromwell, Earl of Essex, Chancellor to Henry

VII instituted the keeping of parish registers in 1538. 

Recently a piece of stone was found by the churchyard wall. It appears to be a piece of carved Purbeck marble,

its shape suggesting that it must have been part of a mediaeval font. 

Old records mention various farms in the parish:               

Trenders (or Tryndehayes) 1210 Burrells 1351

Beke Hall 1526 Telfords 1600

Shotgate Farm 1600 Chichester Hall 1628

The Rectory was built in 1825
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RECTORS OF THE PARISH OF RAWRETH 

Date of Institution 

JOH. DE THORNHILL –

WILL DE SUTTON  –

RIC DE CROUDESBURGH  –

WILL MAN –

ROG. DE BROMLEY –

JOH. WADE  1361

PETER DE SUDRIA 1366

WILL BRAY 1371

JOH. DE LOUGHTON 1383

JOH. SHROPHAM 1392

JOH. BERTON 1393

JOH. DALLE –

GALF BARGE 1428

JOH. COPPER 1431

WILL HOWARD 1472

JOH. NEWCOURT 1476

WILL HOWARD  1481

WILL GAYLE  1504

WALT. CRETING  1518

JOH. TENDERING  1534

JAC SUMNER  1548

RIC. MASON  1573

JACKSON  1624

JOHN BROWNING  1625

JOH. MAN  1648

WILL ABEL  1666

MIC PINDAR  1670

FRA. GRIG  1679

THOMAS RALPH  1704

RICHARD SPENSER  1755

THOMAS MILBURN  1762

JOHN WILGRESS  1775

JOHN CALCUTTA WHITE  1821

GODFREY GEORGE KEMP  1873

HENRY ISELIN  1916

E. ADAMS CLARK  1945

FREDERICK JONES  1946

HILTON GREENIDGE GOODING  1959

REGINALD HARRY NOTTAGE 1959

COLIN HAIGH 1964

JOHN ALLARD  1969

ANTHONY TATHAM WATERER  1973

ANTHONY CORNISH  1983
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A LOCAL HISTORY STUDY OF THE PARISH OF RAWRETH 

BASED ON ENTRIES IN THE VESTRY MINUTE BOOK 1779-1804

Not least in interest in parish records are the Vestry Minute Books that record the deliberations of the Vestry

Meetings. Study of these books is always worthwhile for from them we may learn much of parish life and

communal affairs.

The origins and history of the vestry meeting have been ably dealt with by Sidney and Beatrice Webb(1), suffice

to say here, these authors found first mention of the term ‘vestry meeting’ in 1507. It will be quickly realised from

the perusal of a typical vestry minute book that it may contain orders on almost any aspect of parish life. We

witness our forefathers struggling with the business of local government, some doing the work well, others

indifferently, merely taking their enforced turn of office as parish constable, waywarden or overseer of the poor.

Among local history documents relating to the parish of Rawreth is the Vestry Minute Book, 1779-1804(2), and

it contains much that merits comment.

The time span covered by the book is the middle period of George the III’s reign. The opening entry is for 1779.

At that time in New England, the Thirteen States were fighting for independence; at home William Pitt the

Younger was about to enter Parliament; Arthur Wesley (later to be Duke of Wellington) was a school boy at Eton;

Johnson and Cowper were writing and Gainsborough and Romney were painting; Cook had discovered Hawaii

(1778) and was murdered the following year. The age of elegance had begun and, in contradistinction, so too had

the Industrial Revolution.

The next 25 years spanned by the book saw the start of the Napoleonic Wars and all but one of Nelson’s great

victories. England, by the vigorous action of Wesley, had secured India for the next century and a half.

Wordsworth, Coleridge and Blake published some of their best work. The Adam brothers and Sheraton were

designing beautiful houses, rooms and furniture to put in them. All the best music was being composed abroad;

Mozart, Haydn and Beethoven were all alive together for the greater part of the quarter century.

It would be difficult to say exactly how the great national and European events of the time influenced the people

of Rawreth. Probably not much except in one respect - the increased burdens of poverty, on which comment is now

made.

Strictly speaking, a vestry meeting should be convened to meet in the Church Vestry and any meeting called

for elsewhere would be illegal, but however, this difficulty was easily overcome by first meeting in the vestry, then

adjourning to another place - usually the local inn. Consciences were salved, the law was kept and refreshment,

chargeable to the parish, was to hand. 

So it was recorded then in the opening pages “Meeting of the Vestry in the Church, 5th April, 1779. Adjourned

to the Lion Inn, Rayleigh.” 

In Rawreth there was always just the one inn, The Carpenters’ Arms, and to there the vestry sometimes

adjourned, but clearly in order to satisfy other vestry members, they met at places on the perimeter of the parish.

The Hawk, just a hundred yards over the boundary at Battlesbridge was another place of frequent adjournment.

Sometimes the vestry adjourned to a private house, today, such a local government meeting would be illegal, and

so we witness their meeting at ‘Mr. Smith’s new house.’ 

Not the least of Rawreth vestrymen’s worries was the behaviour of their clergy. At least once they were quite

equal to the occasion and promptly had one removed, On 10th June, 1782 the vestry meeting . . . “...unanimously

agreed that a prosecution be carried on at the expense of the sd. parish against Thos. Archer, Clerk Curate, of the

sd. parish for appearing in his official capacity in the sd. church disguised in liquor and other misconduct in his

sd. offices . . .” The Reverend Archer’s curacy at Rawreth was a short one - just one year. 

Benton(3) is wrong in stating Archer’s curacy as 1778-79 it was 1781-82. 

When we read in the minute book ‘the inhabitants assembled in vestry’, it really meant ‘the principal

inhabitants’, the ratepayers, and during the period covered by the minute book they averaged 24, hardly varying

from the mean by four. The parish population for the same period numbered approximately two hundred. So it

was then, that the Rawreth parish ratepayers amounted to some twelve per cent of its population - quite a

different story from today, and the way in which their rates were disbursed was of keen and melancholy interest

to them. 

One way of keeping the rates down (and the poor house from being overcrowded) was the system of

apprenticeship or service. It amounted to unashamed cheap labour, the parish often paying a weekly sum and an

annual amount for clothing, though sometimes this latter item was provided from materials bought by the

overseers for the poor and made up in the poor house. 

It is hoped that Edward Rowe Mores proved a good master when he removed from the parish to Leyton, London,

Elizabeth Muller and took her into service with an allowance from Rawreth of £3.13s.6d. a year for clothes. 
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Concerning poor Sarah Chopping, who seemed to be an unwanted girl of the parish we witness one of our

forefathers struggles with his limited education: it really is a collector’s piece, a gem, and worth quoting verbatim.

It is headed ‘Apprenticeship’ and dated 3rd. November 1783: 

“This is to Sortify that Richard Porter of Raighleigh a gred to take Sary Chopping from this time till next

Mickolmas Next to have a shilling a week and to have a guinea to find her some Close and to have her in good

repair when she Cum a way as when she wont’.” 

Aaron Adey Overseer

His

Richard Porter

Mark 

Sarah was with Porter for two years. James Scratton was next overseer to arrange her ‘apprenticeship’ between

the parish and Mr. Gunnings of Rayleigh, who agreed on 2nd October, 1785 to take her till Michaelmas 1786, at

6d. a week, the parish keeping her in clothing. 

It was not unusual for an apprentice to prove, for various reasons, unacceptable to a master. John Mulley

(brother to Elizabeth, previously mentioned) was, so the minute book said for 27th July, 1788, ‘brought home from

Humphrey’s of Daws Heath, Thundersley’ to the home of vestryman Francis Perry. A fortnight later (10th August)

is entered: ‘John Mulley ran away from my House.’ Francis Perry. 

Sometimes the minute book is not always clear and it is not possible to tell when an entry relates to an

‘apprenticeship’ or simply the boarding out of a pauper child. Concerning the entries for 17th July, 1800, the

following perhaps we may never know: “John Traylor was brought home to this parish from Peldon.”

Then later, 20th November: 

“The boy John Traylor went to Samuel Everit at Peldon. Agreed to give him at the time 3/6d a week and find

him in clothes.” 

There is no doubt about the status of the unfortunate Sarah Baker mentioned in 1780: 

“Sarah Baker, daughter of Hugh and Sarah Baker, an orphan with Mr Stephen Boston at 1/– a week and 31/6d

for clothes, Liberty to remove or quit her at Michaelmas next.” 

From a later entry we are given an exact account of the boarding out of children who held wardships: 

“At a Vestry Meeting held 3rd day April, 1793, in the Parish Church of Rawreth agreed to continue the Pauper

Collections weekly as under: 

s.  d.

Mary Wardings with Mary Green 2   6

Susannah Baker for two children 4   0

Susannah Baker for John Barker 2   6

Joseph Roberson at Rochford 2   6

Wm. Tompson with a girl and boy 3   0

Willaim Jinkings with a girl 1   6

James Cook for a boy 2   6

James Speller for Sarah English 2   6

Aaron Adey, Jnr. for Joseph Bishop 1   0

Aaron Adey, Jnr. Elizabeth English 0   0

Mr Rawlings for John Eades 0   6

£1  2  6

We learn from the minute book some of the reasons why these pauper and orphaned children become a charge

to the parish. In the opening pages is recorded: 

“Isabella Muller, wife of Thomas Muller formerly of the parish, lately a labourer in Danbury now a soldier in

the King’s Service (Marines) with five children of which Elizabeth is at Danbury 1/-. They dwell in the poor house.

6/- weekly allowed.
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Then later, July 1780 under the following page heading:

Memorandum of Casual Poor

“Thomas Malton (alias Whitfield) and his wife was employed by Mr and Mrs Rivers in Rayleigh parish also lodged

for about three weeks in a barn of his and coming from the said Mrs Rivers 30th June, 1780, his wife delivered

of a male child in Mr. Thomas Attridge’s field an 3rd July. Thomas Malton absconded and his wife and child come

chargeable to the parish of Rawreth.”

A sad but doubtless common tale.

Anyone spending time in study on parish records cannot fail to notice the numerous references to illegitimate

births which appear in them. Certainly in the eighteenth century the parishioners’ concern in the matter was not

solely or mainly a moral one. An increase in the illegitimate birth rate thrust itself forcibly upon the overseer of

the poor and his fellow ratepayers through the increased demands upon their pockets (4). It was natural of course

to try and force the incontinent couples to marry by using the considerable powers of the parish officers. Such

infamous and often loveless marraiges were termed knobstick weddings’, so called from the staves which were

(and still are) the churchwardens’ badges of office. Where marriage was not achieved, it was always usual to try

to obtain a security of money payment from the alleged father. In 1780, it was recorded that Ann Warding was in

service with Mrs. Winder at Rawreth Hall at 1/- a week and found in clothes. Beneath the entry is written:

“N.B. She is now with child which she has sworn to be the charge of Samuel White who has given security for

same. 

In a later entry we learn of the boarding out of the base-born child (a girl) also named Ann. A bond of repayment

would always be sought and such an item is mentioned under 9th April, 1787: 

‘This is to aquaint the parishioners of Rawreth parish that a bond of repayment of 2s. a week of Thomas Eales

is put into the parish chest. Also one of Thomas Chapman or Wilding for the indemnifying for the maintenance

of a bastard child.’ 

Incidentally, the parish chest mentioned here is still present in the church, in use, and dates from the sixteenth

century. 

Elderly paupers where possible were expected to be maintained by relatives but if these relatives were poor,

then it was to the poor house that they went. Of course some people often asked for, and got, outdoor relief in the

form of money, coal or clothing. Entries of 18th April, 1780, relating to Mary Dennis touch nicely on the above two

points. 

‘Mary Dennis applied at church for relief pretending she is too old for work but was refused on finding she had

left her place of employment out of spite for her late master.’ 

Then a few months later, forming an addendum to an example worth quoting in full, of just what items were

covered by the vestry, is written: 

‘In company with Robert Parmenter went to see Mr. Isaac Innis at Barling and there found Elizabeth Arraker

almost at the point of death and left her in the care of Mr. Innis and gave him an undertaking to pay all expenses

concerning her on demand, directing him in case of her demise to inter her after the manner of a pauper. At the

same time called upon Mary Dennis at Nathaniel Capel’s also at Barling (her nephew) and Finding the cause of

her dissatisfaction more principally from jealousy prevailed on her with difficulty to remain there still and

promised if I found her there in a month and likely to continue I would in the name of the parish buy her

something to wear by way of encouragement.

Such excursions beyond the parish boundaries on business qualified for payment and the amount allowable for

expenses is agreed to by six vestrymen in a vestry minute: two signed by making their mark: 

‘Ten miles out from the church         3s  6d

Over ten miles out from the church  5s  0d

The poor house, which meant for some, hospital, asylum or infirmary, was at the time under review, next to

Beke Hall (782915) near the southern boundary of the parish. At a vestry meeting, April, 1789: 

‘.... it was unanimously agreed that the poor house should be put in dissent repair.....’ 

The minutes give us an insight into parish care of the sick. In 1780 it is recorded that Mr. John Arnold, general

surgeon and apothecary of Rayleigh be appointed to give ‘poor house medicine.’ 

‘At an adjourned meeting at Rettendon Hawk, Philip Gribble, apothecary at Billericay do agree to do all things

necessary for the poor in Rawreth Parish both settled and casual in surgery and physick (midwifery only

exempted) for one year from the above date and all to those shall be deemed poor whom the churchwardens and

overseer shall record as such wether they receive collection or not or wether they are in a poor house or should

reside in the following parishes, Rettendon, Hockley, Rayleigh and for the consideration the said Dr. Gribble shall

receive the sum of six guineas for the year to be paid by the churchwardens and overseer.’ 
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The fee seems small, but then perhaps the service was also. Medical treatment is recorded being given to

Susannah Wood 1780: 

‘Susannah Wood at Hadleigh with Dame Vale an infirm girl with sore legs at 2s 6d a week. Dropping (?) her

legs at 6d a week.’

Later in the year is entered the death of Susannah in the poor house.

During the latter stages of pregnancy of Ann Warding (mentioned above) she was removed from the poor house

to John Gilbing’s who received 3/6d a week. After the birth, both mother and child returned to the poor house.

In March, 1794, the vestry agreed to pay John Weald one guinea for the accouchement of his wife, so illustration

further their provision of medical care.

The references to clothing for pauper apprentices and wards we have noted but the minute book contains from

time to time accounts on what is spent on others. Mostly the references are to families receiving outdoor relief,

for example, 7th July, 1795:

‘Ordered for lsaac Lazel six ells of Dawles for his children.’

Within a year or two Isaac died and the unfortunate Dame Lazel is mentioned in 1798:

‘Allowed Dame Lazel tow pair of shoes and tow pair of stockings.’

Then again along with other recipients, in May 1801:

‘Ordered for Dame Lazel’s three boys five Ells cloath for shirts and three smock frocks and three peair of

stockings and two yards of Bays for Samuel Brown at Mrs. Holmes - a peair of shoes for Ann Jackson and a peics

of roper (?) for two bibbs and cloath for a shift...’

“Dowles”, correctly dowlas, was coarse linen; an ell was forty-five inch length.

With the outbreak of the Napoleonic wars, food prices began to rise sharply and many labourers though

working a full week, were obliged to apply to the parish for relief to keep themselves and their families alive. One

remedy for this was for justices to revive their powers of fixing wages, but Samuel Whitbread’s bill to do this was

defeated by the Tories in the Commons. Meantime, a decision which was to determine Poor Law for some forty

years, had taken place not at Westminster but in the district of Speenhamland in Berkshire. One May morning

in 1795, a score of local justices and clergymen met at the Pelican Inn, Speen and made a pronouncement upon

the wages that a labourer should receive, and as an index to that amount, related them to the price of bread, i.e.

really the price of flour. As bread prices rose so should a labourers wages and the difference between the actual

wages received and what they should receive was to be paid by the parish. The Speenhamland system(5) was ill

advised but initially no doubt it gave much needed relief. One way of applying this relief was for the parish to pay

the difference in price between the former cost of a peck of flour and the inflated one. In 1796, there are two

references to this form of relief:

‘At church it was agreed that Antioney Challis was to have three pecks of Flour per week at 2s 6d per peck and

the parish to pay the difference coming from relief.’ 10th January.

Mutely agreed that all flower allowed by the parish shall be fineley taken to the poor.’

13th June. 

In a parish with a small population such as Rawreth had in the time of the French Wars, the ratepayer’s

liability for service became still heavier because of the restriction of the number of persons among whom the

offices of churchwarden, constable, overseer of the poor, etc. could be shared. This made those who could by some

means escape office, all the more anxious to do so. One way of avoiding being chosen again was to do the enforced

duty badly. It was perhaps this kind of default which made a vestryman think it necessary to write in the minute

book a quote, literally chapter and verse, the following section of Elizabeth’s Poor Relief Act, 1601: 

‘For the Instruction of them that are unaquainted with parish laws.

Penelty of Overseers for neglect of their duty.

In general overseers being negligent of their Offices shall forfeit for every default twenty shillings to the poor,

to be levied by one of the Churchwardens or Overseers by warrant of two justices by Distress or in respect thereof,

any two justices may comit the offender to the common goal there to remain without bail and mainprize till the

said forfeiture shall be paid.’  43 Elizabeth, C.2, S2 (1601). 

The final comments to made on this interesting archive of parish records relate to entries on the unhappy

business of settlement and removal and here the reader is referred to a most useful book by W.E. Tate(6). 

Unfavourable economic conditions existing in the latter half of the fourteenth century(7) caused landless

peasants to leave their parishes with the vague hopes of settling and selling their labours elsewhere. The law was

hard to these disturbed but honest men; it classed them as beggars who had long made roads unsafe for the

solitary traveller. The Poor Law Act of 1388 vestated the law on vagrancy and proclaimed, among other things, a
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principle which was to endure for nearly 450 years in English Poor Law - that no person was to move from his

area without authority(8). 

‘... no servant or labourer, either male or female, shen his or her term of service expires, may leave the hundred,

tape or wapentake where he is living ... unless he has letters patent under the King’s seal.’ 

The Elizabethan Poor Law Act of 1601, like previous statutes, showed no sympathy for the vagrant. Though no

crime to be destitute, a pauper courted trouble when he wandered outside the parish that was responsible for him.

A vagrant pauper caught begging was liable to a whipping and then in the words of the law: 

‘...shall forthwith be sent from parish to parish ... the next straightway to the parish where he was born ... and

if the same be no known, then to the parish where he last dwelt...’ 

Settlement was a vexed question and led to no end of wrangling. Eventually in 1662 the Act of Settlement

defined the law and later Acts (1685-1697) redefined it. Paupers who moved outside the parish of their birth, or

place of accepted settlement, had to carry a certificate signed by their parish officer, so that once they became a

charge upon another parish, they could be speedily removed to whence they came. Parish officers, in order to save

rates, carried out this part of the law with determination. 

In the parish minute book under review, there are many references to Settlement and Removal. The earliest

one in the book, 9th November, 1799, gives a copy of a note pinned to the church door: 

‘Mr. Davis, Mr. Ward, Mr, John Marshall. You must bring us Certificates from the parishes you belong to or else

quit the parish of Rawreth immediately.’

Then in October, 1784: 

‘I hereby inform the parishioners the Order of Removal of Thomas Walford and Ann his wife to the parish of

Rettendon is put in the parish chest.’ 

Another Order of Removal, again into the neighbouring parish, relates to the natural born child of Ann Warding

previously mentioned. Baby Ann was born 1780 and from accounts she appears not to have had a prosperous life.

At nineteen we find her married to a man unable to support himself and wife, and likely to became a charge to

Rawreth Parish. Entered in the minute book 24th June, 1789, is: 

‘I hereby inform the parish the Order of Removal of Samuel Everett and his wife Ann to Rettendon Parish is

put in the parish chest.’ 

signed

Edmund Taylor, Churchwarden. 

Then written beneath:

‘Ann first was natural born in this parish.’ 

Poor Ann was not to be allowed to forget her lowly origins. 

Sometimes of course it worked the other way round, Rawreth itself was the place of removal of someone in

another parish. An entry for December, 1778, illustrates: 

‘I hereby inform the parishioners that Mary Fortune’s Order of Removal from the perish of Prittlewell to this

parish has been put in the church chest.’ 

Such then are my observations on the Rawreth Vestry Minute Book, 1779-1804, in which we have witnessed

some of those processes from which has evolved our present welfare state. The times were hard, but doubtless

Christian charity helped to lessen life’s burdens. 

++++++++ 
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THE BRASS TO SIR EDMUND AND LADY TYRELL 1576

SAINT NICHOLAS CHURCH

In the church of the most westerly parish of the Rochford Hundred, Rawreth, are four brasses(1), but the one of

especial interest is that to Edmund Tyrell and Susan his wife.

Morant(2) relates that “the church has a fourth aisle of Beeches Manor who kept it in repair” the former lords of

this manor were the Tyrell family.

The brass has always been mural and was originally on the east wall of the south aisle. It was in this position

when Chancellor (3) illustrated it in his sumptuous work. In 1940 the foundations of the then existing aisle, (not

the one referred to by Morant), were found to be unsafe and upon its demolition the brass was removed to the

north wall of the chancel.

The monument consists of a stone tablet which includes in its design a semi-circular arch supported by two

columns illustrating the Renaissance influence then invading England, but however, to show that the old

influence is not dead, each spandrel is filled with Gothic tracery. The brass and shields are let into the stone, an

arrangement typical of the period.

Edmund Tyrell is shown wearing a cuirass, from the lower faulds of which depend traces covering his bolstered

trunk-hose. The legs are in full leg harness. Projecting from the collar and cuffs are ruffs. Before the prayer-stool

are his plate covered gloves and his burgonet-type of close helmet.

Susan, his wife, wears the Mary Queen-of-Scots headress, also slashed sleeves to her bodice and a Spanish

farthingale. Over breast is a partlet and again at her collar and cuffs are ruffs. She, like her husband, kneels upon

a tasselled cushion at a prayer-stool.

Both figures show confused cross-hatching.

The arms on the shields are: 

DEXTER - Quarterly Argent, ii chevronels azure within a bordure, engrailed gules  (Tyrell)

Paly of vi argent and sable  (Burgate) 

Gules, on a chevron engrailed argent iii dolphins embowered vert  (Flambert) 

Argent, a cross between iv escallops sable  (Coggeshall) 

On fess point a mullet for difference. 

SINISTER (Sable) on a chevron between III roundels (or) as many cinquefoils (sable), on a chief (argent) iii

columbines slipped and leaved proper (Cook of Kent). 

IN CENTRE Dexter impaling sinister. 

Doubts exist regarding the tincture and metals of the Cook arms. There are over eighty variations of these arms

and since we do not know from which branch Susan descended they must remain conjectural. 

At this period of time (1576), the brasses were quickly following the decline of the medieval arts - particularly

architecture, but at least in one respect they remained supreme and that was in the engraving of inscriptions.

Here the inscription is finely wrought in clear English black-letter, reasonably free from confusing ligatures and

fused minims. It reads: 

HERE UNDER LYETH YE BODIE OF EDMUND TVRELL LATE

BEACHES AND RAMESDON BARRINGTONS ESQUIER WHO DIED 

AT WHITSTABLE IN KENT YE VIII DAY NOVEMBER IN THE 

YEAR OF O’ LORD 1576 GOD GRAUNTE HIM A BLESSED 

RESURRECTION 

The manor of Beeches (map ref. T Q 792944) LIES NEAR THE RIVER Crouch between Battlesbridge and

Hullbridge. Morant said of the manor house in his time “that it is moated round and in parts of it seem very

ancient.” It derives its name from a former owner, one Edward de la Beche. 

Little is known of the manor or its owners till the time of Edward III. In 1361 the de Coggeshalls had an

interest in the property and as Sir William Tyrell, 5th son of Sir John Tyrell by Alice de Coggeshall, is the first

owner on record of that name, it probably came  to the Tyrells via the Coggeshalls. Benton says that in his day

the farm of Beeches was about 257 acres. 

Edmund Tyrell, who inherited the manor in 1543, was a bigoted member of the old faith and a man of some

local importance being elected to represent Maldon, Essex, in the Parliaments 1, 4 and 5 of Mary. 
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Foxe (4) has several references to him. As a magistrate he was especially zealous in apprehending the so called

heretics and passing them to Bishop Bonner for examination. In 1555 he was personally in attendance at the

buring of several adherents to the reformed faith. We find him present at the deaths of John Simson and John

Ardeley both of Great Wigborough. Simson suffered martyrdom at Rochford and Ardley at Rayleigh in

midsummer. 

The next year, 1556, he was instrumental in the prosecution and burning of Tyms and Drake, clergymen of

Hockley and Thundersley. 

Foxe relates the inhuman conduct of Tyrell in torturing Rose Munt who was burnt with her parents at

Colchester, 2nd August, 1557. 

Despite his wickedness he successfully survived the Reformation and died at Whitstable in Kent in 1576. His

departure into that county might well have been caused by fear of local reprisals. 

Regarding the ending of the Tyrell inscription “...God graunte him a blessed resurrection” Benton makes a

pertinent comment, “... which prayer seems very needful.”

The badge and crest of the Tyrells are of interest. 

Probably an allusive one (Tirer - Fr. to draw a bow), the badge consisted originally of three interlaced bows,

which later became changed to the arrangement a ribbon forming an interlaced and endless knot. 

The crest, was a boar’s head erect, out of the mouth issuing a peacocks fan. 
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THE HISTORY OF BATTLESBRIDGE 

In medieval times, charity supported the few ‘public’ services that existed. Later, rates were raised on a parochial

scale to support them. Concerning parish roads and bridges within the parish boundary, the upkeep of them was

simple: the parish rates was applied to them. The boundary between one parish and another was often a stream

or river with a bridge spanning it. Which parish should maintain the bridge? Protracted disputes often arose and

finally, by custom and consent, the county became responsible for the upkeep of the principal bridges.

Battlesbridge which spans the River Crouch and joins Rawreth with Rettendon was no exception, since from

earliest records, it appears always to have been a charge upon the county. 

Reaney(1) reports the earliest mention in a Subsidy Roll of 1327 and then in an Assize one of 1351 where it is

spelt Batailesbridge’, no certain explanation of its name is forthcoming: that given by Benton(2) is quite

conjectural. The earliest mention in Quarter Sessions is of July, 1571(3). 

“Jury doth present that a certain bridge called ‘Batells brydge’ in the parish of Rettendon and Rawreth within

the hundreds of Chelmsford and Rochford in the county . . . is ruinous and in great decay and is to be repaired by

the county and furthermore we do understand by such knowledge as we do learn that one William Ayleth, esq.,

hath in keeping to the use and repair of that bridge six or seven pounds and also one William Stainer of Rawreth

three pounds in keeping for the same use.” 

From the many entries given in the County Bridge Books(4), it appears to have been a wooden structure and was

in constant need of repair. From 1556-1615 there are eight entries relating to the bridge but in the succeeding

volume they number thirty-nine. 

At the meeting of the Bridge Committee, Christmas 1674, £37 6s 10d was paid to one Edward Humphries, to

be followed in Michaelmas 1679, by payment of bill for £533 4s 0d, no mean amount in those days and such a sum

as to indicate that the bridge was more or less remade. Within seven years, Midsummer 1686, was written in the

Bridge Book:

“To pay William Carter £60 in full for work and timber about the bridge.”

Six months later, Carter of Moulsham was paid a further £20 12s 6d.

By 1694 further large sums needed to be spent and from the billing in the Bridge Book it does appear that the

work was done under a divided contract:

“To pay Samuel Ray, Carpenter, £157 13s 2d for the repairing of Battles Bridge,

To pay William Pullen, Carpenter, £157 13s 2d.”

11



Under this heading, it was also ordered that the bill be paid in respect of work by Thomas Baker, blacksmith:

the amount was not recorded.

Three more bills were ordered to be paid at Easter 1700:

“To pay Richard Hindes for ‘nayles’, spikes and other iron work, £18 18s 0d.

William Gledhill, carpenter, £122 for timber and carpenters work on repair of the bridge. Carting of gravel for

Battles Bridge and wharf; £26 3s 0d.”

Next follows three minor bills and finally in the last book, one authorising the payment of £105 10s 7d to John

Turnige, carpenter, at the Easter Bridge Committee meeting, 1714.

Between Christmas 1674 and Easter 1714, at least £1,250 was spent on repairs to the bridge and from the

nature of the craftsmen employed it is safe to assume that the structure was of timber.

In 1768, after much repair to the old bridge, it was built anew and was in use by June the following year. Again

it was of timber, the survey and plan drawn up by George Sawer who submitted his bill for eight guineas(5). It does

appear that he was overcharging for his professional services for written on it was:

“Allowed by the Court - five guineas. Signed: Bamber Gascoigne”

The estimate for the rebuilding was £427.15s.11d. but the actual cost was £457.0s.1d. Labour and beer (they

are not separately itemised for the frames cost £83.10s.6d. cartage of stuff and beer £39.16s.0d. Among the sundry

items paid for was the cost of painting £7. £4 was spent on materials (‘stuff and nayles’) for a temporary bridge.

The first mention of repair to the causeway each side of the bridge is of March 1793, when a bill for £2.18s.6d.

was paid(6). 

In 1854, Thomas Hopper, the County Architect was asked to draw up plans for strengthening and widening of

the bridge of 1769: the plans still exist(7) so we have an excellent idea of its structure. The flat tressel-type bridge

supported on six unbraced pairs of uprights, was 100 feet long and eight feet wide. Hopper’s plan, dated April

1854, shows how he intended to widen it to fifteen feet and his method of encasing the old and much decayed (if

we believe his drawings) piles which needed strengthening. There is no evidence that the work was ever carried

out. A plan, drawn up by Law and Blount of London and dated December 1854 is extent(8). The proposed bridge

was to be of iron. It does appear then, that the county had already made up its mind to rebuild. By next year,

1855, tenders were called for the construction of a bridge at an approximate cost of £1,500. 

There were many tenders, of whom one used notepaper with very modern sounding flourishes: 

“John Walker and Co., 

Portable Building Manufacturers.

Manufacturers of the Patent Corrugated

and Galvanised Iron Roofing.” 

Their tender, not accepted, was £1,670. The plan finally chosen was an alternative to the one submitted in 1854,

by Law and Blount. It would not be untrue to say that the design was most graceful and aesthetically pleasing:

one fine arch, ninety-seven feet six inches across, complete with side railings, or a pleasing design of tracery, all

in cast-iron the construction, however, proved too weak and supports were added. 

In 1871, an event worthy of note in the life of Battlesbridge occurred. This was the purchase by Messrs. Sadd

of Maldon of a steam traction engine for the hauling of timber to their saw mills. The engine was a monster,

weighing some twelve tons, a novelty and there was much outcry from all over the county against its use on Essex

roads. The owners were subject to countless complaints about the noise it made, the black smoke it belched out

and the damage it did to roads. In June 1871, came its final achievement of destruction when the engine

succeeded in destroying Battles Bridge(9). 

Many summons were issued and fines paid, though all appear to have been small. On 27th. June, 1871, an

Order issued in Court(10), to take counsel’s opinion as to the liability of Messrs. Sadds to make good the damage to

the bridge and in the event of no liability to take proceedings for a new one to be built. 

A temporary private bridge, owned by Messrs. Meeson and Pavitt of the mills and wharf, was pressed into

service, and they were paid £150 for its use whilst the new one was being built. Their contract stated they were

to keep it in repair and forfeit £5.10s.0d. for each week or part thereof when not in use due to obstruction. 

The winner of the tender for the new bridge to be built at a cost of £3,500, was William Webster, St. Martin’s

Place, Trafalgar Square, London. The contract was signed for it in November 1871, the work to be executed the

following Spring. The lesson had been learnt as shown by the specification. It was to be of three arches; the centre

one with a span of forty seven feet, to be cast iron: 

“....composed of best soft grey metal. The whole of the girders to be put together in the yard and proved in the

presence of the Architect at the Contractor’s risk with the hydraulic ram, with the following weights in the centre 
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Each external girder proved with a weight 161⁄2 tons in the centre with a clear bearing of 47 feet, the internal

girders with a weight of 21 tons in the centre with a clear bearing of 47 feet. Each girder to return at once to its

original form after proof and to remain without permanent set.” 

The two minor arches are of brickwork, each of twenty feet. The total length of the bridge is 117 feet with a

clear width between the parapets of eighteen feet. 

One cannot doubt the thoroughness of the testing or the quality of the work - the bridge still stands and is over

one hundred years old. 

++++++++ 
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POPULATION STUDIES 

The study of population change is of fundamental importance; it often holds the key to our understanding of the

history of social and economic movements. It is not until the start of the decennial national census in 1801 we

have to depend upon a variety of records and use them to yeild information on population in a way for which they

were not specifically designed. 

The Domesday Survey, a unique compilation of 1086, has been pressed into service to yeild data (1,2) Entries for

Essex are in the Little Domesday Book, but alas concerning Rawreth doubt exists. J.H. Round(3), writing in the

Victoria County History, considers, unlike Benton(4), that the entry ‘Bacheneia’ relates not to the manor of Beeches

in Rawreth but to that of Beckney in Ashingdon. Supposing the entry to be for Rawreth, then the population of

the parish in 1086 would have been about twenty.

The foregoing remarks highlight the problems of demography when one is dealing with a parish with a small

population; it generally means that little of its history has been recorded, few documents remain and because of

the small number of entries in the parish registers, statistically, they do not prove reliable. 

The Protestation Returns of 1642 which are housed in the library of the House of Lords, may be used to give

population data, but, unfortunately the returns for Rawreth no longer exist(5). 

It would be useful to compare figures derived from the above source with those from another possible one,

namely, the so-called Compton Return of 1676, a complete copy of which survives in the William Salt Library,

Stafford(6). Whilst the document would prove of value for calculating population figures for many parishes in the

Rochford Hundred, it is disappointing to relate that no entries are given for Rawreth. 

Another document which may be pressed into service is the Hearth Tax Return received at Essex Quarter

Sessions, May 1671(7). Listed are seven names and nine hearths K.H. Burley is an unpublished thesis(8), gives a

method of turning such data into population figures: 

Multiply the listed names by 100/105 x 4.04. The factor 100/105 converts names into households and 4.04,

households into people. With only seven names listed then, the calculated population for Rawreth in 1671 was

approximately twenty-seven. As will be shown shortly, such a figure is far too low. Omissions, evasions and errors

in this unpopular tax were not unusual. 

A useful method, based on a fact pointed out by Brownlee; that throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, the

death rate was fairly constant at thirty-two per thousand, roughly one in thirty-one of the population. The

method, then, is to obtain for, say, ten year periods, the number of deaths recorded in the parish register, strike

an average, then multiply by thirty-one. Table 1 gives data so derived, for the 17th and 18th centuries.
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TABLE 1

PERIOD  ENTRIES POPULATION

1621-40 133 206

1691-1710 76 118

1711-30 47 73

1731-50 99  154

1751-70  78  121

1771-90  121  188

Data derived from Rawreth Register of Burials, E.R.O. D/P 40/1/1 and 1A.

It should be stated that no great claim for accuracy can be made for the derived figures for clearly in a parish

with a small population, epidemics and catastrophies would make the basis of calculation statistically unreliable.

All that one can say is that they show a trend and they are the best one can adduce. 

With the start of the decennial censuses all doubts are dispelled. It is interesting to note that the calculated

figure, 188 for 1771-90, compares favourably with that for 1801, viz., 196, The figures for 1801 to 1961 are given

in Table II.

TABLE II

OFFICIAL CENSUS RETURNS

YEAR NUMBER YEAR NUMBER 

1801 196 1881 331

1811 233 1891 323

1821 327 1901 365

1831 321 1911 441

1841 387 1921 325

1851 416 1931 663

1861 386 1951 1674

1871 350 1961 2794

The decline in parish population from the 1870's may be accounted for. At that time cheap wheat started to

arrive from the New World and this, coinciding with a series of bad crops in the mid-seventies suffered by the

heavy clay land farmers caused many farms to lay fallow(9).

Farmers in the Rochford Hundred were particularly hard-hit. In the neighbouring parish of Hockley in 1800

28% of the land normally under the plough was out of cultivation. Of the seventeen farms in that parish, nine

were untenanted. The situation was no better in 1894 when Pringle reported on conditions. Rawreth appears

never to have recovered.

Further depopulation was encouraged, at least for two decades, by the laying down of the Shenfield-Southend

Railway line 1889, thereby allowing easy migration out of the parish. But by the same token, however, the parish

was 'opened-up', but no real changes in numbers occurred till the 1920's when it is seen that a doubling and more

of the population is noted. 
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