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Archives of Saffron Walden (1): Crime Records
Saffron Walden is rich in historical archives, held by the Town Library,
Saffron Walden Museum, the Town Council, Essex Record Office Archive
Access Point and others, and much of it still largely untapped. In this new
series, we will highlight some of these resources, starting with archives of
crime, and using the example of the biggest trial ever held in the town.
Since this article was first published, the archives have been deposited at
the Essex Record Office.
In 1833, Saffron Walden was gripped by scandal as a malt-thieving scam
of enormous proportions unfolded. The story has already been
summarised in print, and what is given here is an abbreviated transcript in
chronological order of some of the major archives relating to this
unprecedented and very complicated court case.1
TOWN SESSIONS BOOK 1797-1827
February 1833: Return of Warrants, examinations,
recognizances at Sun Inn before Mayor of large gang.

commitments,

SESSION BOOKS 1817-1836
Microfilm copy at ERO Archive Access: 15 April 1833: this is the basic
record, showing that at the Guildhall before the Mayor, Lord Braybrooke
Recorder, Vicisimus Knox Esq. Deputy Recorder and other Justices …
James Housden the younger, William Richardson the younger and James
Pettit escaped prosecution by giving evidence which helped convict the
others. As a result of the trial, sentences of transportation on various
charges of stealing and receiving malt and other goods were passed
against James Fish, William Green, James Hall, Joseph Housden, George
Ling, Francis Marshall, William Phillips, James Richardson,
George
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Richardson, Charles Smith (not in custody), and John Stacey; also William
Stacey (12 months hard labour).
DEPOSITIONS
The bare bones of the Sessions records come to life with the rare survival
of the depositions made by about 28 people. These make clear that
James 'Rusty' Housden had been threatening people, for instance William
Stalley was threatened with a billhook, and George Richardson was
knocked down and threatened, both by Housden. Selections from these
interviews show how beerhouses, which had sprung up since the 1830
Beer Act, were central to the business of off-loading stolen malt:
I have robbed you of ten quarters of malt, 5 last year, 5 this, it used to come in the
wagon to Walden… sometimes my house sometimes at William Phillips... James
Halls took it from my house on a Dickey he gave me 15s for it... William Phillips
paid me £3 for 10 bushells I had two and Frank Marshall one. This season we have
had no settlement. I have had some beer and 10s on account. A few weeks ago
Master Halls asked me at the Green Dragon if I could get him a few pounds of
hops... he said I want to get a little out of you myself...

Other stolen items were eaten as soon as they were taken:
James Housden was the first man who led me to steal anything in my life… Between
2 and 3 years when I worked with Mr James Porter I took 2 bushels of barley which
Old Rusty had... took it in a wheelbarrow.. I think he took it to Willetts Mill, the
next I sold to John Housden .. Old Rusty told me there was barley there and asked
me if I could get any out. John Stacey and William Stracey brought me 6 ducks
which they stole from Mr. Jabez Gibson’s ... gave them 5s for them... the rest were
cooked at my house... There was four turkies lost from Mr Samuel Fiske’s last
summer time, my brother Jem, Ling, Thomas Lord and I took them.... at night we
took them out and hid them in Phillips Barn... had them for supper... there was
some hampers stole out of the Market End and brought to my house in the night….
there was some things stole from my lords there was a gun 3 ferrets and nets.. the
nets were burnt the ferrets are dead and the gun is at my house.…

One man blamed it all on being too drunk to notice what was going on:
I had six strikes of Pollard of William Mason of Chesterford. I went to Phillips, John
Onion of Ashdon laid it on the Dickey for me... I had two or three pots of beer, I
thought that they might put something in the beer for I was very fresh when I went
away some of these men but who I cannot tell you loaded the Dickey. I never
touched the Pollard no more I come away and after I got away I come right along
the road and I got more freshier just as if I was dizzy I felt like unsensed fore I got
far I lost this sack. On the Monday morning I come to the public house (Phillips’s)
and I asked the woman if she knowed where the Pollard was... I never had the
hops.. I have not brewed only once since July.

HUE & CRY: (HO 75/6, page 2032) originals at National Archives, Kew.
This was the police newspaper circulated to trace escaped villains. This
gives us a physical description of James 'Rusty' Housden:
20 February 1833: ‘Escaped from the custody of the constables at Walden on
Saturday the 2nd Feb James Housden who stands charged with felony. He is known
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in Walden his native town by the nickname of Rusty: is about 32 years of age, 5 ft
8 or 9 inches high, of light complexion, brown hair, talks quick and sharp, has a
rolling walk as if in-knee’d, slender legs and thighs, which are long? in proportion to
the body; has been employed in the malt-making business: had on a dark jacket,
light coloured patent cord breeches, a dark plush waistcoat, and high shoes. He has
been seen at Sudbury in Suffolk, since he left Walden - Information to be given to
the Chief Constable, Walden.'

LOCAL NEWSPAPERS Essex Standard Microfilms of originals at Town
Library. Newspaper reports are often verbatim and full of quotable
material, of which only a selection can be given here:
2 March 1833: This town has for a considerable time past been infested with gangs
of thieves and poachers, whose depredations have been carried on to an extent
scarcely credible; but a circumstance has recently occurred, by which many of their
iniquitous proceedings have been brought to light. A fellow of notoriously bad
character, named Bouseden, alias Rusty, being suspected of having stolen some
sacks, his house was searched, and two sacks of malt were found; but during the
search the thief contrived to make his escape by a back door; a description,
however, having been given of him in the Hue and Cry , he was discovered at
Hertford, and conducted back again to this place, and , on being brought before the
town Magistrates, confessed the robbery, with many others he had committed, and
at the same time disclosed the names of four or five of his associates, who have
been since apprehended, and are now undergoing a rigid examination. Among
others of this precious nest are two persons named Phillips and Green, who are
landlords of Tom and Jerry houses, and who have been buying large quantities of
stolen malt at about 2s per bushel. The particulars of the different robberies have
not yet been made public, as it is understood more disclosures are hourly making,
and several other well-known characters are expected to be placed in durance vile.
9 March 1833: … The public are much indebted to the peace officers of the town
and Messrs Kent and Wisbey for their excellent conduct, in this business,
particularly the two latter, whose indefatigable exertions aided by the officers of
Bow street, have been the means of securing several of the gang, whose haunts
were not easy to be discovered.
20 April 1833: 21 prisoners a number unprecedented in the Borough… The Court
was crowded to excess, a great number of persons thronged the entrance to the
Town Hall, being unable to gain admittance… there can be little doubt that the beer
houses should be placed under regulations that may admit of a greater degree of
magisterial control. It is unquestionable that as they are carried on, they are
productive of incalculable evil and mischief. They are the fruitful nurseries of crime,
and it will be established that some of the most series offences now to be tried are
traceable to them….an almost irresistible temptation to dishonesty will be
perpetually present... giving the poor a suitable degree of education. I say a
suitable degree, for anything beyond that would be mischievous.
James Housden (nickname Rusty) said 'I am a labourer; the prisoner Housden is
my first cousin. A short time before last Christmas, Housden and I agreed together,
and went at four o’clock in the morning, to steal a sack of malt from Mr Clerk’s
malting. We took it out of the shop; we got the key from the kiln-house door, while
the men were busy inside. We took about four bushels, which we carried away in a
sack. We took the malt to my house, and I hid it. We then took it to the house of
Clayden, a beershop keeper, where we waited to meet Fish. We got there about
seven o’clock. Fish was there; Reynolds was also there, he took the sack from my
back.. Fish had the malt, he gave my cousin half a sovereign for it. I received 4s of
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the money from James Gayler, to whom a half sovereign was given to change. We
agreed to spend 2s in beer, and had 4s each.'
Francis Marshall: 'Some time ago last Christmas twelvemonth, Phillips, Marshall and
I went to Barker’s beer shop, at Wimbish and we there agreed to carry the malt to
Phillips’s. A short time after we took two five-bushel sacks of pale malt from the
malt shop, and put it upon the wagon which was going to Stortford. The wagon
came round by Walden, instead of Debden I was at home that morning, and took
one of the sacks off, while Phillips watched. Phillips then took the other off while I
watched it had been agreed to send the boy into the house in order to keep him
blind I agreed with Phillips for £3 for the malt, and was to take it out in beer.
Frederick Cole and James Kedderidge were committed for contempt of court,
having created a disturbance during the trial of Marshall and Hall on Monday, in
attempting to quell which Stevens, a Constable, had his thumb dreadfully lacerated,
between the gate and the iron railing.

Similar reports appeared in other newspapers not held locally, but a visit
to Chelmsford Central Library is worthwhile, to look at the archives of the
Chelmsford Chronicle which expand a little on some of the evidence, for
instance in the issue of 19 April1833, James Housden's evidence includes
the following:
I work at anything I can get to do - its not very particular to me. I have not had a
days work since harvest; I am obligated to the parish.' Mr. Leapingwell (for
defence) said 'so you come here to proclaim yourself a thief, eh?' James Housden
said 'A thief! Well, suppose I am I have known my cousin ever since he was a boy;
we have been associated together as good neighbours - civility and all that
(laughter) (A long colloquy ensured relative to what had induced witness to give
evidence, during which he showed great effrontery) ... James Housden said 'I’ll
conduct myself like a man, if so be as you explain it to me in a decent manner.. I
did not come to give evidence to save myself. I should not much mind being
transported.' (Laughter) …

The issue of 3 May 1833, was critical of the efficiency of the town's
constables:
Housden, whose character was well known in the neighbourhood… the officers (3 of
whom it may be proper to state are knights of the thimble took the malt which
could not run away into custody).

The Chronicle also revealed that, in spite of this huge trial, the main
receivers had not yet been caught and a lot of the stolen malt had been
thrown in ditches or destroyed to escape detection. After the case James
Housden's sister allegedly said 'The biggest rogue has escaped now' and
the newspaper commented:
It is confidently hoped that Housden and Richardson will both leave the
neighbourhood immediately. So strong a feeling of dislike is evinced towards them
by the lower orders as would render their residence in the town far from agreeable
to them.
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This was what happens, but the outcome could only be found by seeking
out yet another newspaper, accessible only at the British Library
newspaper archives in Colindale, North London: the Essex & Herts
Mercury of 28 May 1833 reported that:
Housden, the accomplice, who gave evidence... having been provided by the
prosecution with funds to enable him to leave the country, lately took his departure
for New York..

It is not clear who paid the boat fare but the town must have thought it
money well spent. The cost to the ratepayers of this huge exercise is hard
to assess, but the following account appears under the date 27 September
1833 among the Town Council archives:
Expenses: to Barkway warrant… to Swaffham… to Thorley to search Fish’s house,
to Hertford to apprehend James Housden… bill for apprehending prisoners… for
watching gaol, Constable 21 days and nights, 3 constables employed 16 days and
nights apprehending and keeping in custody prisoners, 4 aids to constables
engaged 16 days and nights, Subsistence 6 prisoners in custody 16 days…

This came to a total of over £68, and in addition, there were payments by
overseers to those who brought prosecutions, which amounted to well
over £100. There were probably many other expenses.
Although there are few cases in the annals of Saffron Walden crime that
could match this one, it does demonstrate what rich pickings await
researchers delving into the records of crime.
Note: The case is discussed in Cooper, J. The Well-ordered Town: a story of Saffron Walden 17921862 (2000), pp 111, 115-117, 155, 175, 196.

Archives of Saffron Walden (2): Diaries
There are quite a few diaries and journals tucked away in the Saffron
Walden archives – several were left by ‘Gentleman’ John Player: his
Chronicles of the 1820s (kept in Saffron Walden Town Library) and his
magistrate’s diary of the 1840s (kept in Saffron Walden Museum). There
is some interesting material among the archives of the Saffron Walden
Society of Friends (now in the ERO) and the Francis Gibson journal has
proved useful with the project to rejuvenate Bridge End Garden.
Here are two other extracts, both including the year 1886 but from
different viewpoints, the one speaking about the difficult lives of the poor,
the other dipping into the typical busy round of a middle-class town
worthy involved in politics, Freemasonry and the church. The first is from
notes in the parish magazine extracted by C.B. Rowntree; and the second
is from one of two tiny Collins pocket diaries kept by Ernest Hart (in
Saffron Walden Museum: uncat. 1994, 27.1 & 27.2). It would be worth
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compiling a catalogue of diaries, for they form uniquely personal insights
into everyday life in the past and bring to life the minutes, accounts and
other official archives of the town.
PARISH MAGAZINE 1886 (transcribed by C.B. Rowntree)
January 1886: The announcement that the Mansion at Audley End will shortly be
closed has come on all with more or less of a shock. We can only hope that from
some quarter, it is hard to say where, brighter days may dawn for those on whom
the Agricultural depression has so severely told & that the step now inevitable may
ere long be retraced. There has been a free distribution of Soup & Bread to the
children of destitute parents at the Corn Exchange, in view of the hard times &
want of work.
About 300 children each day have had a good meal & in very many cases it has
been an untold boon. … It is proposed to continue the distribution three days a
week. Contributions towards the cost may be paid into Messrs Gibsons Bank.
Just published: Our Town; or Life at Stowborough by Frank E Emson.
February 1886: The dinners of soup & bread freely given to children – have been
continued, & between 300 & 400 children each day have taken advantage of them.
By the exertions of one or two Gentlemen in the Town a sum of money has been
raised to provide work for the unemployed & the levelling of the ground behind the
Grammar School taken in hand as a suitable convenient field of operations. About
60 men have been employed there & from 30 to 40 more, we understand by Mr
G.W. Brewis of Chesterford Park, in similar work.
March 1886: The work at the Grammar School has been going forward, but – it
has cost considerably more than it would have done probably had it been made a
matter of ordinary contract.
April 1886: During the last few weeks the number of casual inmates [of the Union]
has been greatly in excess of the average. One week no fewer than 123 persons… &
among them were many of a class that it is sad to think should be reduced to such
extremity… clerks & the like.
July 1886: Our town has earned an unenviable notoriety, far & wide, for rowdiness
& rioting [during a Parliamentary Election], & it is sad indeed that several men
should have been sentenced to imprisonment with hard labour; especially sad when
we think of the poor wives & children… The use of reckless & inflammatory
language, the imputation of all sorts of evil to political opponents are blots on our
boasted civilization, not to say our Christianity & the sin assuredly lies far more at
the doors of those who are the instigators of violence, & who escape scot-free from
the clutches of the law, than of those who are misled & have to pay the penalty.
The body of the late Miss Good… brought from London & interred in the family
grave in the churchyard, July 6. It is ten years since a funeral took place
in the old burial, ground, the last having been that of the Mrs Elizabeth Spicer in
1876.

W.E. HART DIARY 1886 - Ernest Hart
January 1886: Liberal supper at Coffee Tavern, about 100 present, very pleasant
evening... week of United Prayer meetings, very busy with Bills… had a long chat
with Mr Joshua Clark & Mr J.M. Youngman… Tea at lecture hall for Band of Hope
almost 100 sat down… returned to lecture hall where each child was presented with
2 or 3 useful articles off the tree... went to Mr G.M. Maynard’s lecture at Museum,
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saw his collection of moths, butterflies etc… Abbey Lane Mutual a very capital paper
on Knox the Scottish Reformer, a full house.
April 1886: went to Friends School temperance Meeting… open experience
meeting - Faraday here and spoke - very enjoyable meeting… Mr Clarke came and
spoke as to my stopping away from Chapel… Liberal Meeting.. terrible noise
outside. Cow paraded round the streets.
May 1886: Loyal & Patriotic meeting packed by Tory non electors - I was thrown
out by 6 drunken & enebriated half civilized Barbarians terrible doings Awful row…
JOG Anniversary, 70 from Cambridge, 40 from Haverhill, from Chelmsford &
Stratford /Bristol parliamentary debating society, very interesting.
June 1886: JOG held in Friends School Room. W. Barker re-ligated rather sharp
meeting… half Robsons men gone to London… Mr Gardner met his
supporters in Court Room, town hall, about 60 present… very busy with election
work.
July 1886: Gardner’s horses taken off & carriage drawn up to town hall. Hundreds
of people about Very busy till 10 pm… Grand Liberal meeting at
Town hall… Brewis meeting at Bury Hills Meadow. Roughs from Halsted and lots of
other places here Tories very wild Mr Gardner pushed up his campaign at Thaxted
with splendid meeting… declaration of poll Gardner 740 majority Brewis drawn
round town by roughs. Mr Rollason’s House broken into & Josh Housden & Marshall
hurt Terrible riot - 4 Roughs locked up… 4 Roughs brought up and sentenced to 1
months hard labour
Town very quiet today.
October 1886: Mr W Robson nominated for council - lots of row about it; went to
Ashdon with Mr Ruse to look at cottages and to see tenants… Mr Robson waited
upon - Mr B.T. Thurgood saying that he was innocent of the church.
December 1886: Juvenile Temple instituted by Mr. Finch, 48 juveniles & 8 adults
took the pledge, very interesting ceremony, Bro Finch spoke in Lodge, capital
evening.
Note: With acknowledgements to Saffron Walden Museum.

Archives of Saffron Walden (3): Letters
Surely no type of document excites the historian more than the discovery
of letters. They can be the most personal and vivid of archives, the direct,
unguarded testimony of someone who never thought that their words
would reach a wider public.
The John Player papers in Saffron Walden Museum contain many such
gems, among them a collection of letters relating to emigration to Canada
by local people in 1834. These letters have already proved useful to local
historians.1 The first few letters were dated January and February 1834
and had information regarding Canadian emigration procedures, sent to
the 3rd Lord Braybrooke, who was helping local people wishing to
emigrate. This was not entirely philanthropic. The informant, Captain
Archives of Saffron Walden – Saffron Walden Historical Journal Nos 9, 10, 11, 13 (2006)

Bowles of the Royal Navy, passed on one letter outlining the advantage to
parish vestries of getting rid of the poor this way:
The applicants should not be too eagerly encouraged to go otherwise they will
become suspicious and fancy they are doing the parish a favour… Few instances
occur of families returning, but many single men have come home and plague the
parishes to which they belonged but these persons have always been drunken
dissolute characters, and if any such apply there is some benefit in getting rid of
them even for one or 2 years, and the outlay seems never to exceed the cost of
maintaining a road labourer the most useless of all the members of society, for two
years…

The emigrants’ letters, which appear to be transcribed, reveal hardworking characters. William Perrin wrote to his mother in July 1834, with
references to his family and friends:
Dear Mother, I hope you will not take it hard to part with your son James to let him
come here next spring, for he would have six dollars per month and board and
lodging. Joseph Marshall now receives 7 dollars a month with board and lodging. I
am quite well and happy. Mrs. Bush and Mrs Marshall greatly rejoiced to receive
and we often commune together… Ann and Samuel Bush, S and I Marshall are quite
well and their children too and they would be very happy to see any of you here
that are disposed to come here. Marshall has a cow and 2 sows and 10 pigs. Mr
Marshall is apprenticed to a farmer: when his time is out he is to have a yoke of
oxen and harness and horse, 5 hens and a cock, education, a new suit of clothes
and money if he behaves well… Ann Bush will shortly be confined and then she will
send too. We have been at work by the piece in the wood. We made 11 dollars in
11 days and now we are begun to make a hedge. I am well and happy, bless god, I
remain your humble son.

Another letter expands on farming life:
Dear Christian friends… ... Francis Marshall commenced work on May 30th. … The
first job I did was at bark-peeling… then we cleaned a piece of ground for a garden
by the piece, and then we digged a cellar by the day…. The women milk the cows
and shear the sheep, spin the wool, and weave their clothing… All work is different
from yours… They grow no barley, but wheat, Indian Corn, Buckwheat, Cabbage,
peas, French beans and potatoes. Farming work is quite different here than with
you… they plow the land twice, then they sow the grain: so it remains till Harvest:
they do nothing to the land here but plow and sow: they put no manure on the
land, but it lays in their yards, year after year till they cannot get into the barns;
then some of them move their buildings, and set them elsewhere. Some throw it
into the creek, and the water washes it away; others put it on the land, a waggon
load at a place and never spread it at all.

A letter from John Mumford describes the lives of women in the new
lands:
My dear Sister and Brothers… We have no poor laws in this country therefore they
must not expect any parish assistance here… as you do not know how to spin work
you will not suit to live with a farmer for they make clothes and blankets and
flannels for their own use… A girl of 12 years old may earn 5s a week if she learn
to spin wool on the big wheel. There is no difficulty in finding places for children
from 8 years old and upwards if they are of good temper and disposition… the
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people here generally treat their domestics with great kindness and in farmhouses
they always sit at table and eat with the family… Wives in general are in great
demand, and very few old maids are to be found in Upper Canada…. They learn to
dance to the tune of the spinning wheel (barefooted in summer) and there musical
accomplishments at the religious meeting house to which places young people go
dressed in all the finery they can muster.

Descendants of some of these settlers have been fascinated to read this
pure family history. Hope Herndon (from Samuel Bush) and Kim Gosnell
(from Francis Marshall), have been in contact with the Journal. Mrs
Herndon advises that her Gx3 grandparents Samuel and Ann Bush (nee
Erswell) continued with their Walden Baptist adherence in Canada, walking
eight miles every Sunday to attend Baptist Church in Binbrook and later
Caistor. Ann died in 1871, Samuel ten years later. His grandson, Donald
Bush wrote a Binbrook local history book, which included the details of
Samuel and Ann’s journey from Walden to Canada in 1834.
NOTES
SWM 40493.
Cooper, J. The Well-ordered Town: a story of Saffron Walden 1792-1892 (2000), p82
Sanders, L. ‘Assisted Emigration’ in Littlebury: a parish history (2005), pp182-3.

Archives of Saffron Walden (4): John Player Papers

John Player. Portrait from Saffron Walden Town Council collection.

It is impossible to overstate the importance of ‘Gentleman’ John Player
(1785-1846) of Saffron Walden in archival terms. He was not without his
faults, but for historians his 20+ years of intensive activity in Saffron
Walden had three important aspects: he was deeply involved in the life of
the town; he was a prolific recorder of events; and his innumerable papers
and some of the volumes he left behind have fortunately survived. The
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majority of the archives are in the Saffron Walden Museum or the Town
Library, but there is very little Player material in the Essex Record Office. I
drew on this collection extensively for my book, The Well-ordered Town –
indeed without the Player archives it would have been a far less
substantial volume. Verbatim extracts from his autobiography (which had
gone missing at the time I wrote the book), were extensively quoted in a
chapter in Essex Harvest, the book published by the ERO in 2004 in
honour of the historian A.F.J. Brown. There is still much Player material
unpublished, so I hope from time to time to describe it in this journal.
Tucked away in the Museum archives, for instance, is an account book
kept by John Player in the 1840s, and from its pages we can recreate the
life of a gentleman of those times, which were in fact to be the last years
of his life. This seems to be the only account book surviving, but there had
been others, for he notes that ‘the preceding books are in my mahogany
box’. However neither box nor books have survived, and may well have
been destroyed by his widow, who is said to have burnt his leather-bound
collection of 12 diaries – a wicked act for which this historian, for one,
cannot forgive her!
According to this one surviving account book, Player had income from
rents of property, dividends, bank stock, annuities and his pension as a
retired civil servant, amounting to £180. The total income for 1843 was
just over £1,013, with expenses of just over £803. Comparisons with the
income of a labourer at this time, earning maybe £25 a year to keep a
whole family, suggest that this childless gentleman of leisure needed 40
times as much to maintain his lifestyle.
This comparative wealth could be justified in the minds of the well-off by
constant charitable giving. Over the course of 1843-4 he contributed small
sums to 44 different causes, including the Saffron Walden Benevolent
Society, the Clothing Bank, the Union Book Society, Clavering and Saffron
Walden schools, coals for the poor, the lying-in society, Abbey Lane
Chapel, the Missionary Society, Abbey Lane ladies’ working class, the
London City Mission, various chapels and other charities.
There were more personal gifts – a few shillings to someone shipwrecked,
a gift to Widow Rumball and the writing off of Rumball’s debts, five
shillings for ‘Benjamin Housden’s crippled son to go to London for help’,
ten shillings for a children’s gallery at Langley Baptist chapel, another gift
‘to William Barker’s wife one shilling for daughter going to service’. He
gave the mayor five shillings towards the Rowland Hill testimonial for
penny postage, and contributed £2.10s to the subscription for water-carts
in the town. A mysterious item refers to giving £3 to Saffron Walden
Museum ‘to meet expenses as to robbery’. Altogether he gave away about
£47 in 1843 and £63 in 1844, that is about five per cent of his income.
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Small details of domestic life can be gleaned here and there. The purchase
of knives and spoons comes up a lot, and there were sums spent on
crockery, paint, slippers, woollen gloves, ‘repairs to my father’s watch’,
the butcher, the milkman, and builders doing work on his cottages.
There were bills from Mr Chater the nurseryman and Mr Baron the
bootmaker. He paid Mr Butterfield a shilling to cut his hair, bought cloth
from Mr Humphrey the draper, ink from Mr Youngman the stationer,
manure for his garden from Mr Clayden and a shilling to the lamplighter,
also a sum to the beadle. Many of these tradesmen were Independents
like himself – Player was a member of Abbey Lane Chapel, and it was
common for Dissenters to support the traders from their own church.
There was a note to Jeptha Miller that he would ‘quit possession of the
Ducking house and premises held of him at midsummer’, and legal fees
regarding a footpath at field called Great Joiners, also property tax on his
house.
Aspects of Player’s social life in these last years are also referred to via
expenditure on various items. As a Whig he bought The Patriot, and the
Liberal newspaper, the Essex Herald. But in January 1845 he also bought
the Essex Standard, which was a Tory paper and the Chelmsford
Chronicle. There were council dinners to attend (Player had been the first
Dissenter mayor of Walden). He paid out 6s6d for himself and a servant to
visit Wombwell’s Exhibition – this must have been the famous touring
menagerie which sometimes visited the area. On 19 October 1843 he
itemised the expenditure of fourpence to buy violets from Covent Garden.
A fortnight’s holiday in Kent was undertaken: a one-shilling Railway Guide
was purchased, for the railway was just opening from London to
Cambridge, and there were two shillings for a guidebook for Tunbridge
Wells. This followed travel from Gravesend to Tunbridge on 26 June 1844,
the sum of £20.10s being spent on 16 days of travel.
More locally, on 13 May 1845 he travelled by fly to Littlebury, Elmdon Lee
and the Railway, spending seven shillings, then on 18 May by post chaise
to Clavering costing £1.4s. The last entry in his accounts relates to
another journey, by fly to Debden, Little Walden, Littlebury and Wimbish
in November 1845. Perhaps this was the final outing of his life – he may
have been tidying up his affairs - for two months later he died.
Some clues to various ailments, leading up to his death, are found among
these sad entries too – he was certainly helping to keep the apothecary in
business, purchasing lozenges, a ribbon for his eye glass, pills for face
ache, gentian ills, ‘Dinnefords liquid magnesia’, toothpowder, ‘padeldra’,
‘Paul’s friend’, Ginger lozenges, refined liquorice, candied horehound,
rhubarb pills and a book of hints on indigestion: Player was ever a martyr
to his insides, and had earlier in life undergone some rather horrific
internal procedures. In 1841 he spent only £4 on medical items, but the
following year this more than doubled to £9, then in 1843 the sum was
over £17.
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All of these are but glimpses of a life, and further background research
would be needed to explain their context, although some items would
probably elude explanation. They illustrate the usefulness of account
books in reflecting the lives of their owners, and the value of saving up
such archives which many people throw away.
In the case of John Player, they offer a unique insight into the last years
of a man who made a considerable impact on the history of Saffron
Walden in the early 19th century.
Notes
John Player’s account book can be found among the Saffron Walden Museum
archives: SWM 40495.

DATES FOR JOHN PLAYER: 1785-1846
1785 – born 12 October at Tower Hill, London
1790-92 - schooling in London
1793-97 – schooling in Saffron Walden
1797 – schooling in London
1799 – began as civil servant for Naval service
1804 – started writing letters to newspapers
1807 – became a Mason in Deptford
1808 – wrote first poem 'Fancy's Child'
1812 – married Frances Cole at SW church
1812-23 - lived in New Kent Road
1813-14 – two still-born babies
1822 – bought house at 73 High St, Walden
1823 – retired after 24 years in civil service
1823 – joined Abbey Lane Independent Chapel
1827 – moved to Market Place, SW
1827 – organised SW Bible Society
1829 –organised SW spade husbandry scheme
1831 – started Clothing Bank for the poor
1832 – helped start Literary & Scientific Institute
1835 – suggested idea for SW Museum
1835 – elected to SW Town Council
1836 – became first Dissenter mayor of SW
1835 – steward of SW Agricultural Society
1836 – helped revive Dunmow Flitch
1836 – organised campaign to keep SW Sessions
1838 – organised Coronation dinner for 3,760
1838 – published poem ‘Home’
1842 – completed autobiography
1845 – published Sketches of Saffron Walden
1846 – died 14 January, buried Abbey Lane.
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