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Abstract 

This thesis examines the challenges for environmental research in UK archives and presents 
possible solutions for archivists to implement. It is the result of a collaboration between the 
University of Liverpool (jointly between the departments of Geography and History) and 
the Staffordshire Record Office. The result is a multi-disciplinary thesis that unites multiple 
different fields of research and methods of analysis in order to create solutions and 
guidance which can support researchers using archives for environmental research. 

To achieve this, research with a volunteer project using material held at the Staffordshire 
Record Office is used as a case study to discuss archival practice. This allows this thesis to 
position itself with both the archive user and archivist and examine potential solutions from 
both perspectives. This thesis uses a varied methodology: applying both qualitative and 
quantitative methods of analysis to archival material then supplementing this with surveys, 
an interview, and retrospectively assessing the Historic Flooding and Drought in 
Staffordshire project as though it were a pilot to test solutions to archival problems. 

Part 1 presents the case study: a piece of original research into flooding and water in 
Staffordshire between 1550 and 1750. Legal and administrative records are used to 
examine how watercourses and flooding were managed in the period and to look for 
responses to flooding. This is primarily a social-environmental history of mundane water 
management, drawing on existing traditions of social history. It will then move on to 
examine the potential of the same records for methods of quantitative analysis borrowed 
from historical geography to identify flood seasonality, causes and flood-rich periods. 

In Part 2, the case study is then coupled with the experience of coordinating a volunteer 
project in a local record office (Historic Flooding and Drought in Staffordshire) to examine 
the obstacles to environmental research and propose potential solutions. This will account 
for both the perspectives and needs of researchers, and archival principles and practice. 
While this thesis acknowledges that there are no perfect solutions to obstacles to 
environmental research, it will argue that there are achievable ways of supporting research 
and positions itself with scholarship that views the archive as dynamic and adaptable. 

Two solutions that are achievable within constraints often facing repositories are then 
presented: subject guides and collaborative projects. Guidance is presented on producing 
subject guides for environmental research, based on analysis of subject guides as a genre 
and the premise that environmental researchers can have varied levels of prior experience 
in archives. Following this, Historic Flooding and Drought is assessed to examine the 
benefits ς and challenges ς of collaborative volunteer projects for the volunteers, the 
archive, and the collaborating researchers.
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1 : Introduction 

Note on the text: Years have been modernised, i.e. New Year is treated as beginning on 

January 1st. 

 

On Wednesday 15th September 1708, a άƎǊŜŀǘ wŀƛƴέ Ŧlooded the parish of Rugeley, causing 

(in the estimates of the parish officers) £161 of damage.1 The flood destroyed a stone 

bridge built by Walter Chetwynd in 1646, as well as flood gates, dams, hedges, walls, and a 

chimney. Mills, a forge and a furnace were either damaged or prevented from functioning. 

Smaller items, vital to individual livelihoods, were washed away, including leather, lasts and 

shoes. Gravel was strewn in watercourses and watŜǊ άwǳn down [the] Towne [with] such 

force [that] it gall[e]d [the] streets [and] made several holes at least ½ y[ar]d deep, in 

danger of undermin[ing] sev[erall] housesΦέ aƻst shops, houses and cellars were in some 

way damaged. The parish offiŎŜǊǎΩ ŀccounts mention no fatalities, and the social after-

effects of the flooding are not described, as the accounts were not intended to describe 

events, but to provide a financial record. One could easily imagine that it took the 

community in Rugeley months to recover, and that the winter of 1708/9 was probably a 

very difficult one for many households. But is it possible to find further evidence of the 

September 1708 flooding and its effects? It seems unlikely that an event as devastating as 

the Rugeley accounts suggest would have only affected one parish. 

The Quarter Sessions rolls from the period show that in October that year one Randolph 

Bagnall of Rushton Grange was presented before the jury for neglecting to scour and firm 

the άgrid water course called Bridge Meadowέ in Burslem, Burton-on-Trent.2 This may have 

been due to negligence on .ŀƎƴŀƭƭΩs part, but if the destruction seen in Rugeley occurred 

elsewhere in Staffordshire, then maintaining Bridge Meadow may have been more 

challenging than normal. At the same Michaelmas sessions one John England (a miller) was 

accused of άstoppingέ the River Tame.3 The next two sessions also contain possible effects 

of flooding: at the Epiphany sessions in 1709 the bridge over Black Brook in the parish of 

Weeford was recorded as damaged due to flooding (resulting in the drowning of a post 

 
1 SRO D3243/4/1. 
2 SRO Q/SR/471/11. 
3 SRO Q/SR/471/14. 



 

9 

boy),4 then at Easter SalterΩs Bridge in Alrewas needed repairing.5 However there is no way 

of determining for sure if any of these instances were connected to the flooding that 

devastated Rugeley in September 1708. 

None of these records were created to record the environment or weather. Instead, they 

were created for local administration, to keep an account of the parish officeǊǎΩ 

expenditure or a record of court proceedings. They are typical examples of the types of 

archival documents standardly found in record offices throughout the UK and as these 

vignettes illustrate, they can hold a wealth of potential for environmental research - which, 

as this thesis will argue, remains relatively untapped. Moreover, as will be discussed in 

Chapter 5, archives in the UK do not record visitors in a way that captures environmental 

research topics, making these researchers invisible among archive visitor data. Because 

human activity is usually prioritised in cataloguing practice and the environment has rarely 

been considered a potential interest of visitors, archive holdings have not generally been 

catalogued with the environment in mind. The cataloguing work by volunteers on the 

Quarter Sessions at the Staffordshire Record Office has resulted in the capture of a high 

level of detail and many catalogue entries contain a comprehensive summary of the case, 

which can be helpful for many research interests (including the environment). The Quarter 

Sessions are exceptional, and in most cases potentially useful data might be found in many 

different records and can be challenging to locate. 

This thesis will therefore investigate the role archives in the UK can play in environmental 

research. Despite an existing body of research from multiple disciplines on the environment 

using material held in archives, they still have an untapped potential for environmental 

research. An original piece of research into flooding and water management in 

Staffordshire c.1550-1750 is used here as an example of how the environment can be 

researched for periods prior to the collection of instrumental data (Chapters 2-4). The 

records that will be used are the result of administrative processes, presenting the 

possibility of examining the management of the environment at both a macro (county-wide 

administration) and a micro level (estates). 

 
4 SRO Q/SR/472/1. 
5 SRO Q/SR/473/5. 
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Those with an intimate knowledge of the material held in a repository (usually archivists) 

are best placed to realise the potential of an archiveΩs holdings. Therefore, I will argue both 

that an archive should engage with environmental research and that there are achievable 

ways of doing this. The case study will be used both to identify some of the obstacles to 

using archives for environmental research and to suggest potential solutions, resulting in 

recommendations for how archives can support future researchers. Finally, two specific 

solutions will be discussed. As subject guides are an achievable way of supporting 

environmental research, recommendations on how to create subject guides will be 

presented. Following this, the Historic Flooding and Drought project will be used to 

demonstrate how collaborations with higher education institutions (HEIs) can benefit all 

parties and are ideal for environmental research.  

There are now thoroughly established traditions of using archive material for 

environmental research, including work in environmental history, historical geography, and 

historical climatology. However, there has been limited work on how archives can support 

environmental research.6 In recent years, there has been growing awareness of both the 

environmental sustainability of archive practices and the role archives can play in education 

about climate change.7 Recent efforts have involved developing projects and resources 

such as project_ arcc8 and a virtual workshop at the Archival Education and Research 

Initiative titled Teaching Climate Change in the Archival Classroom.9 However, the focus of 

these endeavours is the sustainability of archives rather than the role they can play in 

research on the environment. Although the environment has not received much attention 

in literature on archive studies, there have been rare exceptions.10 Given the relevance of 

climate and environment to modern society, it is worth exploring how archives can support 

 
6 Lucy Veale et alΦΣ ά5ŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 5ŜƭǳƎŜ ƻŦ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ²ŜŀǘƘŜǊ 5ŀǘa: The Example of the 
¢9at9{¢ 5ŀǘŀōŀǎŜΣέ Geo: Geography and Environment 4, no. 2 (2017): 1ς16. 
7 MaǊƪ ²ƻƭŦŜΣ ά.ŜȅƻƴŘ ΨάgreŜƴ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎΥέΩ 9ȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 9ŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ WŜǾƻƴǎΩ tŀǊŀdox on the 
Suǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ !ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣέ Archival Science 12 (2012): 35ςрлΤ IŜƛŘƛ b !ōōŜȅΣ ά¢ƘŜ DǊŜŜƴ 
Archivist: A Primer for Adopting Affordable, Environmentally Sustainable, and Socially Responsible 
Archival Management PraŎǘƛŎŜǎΣέ Archvial Issues 34, no. 2 (2012): 91ς115. 
8 άtǊƻƧŜŎǘψŀǊŎŎ μ !ǊŎƘƛǾƛǎǘǎ wŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ /ƭƛƳŀǘŜ /ƘŀƴƎŜΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜd July 24, 2020, 
https://projectarcc.org/. 
9 άWorkshop: Teaching Climate Change in the Archival Classroom ς AERIΣέ ŀccessed July 24, 2020, 
http:// aeri.website/event/aeri2020-workshop-teaching-climate-change-in-the-archival-classroom/. 
10 A. J. W. Catchpole and D. W. MoodƛŜΣ ά!ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ {ŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘΣέ Archivaria 6 
(1978): 113ς36. 
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environmental research, in line with the sectoral leader The National ArchivesΩ Archives 

Unlocked (2017) vision of the value of archives across society.11 

This thesis therefore aims to contribute to several different streams of scholarship. By 

undertaking original research on flood events in Staffordshire, it will contribute to 

environmental history and the understanding of the interrelatedness of human activity and 

the environment. The period of focus (1550-1750) is one in which climate variability and 

extremes have been linked to social and societal unrest.12 In contrast, instead of focusing 

on crisis and extremes, the research will focus on the mundane and routine. Everyday 

water management has been all but overlooked in social and economic history, with a few 

exceptions examining cleanliness and sanitation.13 By using administrative archives, I will 

demonstrate how routine processes (such as the requirement to record court proceedings) 

can provide a record of the mundane. These records have been overlooked because they 

are not άaboutέ the environment and are therefore rarely catalogued in a manner which 

would indicate their usefulness. This presents challenges for both identifying the relevant 

records in an archive and for analysis. Even when environmental records are calendared, as 

archivists traditionally use the language of the record, there may be issues with searching 

for them. The άgreat rainέ in Rugeley in 1708 cited above would not appear in a search for 

άfloodέ had the term flood not been added to the description.  

The methods used to analyse this data will in turn contribute to historical geography. 

Historical data and narratives about the past can be helpful for understanding and dealing 

with the environment today at both scientific and societal levels.14 One of the case studies 

that will be used is the Shugborough Estate, prior to catastrophic flooding in 1795 (which 

washed away many features of the designed landscape), and prior to the creation of the 

 
11 The Nationŀƭ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣ ά!ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ¦ƴƭƻŎƪŜŘΥ wŜƭŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ tƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΣέ 2017, 
www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archives-sector. 
12 Geoffrey Parker, Dƭƻōŀƭ /Ǌƛǎƛǎ Υ ²ŀǊΣ /ƭimate Change and Catastrophe in the Seventeenth Century 
(New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2013). 
13 aŀǊƪ {Φ WŜƴƴŜǊΣ άaƻƴƻǇƻƭȅΣ aŀǊƪŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ tǳōƭƛŎ IŜŀƭǘƘΥ tƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ /ommerce in the History of 
London Water 1780-183лΣέ ƛƴ Medicine and the Market in England and Its Colonies, c.1450-2850, ed. 
Mark S. Jenner and P. Wallis (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillon, 2007), 216ςотΤ ²ŀƭǘŜǊ YƛƴƎΣ άIƻǿ 
High Is Too High? Disposing of Dung in Seventeenth-/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ tǊŜǎŎƻǘΣέ The Sixteenth Century Journal 
23, no. 3 (1992): 443ς57. 
14 wƻō !ƭƭŀƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά¢ƻǿard Integrated Historical Climate Research: The Example of Atmospheric 
Circulation Reconstructions over the EaǊǘƘΣέ Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change 7, no. 2 
(2016): 164ς74. 



 

12 

Park Farm in 1805. The work on the estate following the 1795 flood has been attributed to 

relatively less flooding since by a (now defunct) blog produced by the estate.15 

Understanding of past environment can help create a narrative for individuals and 

communities to understand it in the present.  

By focusing on the mundane, I will be responding to Christian PfisterΩs appeal for more 

examination of the everyday and ask whether it can really be understood in the period 

1550-1750.16 Flooding is often conceptualised as a natural, disastrous event. However, this 

thesis is just as concerned with understanding flooding as a non-disastrous, mundane, 

human issue. The possibility of applying quantitative methods of analysing descriptive 

material to records for this purpose from 1550-1750 will be explored, and I will discuss how 

effective these methods are in this context. 

Further, this thesis aims to contribute to archival scholarship. By reflecting on and further 

researching the challenges associated with this research, and identifying potential 

solutions, this thesis aims both to support future research on the environment and to 

contribute to archival studies in both theoretical and practical terms.  My position as a 

researcher collaborating with an archive service will allow a unique analysis of archival 

access issues from both the perspective of the researcher and from the archive. 

 

1.1 Background 

This thesis is a product of an AHRC funded project Learning from the past ς exploring 

historical archives to inform future activities. The project involved two doctoral studentships 

(myself and Alice Harvey-Fishenden) as Collaborative Doctoral Awards with the Staffordshire 

Record Office and the University of Liverpool (joint between the School of Environmental 

Sciences (SOES) and the Centre for Archive Studies (LUCAS) within the Department of 

History). Collaborative projects such as this are becoming increasingly common, although 

 
15 άCƭƻƻŘƛƴƎ ς {ƘǳƎōƻǊƻǳƎƘΣέ 2016, https://shugborough.wordpress.com/2016/01/12/flooding/. 
16 C. Pfister, Klimageschichte Der Schweiz 1525-1860. Das Klima Der Schweiz von 1525-1860 Und 
Seine Bedeutung in Der Geschichte on Bevölkerung Und Landwirtschaft (Bern: Paul Haupt, 1984). 
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evaluation of their benefits for archives is only just beginning to emerge.17 Collaboration 

had arisen from a previous project, Spaces of experience and horizons of expectation: 

Implications of extreme weather events past, present and future. The Staffordshire Record 

Office wished to develop engagement with academic audiences outside the field of history 

using the άRevisiting Collectionsέ methodology.18 The project was intended to combine 

resource location and analysis through a volunteer project (Historic Flooding and Drought in 

Staffordshire) in order to:  

i. Construct histories of flood/drought and associated impacts. 

ii. Explore whether and how events affected the lives of local people and became 

inscribed into the cultural and infrastructural fabric and social memory of local 

communities. 

iii. How the above shaped practices and management actions.  

The volunteer project ran from May 2017 to September 2018 at the Staffordshire Record 

Office, and the data gathered by the volunteers was supplemented by additional research. 

From the project evolved the following research question(s), which this thesis addresses: 

How can administrative archives be used in environmental history; what are the challenges 

associated with their use, and what can archive services do to support such research? 

 

1.2 The Staffordshire Record Office 

The Staffordshire Record Office developed from a trust established by the banker and keen 

antiquary William Salt (1808-1863). The county was given SaltΩǎ Ŏollection on his death in 

1863, and the Trust was formed in 1872. In 1926, the William Salt Library became a 

manorial repository under the Law of Property Amendment Act (1924), became responsible 

for county records including Quarter Sessions and asked the county council for an annual 

 
17 Shaun Evans and Elen Wyn SimpsonΣ ά!ǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ LƳǇŀŎǘ of Collections-Based Collaboration 
across Archives and Academia: ¢ƘŜ tŜƴǊƘȅƴ 9ǎǘŀǘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜΣέ Archives and Records 40, no. 1 (2019): 
37ς54. 
18 ±ŀƭ .ƻǘǘ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άwŜǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΥ ! ¢ƻƻƭƪƛǘ ŦƻǊ /apturing and Sharing Multiple 
Perspectives on ArchƛǾŜ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣέ нллфΣ ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκŎƻƭƭŜŎǘionstrust.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/02/Collections-Trust-Revisiting-Archive-Collections-toolkit-2009.pdf. 
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grant in 1938.19 In the late 1940s, the first county archivist was appointed in Staffordshire 

and the first entry in the accessions register is from the ninth of April, 1948, listing parish 

records for the church in Hamstall Ridware deposited by the vicar of Yoxall.20 In recent 

years, local archives in Staffordshire have become increasingly centralised, including the 

incorporation of Lichfield Record Office into the Staffordshire Record Office in 2018. As well 

as its body of paid staff, both professional archivists and others, the record office hosts 

multiple volunteer groups at once, who support the service with a range of activities, 

including cataloguing, digitisation, and preservation. While the Historic Flooding and 

Drought project was running, the record office also hosted the following projects:21 

¶ Magistrates Records  

¶ Quarter Session Records  

¶ Victoria County History research group  

¶ Place-name research project  

¶ Pauper Biographies/Poor law vouchers  

¶ Criminal Quilts  

¶ Parish rights of way  

¶ Gothard Diaries  

¶ Littleton letters  

¶ Stafford at war 1914-18  

¶ Consistory Wills 

 

1.3 Staffordshire 

The River Trent originates in Staffordshire in Biddulph Moor, and the Trent system drains 

around three quarters of the county (Figure 1.1). While the Trent curves from the North-

West to South-East of Staffordshire, it is joined by the Blithe at Kings-Bromley, the Sow near 

Shugborough, which itself is joined by the Penk near Stafford. The Tame is the TrentΩs 

largest tributary and begins in Staffordshire but crosses into Warwickshire before returning 

to Staffordshire with its confluence at Alrewas. The Dove, which will be of particular 

interest in Chapter 2, forms much of the border between Staffordshire and Derbyshire in 

 
19 Elizabeth Shepherd, Archives and Archivists in 20th Century England (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 
100. 
20 Staffordshire Record Office accessions register. 
21 Appendix VI. 
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the North-East, where the Churnet basin drains into the Dove from the edge of the 

Pennines.22 The Trent has a long history of flooding, which is imbedded in the name; 

άTrentέ originates as far back as the Brittonic άTristaston,έ meaning wanderer or 

trespasser.23 One of the longest recorded flood series in the country is for Nottingham, with 

descriptive records from the thirteenth-century, flood marks inscribed in the Trent Bridge 

from 1852 and recorded annual flood levels read from a stageboard from 1877 - 1969 with 

instrumental gauged flows recorded from 1958-present at Colwick (5km downstream of 

Nottingham).24 The largest event for which levels are known is 1795 and there is a known 

history of river management during the period studied here, with kidweirs recorded at 

Colwich in the sixteenth century.25 By basing this thesis primarily on material held at the 

Staffordshire Record Office, it is only the origins of the Trent system and its tributaries that 

are being investigated, which may experience flooding without serious consequences at 

Nottingham.26 

There has been some previous local research relevant to the current project. Staffordshire 

County Council has produced Historic Environment Assessments (HEAs) for Staffordshire as 

part of an innovatory integrated approach also including biodiversity and landscape.27 The 

HEAs include information on historic monuments, historic land use and summaries of major 

changes, such as the removal of the village in Shugborough in the eighteenth century.28 The 

Staffordshire Archaeological & Historical Society produces its Transactions annually. Articles 

by local historians and archaeologists appearing in Transactions detail archaeological 

projects, which have the potential to yield environmental information. For instance, a 

 
22 A. D. M Phillips and C. B. Phillips, An Historical Atlas of Staffordshire (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2011), 2. 
23 RicharŘ WƻƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ {ǳǎŀƴ YƛƭōȅΣ άaƛǘƛgating Riverine Flood Risk in MedieǾŀƭ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣέ ƛƴ Waiting for 
the End of the World?, ed. Christopher M. Gerrard, Paolo Forlin, and Peter J. Brown (London: 
Routledge, 2020), 165ς82. 
24 bŜƛƭ aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘΣ άwŜŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ CƭƻƻŘ CǊŜquency for the River Trent through the Inclusion of 
Historical Flood IƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ !5 монлΣέ Hydrology Research 44, no. 2 (2013): 216. 
25 Macdonald, 219, 223. 
26 Macdonald, 229. 
27 Staffordshire /ƻǳƴǘȅ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎsed May 2, 2018, 
https://www.staffordshire.gov.uk/environment/eLand/planners-
developers/HistoricEnvironment/Projects/Historic-Environment-Assessments.aspx. 
28 Cultural Environment Team - Staffordshire County CouncƛƭΣ ά!Ǉpendix 2: Historic Environment 

Character Area Overviews for the HaȅǿƻƻŘǎΣέ 2009, 2, 
https://www.staffordshire.gov.uk/environment/eLand/planners-
developers/HistoricEnvironment/Projects/StaffordBoroughHEA-TheHaywoods-Appendix2-
HECAReports.pdf. 
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fifteenth century iron mill at Aldridge was investigated based on documentary evidence.29 

Even the (by J. GƻǳƭŘΩǎ admission) limited excavation on the probable site revealed the 

structure of the dam and the probable location of the mill wheel.30 Stafford Mill has also 

been excavated, revealing several stages ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƭΩǎ history, including a major sixteenth-

century reconstruction.31 

The case study for this thesis has been guided by the available archival material. The 

medieval manor of Cannock and Rugeley presented itself as a natural area of interest due 

to the wealth of surviving documents in the Staffordshire Record Office. Moreover, 

Cannock Chase has already been a focus for several local studies, including a history of 

medieval Cannock Forest by Gould.32 A history of the forest on Cannock Chase is continued 

by C. Welch, who gives a detailed account of Elizabethan ironmaking in Cannock Chase and 

the Churnet Valley, analysing its impact on the woodlands that were exploited for fuel and 

how the impact was affected by local, political and technological factors.33 ²ŜƭŎƘΩǎ Ƙƛǎtory 

of industry and environment also adds to an earlier history of the Paget family ironworks on 

the Chase by G. Morton34 and of the development of the seventeenth-century iron industry 

in south Staffordshire by P. W. King.35 More recently, the Chase Through Time project has 

examined the Chase using lidar and historic aerial photographs, mapping the remains of 

First World War training trenches.36 

 
29 J. GoǳƭŘΣ ά9xcavation of the 15th Century Iron-Mill at Bourne Pool, Aldridge, {ǘŀŦŦǎΦΣέ South 

Staffordshire Archaeological and Historical Society Transactions XI (1970): 58ς63. 
30 Gould, 62. 
31 Malcom Hislop, Eleanor Ramsey, and aŀǊǘƛƴ ²ŀǘǘǎΣ ά{ǘŀŦŦƻǊŘ aƛƭƭΥ !ƴ !ǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 9ȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻn 
нллоΣέ Staffordshire Archaeological and Historical Society Transactions XLI (2006): 1ς44. 
32 J. GouldΣ άCood, Forresters, Fines and Felons: A History of Cannock Forest A.D. 1086-1300,έ 

Lichfield and South Staffordshire Archaeological and Historical Society Transactions VII (1966): 21ς39. 
33 /Φ ²ŜƭŎƘΣ ά9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘŀƴ LǊƻƴƳŀƪƛng and the Woodlands of Cannock Chase and the Churnet Valley, 
SǘŀŦŦƻǊŘǎƘƛǊŜΣέ Staffordshire Studies 12 (2000): 17ς73. 
34 GeoΦ wΦ aƻǊǘƻƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ wŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛon of an Industry - The Paget Ironworks, Cannocƪ /ƘŀǎŜΣ мрсмΣέ 
Lichfield and South Staffordshire Archaeological and Historical Society Transactions VI (1965): 21ς38. 
35 tΦ ²Φ YƛƴƎΣ ά¢Ƙe Development of the Iron Industry in South Staffordshire in the 17th Century: 
IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ aȅǘƘΣέ Staffordshire Archaeological and Historical Society Transactions XXXVIII (1997): 
59ς76. 
36 Historic EnƎƭŀƴŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ /ƘŀǎŜ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ¢ƛƳŜΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜd April 18, 2018, 
https://thechasethroughtime.blogspot.co.uk/. 
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Figure 1.1: Staffordshire and the River Trent system with land elevation,37 county boundary,38 rivers,39 geological indicators 
of flooding40 and locations relevant to this thesis. 

 
37 OS Terrain 50 [ASC geospatial data], Scale 1:50000, Tiles: sj40 - 96, sk00 - 96, so47 - 99, sp07- 99, 
Updated: 29 May 2019, Ordnance Survey (GB), Using: EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey Service, 
<https://digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2020-10-06 11:50:56.75 
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Table 1.1: Key for Figure 1.1a 

  Land height (m above sea level) 

 County boundary 

 

550 
 
 
 
 
50 

 River 

 Indicated flood area 

  

1 Birmingham 15 Blore 29 Leek 43 Tyrley 
2 Burton upon Trent 16 Bridgenorth 30 Market Drayton 44 Uttoxeter 
3 Lichfield 17 Cannock 31 Newark-on-Trent 45 Walsall 
4 Nottingham 18 Colwich 32 Norbury 46 Waterfall 
5 Stafford 19 Combridge 33 Pattingham 47 Wednesbury 
6 Stoke-on-Trent 20 Darlaston 34 Penkridge 48 Weeford 
7 Wolverhampton 21 Darnford 35 Rugeley 49 West 

Bromwich 8 Aldridge 22 Doveridge 36 Sandwell  
9 Alrewas 23 Fisherwick 37 Shugborough 50 Weston 
10 Alton 24 Great Haywood 38 Stourbridge 51 Wigginton 
11 Amblecote 25 Litt le Haywood 39 Tamworth 52 Wombourne 
12 Aqualate 26 Holme 40 Thorpe 53 Wychnor 
13 Ashbourne 27 Hopwas 41 Totmonslow   
14 Berkswich 28 Lapley 42 Trentham   

 

 

1.4 Research context 

The nature of this thesis has resulted in it drawing from a range of disciplines. Different 

bodies of literature are more relevant for different chapters, including archival theory, 

environmental and social history, and historical geography. Sometimes, these different 

disciplines may overlap or be compared to one another. For instance, examples of citizen 

science and volunteering in geography may be relevant to discussing volunteer projects in 

archives, and one of the aims of this thesis is to draw together previously separate bodies 

of literature. However, other topics have littl e or no overlap ς discussions of legal history, 

 
38 Boundary-Lineϰ [SHAPE geospatial data], Scale 1:10000, Tiles: GB, Updated: 18 September 2018, 
Ordnance Survey (GB), Using: EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey Service, 
<https:// digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2019-04-16 14:12:18.604 
39 OS Open Rivers [SHAPE geospatial data], Scale 1:25000, Tiles: GB, Updated: 18 October 2018, 
Ordnance Survey (GB), Using: EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey Service, 
<https:/ /digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2019-04-16 16:11:23.366 
40 Information on where Superficial Deposits show evidence of flooding: Geological indicators of 
flooding [SHAPE geospatial data], Scale 1:50000, Tiles: GB, Updated: 1 November 2010, BGS, Using: 
EDINA Geology Digimap Service, <https://digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2020-10-06 
10:39:12.798 
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flood seasonality and archive indexing within this thesis will be largely separate. As a result, 

a single literature review would not unite these different disciplines and subjects in any 

satisfying way until these seemingly disparate elements are drawn together in detailed 

discussion. Therefore, each chapter will contain its own summary of the specific literature 

relevant to that chapter, while this section will situate the thesis as a whole within 

scholarship on geography and archives. 

Human history and the environment have been intertwined for millennia,41 and human 

issues of water management are intertwined with natural water systems. Water systems, 

water management and the environment have interested historians of medical history and 

public health.42 Isla Fay, for example, frames her work by connecting a depiction of Norwich 

as a model of urban hygiene in a 1559 woodcut with its position in the landscape and 

natural resources.43 Pollution and sanitation has also been of interest to Walter King and 

Leona Skelton44 and development of piped water supplies has interested both Mark Jenner 

and Carrie Van Lieshout.45  

There have also been several histories of river systems, including Caroline Crampton and 

Peter Ackroyd on the Thames,46 David BlackbournΩǎ work on the Rhine, T. Steinberg on New 

England and R. WhiǘŜΩǎ ǿƻrk on the Columbia River being examples.47 WhitŜΩǎ Ŝmphasis is 

 
41 R. White, The Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1995), ix; I.G. Simmons, An Environmental History of Great Britain: From 10,000 Years Ago to the 
Present (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2001), 5. 
42 Bruce M.S. Campbell, The Great Transition: Climate, Disease and Society in the Late-Medieval 
World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016); AndrŜǿ ²ŜŀǊΣ άaŀƪƛƴg Sense of Health and 
the Environment in Early MoŘŜǊƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣέ ƛƴ Medicine in Society: Historical Essays, ed. Andrew 
Wear (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 119ς48. 
43 Isla Fay, Health and the City: Disease, Environment and Government in Norwich, 1200-1575 
(Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer/York Medieval Press, 2005). 
44 KƛƴƎΣ άIƻǿ IƛƎƘ Lǎ ¢ƻƻ IƛƎƘΚ 5ƛǎposing of Dung in Seventeenth-Century tǊŜǎŎƻǘέΤ [Ŝƻƴŀ {kelton, 
ά.ŜŀŘƭŜǎΣ 5ǳƴƎƘƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ bƻƛǎƻƳŜ Excrements: Regulating the Environment in Seventeenth-Century 
/ŀǊƭƛǎƭŜΣέ International Journal of Regional and Local History 9, no. 1 (2014): 44ς62. 
45 JennerΣ άaƻƴƻǇƻƭȅΣ aŀǊƪŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ tǳōƭƛŎ IŜŀƭǘƘΥ tƻƭƭǳǘƛon and Commerce in the History of London 
Water 1780-муолέ; /ŀǊǊȅ ±ŀƴ [ƛŜǎƘƻǳǘΣ ά5ǊƻǳƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ 5ǊŀƎƻƴǎΥ DŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ wŀƛƴŦŀƭƭΣ ŀƴŘ 9ƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ-
/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ²ŀǘŜǊ {ȅǎǘŜƳǎΣέ Technology and Culture 57, no. 4 (2016): 780ς805. 
46 Peter Ackroyd, Thames: Sacred River (London: Vintage, 2007); Caroline Crampton, The Way to the 
Sea: The Forgotten Histories of the Thames Estuary (London: Granta Books, 2019). 
47 David Blackbourn, The Conquest of Nature: Water, Landscape and the Making of Modern Germany 
(London: Pimlico, 2007); T. Steinberg, Nature Incorporated: Industrialisation and the Waters of New 
England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); White, The Organic Machine: The Remaking 
of the Columbia River. 
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on labour and energy, with the premise tƘŀǘ ά[ƛƪe us, rivers worƪΦέ48 In contrast, this thesis 

will not view the River Trent as working, even though it has been put to work by the mills 

studied here. ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ άƭabouǊέ ŀƴŘ άǿƻǊƪέ imply intention on the part of an entity, and a 

purpose that serves human needs. While this work will not completely reject models of 

scholarship that treat rivers and water as having agency, it does attempt to avoid the 

conceit of this agency serving human needs. The River Trent does not care whether the 

mills along it function or not. The emphasis here will be on άmanaƎŜƳŜƴǘέ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ with the 

implication that the river is a non-cooperative force that causes difficulties. These histories 

of rivers and water or flood management have not generally looked prior to the eighteenth 

century, although Skelton has examined the management of the Tyne from the sixteenth to 

eighteenth centuries,49 and John Morgan has studied responses to flooding in 

Gloucestershire.50 

In terms of historical climate research and historical hydrology, many engineers, 

geographers and historical geographers have endeavoured to use archival material to 

extend the limited range of data available for analysis of flood frequency and severity.51 

While this is a valuable way of increasing understanding of flooding both in the past and the 

present day, it is restricted by available data. In many areas, instrumental or gauged data 

only starts in the twentieth century, and sometimes recording has only started as a 

response to the crisis that hydrologists wish to study. For example, David Archer et al. 

assess the severity of the flooding of the River Tyne in 2005, which exceeded all floods of 

the Tyne on gauged record by a significant margin.52 They compare it to the 1955 floods 

 
48 White, The Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River, 4. 
49 [Ŝƻƴŀ {ƪŜƭǘƻƴΣ άwŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊ ¢ȅƴŜΩǎ 9ǎǘǳŀǊȅΣ мролςмуллΣέ ƛn 
Environmental History in the Making: Volume II: Acting, ed. Cristina Joanaz de Melo, Estelita Vaz, 
and Lígia M. Costa Pinto, vol. 7 (Switzerland: Springer International Publishing, 2017), 241ς61. 
50 John Emrȅǎ aƻǊƎŀƴΣ άCƭƻƻŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ: Cultures of Coping in Gloucestershire and 
[ƛƴŎƻƭƴǎƘƛǊŜέ ό¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ²ŀǊǿƛŎƪΣ нлмрύΤ WƻƘƴ 9ƳǊȅǎ aƻǊƎŀƴΣ ά¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ CƭƻƻŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9ŀrly 
Moderƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣέ Journal of Historical Geography 50 (2015): 37ς50. 
51 !Φ/Φ .ŀȅƭƛǎǎ ŀƴŘ 5Φ²Φ wŜŜŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ¦ǎŜ ƻŦ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ 5ŀǘŀ ƛƴ CƭƻƻŘ CǊŜǉǳŜƴŎȅ 9ǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴΣέ нллмΤ bΦ 
aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άIƛǎtorical and Pooled Flood Frequency Analysis for the River Tay at Perth, 
ScotlaƴŘΣέ Area 38, no. 1 (2006): 34ς46; T. R. Kjeldsen et al.Σ ά5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ 9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ tŀǎǘ CƭƻƻŘǎ 
in Europe and Their Utility in Flood FrequŜƴŎȅ 9ǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴΣέ Journal of Hydrology 517 (2014): 963ς73. 
52 David R. Archer, Francois LeeǎŎƘΣ ŀƴŘ YƛǊǎǘȅ IŀǊǿƻƻŘΣ ά!ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ {Ŝverity of the Extreme 
River Tyne Flood in January 2005 Using Gauged and Historical InformŀǘƛƻƴΣέ Hydrological Sciences 
Journal 52, no. 5 (2007): 992ς1003. 



 

21 

(which prompted the first gauging station on the Tyne to be established in 1956) using 

published accounts, newspapers, engraved flood stones and photographs.53  

Even in instances with relatively long and detailed flood histories, routine recording is 

unlikely to begin before the nineteenth century. For the Trent at Nottingham there are 

epigraphic markers since 1852, annual flood levels at Trent Bridge from 1877, descriptive 

records from the thirteenth century and a gauged record since 1958.54 When looking in 

archives much before 1800, it is often not possible to search for the same kinds of 

information as would be available using gauged data, as the data rarely exists. For example, 

measurements of rainfall prior to the nineteenth century are extremely rare. Attempts to 

compensate for missing environmental information have taken two main forms: using 

proxy data to reconstruct past climate or flood patterns (usually over a broad period of 

time or area), 55 or looking for documentary accounts of flood events and analysing them.56 

The two approaches are not always distinct, as often a combination of approaches are used 

and sometimes proxy data is drawn from documentary sources, such as the harvest dates 

drawn from Norfolk manorial records used by Kathleen Pribyl.57 This thesis primarily relates 

to the second approach, the use of descriptive material, but will demonstrate the multiple 

different ways records can be used for qualitative as well as quantitative data.  

There have been several efforts to gather information on historical flood events to create 

lists of flood years and get an impression of frequency, which will be explored in greater 

depth in Chapter 5. The British Hydrological Society launched the Chronology of British 

 
53 Archer, Leesch, and Harwood, 998. 
54 aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘΣ άwŜŀǎǎŜǎǎing Flood Frequency for the River Trent through the Inclusion of Historical 
Flood Information since AD 13нлέΤ bŜƛƭ aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘ ŀƴŘ IŜŀǘƘŜǊ {ŀƴƎǎǘŜǊΣ άIigh-Magnitude Flooding 
across Britain since !5 мтрлΣέ Hydrology and Earth System Sciences 21, no. 3 (2017): 1631ς50. 
55 !Φ ²ŜǊǊƛǘǘȅ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά¦ǎŜ ƻŦ aǳƭǘƛ-Proxy Flood Records to Improve Estimates of Flood Risk: Lower 
River Tay, SŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΣέ Catena 66, no. 1ς2 (2006): 107ς19; Christian Pfister, Rolf Weingartner, and Jürg 
[ǳǘŜǊōŀŎƘŜǊΣ άIȅŘǊƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ²ƛƴǘŜǊ 5ǊƻǳƎƘǘǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ [ŀǎǘ прл ¸ŜŀǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ǇǇŜǊ wƘƛƴŜ .ŀǎƛƴΥ ! 
Methodological ApproŀŎƘΣέ Hydrological Sciences Journal 51, no. 5 (2006): 966ς85; Adriaan M.J. De 
KrakŜǊΣ άCƭƻƻŘ 9ǾŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘe Southwestern Netherlands and Coastal Belgium, 1400-мфроΣέ 
Hydrological Sciences Journal 51, no. 5 (2006): 913ς29. 
56 Rudolf Brázdil, Dennis Wheeler, and Christian PfƛǎǘŜǊΣ ά9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ /ƭƛƳŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǎǘ рлл ¸ŜŀǊǎ 
.ŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ 5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ LƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘŀƭ 5ŀǘŀΣέ Climatic Change 101, no. 1 (2010): 1ς6; Kjeldsen et 
ŀƭΦΣ ά5ocumentary Evidence of Past Floods in Europe and Their Utility in Flood Frequency 
9ǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴέΤ .Ǌǳƴƻ ²ƛƭƘŜƭƳ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άLƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛƴƎ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭΣ .ƻǘŀƴƛŎŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ DŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ !ƛŘ 
Preparations for Future FlƻƻŘǎΣέ Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Water 6, no. 1 (2018): 1ς22. 
57 Kathleen Pribyl, Richard C. Cornes, aƴŘ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ tŦƛǎǘŜǊΣ άwŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ !ǇǊƛƭ-July Mean 
Temperatures in East Anglia, 1256-1431,έ Climatic Change 113, no. 2 (2012): 393ς412. 
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Hydrological Events (CBHE) in 1998 as described in depth by Andrew Black and Frank Law.58 

The database can be searched by date, source, quotation contents, river basin or a 

contributor to the database. It covers any recorded instance of hydrological event through 

history that has been identified by contributors, and the earliest entry for the Trent is 530 

AD. More recently, TEMPEST has been created from the Spaces of Experience and Horizons 

of Expectation: The Implications of Extreme Weather in the UK, Past, Present and Future 

project (2013-2017), which covers extreme events in England from 1700 onwards. The core 

difficulty with trying to assemble any άcompleteέ ŀŎŎƻunt of early modern hydrological 

events is that the archival sources that mention them are too varied and scattered, or 

sometimes simply non-existent. Databases such as the CBHE and TEMPEST provide a means 

of combining data from multiple researchers to build a more complete data series. 

Although there is a long history of geographers and engineers using archival source 

material,59 there is a distinction between using archival material and engaging with the 

archive itself, or the processes by which material enters an archive and is made accessible 

to the user. More recently historical geography has developed a growing body of work 

examining archive processes through their own direct experience of archive collections. The 

άarchival turnέ has seen contributions by researchers from a number of disciplines, 

including history, literature and art history.60 In historical geography, work such as that by 

Dydia DeLyser has involved innovative approaches and understandings of archives as 

collections that can grow, change and be contributed to by scholars,61 and have examined 

the role archives play in social, cultural and disciplinary memory.62 Sarah Mills has described 

this recent move as άŀƴimatingέ ǘƘŜ archive, and argues that being creative with archives 

opens new possibilities for researchers in historical-cultural geography.63 These efforts have 

 
58 Andrew R. Black and FǊŀƴƪ aΦ [ŀǿΣ ά5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ Utilization of a National Web- Based 
ChronolƻƎȅ ƻŦ IȅŘǊƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 9ǾŜƴǘǎΣέ Hydrological Sciences Journal 49, no. 2 (2004): 246ς59; British 
IȅŘǊƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ά/ƘǊƻƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ IȅŘǊƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 9ǾŜƴǘǎΣέ нлмуΣ 
https://www.cbhe.hydrology.org.uk/index.php. 
59 For examples, see: Catchpole aƴŘ aƻƻŘƛŜΣ ά!rchives and the Environmenǘŀƭ {ŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘΦέ 
60 Alexandrina BucƘŀƴŀƴΣ ά{trangely UnfamiliaǊΥ LŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜ ŦǊƻƳ hǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΣέ ƛƴ 
¢ƘŜ CǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ wŜŎƻǊŘƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ Υ ! wŜŀŘŜǊ, ed. Jennie Hill (London: Facet, 2018). 
61 Dydia DelȅǎŜǊΣ ά/ollecting, Kitsch and the Intimate Geographies of Social Memory: A Story of 
!ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ !ǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣέ Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 40, no. 2 (2015): 
209ς22. 
62 Karen M Morin, ά¦ƴǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣέ The Professional Geographer 62, no. 4 (2010): 534ς43. 
63 {ŀǊŀƘ aƛƭƭǎΣ ά/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ-Historical GeograpƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜΥ CǊŀƎƳŜƴǘǎΣ hōƧŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ DƘƻǎǘǎΣέ 
Geography Compass 7, no. 10 (2013): 701ς13. 



 

23 

encompassed a broad definition of άŀǊŎƘƛvalέ material, including personal objects and 

papers,64 religious archives,65 field courses and the variety of records associated with 

them,66 and the disordered records produced from άŦƻǊaginƎέ ƛƴ the University of GlasgowΩǎ 

geography department.67 This move in historical geography towards engaging with archive 

theory involves many making efforts to benefit or create the archival systems they wish to 

see. DyLyser in 2015 sought to contribute to the community she was studying by acquiring 

archive materials for the Ninety-Nines Museum of Women Pilots, carrying out volunteer 

service and collaborating on a film, The Legend of Pancho Barnes and the Happy Bottom 

Riding Club. 68 

Unfortunately, the work of historical geographers on archives has not always translated to 

practical measures that could be employed by an archive service, such as the Staffordshire 

Record Office, to make an existing collection more accessible. For example, Paul Ashmore 

et al touch upon the weeding process (the process of deciding which materials to retain and 

which to άǿŜŜŘ ƻǳǘέύΣ69 but the focus of the article is on the emotions, space and social 

dynamics of a personal collection rather than the system that Ashmore et al produced in 

sorting the collection. Joan Schwartz observes that although these άƳŜtaphorical and fluƛŘέ 

approaches are valuable, they do not always provide much discussion of the nuances of 

archival practice, and the archivist is often invisible in the archival turn.70 Michelle Caswell 

phrases the issue even more bluntly, saying that άIn essence, humanities scholarship is 

suffering from a failure of interdisciplinarity when it comes to archives.έ71 A more forgiving 

 
64 Paul Ashmore, Ruth Craggs, and Hannah NeŀǘŜΣ ά²ƻǊking-with: Talking and Sorting in Personal 
!ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣέ Journal of Historical Geography 38, no. 1 (2012): 81ς89. 
65 Adrian R Bailey, Catherine Brace, anŘ 5ŀǾƛŘ / IŀǊǾŜȅΣ ά¢ƘǊŜŜ DŜƻƎǊaphers in an Archive: Positions, 
Predilections and Passing Comment on Transient [ƛǾŜǎΣέ Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers 34, no. 2 (2009): 254ς69. 
66 IŀȅŘŜƴ [ƻǊƛƳŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ Deographical Field Course as Active ArŎƘƛǾŜΣέ Cultural Geographies 10, no. 3 
(2003): 278ς308. 
67 IŀȅŘŜƴ [ƻǊƛƳŜǊ ŀƴŘ /ƘǊƛǎ tƘƛƭƻΣ ά5ƛǎƻǊŘŜrly Archives and Orderly Accounts: Reflections on the 
hŎŎŀǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ DƭŀǎƎƻǿΩǎ DŜƻƎraphical CentenarȅΣέ Scottish Geographical Journal 125, no. 3ς4 
(September 2009): 227ς55. 
68 DȅŘƛŀ 5ŜƭȅǎŜǊΣ ά¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀ tŀǊǘƛcipatory Historical Geography: Archival Interventions, Volunteer 
{ŜǊǾƛŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ tǳōƭƛŎ hǳǘǊŜŀŎƘ ƛƴ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ ²ƻƳŜƴ tƛƭƻǘǎΣέ Journal of Historical Geography 46 
(2014): 93ς98. 
69 Ashmore, Craggs, and NŜŀǘŜΣ ά²ƻrking-with: Talking and Sorting in Persoƴŀƭ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣέ усΦ 
70 Joan M. SchǿŀǊǘȊΣ άΨIŀǾƛƴƎ bŜǿ 9ȅŜǎΩΥ Spaces of Archives, LandscaǇŜǎ ƻŦ tƻǿŜǊΣέ Archivaria 61, 
no. 1 (2006): 7ς8. 
71 Michelle CaǎǿŜƭƭΣ άΨά¢ƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜέ Lǎ bƻǘ ŀƴ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜs: On Acknowledging the Intellectual 
Contributions of Archival StudiesΣΩέ Reconstruction: Studies in Contemporary Culture 16, no. 1 (2016). 
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approach is provided by Alexandrina Buchanan, who comments on the invisibility of the 

archivist in the archival turn and criticises perceptions of the archive from outside the 

discipline, but also argues that archivists should embrace different understandings of the 

archive.72 

There are a few who have discussed the practical considerations of creating archival 

systems for environmental research. Within the 2006 Archivaria special issue on archives, 

space and power, Charles W. Withers and Andrew Grout examined the digital archive 

άCharting the Nation,έ an online archive of maps of Scotland, originally from 1550-1740, 

with the remit later expanded.73 For archives to adapt to the needs of environmental 

researchers, their interests need to be more visible in archive studies. Surveys of archive 

users, such as the National Survey of Archive Users74 do not ask what discipline or subject a 

uǎŜǊΩs research falls under, so environmental research could fall under a number of 

different possible reasons for visiting that are surveyed (local history, academic, preparing 

for a presentation, site research, for work or as a volunteer for an organisation). The 

expertise of the experiences of researchers in archives are needed to inform any archive 

improvement that is genuinely useful. However, work in geography such as Withers and 

Grout,75 DeLyser,76 Ashmore et al77 and Hayden Lorimor and Chris Philo78 deal with the 

creation of new archival collections or systems. An existing service such as the SRO faces 

the difficulty of adapting an existing collection, including legacy data that is sometimes 

decades old, presenting a different set of challenges. To resolve these issues, this PhD will 

 
72 BuchaƴŀƴΣ ά{ǘǊangely Unfamiliar: Ideas of the ArcƘƛǾŜ ŦǊƻƳ hǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΦέ 
73 Charles W.J. Witherǎ ŀƴŘ !ƴŘǊŜǿ DǊƻǳǘΣ ά!ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ in Space?: Creating a Digital Web-Based Map 
!ǊŎƘƛǾŜΣέ Archivaria 61, no. 1 (2006): 27ς46. 
74 CiǇŦŀΣ ά{ǳǊǾŜȅ ƻŦ ±isitors tƻ ¦Y !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ нлмпΣέ нлмпΣ 
www.archives.org.uk/images/Public_Services_Quality_Grp/Survey_of_Visitors_to_UK_Archives_-
_National_Headline_Report_2016.pdfΤ /ƛǇŦŀΣ ά{ǳǊǾŜȅ of Visitors to UK Archives 2016,έ нлмтΣ 
www.archives.org.uk/images/Public_Services_Quality_Grp/Survey_of_Visitors_to_UK_Archives_-
_National_Headline_Report_2016.pdf; CipŦŀΣ ά{ǳǊǾŜȅ ƻŦ ±ƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ UK ArchiǾŜǎ нлмуΣέ нлмфΣ 
https://www.archives.org.uk/images/Public_Services_Quality_Grp/Survey_of_Visitors_to_UK_Archiv
es_2018_-_National_Headline_Report_.pdf. 
75 ²ƛǘƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ DǊƻǳǘΣ ά!ǳǘƘƻǊity in Space?: Creating a Digital Web-Based Map ArcƘƛǾŜΦέ 
76 DelyseǊΣ ά/ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƴƎΣ Yƛtsch and the Intimate Geographies of Social Memory: A Story of Archival 
Autoethnography.έ 
77 Ashmore, Craggs, and Neate, ά²ƻǊking-with: Talking and Sorting in Personal ArchivesΦέ 
78 Lorimer and tƘƛƭƻΣ ά5isorderly Archives and Orderly Accounts: Reflections on the Occasion of 
GlasgowΩǎ DŜƻƎǊŀǇhical Centenary.έ 



 

25 

explore whether there are practical ways for an archive such as the SRO to adapt to 

environmental history and historical geography as research interests. 

 

1.4.1 Geography in archival literature 

Archivists have not written extensively on archive access for geographical research; 

however, archives frequently hold large map collections, so cartography has long been of 

interest to archivists. The winter 1981-82 issue of the journal of the Association of Canadian 

Archivists, Archivaria, ǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά/ŀǊǘographic Archiveǎέ contains work on the description and 

management of cartographic material and collections at the Public Archives of Canada, the 

Library of Congress and National Archives of the United States, and the University of Brit ish 

Colombia Library.79 This has been continued with discussion of cataloguing cartographic 

material by Dorothy Prescott, Nancy Kandoian, Lisa Romero and Nancy Romero, Hugo 

Stibbe and Andrew Janes.80 These efforts have been focused largely on the process of 

accession discussing the acquisition and cataloguing of geographical material. Until the 

1990s, archival practice was focused more on custody and it is only relatively recently that 

users and access have been the focus of archival thinking.81 In 1997 Terry Cook foresaw an 

άevolutionέ of archives from being sites of storage to more contextualised online access.82  

 
79 wŀƭǇƘ 9Φ 9ƘǊŜƴōŜǊƎΣ ά!ŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ /ŀǊǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ƛōǊŀǊȅ ƻŦ Congress and 
National !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΣέ Archivaria 13 (1982): 23ςофΤ .Ŝǘǘȅ YƛŘŘΣ ά! .Ǌief History of 
the Nationaƭ aŀǇ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ tǳōƭƛŎ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΣέ Archivaria 13, no. Winter (1982): 3ς
ннΤ CΦ ²ƻƻŘǿŀǊŘΣ ά/ŀǊǘƻƎǊŀǇƘic Collections at the University of .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ [ƛōǊŀǊȅΣέ Archivaria 
13 (1982): 99ς117; David R. Chamberlain, ά¢ƘŜ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ of Cartographic Archives Using the Anglo-
!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ /ŀǘŀƭƻƎǳƛƴƎ wǳƭŜǎΣ {ŜŎƻƴŘ 9ŘƛǘƛƻƴΣέ Archivaria 13 (1982): 41ς46; Dorothy M Ahlgren and 
WƻƘƴ aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ !Ǌchival Management of a Geographic Information SysǘŜƳΣέ Archivaria 13, no. 
Summer (1982): 59ς65; Nadia Kazymyra-5ȊƛƻōŀΣ ά.ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀ aŀǇ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ Υ ! [ƻƻƪ ŀǘ ¢ǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘǎ 
ŀƴŘ tǊƛƴǘŜŘ wŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎΣέ Archivaria 13 (1982): 67ς88. 
80 5ƻǊƻǘƘȅ CΦ tǊŜǎŎƻǘǘΣ ά9ŀǊƭȅ aŀǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǊ ƛƴ tǊƛƴǘŜŘ tǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ !ŎŎŜǎǎΣέ 
Cataloging and Classification Quarterly 27, no. 3ς4 (1999): 285ςолмΤ bŀƴŎȅ !Φ YŀƴŘƻƛŀƴΣ ά/ŀǘŀƭƻƎƛƴƎ 
9ŀǊƭȅ tǊƛƴǘŜŘ aŀǇǎΣέ Cataloging and Classification Quarterly 27, no. 3ς4 (1999): 229ς64; Lisa Romero 
and bŀƴŎȅ wƻƳŜǊƻΣ ά/ŀǘŀƭƻƎƛƴƎ 9ŀǊƭȅ !ǘƭŀǎŜǎΥ ! wŜŦŜǊŜƴce SouǊŎŜΣέ Cataloging and Classification 
Quarterly 27, no. 3ς4 (December 15, 1999): 265ςупΤ IǳƎƻ [ t {ǘƛōōŜΣ ά/ŀtaloguing Cartographic 
aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ƛƴ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣέ Cataloging & Classification Quarterly 27, no. 3 (2009): 443ς63; Andrew Janes, 
άhŦ aŀǇǎ ŀƴŘ aŜǘŀ-Records: Eighty-Five Years of Map Cataloguing at The National Archives of the 
¦ƴƛǘŜŘ YƛƴƎŘƻƳΣέ The Journal of the Association of Canadian Archivists 74 (2012): 119ς65. 
81 Angelika Menne-IŀǊƛǘȊΣ ά!ŎŎŜǎǎ-ǘƘŜ wŜŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ !ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ tŀǊŀŘƛƎƳΣέ Archival Science 1 
(2001): 57ς82. 
82 ¢ŜǊǊȅ /ƻƻƪΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ Lǎ tŀǎǘ Lǎ tǊologue: A History of Archival Ideas Since 1898, and the Future 
tŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ {ƘƛŦǘΣέ Archivaria 43 (1997): 17ς63. 
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There is a literature on the potential of archives for geographical research. In 1964, 

Geoffrey Martin advocated for geographic archives and in 1977 D. Moodie highlighted the 

Hudson Bay CompanyΩs Archives as valuable for historical geography.83 However, there 

have been few attempts to discuss this potential in relation to archival access and the 

needs of environmental researchers as users. Laetitia Le ClechΩs discussion of cartographic 

archives reflects on the uses and access issues of the archive, and Julie Mathias has 

examined user responses to finding aids for records of landed estates.84 These efforts are 

scarce and have focused mostly on records with obvious relevance, and lacking discussion 

of potential data in records that are not άaboutέ the environment. While there has been 

reference to environmental scientists and geographers as archive users, there has been 

little to no discussion of potential solutions to access issues for environmental or 

geographical research. 

 

1.5 Key terms 

Although interdisciplinary work is increasingly common, there are still differences in the 

methodologies, source material and language typically used. As this thesis is intended to 

cross disciplines and have multiple potential disciplinary audiences, including archivists, 

environmental historians and historical geographers, some terms are being kept 

deliberately flexible. In Chapter 5 the loose term άwater historiesέ will be used to describe 

the work of researchers in subjects related to water in the past, with the awareness that 

this has included place-names,85 flooding,86 sanitation87 and uses of water such as 

watermills or brewing88 which might often be intertwined.  

 
83 DŜƻŦŦǊŜȅ WΦ aŀǊǘƛƴΣ άDŜƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΥ ! {ǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴΣέ The Professional Geographer 16, 
no. 6 (1964): 25ςнтΤ 5Φ²Φ aƻƻŘƛŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ IǳŘǎƻƴΩǎ .ŀȅ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ: A Resource for Historical 
DŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣέ The Canadian Geographer/Le Géographe Canadien 21, no. 3 (1977): 268ς74. 
84 [ŀŜǘƛǘƛŀ [Ŝ /ƭŜŎƘΣ ά!ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ Ŝǘ DŞƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜ Υ ¢ȅǇƻƭƻƎƛŜΣ /ŀǊŀŎǘŞǊƛǎǘƛǉǳŜǎ Ŝǘ tŜǊspecǘƛǾŜǎΣέ Archives 
47, no. 1 (2017): 59ςуоΤ WǳƭƛŜ aŀǘƘƛŀǎΣ άLƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ !ŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ wŜŎƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ [ŀƴŘŜŘ 9ǎǘŀǘŜǎΥ 
Balancing Archival and User tŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣέ Archivaria 75 (2013): 145ς85. 
85 wƛŎƘŀǊŘ WƻƴŜǎΣ άwŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ aƻŘŜǊƴ CƭƻƻŘƛƴƎΥ hƭŘ 9ƴglish Place-Names as a Repository of 
¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 9ŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣέ Journal of Ecological Anthropology 18, no. 1 (2016). 
86 aƻǊƎŀƴΣ άCƭƻƻŘing in Early Modern England: Cultures of Coping in Gloucestershire and 
LincolnsƘƛǊŜΦέ 
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One of the most significant differences between disciplines relevant to this thesis are the 

temporal structures used. Reigns of monarchs are largely irrelevant as time frames for the 

environment. Weather and climate are not constrained by these human structures, nor can 

we contextualise at a wider, country or European scale when talking about a rulerΩs 

timeframes. However administrative and legislative changes accompanying different rulers 

may have relevance for understanding records of and societal responses to the 

environment, and for the period in question the so-called άTudor revolutionέ in 

government has had a large impact on the records available to study.89 For a local study 

such as this one, administrative systems can be helpful, but looking beyond the boundaries 

of one country they become irrelevant unless they can be shown to be part of a wider 

trend. Major religious, societal or cultural shifts might also be used to define time periods 

(such as the Renaissance or the Reformation) but defining a beginning and end point can be 

difficult and may not be applicable to all disciplines and fields, although the Enlightenment 

has been used as a period to define some historical geography.90 For some studies, a 

particular event or innovation may be a useful defining point, such as Elizabeth Eisenstein 

exploring the role of the printing press in the Renaissance, Reformation and science.91 

These can be very context-specific and as this thesis is not a technological history it is not 

using relevant technologies (such as mill machinery) to define itself. Historians will be used 

to terms such as άmedievalέ and άearly modern,έ which are familiar and commonly used 

terms. One of the areas of scholarship that this thesis draws on is a long tradition of early 

modern social history, and in this context άearly modernέ would be a meaningful 

description of the period this thesis covers. However, άmedievalέ and άearly modernέ are 

terms that have little meaning or use within environmental sciences (with some 

 
87 WŜƴƴŜǊΣ άaƻƴƻǇoly, Markets and Public Health: Pollution and Commerce in the History of London 
Water 1780-муолέΤ {ƪŜƭǘƻƴΣ ά.ŜŀŘƭŜǎΣ 5ǳƴƎƘƛƭƭs and Noisome Excrements: Regulating the 
Environment in Seventeenth-Century CarƭƛǎƭŜΦέ 
88 DeanƴŜ !ǎƘǘƻƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ LƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ .ǊŜǿƛƴƎ in the Long Nineteenth-/ŜƴǘǳǊȅέ 
(University of Houston, 2018). 
89 Geoffrey Rudolph Elton, Tudor Revolution in Government; Administrative Changes in the Reign of 
Henry VIII (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969). 
90 WƻƘƴ [ŜǿƛƴΣ ά9ƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ GM Floodplain,έ Earth Surface Processes and Landforms 38, 
no. 1 (January 2013): 17ς29. 
91 Elizabeth L. Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Ageƴǘ ƻŦ /ƘŀƴƎŜ Υ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
Transformations in Early-aƻŘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ Υ ±ƻƭǳƳŜǎ L ϧLL (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1979). 
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exceptions92). Therefore, this term will be avoided in this thesis unless referring to 

scholarship defining itself as early modern. This thesis will therefore use years and centuries 

to define time periods in order to be more universally applicable between disciplines. 

Different scholars and disciplines have also used varying terminology to describe the kinds 

of data that are being used in this thesis. The research in Chapters 2, 3 and 4 is based 

primarily on original documents from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries held in archives 

in the UK. Within history, these would often be described as primary sources, although 

primary sources are not always held in archives. They might also be described as 

άhistorical,έ but Rudolf Brázdil et al have found this to be a problematic term within 

historical climatology, recognising a move from defining historical climatology as examining 

άdescriptive documentary evidenceέ to encompass a definition of άhistorical dataέ as 

including anything from any point in the past, including instrumental measurements rather 

than specifically descriptive documentary source material.93  

Because most of the source material used here is held in archives, άarchivalέ could be used 

to describe it in place of άhistorical,έ however this presents a similar issue. The material 

held by archival repositories is unlimited in variety and includes types of source and data 

that are not being discussed here. Although I have attempted to present conclusions that 

are as broadly applicable as possible (particularly in Chapter 5), this thesis is based on 

research in a specific kind of archive, using specific types of material. The research here was 

undertaken as part of a collaborative projects with a local record office focused on the 

period 1550-1750. It therefore applies best to the material held by, and activities possible 

for, a local record office with records created before the routine instrumental recording of 

the environment. 

This thesis is also situated within a large (and growing) body of work using similar material 

to understand the environmental past. It consciously aims to evaluate the potential of 

material prior to the routine measuring and recording of the environment (whether 

temperature, rainfall, or other measurable phenomena). Rather than measure events, 

 
92 John LŜǿƛƴΣ άaŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ LƳǇŀŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ CŜŜŘōŀŎƪǎΥ ¢ƘŜ [ƻǿƭŀnd Floodplains of England 
ŀƴŘ ²ŀƭŜǎΣέ Geoarchaeology, May 2010. 
93 Rudolf BǊłȊŘƛƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ /ƭƛƳŀǘƻƭƻƎȅ Lƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ς ¢ƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ hŦ ¢ƘŜ !ǊǘΣέ Climatic Change 70, 
no. 3 (2005): 365. 
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these records describe them, sometimes in the form of intentional description, sometimes 

incidentally. They could therefore be described as άpre-instrumental,έ however this better 

applies to the period studied than the records (and other researchers have used physical 

evidence rather than written records for pre-instrumental periods). Some scholars have 

referred to human made sources as άdocumentary,έ including artefacts such as flood 

marks.94 

However, άdocumentέ and άdocumentationέ have been used within archival literature in 

specific ways that were not intended by scholars such as Brázdil. In the last few decades, 

the traditional concept of the document as written or printed text on paper has been 

challenged by the rise of new formats, particularly digital documents.95 A document has 

been described as whatever functions as a document,96 or a άtalking thing,έ97 which is not 

limited to the kinds of source used here, which describe rather than measure events. 

άDescriptiveέ is a more applicable term for both the records and the data derived from 

them. The material used for this research is archival as it is held in archives, pre-

instrumental as I am examining a period prior to instrumental recording, and descriptive as 

it is writing ΨŀōƻǳǘΩ flooding, even if the flooding is not the subject of the text. However, 

άarchivalέ and άpre-instrumentalέ will in most contexts be redundant, and as already 

mentioned include material not covered here. Therefore, through much of this thesis 

(particularly Chapter 4) uses άdescriptiveέ to define the records studied. 

As records originating at the time of the events being examined, and - in many cases - 

products of these events or circumstances, they might be presumed to be authentic and 

reliable. However, an authentic document (one which is what it purports to be) is not 

necessarily a reliable one (one whose content is a verifiable representation of the events or 

circumstances it describes).98 Chapter 4 will explore how the authenticity of court records 

does not guarantee the reliability of the narratives of flooding they present. Contrary to 

 
94 Brázdil et al., 364. 
95 DŜƻŦŦǊŜȅ ¸ŜƻΣ άwƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ [ŜǾŜƭ of a wŜŎƻǊŘΚ {ƻƳŜ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ƻƴ wŜŎƻǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ 5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎΣέ 
Records Management Journal 21, no. 1 (2011): 10. 
96 aƛŎƘŀŜƭ Y .ǳŎƪƭŀƴŘΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ Lǎ ŀ Ψ5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘΩΚΣέ Journal of the American Society for Information 
Science 48, no. 9 (1997): 804ς9. 
97 5ŀǾƛŘ aΦ [ŜǾȅΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ !re DocǳƳŜƴǘǎΚΣέ ƛƴ Scrolling Forward (New York: Arcade Publishing, 2001), 
21ς38. 
98 Luciŀƴŀ 5ǳǊŀƴǘƛΣ άwŜƭƛŀōƛlity and Authenticity: The Concepts and Their ImplicatioƴǎΣέ Archivaria 39 
(1995): 5ς10. 
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Luciana DurantiΩs account of the relationship between authenticity and reliability,99 the 

controlled circumstances of the court that confer authenticity may also affect these 

narratives and their reliability, such as by dictating the form and content of records needed 

for the legal process. Authenticity itself is a disputed concept, often taken to refer to 

whether a record is what it claims to be.100 However, Eun Park has looked beyond archives 

and found differences between professional groups101 and Chris Duncan has reconstructed 

the meaning of the word and found authenticity to be subjective.102 Particular tension has 

formed around electronic records, for both digitised and άborn-digitalέ records.103 Anne 

Gilliland-Swetland argues that the traditional άtruth-testsέ of authenticity need to be 

revisited in relation to preserved and reference copies of electronic records.104 In Chapter 4, 

there will be some discussion of online databases and the questions this raises about the 

reliability of these records. 

 

1.6 Methodology and chapter outlines 

This thesis began as a piece of research in environmental and social history, examining 

flooding and water management in Staffordshire in 1550-1750. As the project progressed, I 

reflected on how it was being shaped by the available material, existing finding aids and 

being structured around a volunteer project. It became apparent that the research being 

produced was very different to the thesis I might have written if working on a more 

traditional (and not collaborative) project. Over time, I realised that the project could serve 

as a case study into archive access for environmental research and collaborative projects. 

Because of working as a researcher but also alongside archive staff and with a privileged 

level of access, I was also in unique position to discuss these issues from the point of view 

of both the researcher and the archivist. As this was a potential that was only explored in 

 
99 Duranti, 8ς9. 
100 5ǳǊŀƴǘƛΣ άwŜƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ !ǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅΥ ¢ƘŜ /ƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘŜƛǊ LƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎέΤ /ƘǊƛǎ 5ǳƴcan, 
ά!ǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅ ƻǊ .ǳǎǘΣέ Archivaria 68 (2009): 97ς118. 
101 9ǳƴ DΦ tŀǊƪΣ ά¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ Ψ!ǳǘƘenǘƛŎƛǘȅΩ ƛƴ wŜŎƻǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ aŀƴŀgement: Analyzing 
tǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊ /ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎΣέ The American Archivist 64, no. 2 (2001): 270ς91. 
102 DuƴŎŀƴΣ ά!ǳthenticity ƻǊ .ǳǎǘΦέ 
103 .ƻƴƴƛŜ aŀƪΣ άhƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ǎŜǎ ƻŦ !ǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅΣέ Archivaria 73 (2012): 1ς17. 
104 Anne J Gilliland-{ǿŜǘƭŀƴŘΣ ά¢ŜǎǘƛƴƎ hǳǊ ¢Ǌǳǘhs: Delineating the Parameters of the Authentic 
Archival Electronic RecoǊŘΣέ The American Archivist 65, no. 2 (2002): 196ς215. 
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hindsight, this affected the methodology used. Volunteers, researchers, and archivists were 

surveyed after the fact with questions designed to explore whether this project could be 

considered typical and (where possible) to create data that could be compared to other 

ŘŀǘŀΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ŀǎ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅǎ ƻŦ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜ ǳǎŜǊǎ.105 

Had this project been planned as a pilot, the methodology may have been different, for 

instance by surveying volunteers both before and after the project to compare expectations 

and experience. 

To address the resulting research questions, a two-stage approach was taken, with distinct 

methodologies which will be described in more detail in the relevant chapters. To explore 

what administrative archives can contribute to environmental research, Part 1 of the thesis 

(Chapters 2-4) consists of a case study of flooding and water management in Staffordshire 

in the period c.1550-1750. These chapters will provide an example of research into past 

environment using material held in a local record office and how that material can be used. 

This supports a subsidiary aim of the project: that the research should enable archivists at 

other repositories to create guides to holdings that would support environmental research. 

The timeframe 1550-1750 was selected as it predates widespread instrumental measuring 

of weather, which presents a distinct challenge for researchers. By beginning with the 

sixteenth-century, this thesis also takes advantage of the records available due to sixteenth-

century reforms in English government and administration.106 Widespread hydrological 

recording only fully began in the 1950s, and previously had tended to be organised by local 

city or county engineers, reliant on stage boards as in York with the engineer Alfred Creer in 

the 1870s.107 Coordinated meteorological recording began earlier with the work of George 

James Symons and the British Rainfall Organisation.108 The weather recording prior to this 

 
105 /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΣ άaŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ±ƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΥ wŜǇƻǊǘΣέ нлмпΣ 
http://www.archives.org.uk/images/documents/ARACouncil/ARA_Managing_Volunteering_in_Archi
ves_нлмпψwŜǇƻǊǘψŀƴŘψŀǇǇŜƴŘƛŎŜǎψŦƛƴŀƭΦǇŘŦΤ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ LƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ±ƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ 
!ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣέ нлмуΣ 
http://www.archives.org.uk/images/Volunteering/Williams_The_Impact_of_Volunteering_in_Archiv
ŜǎψнлмуΦǇŘŦΤ /ƛǇŦŀΣ ά{ǳǊǾŜȅ ƻŦ ±ƛǎƛǘƻrs to UK Archives 2018Φέ 
106 Elton, Tudor Revolution in Government; Administrative Changes in the Reign of Henry VIII. 
107 bŜƛƭ aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘ ŀƴŘ !ƴŘǊŜǿ wΦ .ƭŀŎƪΣ άwŜŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ CƭƻƻŘ CǊŜǉǳŜƴŎȅ ¦ǎƛƴƎ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ 
Information for the River Ouse at York, UK (1200ς2лллύΣέ Hydrological Sciences Journal 55, no. 7 
(2010): 1152ς62. 
108 5Φ 9Φ tŜŘƎƭŜȅΣ ά! {ƘƻǊǘ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ wŀƛƴŦŀƭƭ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣέ Occasional Papers on 
Meteorological History 5 (2002). 
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(such as weather diaries) was less widespread and consistent.109 When the environment is 

the intended subject of the actions being recorded, it is both easier to find and easier to 

interpret. Other types of records in which the environment appears incidentally are harder 

to identify and more difficult to interpret in ways that are meaningful. 

The capabilities and experiences of volunteers needed to be considered when selecting 

material. Volunteers were unlikely to have advanced palaeography and Latin skills 

(although we were lucky to have one who did). This therefore ruled out material that might 

be too challenging for most volunteers. It also meant that source material needed to 

engage the volunteers. As will be indicated in Chapter 7 volunteers can be engaged in 

relatively repetitive tasks if they can see it feeding into a wider project that they find 

interesting. However, there are limits to this, and a project needs to consider whether the 

tasks being asked of the volunteers will be engaging, and make sure they are gaining 

something from the project. This might be developing skills and learning more about the 

archive (as with the mill accounts) or finding entertaining moments in the records (as many 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŘǊƻǳƎƘǘέ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ŘƛŘύΦ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ 7 will further explore what volunteers can get out 

of volunteering. Considering whether volunteers were likely to find the experience 

rewarding was one factor in choosing material. For example, while correspondence might 

be very engaging to read, the handwriting of the most relevant examples was challenging 

and relevant data in them was scattered and scarce. Therefore, it was concluded that the 

volunteers might find it a fruitless and frustrating task to examine correspondence if they 

could not see much benefit from their activity. 

The focus on Staffordshire was determined by the scope of the project but offers a valuable 

insight into the issues at a local and regional level. Local or regional studies are common 

within social history for the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, a particularly important work 

being Keith Wrightson and David LevineΩs study of Terling.110 Local histories of sanitation 

and cleanliness exist for Prescot in Merseyside using manorial records and for Norwich.111 

 
109 Jan Golinski, British Weather and the Climate of Enlightenment (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2007). 
110 Keith Wrightson and David Levine, Poverty and Piety in an English Village: Terling 1525-1700 (New 
York: Academic Press Inc., 1979). 
111 Fay, Health and the City: Disease, Environment and Government in Norwich, 1200-1575; King, 
άHow High Is Too High? Disposing of Dung in Seventeenth-CenǘǳǊȅ tǊŜǎŎƻǘΦέ 
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More recently, environmental history has included local studies, most relevantly John 

Morgan examining Gloucestershire.112  

I will draw on this tradition, but by working in collaboration with an archive and with the aid 

of volunteers this thesis presents a methodology distinct from most local studies. This 

resulted in a manner of working that involved integration between the researcher, the 

archive, and the local community. The material selected and the data gathered were 

affected by the need to produce tasks for volunteers (as will be discussed below). This is not 

completely unique, there were other collaborative volunteer projects at the Staffordshire 

Record Office at the same time as Historic Flooding and Drought. However, social-

environmental history research for the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries conducted in 

collaboration is unusual and may have yielded fuller results than if this project had not used 

a collaborative approach. For example, the majority of searches of the catalogue were 

made in Calm (the cataloguing software used by the archive) rather than CALMview (the 

archive user interface), which did affect search functionality, as searching this way made 

the collections far easier to explore, which will be explored further in Chapter 5. 

The majority of the data used to examine flooding and water management was gathered 

from material held by the Staffordshire Record Office, but supplemented with material at 

The National Archives (Oxford Circuit Assize records) and data from online resources such 

as the British Chronology of Hydrological Events.113 Data collection was in part undertaken 

with a group of volunteers at the Staffordshire Record Office on the Historic Flooding and 

Drought in Staffordshire project, which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7.114 The 

volunteers were recruited using the Staffordshire Record Office newsletter and social 

media as well as by word of mouth.  

The selection of material was affected by the nature of the project. It required a coherent 

theme or series of records for the volunteers, and records that might be too fragmented 

across the archive service or insufficiently relevant had to be set aside for separate 

consideration. Because diaries had been examined by the άdroughtέ volunteers and the 

 
112 aƻǊƎŀƴΣ άCƭooding in Early Modern England: Cultures of Coping in Gloucestershire and 
[ƛƴŎƻƭƴǎƘƛǊŜέΤ aƻǊƎŀƴΣ ά¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ CƭƻƻŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΦέ 
113 British Hydrological SocieǘȅΣ ά/ƘǊonology of BrƛǘƛǎƘ IȅŘǊƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 9ǾŜƴǘǎΦέ 
114 άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ CƭƻƻŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 5ǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ {ǘŀŦŦordshire ς ϪCƭƻƻŘŀƴŘ5ǊƻǳƎƘǘΣέ ŀccessed September 30, 
2020, https://floodanddrought.wordpress.com/. 
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journals of Richard Wilkes had been consulted by another researcher and inputted into 

TEMPEST,115 using them for this thesis seemed redundant. Parish registers have also 

already been examined for records of weather by Veale et al, including the Annales 

Aldervasenses.116 Many of these records have provided information that has informed this 

thesis, but are not the core focus.  

For the άfloodingέ half of the volunteer project, it was decided to focus on watermills as an 

intersection between human activity and watercourses that is likely to result in records of 

flooding. This makes them a natural subject to examine in documentation for water 

management. For instance, a fifteenth century iron mill at Aldridge was investigated based 

on documentary evidence and cross-referencing of different sources indicated some of the 

ƳƛƭƭΩǎ history including ownershipΦ ¢ƘŜ άŦƭƻƻŘƛƴƎέ Ǿƻƭunteers transcribed the accounts for 

Burton-on-Trent clay, corn, and malt mills for 1703-9 and leases and title deeds for mills 

between 1550 and 1750, which have been used in this thesis.  

The source types relied on most in this research are administrative and legal: court records 

and leases and tit le deeds. The first are records of local government held by local record 

offices as part of the historical machinery of government; the second are (largely) privately-

created records, held in record offices by gift, purchase or on deposit, usually as part of 

their estates records holdings. In different ways, they can reveal information about how 

land was managed and the responsibilities of the people who inhabited it. Court records 

can be used to understand how communities managed water systems and resolved 

disputes. King has examined similar issues with sanitation using manor court rolls,117 though 

King is more concerned with waste and pollution than the flow of water. Court records can 

also help understand the unique problems a moving and changing river can hold for 

maintaining boundaries between properties and administrative units (even between 

counties). Meanwhile, leases can be used to examine the relationships between people and 

their land, or between tenants and landowners. They usually contain a description of what 

land is included in the deed (the parcel) and often have clauses relevant to managing water 

 
115 SRO 5350 
116 [ǳŎȅ ±ŜŀƭŜΣ WŀƳŜǎ tΦ .ƻǿŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ DŜƻǊƎƛƴŀ IΦ 9ƴŘŦƛŜƭŘΣ άΨLƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ CŜǘŎƘƛƴg Flowers, the Youths 
BǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ CƭŀƪŜǎ ƻŦ {ƴƻǿΩΥ 9ȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ 9ȄǘǊŜƳŜ ²ŜŀǘƘŜǊ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ tŀǊƛǎƘ wŜƎƛǎǘŜǊǎΣέ 
Archives and Records 38, no. 1 (2017): 119ς42. 
117 King, άIow High Is Too High? Disposing of Dung in Seventeenth-Century PǊŜǎŎƻǘΦέ 
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on the property. Both court records and deeds are also records of legal activity. It was 

therefore necessary to interrogate the law surrounding water and flood management. 

Joshua Getzler has written a comprehensive volume on legal rights and water in English 

history,118 but there is still room to examine how the law and legal systems intersect with 

social dynamics and the management of flooding and flood damage.  

Given the archival focus of the thesis in Chapters 2 and 3, the research is presented 

according to different classes of records used. This division by record groups (or fonds) is an 

approach commonly understood by archivists, who classify materials by their provenance119 

and supports the aim that this research should enable the creation of subject guides by 

archivists working at other similar repositories. Record offices were set up to hold county 

records, and often Quarter Sessions were the first records they held. Parish records are 

usually held by the diocesan record office, which in Staffordshire until December 2017 was 

the Lichfield Record Office and is now the Staffordshire Record Office. It is therefore with 

local administration that this thesis will begin. 

The Quarter Session records for Staffordshire had already been catalogued in detail by 

another volunteer group. Court records have had little attention as a resource for studying 

riverine flooding, although they have been examined for coastal flooding.120  They were 

chosen as a source material for several reasons. They have not previously been used for 

environmental history during the 1550-1750 period, although there is a sizeable body of 

literature on them for other fields of research. The civil functions of courts included roads, 

bridges and other issues that might yield environmental information. Because of their roles 

in relation to infrastructure, agriculture, and industry, as well as in resolving disputes, local 

administrative authorities had a de facto responsibility for the environment. When these 

records are examined with the environment in mind, the ways in which the justice system 

of the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries was used to manage the environment become 

evident.  

 
118 Joshua Getzler, A History of Water Rights at Common Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
119 WŜƴƴƛŦŜǊ .ǳƴƴΣ άvǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ !ǳǘƻƴƻƳȅΥ !ƴ !ƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ tŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ tǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ²ƘƛŎƘ 
Govern Archival DescriptionΣέ Archival Science 14 (2014): 3ς15; David Bearman and Richard Lytle, 
ά¢ƘŜ tƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘe PrinciplŜ ƻŦ tǊƻǾŜƴŀƴŎŜΣέ Archivaria 21 (1985): 14ςнтΤ [ŀǊǊȅ ²ŜƛƳŜǊΣ άtŀǘƘǿŀȅǎ 
ǘƻ tǊƻǾŜƴŀƴŎŜΣέ Journal of Archival Organization 5, no. 1/2 (2007): 33ς48. 
120 WŀƳŜǎ !Φ DŀƭƭƻǿŀȅΣ ά{ǘƻǊƳ CƭƻƻŘƛƴƎΣ /ƻŀǎǘŀƭ 5ŜŦŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ [ŀƴŘ ¦ǎŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘŀƳŜǎ 9ǎǘǳŀǊȅ 
and Tidal River c.1250-145лΣέ Journal of Medieval History 35, no. 2 (2009): 171ς88. 
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Chapter 2 examines the ways in which the courts in Staffordshire responded to and 

managed flooding. Taking a cue from histories of sanitation, particularly King,121 this 

analysis begins at a local level with the manor rolls for Trentham but looking for flooding 

rather than sanitation issues that resulted from drainage problems. The flooding found at 

this level will be mundane: a damaged bridge or overflowing ditches. This will show how 

manor records can reveal which areas were vulnerable to frequent flooding and which 

individuals were either unable or unwilling to maintain their land in a way that has not 

previously been examined. It will be noted that the issues appearing are invariably those 

which affected infrastructure (roads, bridges) or a neighboursΩ land as problems within an 

individualΩs property were not an issue for the manor to resolve. The water appearing in 

manor courts is troublesome and transcends boundaries. Moving wider to county-level 

issues in Quarter Session and Assize records, similar themes will emerge on a larger scale, 

with bridges, major roads and even county boundaries affected by flooding. 

Further, many courts have a surviving and relatively continuous series of records, which is 

sometimes very detailed (and sometimes not). They provide a resource that can span a long 

time period, so court records have potential for both close studies of short periods, and for 

examination of longer periods. The Quarter Sessions Rolls were relatively straightforward to 

examine due to the detail of the catalogue. Manor courts were less simple as the 

cataloguing is less consistent and it is therefore harder to identify potentially relevant 

series. Trentham was selected due to several surviving leases and various estate records 

providing indications early in the project that it might be of interest, with the hope that the 

available records covering the 1620s to 1640s could provide a sample to demonstrate the 

wider potential of manor records. 

Although it is rare for issues relating to flooding or water management to arise in the Assize 

courts, they did on occasion settle major issues regarding infrastructure that had not been 

resolved locally. The Courts of Assize met twice a year in each county and were concerned 

primarily with major crimes. Staffordshire belonged to the Oxford Circuit, along with 

Berkshire, Oxfordshire, Worcestershire, Shropshire (Salop), Herefordshire, Monmouthshire, 

and Gloucestershire. Assizes have usually been examined by historians of crime, such as 

 
121 ²ŀƭǘŜǊ WΦ YƛƴƎΣ ά9ŀǊƭȅ {ǘǳŀǊǘ /ƻǳǊǘǎ [ŜŜǘ {ǘƛƭƭ bŜŜŘŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ¦ǎŜŦǳƭΣέ Histoire Sociale / Social History 
23, no. 46 (1990): 271ς99; KingΣ άIƻw High Is Too High? Disposing of Dung in Seventeenth-Century 
PrescotΦέ 
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James Sharpe or J. Cockburn as they dealt with major crimes, including grand larceny (major 

theft), murder, and rioting.122 From the Oxford circuit, the minute books survive and are 

held by The National Archives.123 Regrettably, several volumes from the series are severely 

damaged by mould and damp and can only be viewed by appointment with Collections 

Care (TNA ASSI 2/3, 2/4 and 2/12). The result of the damage is that up to half of each page 

of these volumes is either obscured, crumbling or missing (Figure 1.2).  

However, there are regular orders relating to the maintenance of highways, as they were 

vital to local and regional infrastructure, but crossed boundaries so it could be unclear 

where responsibility lay for maintenance. A great number of the orders for highway repair 

or maintenance are therefore concerned with assigning responsibility. It was hoped that 

the same would be the case with bridges, due to their role as part of vital transport routes 

and because rivers have historically formed boundaries themselves or been key in the 

development of settlements, industries, and infrastructure. Unfortunately, the hoped-for 

management of bridges proved to be scarce (which itself is worth noting, particularly in 

relation to the frequent appearance of highways). The only notable case, Hopwas Bridge, 

was (unsurprisingly) the culmination of a long dispute in the Quarter Sessions. The scarcity 

of relevant material in the Oxford circuit does not necessarily indicate that other Assize 

circuits are not worth examining, for example the Western circuit Assize orders for 1629 to 

1648 exist as a print edition and contain four instances of obstruction of watercourses in 

the twenty-year period they cover.124 

 
122 J.S. Cockburn, Crime in England 1550-1800 (London: Methuen & Co., 1977); James A. Sharpe, 
Crime in Early Modern England 1550-1750 (London: Routledge, 1999). 
123 TNA ASSI 2 1-15. 
124 J.S. Cockburn, ed., Western Circuit Assize Orders 1629-мспу Υ ! /ŀƭŜƴŘŀǊ (London: The Royal 
Historical society, 1976). 
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Figure 1.2: Damage to TNA ASSI 2/4 

Chapter 3 examines similar themes at a micro level using records produced by estates and 

individuals. One reason for the potential usefulness of both deeds and leases, as Robert 

Bearman notes, is that one of the most commonly surviving forms of documentation from 

the early modern period are title deeds. 125 Many other items of household ephemera (such 

as correspondence or accounts) may cease to have practical use, while a deed for property 

 
125 Robert BearƳŀƴΣ ά{ƘŀƪŜǎǇŜŀǊŜǎ tǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ƻŦ bŜǿ tƭŀŎŜΣέ Shakespeare Quarterly 63, no. 4 (2012): 
465ς66. 



 

39 

might need to be produced for examination or for future conveyancing of the property, so 

were carefully kept with άŀlmost sacrosanct status.έ126 For a number of the properties 

examined for this research, there are surviving series of deeds for the property detailing 

sales and tenancies over a long period. However, there are few other records of mills from 

Staffordshire that have survived, making leases and deeds possibly the best option for 

producing a long series of data on mills in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. The 

properties for which there are complete, or nearly complete, documentation tend to be 

ones owned by powerful landowning families for which the Staffordshire Record Office 

holds large collections ς the Pagets, Ansons and Leveson-Gowers. The deeds would have 

been kept for the same reason Bearman identifies: the need to maintain a record of 

ownership. 

Based on close reading of leases, mill accounts and extra-judicial settlements, this chapter 

aims to discuss the άownershipέ ƻŦ water and resources associated with water (including 

fish, sedge and power) and to identify what leases can show about the responsibilities for 

water management that came with occupation of land, and the differing duties of the 

landlord and tenant. Given the focus on mills, associated leases were selected as a possible 

source for examining water management and rights. It was determined that leases were 

more likely to contain relevant data than deeds of title as they only confer use and not 

possession of land. They are therefore more likely to contain exceptions to the use of land 

than a title deed would. However, identifying leases in the Staffordshire Record Office 

catalogue was not completely straightforward. There were many examples of the lease half 

of a lease and release in the catalogue that were not clearly identified as distinct from 

leases, particularly among older legacy data. The lease and release was a very common 

form of deed from around 1600 until the mid-nineteenth century.127 They were a form of 

conveyancing used to circumvent the Statute of Uses (1535), which put severe limitations 

on the transfer of uses (the benefits and responsibilities associated with the property). 

Because of this, several title deeds other than leases were consulted. Rather than discard 

this data as irrelevant, estate records were examined more widely, but with leases as the 

focus. 

 
126 Bearman, 465ς66. 
127 Nathaniel Warren Alcock, hƭŘ ¢ƛǘƭŜ 5ŜŜŘǎ Υ ! Duide for Local and Family Historians, 2nd ed. 
(Chichester: Phillimore and Co, 2001). 



 

40 

Again based on close reading in the light of the legal context, Chapter 3 also examines the 

processes and legal arguments by which disputes were resolved, particularly when millǎΩ 

and ŦŀǊƳǎΩ interests conflicted with one another along increasingly densely populated 

watercourses. These records were created to record human activity, but due to their nature 

as records of the management of land they can be used to understand the relationship 

between people and the environment they lived in.  

Following from these two chapters, Chapter 4 will discuss how the descriptive material 

discussed in the previous two chapters can be used for quantitative analysis. This chapter 

will discuss how methods developed by environmental scientists for analysing descriptive 

material (such as indices) can be applied to the source material from the previous chapters. 

In the absence of systematic recording of environment or climate, building flood series for 

pre-instrumental periods requires drawing on multiple different sources of data. The source 

material that has been used by historical climatologists, hydrologists and geographers has 

tended to focus on extreme events.128 Pfister has therefore called for more focus on the 

mundane, to which this thesis is a response. 129 I will argue that it is important to include 

the mundane to fully understand the management of water and flooding. This chapter will 

argue that if considered in their administrative contexts, records that are produced as part 

of regular legal processes can be extremely useful for examining the mundane as the 

procedures involved required regular record creation. Contrary to many narratives of 

flooding, this will consider flooding as frequently a non-disastrous and human event, and 

therefore account for the role of routine maintenance and repairs in the records used. 

 

1.6.1 Historic Flooding and Drought as a case study 

Part 2 of the thesis uses the experience of undertaking the research presented in Part 1 to 

identify challenges both for researchers and archivists and present possible solutions. By 

 
128 Examples include, but are not limited to: 5ŀǾƛŘ !ǊŎƘŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ CƭŀǎƘ CƭƻƻŘǎ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΥ 
New Regioƴŀƭ /ƘǊƻƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 5ŀǘŀōŀǎŜΣέ Journal of Flood Risk Management, no. November 2018 
(2019): 1ς14; Rudolf .ǊłȊŘƛƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ /limate of the Past 500 Years: New Challenges for 
IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ /ƭƛƳŀǘƻƭƻƎȅΣέ Climatic Change 101, no. 1 (2010): 7ς40; Kjeldsen Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ 
Evidence of Past Floods in Europe and Their Utility in Flood Frequency EstimatiƻƴΦέ 
129 /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ tŦƛǎǘŜǊΣ ά5ƛŜ ΨYŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘŜƴƭǳŎƪŜΩ 5Ŝǎ нл. Jahrhunderts Und Der Verlust Traditionalen 
RisikobeǿǳǎǎǘǎŜƛƴǎΣέ Gaia 18, no. 3 (2009): 239ς46. 
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working in collaboration with an archive service, I was positioned both as an insider and a 

researcher, enabling me to understand the issues for both. The Historic Flooding and 

Drought project was not planned as a piece of action research, so was not organised using 

the associated methodologies. However, it became apparent during the project that the 

process itself could be discussed as though it were a pilot project, in order to demonstrate 

the significance of archival data for environmental research, to identify the associated 

challenges and potential mitigating strategies, to explore the use of volunteers for research 

projects and to analyse the value of collaborations between archives and higher education 

institutions.  

However, one example of research cannot be considered representative and the 

experience of only the researchers is not enough to fully assess the success of the project.  

A collaborative project such as Historic Flooding and Drought involved multiple parties, so it 

was important to assess the impact on all of them. This was achieved via surveys, 

questionnaires, and interviews. Each of these methodologies will be discussed in more 

depth in the relevant chapters (5 and 7), and details of the questionnaires and interview 

provided in appendices. This self-reflective methodology prompted by working in 

collaboration had the objective of discussing the issues from a position both within the 

archive and as a researcher. 

Chapter 5 examines how material relevant to the environment might be discovered in an 

archive, and whether current standards and practices are sufficient to support 

environmental research. My self-reflective methods, using surveys to provide comparisons 

against which to assess my own project will allow a broader discussion than enabled by a 

single research experience alone. Cataloguing standards prioritise the human activity that 

records document, whilst archivists have not traditionally created finding aids with the 

environment in mind. As a result, useful data can be challenging for a researcher to locate. 

This is compounded by the fact that many of the records that could be of use are not 

άaboutέ the environment, however the environment is intrinsic to many records, and 

Michelle Bastian and Alex Buchanan found with time in the Sustaining Time project. 130 

Chapter 5 uses evidence from both archivists and archive users to inform recommendations 

 
130 aƛŎƘŜƭƭŜ .ŀǎǘƛŀƴΣ !ƭŜȄ .ǳŎƘŀƴŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ WŜƴ {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴΣ ά{ǳǎǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ¢ƛƳŜ 9ȄǇloring the Emergent 
Times of Alternative Economies Final Project RepoǊǘΣέ нлмпΦ 
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for engaging with environmental research. I will conclude that there are ways in which 

repositories can support environmental research which are attainable for most 

repositories, by focusing on methods that can help inform the user rather than attempting 

ambitious catalogue enhancement. To contextualise our experiences at the Staffordshire 

Record Office in relation to other repositories, a questionnaire was sent by email through 

the National Register of Archives listserve. Furthermore, a convenience sample of 

researchers in water histories was surveyed by email (Chapter 7, Appendix III), adhering to 

COVID restrictions imposed within the UK in 2019 near the end of the project. The archive 

access provided to the Historic Flooding and Drought was unusually privileged, so surveying 

other researchers aimed to provide the perspective of a more typical research experience. 

The research suggested that there are ways in which repositories can support 

environmental research which are attainable for most repositories, employing methods 

that can help inform the user. This will lead into Chapter 6, which presents professional 

guidance on creating environmental subjects guides (and thus is presented in a style 

distinct from the other chapters). 

The final chapter moves on to examining one method for achieving these 

recommendations, that is collaborating with higher education institutions. Assessing the 

impact of the project on its volunteers required feedback from the volunteers on their 

experiences with the project and needed to be able to contextualise this with other 

volunteers at the Staffordshire Record Office. In order to achieve this I conducted a survey 

of archive volunteers in the summer of 2018 (Chapter 7, Appendix III). To understand the 

perspective of the archive, a semi-structured interview was conducted after the completion 

of the project with one of the archivists we had worked with, in order to reflect on whether 

the project had achieved what had been hoped (Appendix VI). 

Because the Historic Flooding and Drought project was a collaboration between the 

University of Liverpool and the Staffordshire Record Office, this chapter will therefore 

discuss the benefits collaborations between HEIs and archives bring to the researcher, the 

archive, and the volunteers. Discussion will draw on personal experience from running this 

project as well as survey responses from volunteers, an interview with one of the archivists 

at the record office and input from other professionals across the country. This chapter will 

argue that collaborative projects can be particularly beneficial for environmental research. 

These projects provide novel opportunities for volunteers to build their skills and can even 

assist with skills training of volunteers (which is one of the most common motivations for 
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volunteering). Meanwhile the archive can benefit from profile-raising with projects with 

clear contemporary relevance. They can also provide very valuable assistance with data 

collection for the researcher and this chapter will discuss both the volume of work 

undertaken by the Historic Flooding and Drought volunteers and the ways in which other 

volunteer projects (such as cataloguing that has been done on the Quarter Sessions) 

benefited this thesis. Further, the volunteersΩ own knowledge and love for their local area 

can bring to a project topographical knowledge that the researcher may not have. 
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Part 1: Flooding and water management 

in Staffordshire (case study)  
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2 : Records of Local Administration  

In 1656, the inhabitants of Combridge petitioned the Quarter Sessions for help in 

maintaining a bridge that had been rendered άby force of the water that come from the 

Hills unpassable.έ1 Because this was an issue that affected the whole community, the 

Quarter Sessions include a petition from Combridge as a whole rather than from 

individuals, and was not the responsibility of any specific individual to resolve. Because 

flooding was often a problem for whole communities, it is necessary to understand 

communities and the responsibilities of local administration to understand responses to 

flooding. This chapter will examine records of local administration and the management of 

water in communities, and how boundaries were managed, infrastructure was maintained, 

and responsibility or jurisdiction determined. The resilience of a community to flooding 

depended on the ability to respond to and mitigate the effects of flooding. This meant that 

when damage occurred, liability for repair work and maintaining flood defences needed to 

be established. In the process of this analysis, many individuals will also emerge as records 

of local administration are also records of individual people and have often been used as 

such by social historians. The characteristics of local administration that make these records 

useful for examining communities also makes them valuable for understanding the 

intersection between the activity of individuals, communities, and their environment. 

The concept of community, and associated issues with neighbourliness and communal 

responsibility, has been the topic of an extensive historiography of the sixteenth to 

eighteenth centuries. In the 1970s, Alan Macfarlane described the tightly-knit, stable pre-

industrial community aǎ ŀ άƳytƘΦέ2 After all, social relationships within a defined 

geographical area (e.g. a parish or manor) and a sense of belonging are not the same thing.3 

Given the levels of mobility and transience, with the poor in particular moving out of 

necessity,4 a geographical area would contain a number of people who were not a 

permanent part of the άŎommuƴƛǘȅΣέ and social networks can at times be more useful to 

 
1 SRO Q/SR/293/4 
2 Alan MacFarlane, Reconstructing Historical Communities (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1977), 1. 
3 MacFarlane, 3. 
4 Wƻŀƴ wΦ YŜƴǘΣ άtƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ aƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ !ƭƳǎΥ tƻƻǊ aƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aƛŘƭŀƴŘǎ during the Early 
SeveƴǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅΣέ Local Population Studies 27 (1981): 35ς51. 
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the historian than geographical area. Social networks can be based on area, such as the 

relationships between neighbours, or transcend them when people moved or formed 

connections in other ways. Community has been defined by Philip Withington and 

Alexandra Shepard as an expression of collective identity, which might be approached in a 

number of ways: institutional processes and roles; the people participating (or not 

participating) in the community; the acts and artefacts that defined and made the 

community; the geographical place of the community; the time in which the community 

existed; or the rhetoric by which it was defined, legitimised or represented.5 Thus, 

community can be defined, but can also be expressed and explored in different ways. 

Good neighbourliness has been described as a crucial social ideal in sixteenth and 

seventeenth-century England.6 Within a community, individualsΩ actions would have effects 

on their neighbours: improper use of common land would impact otheǊǎΩ use of it, damage 

to wells would affect access to water, or failure to maintain ditches might cause flooding.  It 

is also a period which has been characterised as very litigious, in which people were willing 

to make use of the mechanisms of law and order to settle disputes.7 This apparent 

contradiction suggests fractured communities willing to use the law to mediate differences 

and air disagreements, as a sense of neighbourliness was not sufficient to keep the peace.8 

Participation in legal processes was common, and men of middling status (rather than 

gentlemen) were both the victims most likely to prosecute and those most likely to be 

obligated to participate in enforcement.9 The courts were a mechanism through which 

communities were managed both by authorities and by community members. 

While defining a community can be challenging, and communities were often quite 

fractured, there are multiple ways of accessing or analysing a community. For the most 

 
5 Philip Withington and Alexandra Shepard, Communities in Early Modern England: Networks, Place, 
Rhetoric (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000), 12. 
6 KeitƘ ²ǊƛƎƘǘǎƻƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ tƻƭƛǘƛcs of the Parish in Early Modern EnglaƴŘΣέ ƛƴ The Experience of 
Authority in Early Modern England, ed. P. Griffiths, A. Fox, and S. Hindle (London: Palgrave, 1996), 
18; Steve Hindle, The State and Social Change in Early Modern England, 1550ς1640 (Basingstoke: 
Houndmills, 2000), 94. 
7 Wrightson and Levine, Poverty and Piety in an English Village: Terling 1525-1700, 113; Garthine 
Walker, Crime, Gender and Social Order in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003), 2; Hindle, The State and Social Change in Early Modern England, 1550ς1640, 97. 
8 Hindle, The State and Social Change in Early Modern England, 1550ς1640, 94. 
9 Cynthia B. Herrup, The Common Peace: Participation and the Criminal Law in Seventeenth-Century 
England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 2. 
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part, records discussed in this chapter were generated by governing institutions and thus 

played an integral role in the administration of an area (and whoever happens to fall within 

that area), rather than the more private records of an individual estate or business as will 

be the case in the next chapter. The material these records were consulted for is also 

always tied to a place ς a specific bridge, ditch, river, etc. The άŎƻmmunityέ in question is 

thus the network of people around and affected by that place, such as the village 

surrounding a bridge and the users of that bridge (as in Hopwas). In examining maintenance 

of drainage, rivers and bridges, the people to whom these records refer are likely to be, 

usually, those who held the land and were responsible for it. They were therefore more 

permanent, stable members of the community (rather than transient workers, vagrants or 

other poorer inhabitants of the area).10 In this respect, the community as a geographical 

area still makes some sense when used for this particular study, even if it can present 

issues. 

 

2.1 Parish registers 

The parochial system in England predated the Norman Conquest and by the sixteenth 

century the whole of England was divided into parishes or equivalents. They were thus a 

natural unit to be used for local civil administration under a series of Acts passed in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries for registration of life events and dealing with poverty, 

law and order and other local issues. Parish records are therefore an obvious source for 

local history, including environmental history. Under the Parochial Records and Registers 

Measure (1978) they are usually deposited at the Diocesan Record Office, which is normally 

the County Record Office. In Staffordshire, the Lichfield Diocesan Record Office was merged 

with the Staffordshire Record Office in 2017. Parish registers have been studied by Lucy 

Veale et al to demonstrate their utility for understanding extreme weather,11 and by 

Morgan alongside the commissions of sewers, pamphlets and other popular printed 

 
10 This is a theme in: Keith WrightsƻƴΣ ά!ǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 5ƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘiation in Rural England, c. 1580ς
мсслΣέ The Journal of Peasant Studies 5, no. 1 (1977): 33ς47. 
11 Veale, Bowen, and EndfieldΣ άΨLƴstead of Fetching Flowers, the Youths Brought in Flakes of SƴƻǿΩΥ 
Exploring Extreme Weather History through English Parish RegistŜǊǎΦέ 
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literature. 12 Parish registers sometimes record the most extreme events, noting how these 

events affected the church, congregation and local landscape. Alrewas parish register is 

particularly rich, fortuitous for a parish whose name also indicated a liability to flooding. 

Alrewas is from the Old English alorΣ άalder,έ and wæsse, meaning άplain liable to sudden 

flooding and draining,έ giving the vivid image of a flood plain populated with alder trees. 

Indeed, the parish register contains evidence of storms, floods, and several deaths linked to 

the weather. It is because of this that Veale et ŀƭΩs study makes use of it, and thus their 

research does not need to be duplicated here.  

Veale Ŝǘ ŀƭΩǎ ŜƳphasis is in examining parish registers is on extreme weather events, finding 

storms, strong winds, frosts and extreme cold, including ŀ άgreat Tempesǘέ in Alrewas in 

1593.13 They also discuss weatƘŜǊΩs impact on food, harvests, disease and mortality.  

However, this thesis is often examining water management and effects of or recovery from 

flooding rather than weather. A theme in this chapter and the next will be responsibility 

and legal rights, and by examining local administration this chapter will focus on 

infrastructure and communities. Parish registers have potential here too. Alrewas parish 

register contains drownings, a detailed description of Burton Bridge prior to damage in 

1795, the £100 rebuilding of SaltersΩ Bridge in 1601, and damage from the 1795 flood.14 

Although parish registers are not being examined closely here and the focus of this thesis is 

more on the mundane than the extremes parish registers usually record, this material will 

be used to supplement other findings.  

 

2.2 Court Records 

This leaves the records of the legal system in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries as the 

focus of this chapter, providing a very different insight to previous work by Veale et al or 

Morgan. Parish registers record the events most of interest to the recorder, and MorgŀƴΩǎ 

work has examined narratives and cultures of flooding ς how people in the early modern 

 
12 Morgan, άUnderstanding Flooding in Early Modern EnglanŘέΤ aƻrganΣ άCƭƻƻding in Early Modern 
England: Cultures of Coping in Gloucestershire and LincolnshiǊŜΦέ 
13 Veale, Bowen, and Endfield, άΨInstead of Fetching Flowers, the Youths Brought in Flakes of SnowΩΥ 
Exploring Extreme Weather History through English Parish RegiǎǘŜǊǎΣέ 13. 
14 SRO D783/1/1/ 1. 
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period responded to and explained flooding. However, the function of a record affects the 

way events are recorded and interpreted in it, and the purpose of the legal system was 

enforcing the law, as well as the responsibilities and rights of communities. Therefore, the 

material drawn from these sources (manor courts, Quarter Sessions and Assizes) is 

concerned with maintaining infrastructure, ordering repairs and reparation when damage 

occurs, and ensuring that communities were able to function without major difficulties. 

Theological questions of providence therefore are not a priority, instead this chapter will 

discuss who was responsible for infrastructure such as bridges, who had to pay, and what 

problems flooding could cause for a community. 

The court system of England in this period has been extensively studied in other contexts, 

in particular by those interested in criminal history such as James Sharpe15 or Douglas 

Hay,16 or in the system itself such as J. S. Cockburn.17 Meanwhile, Wrightson and Levine 

have demonstrated the detail in which parish life can be reconstructed using parish 

records.18 However, some attention could be given to how systems of justice and 

governance can be used to manage water systems and flooding. Getzler has produced a 

comprehensive study of water rights,19 but GeltzleǊΩǎ work focuses on legal rights rather 

than using the law to examine the management of water. Using the court system to 

examine these issues will naturally tilt any work towards questions of jurisdiction and the 

ways in which responsibility was assigned by authorities, and whether that responsibility 

fell to an individual, a community, or a governing body. When discussing water, these 

questions become particularly complex. Waterways both formed boundaries and crossed 

them; the River Dove is the boundary between Staffordshire and Derbyshire, splitting 

responsibility for the River between two counties, and did not always form a stable 

boundary. Even if it was not a boundary, a river, stream or ditch would flow through 

multiple individuaƭǎΩ ƭand or through the jurisdictions of multiple courts meaning any action 

 
15 Sharpe, Crime in Early Modern England 1550-1750. 
16 Douglas Hay et al., eds., !ƭōƛƻƴΩǎ Cŀǘŀƭ ¢ǊŜŜΥ /ǊƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛƴ 9ƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ-Century England, 
revised ed (London: Verso, 2011). 
17 J.S. Cockburn, A History of English Assizes 1558-1714 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1972). 
18 Wrightson and Levine, Poverty and Piety in an English Village: Terling 1525-1700. 
19 Getzler, A History of Water Rights at Common Law. 
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altering the flow of water or location of watercourse could affect several properties, and 

responsibility for managing the water could be split between multiple parties. 

 

2.2.1 Manor courts 

In medieval England, the manorial courts were the lowest courts of law and the medium 

through which lordship was exercised at local level although unlike parishes, the manorial 

system was not comprehensive in its coverage. Their civil jurisdiction was central to 

agrarian life as the institution through which copyhold land tenures, rents and transactions 

were administered, along with economic resources such as mills, fisheries and rights to 

minerals.20 They survived inconsistently into the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, thus had 

been for some time overlooked by early modern historians, with the likes of Wrightson and 

Levine characterising them as having άŎŜŀǎed to have any function other than the 

registration of land transacǘƛƻƴǎΦέ21 However, in the last few decades they have been re-

examined and hailed by historians as a resource for social histories, as they provide a 

unique insight into the lives of ordinary people.22 As institutions essential to life in areas 

where they continued, manor courts can also be revealing sources for environmental 

history, providing details of the management of land. By the sixteenth century, their role 

was changing. Brodie Waddell has demonstrated that they were far from decaying relics of 

an earlier age, instead having an increasing focus on infrastructure.23 It has been rare that a 

history using these records has paid much attention to drainage, despite it being a crucial 

presence in daily life, though Waddell is one exception,24 and King makes effective use of 

manor courts to understand sanitation in seventeenth-century Prescot.25 Waddell finds that 

by far the most frequent offences handled by manor courts between 1550 and 1850 

 
20 Mark Bailey, The English Manor c.1200-c.1500 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002), 
1ς3. 
21 Wrightson and Levine, Poverty and Piety in an English Village: Terling 1525-1700, 112. 
22 Bailey, The English Manor c.1200-c.1500Σ мΤ tΦ aƻǊǊƛǎΣ ά{Ƴŀƭƭ /ƻǳǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŀƴƻǊ ƻŦ IŀȅǿƻƻŘ ƛƴ 
ǘƘŜ wŜƛƎƴ ƻŦ 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ LΣέ Staffordshire Studies II (1990ύΥ пΤ YƛƴƎΣ ά9ŀǊƭȅ {tuart Courts Leet Still Needful 
ŀƴŘ ¦ǎŜŦǳƭΦέ 
23 .ǊƻŘƛŜ ²ŀŘŘŜƭƭΣ άDƻǾŜǊning England Through the Manor Courts, 1550-мурлΣέ The Historical 
Journal 55, no. 2 (2012): 279ς80. 
24 Waddell, άDƻǾerning England Through the Manor Courts, 1550-1850.έ 
25 King, άIƻǿ IƛƎƘ Lǎ Too High? Disposing of Dung in Seventeenth-Century PresŎƻǘΦέ 
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concerned local infrastructure, of which nearly half involved drains, ditches and dykes.26 

Some geographical variance is noted by Waddell, as the lowland Yorkshire manors 

predictably suffered greater drainage issues than the upland ones, and a similar pattern 

was found elsewhere in the country.27 

Where manor courts continued in sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, such as in Trentham, it 

was the manor which primarily regulated drainage in the local community. Examination of 

the interactions between individuals, local governance, and the community has been 

limited to areas with plentiful surviving records, as with Wrightson and LevineΩs study of 

Terling in Essex.28 Fortunately, there are several parishes in Staffordshire for which either 

manorial records or parish registers survive. While they do not always present the same 

opportunities as the records for Terling, examples such as the manor court records for 

Trentham still contain many details useful for examining drainage. Trentham is separated 

from Stoke-on-Trent by the River Trent, with the present-day lake originally designed by 

Capability Brown29 and with further alterations in the nineteenth century (Figure 2.3). Thus, 

the surviving nineteenth-century plans of the area do not give a completely accurate 

indication of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century landscape (Figure 2.2, Figure 2.3). 

These plans only show the area around the lake, not the whole manor. This, combined with 

urban spread since then, makes it challenging to compare references to places in the earlier 

manor records with the later landscape. 

Trentham was a Court Baron with View of Frankpledge, a system that had originated 

centuries before, and by the eighteenth century only existed in a handful of surviving 

manor courts. The court held the authority to resolve disputes and try nuisance offences, 

and View of Frankpledge rested responsibility on adult male inhabitants of the manor.30 

The surviving Trentham manor records are patchy, but sufficient to construct an impression 

of how maintaining drainage was enforced. Pains (fines) survive for much of the 1620s to 

 
26 WaddeƭƭΣ άDƻǾŜǊƴƛƴg England Through the Manor Courts, 1550-1850,έ нф1ς92. 
27 Waddell, 292, 295. 
28 Wrightson and Levine, Poverty and Piety in an English Village: Terling 1525-1700. 
29 The TrenthŀƳ 9ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ά¢ǊŜƴǘƘŀƳ DŀǊŘŜƴǎΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нуΣ нлмфΣ 
https://www.trentham.co.uk/trentham-gardens/. 
30 D. !Φ /ǊƻǿƭŜȅΣ ά¢ƘŜ [ŀǘŜǊ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ CǊŀƴƪǇƭŜŘƎŜΣέ Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research 
48, no. 117 (1975): 1ς15. 
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1640s,31 and notes added to some entries indicate times when the pain was restated. For 

example, a pain regarding the scouring of ditches from the 25th April 1629 has additional 

notes dated 1638, 1639, 1640, 1642 and 1647 (Figure 2.1). Record survival is patchy and 

they are no longer in order, but some rearranging and comparison with the notes where 

pains are continued shows that there is some coverage for the entirety of the 1630s, some 

of the 1620s and much of the 1640s. 

 
Figure 2.1: Trentham manor court papers, 1629, SRO D593/ J/7/3/1 

Manor rolls such as TrenthŀƳΩǎ frequently include entries regarding the scouring of ditches 

because if they were not kept clear, ditches could easily become blocked and overflow.32 

This was not always a risk just to the ownerΩǎ lands but could transgress boundaries to 

affect neighbouring land as well. The pains in the Trentham records contain frequent orders 

to scour ditches, often including a deadline by which ditches must be scoured (Table 2.1). In 

1629, 1631, 1638, 1639, 1640, 1642 and 1647 this deadline was the Feast of Ascension. As 

 
31 SRO D593/J/7/3. 
32 Recently, Ruiz has modelled the impact of agricultural changes on flow generation, soil erosion 
and sediment: 
Veronica Escobar wǳƛȊΣ ά¢ƘŜ 9ŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ /ƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ [ŀƴŘ ¦se , Management Practices and 
Landscape Features on Catchment Flow and {ŜŘƛƳŜƴǘ DŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴέ ό¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ of Liverpool, 2018). 
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the manor court was normally held during April, and Ascension fell in late May or early 

June, this gave the inhabitants approximately a month to scour their ditches or face a fine. 

Midsummer (also the Feast of St John the Baptist) was specified on three occasions, each 

instance allowing over two months (scouring ditches in 1636 and for both scouring ditches 

and repairing a causeway in 1641). At the other extreme, a period of eight days was 

allowed in 1633. It is impossible to tell whether these variations in deadline reflect the 

perceived severity of any drainage problems and difficulty of the task ordered, of whether 

they merely reflect another, unseen, factor. However, they are outliers, and usually a little 

over a month was considered enough for the task ordered. 

Table 2.1: Deadlines for work ordered by Trentham manor court 
In brackets are continuations of previous pains 

Court date Action Deadline (feast day) Date Length of time 

1 May 1623 Scour ditches Whitsun/Pentecost 4 June 34 Days 

25 April 1629 Scour ditches Ascension 24 May 29 Days 

21 April 1631 Scour ditches Ascension 29 May 38 days 

7 April 1632 Scour ditches Mayday 1 May 24 days 

23 April 1633 Scour ditches Mayday 1 May 8 days 

23 April 1633 Scour ditches Whitsun/Pentecost 15 May 22 days 

20 April 1636 Scour ditches Midsummer 24 June 65 days 

(31 March 1638) (Scour ditches) (Ascension) (13 May) (43 days) 

(20 April 1639) (Scour ditches) (Ascension) (2 June) (43 days) 

15 April 1640 Scour ditches Whitsun/Pentecost 27 May 42 days 

(15 April 1640) (Scour ditches) (Ascension) (17 May) (32 days) 

10 April 1641 Scour ditches Feast of John the Baptist 24 June 75 days 

10 April 1641 Repair causeway Feast of John the Baptist 24 June 75 days 

(10 April 1641) (Scour ditches) (Ascension) (9 May) (29 days) 

(14 April 1642) (Scour ditches) (Ascension) (29 May) (45 days) 

(23 April 1647) (Scour ditches) (Ascension) (30 May) (38 days) 

In 1631, the pain was set at twelve pence for occupiers of the land around the lake who did 

not comply. However, it was more frequent for ditcheǎ άōŜƭƻw Broadmeadowέ ǘo be 

specified, with the usual pain being three shillings and four pence if the work was not 

completed. Similar offences carried the same penalty, including failure to maintain hedges 

or other forms of water management. For example, in 1636 Lawrence Bradwell was 

ordered to keep the water from flooding the άapple tree fieldǎέ on pain of three shillings 

four pence.33 The frequent occurrence of this sum suggests that it was a standard pain for 

negligence that could cause public nuisance.  

 
33 SRO D593/J/7/3/1. 
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Negligence was not the only abuse of water systems that the manor court was concerned 

with. Fishing in the Trent carried penalties of up to ten shillings, far higher than failing to 

scour ditches. However, many of these pains were a form of tax (rather than punishment) 

in exchange for a privilege,34 and it is not always easy to distinguish which pains are 

punishments, and which are the price of a privilege. It seems reasonable that fishing might 

sometimes be allowable but polluting the river might not, though this is far from certain. 

άWateringέ or washing hemp or flax carried a relatively minor pain of twelve pence, 

however carcasses and carrion were considered far more noxious. Leaving carrion or 

carcasses in running water carried the steep penalty of up to ten shillings. A male farm 

labƻǳǊŜǊΩs wages in England in the 1630s were typically between eight and a half and nine 

pence per day (or around eleven pounds per year).35 Ten shillings could therefore represent 

thirteen or fourteen daȅǎΩ wages for many people, so would have been a formidable 

deterrent against polluting water supplies.  

Pollution is often characterised as an urban problem, in both popular consciousness and in 

the contexts in which it has been studied. Jenner has studied water pollution in a 

metropolitan context,36 and Fay has examined health and sanitation in early modern 

Norwich.37 It is easy to imagine that the crowded centre of London or other towns such as 

Norwich struggled with sanitation and pollution. However rural areas and small towns and 

villages were not necessarily a clean, natural idyll either and Trentham manor court saw the 

need to use heavy fines to maintain a clean supply of water. KƛƴƎΩs study of Prescott 

demonstrates how waste could be a problem in a small town, although the problem was 

often that dung caused an obstruction or was a nuisance, rather than being viewed as a 

public health matter.38 King finds many examples of fines of three shillings and four pence 

for nuisances such as leaving dung piled in front of houses, with steep fines similar to those 

in Trentham for serious cases and serial offenders. 

 
34 King, άIƻǿ High Is Too High? Disposing of Dung in Seventeenth-Century PrescƻǘΣέ пп4ς45. 
35 DǊŜƎƻǊȅ /ƭŀǊƪΣ ά¢ƘŜ [ƻƴƎ March of History: Farm Wages, Population , and Economic Growth, 
England 1209ςмусфΣέ Economic History Review , 60, no. 1 (2007): 99ς100. 
36 JeƴƴŜǊΣ άaonopoly, Markets and Public Health: Pollution and Commerce in the History of London 
Water 1780-1830.έ 
37 Fay, Health and the City: Disease, Environment and Government in Norwich, 1200-1575. 
38 King, άIƻw High Is Too High? Disposing of Dung in Seventeenth-Century Prescot.έ 
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These pains indicate that the manor court was concerned enough to regulate ditches, 

fishing, and pollution. However, sett ing a pain and enforcing it were two separate issues. 

Polluting water with carrion does not appear in the estreats of fines,39 suggesting either 

that it was not often enforced or that there were few, if any, instances when someone 

disobeyed the order. The latter seems more likely, as the weight of the fine suggests it was 

an issue that was taken very seriously and Waddell observes that the bylaws of the court 

were enforced through monitoring by neighbours.40 There is one instance in 1647 of three 

individuals, Alice Baylie, Margaret Bradwell and Roger Whitton, being fined for washing flax 

or hemp in running water. However, each of the three was only fined seven pence rather 

than the full twelve that was possible, suggesting some leniency on the part of the manor 

when transgressions did occur. The fines stated may have been set to motivate the 

residents of Trentham into compliance, but not often used as a punishment to enforce 

behaviour. 

However, attention to an area by the court reflects more than just whether it was prone to 

flooding. The role of the manor court was management of the manor. Preventing flooding 

was only of concern if it affected the functioning of the manor, by obstructing roads or 

causing tension between neighbours. This therefore included the mill, which all residents 

were required by the manor to use for their flour or be fined. Almost continuous estreats of 

fines have survived for 1722 to 1746,41 providing a chance for comparison with the records 

from the 1620s to 1640s. Of ninety-seven fines for failure to scour ditches in them, sixty-

five describe a ditch in relation to, or άŀdjoininƎέ a road or lane. This could be because 

roads and lanes were identifiable, nameable features, however it is more likely that it is 

because maintaining roads and lanes were an important part of the function of the manor. 

Of the thirty-two cases where a road or lane is not identified, either a neighboǳǊΩs land or 

common land adjoining the ditch in question can be positively identified in nineteen of 

them (with some cases being unclear). The manor court was not likely to become involved 

when the issue was entirely within a personΩs own land and did not affect their neighbours 

or the community. The manor regulated the scouring of ditches when a blocked or 

 
39 SRO D593/J/7/3/1. 
40 WaddeƭƭΣ άDƻǾerning England Through the Manor Courts, 1550-1850,έ 280. 
41 SRO D593/J/7/4/3. 
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overflowing ditch caused a nuisance and preventing flooding of roads was a particularly 

important concern. 

While there is no evidence of fines being enforced for ditches in need of scouring in the 

1630s and 40s, there are times in which people were fined for diverting watercourses or 

allowing flooding to occur. An earlier entry, mixed in with the disordered seventeenth-

century records, shows John Wood being fined six shillings and eight pence fƻǊ άturning the 

water out of the right courseέ ƻƴ Lightwood Heath in 1566, although this is a paltry sum 

compared to the twenty shillings Anna Hunt was fined in 1615 for the same offence in 

Longton. The order in 1636 that Lawrence Bradwell should keep apple tree fields from 

flooding was either disobeyed or impossible as in 1637, Bradwell was fined the full three 

shillings four pence that had been stated in the pain. Clearly, disrupting the flow of water 

and causing flooding was serious enough to warrant enforcing fines, sometimes quite heavy 

ones. However, ditch scouring and cleansing was either routinely completed or not always 

enforced. The Trentham manor rolls resume a century later, again showing regular orders 

to clear ditches and gutters. The records for 1715 show a lengthy list of orders for scouring 

ditches, with fourteen entries giving specific details of ditches and their locations, and the 

names of who needed to clear them. The fines are mostly either five or ten shillings, 

although Henry Mountford, Arthur Braddock and John Bold were all ordered to scour άtheir 

respective parts of the ditch from the little field to John Bolds new croftέ on pain of thirteen 

shillings. Wages were not much higher than they had been in the early decades of the 

seventeenth century, with daily wages for labourers at around ten pence a day,42 but the 

penalties for risking flooding by neglecting to scour ditching were far higher.  

In most years present in the eighteenth-century records, failure to scour ditches occurs at 

least once, with the fines being enforced at five or ten shillings, usually the latter. The 

biggest difference between these and earlier records is that ditches and hedges were 

almost always paired together, with a typical pain being for άƴot cutt ing [his/her] hedges & 

scowering [his/her] diǘŎƘŜǎΦέ Some names and places recur several times suggesting a 

particularly problematic place or person. Most intriguingly, Ann Dalton was fined five 

shillings every year from 1726 to 1732 for not scouring her ditches in the highway lane. 

 
42 /ƭŀǊƪΣ ά¢ƘŜ [ƻƴƎ aŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΥ CŀǊƳ ²ŀƎŜǎΣ tƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻn , and Economic Growth, England 
1209ςмусфΣέ ффς100. 
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There is no indication about who Ann Dalton was or why her ditches were such a recurring 

problem. She is described once as ά²ƛŘƻǿ 5ŀƭǘƻƴ,έ but this does not necessarily indicate 

anything about her age or whether she did or did not have any family or help to rely on, 

although a George Dalton also appears in the rolls. She may have struggled to complete the 

work, or simply not been willing to undertake it. Other individuals reappear repeatedly just 

as Ann Dalton does, including John Mare, John Greatback, Sarah Hill, John Poyser and 

several others. Potentially, serial offenders such as these could be traced using standard 

genealogical sources to verify anything about their personal circumstances, such Ann 

DaltonΩs age and likelihood of being unable to scour her own ditches. Unfortunately, 

neither she nor any of the other repeat offenders were found through these means 

(although one George Dalton did marry a Katharine Fenton in Trentham in 172043). As a 

result, it is currently impossible to determine for certain whether these cases reflect 

problematic land, negligent individuals, or both. 

Sometimes multiple members of the same family appear several times over, the biggest 

culprits being the Elkin family. As previously stated, the άcommunitȅέ was not necessarily a 

stable entity in this period, with more transience than has at times been assumed,44 but 

families such as the Elkins who reappear repeatedly likely represent the wealthier, more 

established (and less transient) members of the local population. Richard Elkin first appears 

in 1737, fined ten shillings for not cutting his hedges and scouring his ditches adjoining a 

lane leading from Cocknages to Newstead. Between then and 1745, his name appears 

twelve times, with fines totalling five pounds and fifteen shillings. George Elkin was fined 

seven times across the same period ŦƻǊ άnot making good Hedges and Ditchesέ ƻƴ his lands, 

with fines each time of one pound, ten shillings (making a poor ditch was clearly a worse 

offence than failure to maintain an existing one). Meanwhile, George Elkin the younger 

appeared twice in 1740 and 1741 for failure to scour ditches and cut hedges, each time 

being fined the typical ten shillings. In addition, a Thomas Elkin appears in the manor rolls 

for failure to repair lanes. The impression given is of a family with a habit of avoiding 

responsibility to the wider community, despite efforts by the manor to enforce the need to 

 
43 !ƴŎŜǎǘǊȅΦŎƻƳΣ ά!ƴŎŜǎǘǊȅΦ/ƻƳΦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ {Ŝlect Marriages, 1538ς1973 [Database on-Line]. Provo, 
UT, USA: Ancestry.Com OperationsΣ LƴŎΦΣ нлмпΦΣέ нлмпΦ 
44 Sharpe, Crime in Early Modern England 1550-1750, 103ς4; MacFarlane, Reconstructing Historical 
Communities. 
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ensure ditches were kept clear and well maintained, though their repeated appearance 

could also be explained if they were large land owners or owned an area of land particularly 

prone to flooding. 

Some areas were clearly more problematic than others. As ditches seldom have their own 

names, they are described by the land they are on. In the first half of the seventeenth 

century, many of the pains are for ditches άbelow BroadmeŀŘƻǿΣέ which had previously 

appeared in 1631, suggesting this was an area particularly prone to problems. One place 

that appears with great regularity in the eighteenth century is New Inn Mill (Figure 2.2). 

Although Broadmeadow could not be located, there is still a former mill (now holiday 

rental) called New Inn Mill where New Inn Lane crosses Longton Brook (Figure 2.4).45 There 

was a causeway near the mill, in New Inn Lane, which needed repairing on several 

occasions. In 1728 and 1729 Henry Robinson was fined ten shillings for not repairing it, 

while William Gent was fined ten shillings in 1730 and 1737 for not repairing a causeway 

between Oxhays and New Inn Bridge. The issues around New Inn Mill extend further, as 

there are several fines across the period for not scouring ditches around the mill (George 

Dalton in 1736 and Thomas Bold almost every year from 1738 to 1743). In 1739, William 

Mare was fined ten shillings for άnot farming his part of the watercoǳǊǎŜέ ōŜtween Longton 

Mill and New Inn Mill. The same fine was levied in 1740 for the same watercourse, this time 

against Francis Shelley, Thomas Wilson, Samuel Barker, William Brough and Richard Elkin. 

Then in 1741 Randle Shelley was also fined ten shillings, again for not farming the 

watercourse between Longton Mill and New Inn Mill. It is possible that άŦarmingέ refers to 

clearing reeds and weeds from the channel to allow the water to flow freely. While reeds 

and rushes were a valuable resource, Morgan notes that they could alsƻ ōŜ άǘrasƘέ that 

needed clearing for proper use of land.46 

 
45 https://www .booking.com/hotel/gb/the-new-inn-mill-stoke-on-trent.en-gb.html 
46 Morgan, άCƭƻoding in Early Modern England: Cultures of Coping in Gloucestershire and 
LincolnshirŜΣέ 68. 
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Figure 2.2: Map of the Marquis of Stafford's Trentham estate 1809 and detail of the location of New Inn Mill47 

 
47 SRO D603/H/3/444. 
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Figure 2.3: Trentham Lake and River Trent: alterations to banks and course at Trentham c.1851-190048 

 
48 SRO D593/H/13/70-79. 
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Figure 2.4: Present day New Inn Mill (top right) and the intersection of New Inn Lane and Longton Brook49 

Keeping ditches and watercourses clear to allow water to drain freely was not the only 

concern, as water also needed to flow consistently to the mill. Heavy fines were issued to 

anyone turning water away from the mill, in 1741 John Fleming was fined two shillings and 

six pence for not returning water running frƻƳ άIom HeŀǘƘέ (Hem Heath) to its άƻƭd right 

course to New Inn Mills.έ By 1743, this relatively small fine was replaced by the much 

weightier one pound, nineteen shillings and eleven pence, sixteen times the value of the 

original fine. The initial light fine was a warning, perhaps making allowances for FlemingΩǎ 

own need for the water. However, when he failed to comply with the original ruling, the 

fine very quickly became quite punitive.  

Manor court records can be incredibly useful for understanding flooding, drainage, water 

management and sanitation on a local scale. As some issues arise repeatedly, they provide 

insights into specific problems and areas prone to flooding, such as the ditcƘŜǎ άbelow 

BroadmeadowΦέ They can also give an impression of the different personalities, 

 
49 Google Earth Pro version 7.3.2.5776, 52°58'07.71" N, 2°11'19.57" W. 
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relationships, and networks of people in the community, particularly those repeatedly fined 

for neglecting their duties. These personalities can be enticing, but with only minimal 

information given, reading too much into them should be avoided (as with Ann Dalton). The 

manor court (as with any court) was also unlikely to become involved in an issue affecting 

only one personΩs land. Ditches appear regularly not just because of their tendency to 

become blocked, but because they often form a part of boundaries along roads and the 

edges of fields. This meant they could become a problem for several individuals or even the 

whole community when more than one personΩǎ ǇǊƻperty was affected, or roads were 

damaged. 

 

2.2.2 Quarter Sessions and Assizes 

While most of the watercourses in manor courts are ditches, streams, brooks or pools, 

Quarter Sessions often feature rivers. As the court was responsible for enforcing criminal 

law, court records feature indictments against those breaking statutes against fishing or 

stealing fish, as they do in manor courts (2.2.1 Manor courts). However, the civil functions 

of the court provide greater material for histories of water. As with manor courts, many 

cases involve boundaries or impact on infrastructure. Quarter Sessions sometimes 

regulated the maintenance of riverbanks. As a body responsible for highways and 

infrastructure, they more frequently ordered the repair of bridges, causeways, and roads. 

Often, the maintenance of bridges was the responsibility of landowners, and had been for 

centuries - it was one of the three duties held by all landowners in Anglo-Saxon England.50 

However, in 1531 the Statute of Bridges placed the burden of maintenance on the county, 

and thus the Quarter Sessions (in the absence of any traditional duty on a person, town 

parish or other body). The statute required that at least four justices should enquire into 

any reports of bridges in decay and take proceedings against whoever was responsible for 

 
50 F. G. Emmison and Irvine Gray, County Records (London: George Philip and Son Ltd. for The 
Historical Association, 1948), 9. 
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repairing them, including the county. They were also empowered to appoint two surveyors 

of bridges and levy a county rate for the repairs.51 

In Staffordshire the Quarter Sessions rolls have survived from 1581 onwards (although the 

rolls are only one portion of the Quarter Session material). The courts were held four times 

a year, each one associated with a legal term. Easter sessions were in April or May, 

depending on the date of Easter that year. The Trinity sessions were in July, and as Trinity 

was the first Sunday after Pentecost, or eighth after Easter, the Trinity sessions were 

approximately eight weeks after the Easter sessions. This was the case until 1642 when the 

Trinity sessions became the Translation sessions as it was ordered that they would be held 

the Tuesday after the Feast of the Translation of St Thomas Becket on the seventh of July.52 

Autumn sessions were in late September to early October, associated with Michaelmas. 

The final sessions of the year were held in early January, close to Epiphany on the sixth of 

the month.53 Thus, the Quarter Sessions were not completely evenly spaced through the 

year, with variations in the date of Easter and the shorter period between Easter and 

Trinity. Nevertheless, they do provide a regular record that could reflect seasonal variations 

in damage to infrastructure.  

On very rare occasions, cases were taken as far as the Assize court. By the late sixteenth 

century, the Assizes wielded considerable administrative and political power in addition to 

trying virtually all felony.54 Through the seventeenth century, most cases involving 

management or maintenance of water systems were not serious enough to warrant being 

held until the next Assizes and were dealt with by the Quarter Sessions. However, 

particularly challenging cases sometimes needed higher mediation and were assessed by 

the Assize judges if the Quarter Sessions had failed to resolve the issue. 

 

 
51 Emmison and Gray, 9. 
52 SRO Q/SR/250. 
53 Until 1750, new year was at the end of March.  
54 Cockburn, A History of English Assizes 1558-1714, 3. 
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2.2.2.1 Riverbanks 

Failure to maintain riverbanks was sometimes reason for indictment in the Quarter 

Sessions, usually when flooding caused damage and the landowner was believed to be 

negligent. In July 1657 one Humphrey Hall of Doveridge was indicted for causing flooding by 

not maintaining the bank of the Dove, which formed the boundary with Derbyshire.55 The 

legal basis for many rulings about water were based on a combination of prescriptive rights 

(based on a long existing use) and natural rights. Through much of the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries, prescriptive rights underpinned water rights doctrine, for example a 

mill needed to claim ancient use of water or antiquum molendinuum (literally: άancient 

millέ) if right to water was disputed.56 Getzler demonstrates that in the sixteenth century, 

prescriptive and natural rights were intermingled , and in the seventeenth century natural 

rights began to solidify as the basis for many claims, such as to unpolluted air.57 The two 

can be challenging to separate, but the prevalence of άancientέ among rulings such as over 

the Dove demonstrates an appeal to the past and a claim of how things άshouldέ be. 

However, a naturally shifting river like the Dove was challenging for any claim based on a 

sense of continuity. Because of its status as county boundary, maintaining the Dove was a 

difficult issue. In 1659 one Elizabeth Broughton of Broughton, spinster, and one Richard 

Wall of Doveridge, were indicted as Humphrey Hall had been.58 On this occasion, flooding 

had altered the flow of the River Dove. As άǘƘe whole course of the water of the River Dove 

for the time whereof the memorie of man is not contrarie hath continually divided & 

separated except at flood the counties of Stafford and DarbieΣέ59 the same principles of 

establishing the flow of wŀǘŜǊ άin memoriamέ ŀǊŜ being considered as they would in 

disputes over ownership. The river was the ancient and natural county boundary and it 

needed to be maintained as such. Further, the jurors heard specifics of the flood defences 

that were needed to maintain the banks and the course of the Dove: 

 
55 SRO Q/SR/299/85. 
56 Getzler, A History of Water Rights at Common Law, 117. 
57 Getzler, 117ς22. 
58 SRO Q/SR/306/61 and SRO Q/SR/308/3. 
59 SRO Q/SR/308/3. 
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[Χϐ ǘƘŜre hath been & ought to be a sufficient defence & bank of earth piles & 

trense in and of the bredth of eight yards at the least, and in & of the length of 

eight yards at the least and in and of the depth or thicknesse of one yard & 

twoe foote at the least to be made upheld repaired and kept at the southwest 

end of the said Busbeys little close from time to time60 

Aǎ άthe said defence & baƴƪǎέ ƘŀŘ fallen into disrepair, the river had ceased to be a 

sufficient boundary. However, the pair pleaded their innocence and they were ordered to 

attend the next Quarter Sessions. The status of the Dove as a county boundary between 

Uttoxeter and Doveridge was potentially even more troublesome than a couple of court 

cases suggest. The present-day county boundary aligns with the river, however aerial 

photography shows signs of several potential previous channels, and the nineteenth-

century Ordinance Survey County Series maps show the river following a different course 

from the current one ς  with the current river meandering in some places more 

dramatically than in the nineteenth century (Figure 2.5). 

 
60 SRO Q/SR/308/3. 
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Figure 2.5: County boundary (red) between Doveridge and Uttoxeter with nineteenth century ordinance survey county 
series overlaid on modern aerial imagery61 
The county boundary follows the course of the river, but the nineteenth-century map shows a different channel. 

Earth banks were not the only defence available to maintain riverbanks. However, 

descriptions of flood defences, or repairs to flood damage, can be scarce among the types 

of records consulted for this thesis. Courts resolving disputes or indicting people for 

negligence infrequently feature riverbanks and were more concerned with establishing 

responsibility for maintenance than describing the flood defences involved. When official 

 
61 1:2500 County Series 1st Edition [TIFF geospatial data], Scale 1:2500, Tiles: derb-04715-1 - derb-
05309-1,staf-02614-1 - staf-03309-1, Updated: 30 November 2010, Historic, Using: EDINA Historic 
Digimap Service, <https://digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2019-05-12 17:30:26.549. 
High Resolution (25cm) Vertical Aerial Imagery [JPG geospatial data], Scale 1:500, Tiles: sk0729-
sk1835, Updated: 5 November 2017, Getmapping, Using: EDINA Aerial Digimap Service, 
<https://digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2019-05-12 17:29:17.734. 
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bodies gave accounting for repairs, such as in Rugeley Parish OfficersΩ book62 or the Quarter 

Sessions, they list costs, but not always materials or specifications for the repairs. Morgan 

does note instances of raising riverbanks and erecting banks (potentially like that described 

on the Dove) to reclaim land in the Humber estuary,63 but description of how riverbanks 

were maintained are rare. 

However, the accounts of Wigan rectory from 1703-4 provide some clues regarding flood 

defences (Figure 2.6). The accounts list six pounds, ten shillings and two pence for materials 

and labour fƻǊ άƎrippingέ ǘhe riverbank, including strong timber and fifteen cartloads of 

brushwood. This appears to be an attempt at bank stabilisation, to make the banƪ άƎripέ 

together, although in modern land management gripping usually refers to the creation of 

drainage channels.64 It is likely a kidweir, described by Lord and Salisbury from written and 

archaeological evidence.65 They were composed of lines of posts with brushwood and 

wattle, and used to stabilise river beds and banks, facilitate water flow, improve navigation 

and prevent flooding.66 Although Wigan is not within Staffordshire, it is possibly that they 

were used in Staffordshire and kidweirs are recorded along the Trent as early as 1316, with 

examples near Nottingham carbon dated to from the mid-fifteenth to late-seventeenth 

centuries.67 The materials listed in Wigan fit the description of kidweirs, with the 

brushwood and the timber for the άǇileǎέ providing the posts, and the presence of similar 

river defences in Staffordshire is likely. 

 
62 SRO D3243/4/1. 
63 Morgan, άCƭƻƻŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ Modern England: Cultures of Coping in Gloucestershire and 
LincolnshirŜΦέ 
64 w{t.Σ άaoorland Gripping μ !ŘǾƛŎŜ CƻǊ CŀǊƳŜǊǎΣέ ŀccessed January 27, 2021, 
https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/conservation-and-
sustainability/farming/advice/techniques-to-help-wildlife/moorland-gripping/. 
65 Philip Lord and Chris SalisōǳǊȅΣ ά.Ǌǳǎh-Piling: Eighteenth Century Engineering in an American 
²ƛƭŘŜǊƴŜǎǎΣέ Industrial Archaeology Review 19 (1997): 55ς56. 
66 Lord and Salisbury, 55ς56. 
67 Lord and Salisbury, 57. 
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March the 13th ς 1703/4 then & before paid at several times and 
to several persons as followeth  

      

} 06 = 10 = 02 

For gripping at the side of the River within the Parsons Meadow 
for strong Timber for Piles  

= 1l - 7s - 0d 

For loading the same from Haighwood  - 1 - 0 - 0 

For Fifteen Cartloads of Brushwood  
2s-6d p[er] load Loading & all Coms to 

} 1 - 17 - 6 

In workmanship cost [th]e sume of - 2 - 4 - 8 

in expenses with [th]e carters τ - 0 - 1 - 0 
Figure 2.6: Extract from Account of revenues and disbursements from the revenues of Wigan Rectory, with transcription68  

Riverbanks were the responsibility of whoever had tenure of the land that bank was part of. 

The records concerning riverbanks or banks of meres found in the Staffordshire Record 

Office tend to be concerned with the role of the water as a boundary, as this is when they 

were most likely to become the focus of a dispute and the records consulted here have 

largely been from disputes or court proceedings.  

2.2.2.2 Bridges 

Bridges presented maintenance issues distinct from those of ditches, drainage, or 

riverbanks. They provide passage over rivers which could otherwise be impassable 

obstacles, and when destroyed through a disaster or wear and tear (or lack of maintenance) 

they can cause disruption for entire communities. This can be as true in the present as it 

was in the early modern period: during the flooding of December 2015, άStorm Franƪέ 

destroyed Tadcaster Bridge in North Yorkshire effectively cutting the town in two and 

 
68 SRO D1287/Add III/3. 
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causing disruption for a year as residents had to take a ten-mile detour until the new bridge 

was opened.69 It is easy to imagine that without the benefit of cars, navigating around a 

destroyed bridge was likely to be even more disruptive to past communities if other forms 

of transport (such as boat) were not practical.  

While references to riverbanks in StaffordshireΩs Quarter Sessions are sparse, bridges 

appear frequently. There are at least 134 sessions between 1586 and 1750 dealing with at 

least one damaged bridge. Between 1550 and 1750, the Staffordshire Quarter Sessions saw 

some seventy accounts and other records regarding financing bridge repairs, sixty-four 

presentments about damaged bridges, sixteen writs summoning inhabitants, twelve 

petitions, twelve indictments, ten orders for repairs or levying money, ten certificates or 

reports to the court reporting the state of a bridge, nine testimonies, four agreements for 

repair, and several other records regarding damage or repair to bridges. These 213 records 

represent only the bridges that came to the attentions of the court, and it is likely that they 

represent the cases where obligations were either unclear or avoided altogether, or where 

costs were a significant obstacle to successfully repairing a bridge. Many more cases may 

have been managed by manor courts, sett led extra-judicially or the repairs were simply 

undertaken with no issue. Records of these may not survive, depending on the survival of 

individual manors and estate records, and repairs undertaken with no issue might not leave 

any record at all. 

 

 

 

 
69 ά¦Y CƭƻƻŘǎΥ aƻƳŜƴǘ ¢ŀŘŎŀǎǘŜǊ Bridge /ƻƭƭŀǇǎŜŘΣέ .BC News, December 29, 2015, 
https:// www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-35195153/uk-floods-moment-tadcaster-bridge-collapsed; 
ά{ǘƻǊƳ CǊŀƴƪΥ ¢ŀŘcaster Evacuated as Bridge Partially Collapses - as It HapǇŜƴŜŘΣέ ¢ƘŜ Guardian, 
December 29, 2015, https://www. theguardian.com/environment/live/2015/dec/29/uk-floods-more-
gales-and-downpours-forecast-as-cleanup-continues-live-coverage?page=with:block-
5682cf28e4b0028ce5164737#block-5682cf28e4b0028cŜрмсптотΤ ά¢ŀŘŎŀster Reconnected as Bridge 
Severely Damaged by 2015 Floods ReopensΣέ ¢he Telegraph, February 3, 2017, 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/02/03/tadcaster-reconnected-bridge-severely-damaged-
2015-floods-ǊŜƻǇŜƴǎκΤ άTadcaster Bridge Re-Opening after 2015 Boxing Day FlƻƻŘǎΣέ BBC News, 
February 3, 2017, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-38852712/tadcaster-bridge-re-opening-after-
2015-boxing-day-floods. 
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Table 2.2: Records of bridges in the Staffordshire Quarter Session rolls 

 Epiphany Easter Trinity M.mas Unknown Total 

Accounts and financial 18 11 17 24  70 

Presentments 23 11 22 8  64 

Writs 3 3 2 8  16 

Petitions 2 2 5 2 1 12 

Indictments 3 2 2 5  12 

Orders 1 3 4 2  10 

Cert ificates and reports 2 1 4 3  10 

Testimonies 2 3 4   9 

Agreements   2 2  4 

Miscellaneous 1 2 1 1 1 6 

Few of the records in Quarter Sessions mention flooding. In four instances flooding was 

described as a cause of or contributing factor to damage to a bridge (Table 2.3). In another, 

flooding was not the cause of damage, instead the concern was that a damaged bridge 

would be more perilous to travellers during flooding. Unfortunately, in the latter case there 

is no further detail other than that, άǘƘŜ wodden bridge in Trentham is in disray to the 

danger of travellers passing that way in times of great floodsΦέ70 Given the drownings 

evident from Alrewas, it is easy to see how a damaged wooden bridge could become 

slippery and dangerous during a flood. 

It is not always evident from the sessions rolls what stage the repairs are when an entry 

appears: whether the issue has only just arisen, the repairs are being undertaken, or 

whether they have been completed. The reasons for the damage are also rarely mentioned, 

and the date that the problems occurred or were identified is almost never given. This can 

 
70 SRO Q/SR/381/6. 

Table 2.3: Bridges damaged by or dangerous due to flooding in the Staffordshire Quarter Sessions rolls 

Reference 
number 

Session Record Brief description 

Q/SR/215 Trinity 
1634 

Certificate of 
damage 

Damage to Salter's Bridge by flooding of River Mease 

Q/SR/293/4 Epiphany 
1656 

Petiti on by the 
inhabitants of 
Combridge 

Flooding on the road between Uttoxeter and Ashbourne 
and assistance needed from the county to maintain the 
bridge across the area where the water flows 

Q/SR/381/6 [nd] 1680 Notes Wooden bridge in Trentham damaged and dangerous for 
travellers during floods  

Q/SR/479/8 Trinity 
1711 

Presentment by 
Grand Jury 

Stone Bridge on the road between Stafford and 
Bridgenorth in Brewood out of repair, and the bridge on 
Watling Street on the road between London and Chester 
also damaged due to floods  

Q/SR/482/30 Easter 
1712 

Testimony Local inhabitants of the north part of the Totmonslow 
Hundred, requesting that Wall Bridge over the River 
Churnett on the road from Leek to Newcastle be replaced 
by a stone bridge due to floods making the road 
impassable 
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make handling the data from the Quarter Sessions problematic, as it is not clear when or 

how damage occurred, or when the work to repair it was undertaken. Instead, the only 

indication for most cases is the sessions in which the bridge is mentioned.  

It is also rarely clear from the Quarter Sessions alone what the bridges were made of, how 

large they were or any other features of their design. Sometimes there are indications of 

the construction of the bridge ς in Combridge the existing and insufficient bridge being 

replaced in 1656 was ŀ άpoƭŜΣέ71 in Trentham in 1680 there was a wooden bridge,72 and 

1712 Wall Bridge (presumably wood) was impassable in floods and intended to be rebuilt in 

stone. 73 Minimal as this information is, it does show instances of bridges being deemed 

inadequate and rebuilt to withstand and be usable during floods. This material can be 

supplemented with evidence from other sources. Parish registers such as Alrewas 

occasionally describe particularly noteworthy landmarks, such as a note about the Trent 

bridge made some time after the flood of 1795 in Alrewas parish register: 

next to Westminster Bridge is thought by some persons to be the finest in 

England. It is built of squared free-stone, is almost a quarter of a mile in length 

and consists of 37 arches. It was damaged [he...] 179574 

In Shugborough, the distinctive shape of the cutwaters of Essex Bridge can be seen in both 

eighteenth-century plans of the estate (Figure 2.7). The bridge itself is a packhorse bridge 

dating at least to the seventeenth century, and likely to the sixteenth, and has since then 

remained largely unchanged.75 However, both these examples are of well-known 

landmarks. The history of Trent Bridge is particularly well documented,76 and the Trent 

Bridge is a Grade II listed building while Essex Bridge is a scheduled monument. This still 

leaves a lack of source material for the construction of lesser known and smaller bridges, 

while the easiest bridges to find source material for are the ones for which there is already 

 
71 SRO Q/SR/293/4. 
72 SRO Q/SR/381/6. 
73 SRO Q/SR/482/30. 
74 SRO D783/1/1/1 . 
75 Historic EnglaƴŘΣ ά9ǎǎŜȄ .ǊƛŘƎŜΣ DǊŜŀǘ IŀȅǿƻƻŘΣ /ƻƭǿƛŎƘέ όIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘύΣ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ WǳƴŜ мтΣ 
2019, https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1006111. 
76 Historic EnglandΣ ά¢ǊŜƴǘ .ǊƛŘƎŜΣ wǳǎƘŎƭƛŦŦŜέ όIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘύΣ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ Wǳne 17, 2019, 
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1045сосΤ aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘΣ άwŜŀssessing Flood 
Frequency for the River Trent through the Inclusion of Historical Flood Information since AD 132лΦέ 
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much known, making it harder to understand how flood damage might relate to bridge 

construction. 

   

  
Figure 2.7: Essex Bridge, Great Haywood, Colwich 
Plans from 1771 and c.1780, photographs of the bridge in its current state.77 

A bridge may have been on an individuaƭΩs land but be used as an important transport route 

for others, placing responsibility on the landowner for the maintenance and safety of a 

bridge, as was the case with the causeway near New Inn Mill in Trentham (2.2.1 Manor 

 
77 Plans: SRO D615/D/10/1 and SRO D603/H/1/2. 
Photographs authors own, taken 19th February 2019 
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courts). In 1653, it was recorded that Hopwas Bridge over the Tame in Tamworth was in 

disrepair. This is the same site marked ŀǎ άHopwas Bridgeέ on Ordinance Survey Maps in 

the late nineteenth century, and is still where the A51 (Lichfield Road) crosses the River 

Tame, connecting Lichfield to Tamworth (Figure 2.8). The current bridge dates from the late 

eighteenth century,78 but there has been a stone bridge in Hopwas since at least the reign 

of Henry VIII (1509-1547).79 In the summer and autumn of 1653, the bridge was ruled the 

responsibility of William Comberford, Lord of Wigginton manor.80 However by autumn the 

next year it seems the bridge was still not in a sufficient state of repair as the  Quarter 

Session rolls for 1654 show that the owners of Wiggington were once again summoned 

regarding the repair of the bridge.81 Again at the Epiphany session of January 1655/6, the 

owners of Wiggington manor were summoned and held responsible for Hopwas Bridge.82 

From January 1657 responsibility appears to have passed to the new owner, one John 

Pinsent of Chantry Lane, London.83  

Pinsent sold the land on, and responsibility continued to be contested, with the new owner 

reluctant to inherit someone elseΩǎ Ǉroblem. This time, the issue was taken further than 

Quarter Sessions, and was handled by the Lent Assizes in 1658.84 The Assize court ruled that 

the previous owner, Pinsent, should be held responsible, as he had never made the repairs 

ordered in 1657. As Pinsent could not be found (and was no longer in Staffordshire), the 

county and the new owner, Robert Robotham, were ordered to divide the cost, with 

Pinsent liable if he were found. The continued failure to resolve issues, and Pinsent moving 

to beyond the authority of the county, had resulted in the case crossing into the jurisdiction 

of the Assizes. By October 1660 there were still issues, and Robotham was again ordered by 

the Quarter Sessions to repair the bridge, and the Comberford family were formally 

absolved of responsibility as a result.85 Both Pinsent and RobothamΩs responsibility for 

Hopwas Bridge was based on their tenure of Hopwas Hay (Hays wood), and the pontage 

 
78 IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ άIƻǇǿŀǎ .ǊƛŘƎŜΣ ²ƛƎƎƛƴǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ IƻǇǿŀǎ - 1279484 | HistoriŎ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣέ нлмсΣ 
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/l ist-entry/1279484. 
79 E. Jervoise, The Ancient Bridges of Mid and Eastern England (Westminster: Billing and Sons Ltd., 
1932), 42. 
80 SRO Q/SR/283/59, SRO Q/SR/283/60, SRO Q/SR/284/84. 
81 SRO Q/SR/288/57. 
82 SRO Q/SR/293/54. 
83 SRO Q/SR/297/45. 
84 TNA ASSI 2 1, p.19b. 
85 SRO Q/SR/311/11. 
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(tolls) they were able to collect from cattle and carriages crossing the bridge.86 The financial 

benefit to Pinsent and Robotham from the bridge came with responsibility to repair it. The 

issues with the bridge seem to have finally subsided after 1663. Two justices of the peace, 

H. Archbold and J. Pershouse, inspected the bridge and found two bridges in danger of ruin, 

which the Easter session agreed needed replacing.87 The new bridge was clearly intended to 

be substantial, as it was to cost £400 for the Freemason William Evans of Lichfield to build 

the bridge over two summers. After this, Hopwas Bridge does not reappear in the Quarter 

Sessions until 1740,88 although flooding in Hopwas is recorded in 1708 (allegedly due to 

Oulder Mill stopping the River Tame and not securing the road between Tamworth and 

Hopwas).89 

The bridge would have been vital to the village of Hopwas, as the Tame lies between the 

village and Tamworth, and a damaged bridge would therefore prevent inhabitants from 

travelling to and from the town. It would also have potentially restricted traffic from 

Lichfield, Stafford, and Wolverhampton, causing wider problems for the county. However, 

negligence may not have been the only problem with the bridge, for example heavy traffic 

such as cattle being taken to and from Tamworth would cause damage over time. Flooding 

may have been a further cause of damage to the bridge. There are three occurrences of 

flooding featured in the Quarter Sessions in the 1650s, in 1655 a highway at Coven Heath,90 

in 1656 the road between Uttoxeter and Ashbourne,91 and the problems with river 

defences in Doveridge in 1659.92 If the decade had experienced an increase in flooding, it 

might manifest in a bridge such as Hopwas seeing more damage. Maps of Hopwas from the 

late nineteenth/early twentieth show marshy areas to the west of the river, which have not 

since been built upon (Figure 2.8), and in 2012-13 new flood defences were built near 

Hopwas Bridge.93 HopwaǎΩ name does suggest an ancient vulnerability to floodingΦ άHoǇέ 

 
86 SRO Q/SR/311/11. 
87 SRO Q/SR/321/3. 
88 SRO Q/SR/576/8. 
89 SRO Q/SR/471/14. 
90 SRO Q/SR/292/58. 
91 SRO Q/SR/293/4. 
92 SRO Q/SR/308/3. 
93 ά[ƻǿŜǊ ¢ŀƳe Flood Risk Management Strategy - GOV.UK,έ ŀŎŎessed December 6, 2018, 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/lower-tame-flood-risk-management-scheme/lower-
tame-flood-risk-management-strategy. 
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referred to an enclosure in a marsh or heathland,94 while άwæsseέ or άǿaǎέ was related to 

άǿŀǎƘέ and meant a low-lying plain prone to flooding.95 As a whole, the name referred to 

an enclosure in fenland and is identified as early as 1086.96 It is likely that the village had 

formed on an area that had long been known to flood easily, which would put additional 

strain on a bridge. Whether they reflect a quirk of local geography or a particularly 

belligerent series of landowners, the ongoing issues with Hopwas Bridge in 1653-63 were 

unusually intense, with few such cases being taken to the Assize courts.  

 
Figure 2.8: Hopwas, late nineteenth/early twentieth century County Series First Revision overlaid on present day aerial 
imagery97 

Hopwas Bridge epitomises many trends in the repair of bridges throughout the period, 

showing how a bridge particularly vulnerable to flood damage could become a recurring 

problem in which boundaries, land tenure and differing jurisdictions played a part in 

 
94 DŀǾƛŘ IƻǊƻǾƛǘȊΣ ά! {ǳǊvey and Analysis of the Place-Names oŦ {ǘŀŦŦƻǊŘǎƘƛǊŜΣ ±ƻƭΦ мέ ό¢ƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊsity 
of Nottingham, 2003). 
95 Horovitz. 
96 David IƻǊƻǾƛǘȊΣ ά! {ǳǊvey and Analysis of the Place-Names of StaffordshireΣ ±ƻƭΦ нέ ό¢ƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
of Nottingham, 2003), 380. 
97 1:2 500 County Series 1st Revision [TIFF geospatial data], Scale 1:2500, Tiles: staf-05905-2,staf-
05906-2,staf-05909-2,staf-05910-2, Updated: 30 November 2010, Historic, Using: EDINA Historic 
Digimap Service, <https://di gimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2018-12-05 18:05:07.443 
High Resolution (25cm) Vertical Aerial Imagery [JPG geospatial data], Scale 1:500, Tiles: 
sk1604,sk1605,sk1606,sk1704,sk1705,sk1706,sk1804,sk1805,sk1806, Updated: 5 November 2017, 
Getmapping, Using: EDINA Aerial Digimap Service, <https://di gimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 
2018-12-05 18:02:53.946 
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determining who had responsibility for the (sometimes considerable) costs of repair, 

maintenance and even rebuilding of bridges. Given the frequency with which bridges 

appear in the Quarter Session rolls, it can be stated that intervention by the county was not 

unusual in response to problems with bridges, and indeed there are several bridges which, 

like Hopwas Bridge, appear repeatedly. The appearances of Hopwas Bridge are primarily as 

testimonies, writs summoning people to court and presentments, as the case had become 

an apparently quite difficult dispute over responsibility for the bridge. However, issues 

could be raised in several ways, including through individual complaints or presentments 

from constables. On some occasions, intervention was requested through a petition by the 

inhabitants of a parish. Ten petitions from άǘhe inhabitants oŦέ ŀ parish appear in the 

Quarter Session rolls that were examined, dating between 1552 and 1708, among which 

four were from 1656 and two from 1652. If the 1650s were a decade which saw many 

floods, these petitions from parishes requesting assistance to repair bridges may reflect 

parishes in crisis.  

At the Epiphany sessions in 1656, the inhabitants of Combridge petitioned for help twice, 

including the petition mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. In one, the inhabitants of 

Rochester and Combridge petitioned together for help with a bridge over the Churnet 

between the two parishes, however the work was not ordered.98 In the other, the 

inhabitants were concerned by flooding on the road between Uttoxeter and Ashbourne: 

w[hi]ch it many tymes in the yeare by force of waters that come from the Hills 

unpassable, and in frosty weather, by reason of ice, and heretofore there hath 

not ben any bridge butt  a pole w[hi]ch the neighbourhood hath mayntayned 

Whych being but of small substance is often tymes carried away by floods soe 

that the passage for the market folks betwixt the townes of Uttoxeter and 

Ashbourne is utterly hindered.99 

In this case, the court ordered the building of a horsebridge, and the costs to be άǊepayed 

accordinglyΦέ In the Translation sessions the same year, the inhabitants of Weston 

petitioned as the £10 previously assigned for repairs to Weston Bridge were insufficient as 

the workmen felt the bridge was in danger of collapse and needed rebuilding, costing 

 
98 SRO Q/SR/293/6. 
99 SRO Q/SR/293/4. 
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£50.100 Meanwhile, the bridge between Wednesbury and West Bromwich had also been 

damaged, and although the two parishes had made attempts at repairing it, they requested 

help from the county.101 

These cases show not just a whole parish holding responsibility, but also cases where two 

parishes shared jurisdiction over a bridge, because the bridge fell on a route between two 

villages or towns, or because the river was the boundary between the two. This was not 

only the case at parish level, as counties could share responsibility for bridges. As has been 

mentioned, flooding of the Dove could disrupt the county boundary. On at least two 

occasions, bridges were damaged that were part of the boundary between Staffordshire 

and Derbyshire. In January 1707, a bridge over the Dove between Blore and Thorpe known 

as Coldwell Bridge was damaged, with estimated cost of £20. It was decided that 

Staffordshire and Derbyshire would each contribute £10, and any surplus would be used for 

graveling Hanging Bridge.102 In 1740 Tutbury Bridge, also over the Dove, was in disrepair, 

and the court noted that in 1704 it had been repaired by both counties.103 

Cases such as Hopwas Bridge demonstrate that individuals were sometimes reluctant to 

shoulder financial responsibility for repairing bridges, particularly if they had inherited the 

problem. However, bridges were vital transport routes and the county was empowered to 

provide money for, and order, repairs when needed. This became particularly vital during 

crises caused by years of poor weather or flooding (as seems to have occurred in the 1650s) 

when parishes could petition for help if they needed to. To ensure bridges were 

maintained, bridgewardens were appointed in each hundred104 in 1685.105 Even when those 

ordered to undertake repairs were cooperative, completion was not always 

straightforward, as in January 1652 when Walter Gould, constable, reported being attacked 

with a pitchfork and having timber stolen that was intended for repairing several bridges.106 

However it seems that often the issues with bridges arose either from those responsible 

shirking their duty, or from issues with flooding or wear and tear from traffic that would be 

 
100 SRO Q/SR/295/15. 
101 SRO Q/SR/295/3. 
102 SRO Q/SR/466/12. 
103 SRO Q/SR/577/23. 
104 A hundred was an administrative subdivision of a county 
105 SRO Q/SR/397/1. 
106 SRO Q/SR/275/3. 
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expected for a bridge. Complications came from bridges that crossed boundaries, and there 

are multiple examples of parishes holding joint responsibility for maintenance. This also 

occurred at county level, as the Dove was the boundary between Derbyshire and 

Staffordshire, so both counties shared responsibility for the bridges across the Dove. 

 

2.3 Conclusion: The environmental responsibilities of 
local administration 

This chapter has discussed the ways boundaries were managed, infrastructure such as 

bridges and roads were protected from flooding and responsibility was assigned in the 

sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. A high proportion of the cases in manor courts relate to 

drainage and the requirement for people to scour their ditches, with orders for scouring 

usually allowing about a month for the inhabitants of the manor to comply. Examining 

these pains can be useful for examining both sanitation and flooding as the court was 

responsible for preventing pollution and flooding while enforcing the maintenance of 

drainage. Repeated issues can reveal areas prone to flooding and individuals who avoided 

their responsibilities, although it does not show whether the latter was due to negligence 

or an inability to undertake the required work. Problems were most likely to appear in the 

manor courts when they transgressed boundaries, whether by damaging infrastructure and 

common land, or by damaging a neighbourΩs property.  

While manor court records can be useful for examining these issues at the level of small 

communities, Quarter Sessions and Assizes can reveal issues at county level. While manor 

courts are useful for understanding issues with streams, brooks, ditches and pools, Quarter 

Sessions (and occasionally Assizes) reveal more about rivers. Rivers such as the Dove could 

form boundaries but erosion, flooding, and changes to the channel of a river could threaten 

the status of the river as a boundary. It also presented difficulties with jurisdiction, as the 

river itself transcended the boundary. Therefore, maintenance and repair of damage to 

riverbanks and bridges could fall under multiple jurisdictions. Although Quarter Sessions 

can be frustratingly brief, the legal processes involved required regular record creation and 

the cases that are lacking in detail are counterbalanced by others that provide insight into 

flood defences and the materials, cost or time required for repair work. 
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Court records are only one form of local administration, and there are many other 

administrative sources that can be useful for environmental history. This has been 

demonstrated with commissions of sewers and parish registers.107 In most cases (parish 

registers are an exception) their utility comes from two characteristics of the material. First, 

as demonstrated here with court records, local administration involved managing issues to 

which the environment is inherently important, such as agriculture or infrastructure. 

Second, regular administrative or legal process are involved which result in a regular series 

of records. This chapter has focused mostly on their value as a form of qualitative data, but 

the Chapter 4 will demonstrate that they can be used in forms of quantitative analysis.

 
107 Veale, Bowen, and Endfield, άΨLƴǎǘŜad of Fetching Flowers, the Youths Brought in FlŀƪŜǎ ƻŦ {ƴƻǿΩ: 
Exploring Extreme Weather History through English Parish RŜƎƛǎǘŜǊǎέΤ aƻǊƎŀƴΣ άFlooding in Early 
Modern England: Cultures of Coping in Gloucestershire and LincolnsƘƛǊŜΦέ 
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3 : Records of Estates and Individuals 
The Lessee may as water shall be scarce and wanting in the pool belonging to 

the mill to draw up the floodgates and let down and make use of the water in 

the upper pool  called Freeford Pool (except when the same shall be scouring or 

cleansing) in order to enable the working and grinding of the mill nevertheless 

not taking up the sills belonging to the floodgates nor letting the fish out of the 

upper pool nor drawing down the water so low or in such manner as to kill or 

prejudice the fish.1 

In 1775 this unusually detailed condition allowed the lessee (Thomas Johnson of Darnford, 

miller) a great deal of control over the water that powered the mill (a corn mill in Darnford), 

on the provision that the milleǊΩǎ activities did not harm the fish in the mill pool. Existing 

studies of flooding in Britain have used interviews,2 epigraphic markers,3 periodicals,4 

newspapers,5 parish registers,6 existing databases,7 commissions of sewers,8 various 

narrative sources,9 and even poetry.10 Diaries were also used by Harvey-Fishenden as part 

 
1 SRO D1851/8/53 (3). 
2 Lindsey McEwen et alΦΣ άCƭƻƻŘ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ CƭƻƻŘ aŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ LƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ CƭƻƻŘ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
Development of Community Resilience to FuǘǳǊŜ CƭƻƻŘ wƛǎƪΣέ Hydrology for a Changing World, 2012, 
01ς04. 
3 .ŀȅƭƛǎǎ ŀƴŘ wŜŜŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ¦ǎŜ ƻf Historical Data in Flood Frequency EstimatioƴέΤ aŀŎŘonald, 
άwŜŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ Clood Frequency for the River Trent through the Inclusion of Historical Flood 
InŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ !5 монлέΤ bŜƛƭ aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘΣ άhƴ 9ǇƛƎǊŀǇhic Records: A Valuable Resource in 
Reassessing Flood Risk and Long-¢ŜǊƳ /ƭƛƳŀǘŜ ±ŀǊƛŀōƭƛƭƛǘȅΣέ Environment History 12, no. 1 (2007): 
136ς40. 
4 Bŀȅƭƛǎǎ ŀƴŘ wŜŜŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ¦ǎŜ ƻŦ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ 5ŀǘŀ ƛƴ CƭƻƻŘ CǊŜǉǳŜƴŎȅ 9ǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴέΤ aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘΣ 
άwŜŀǎǎŜǎsing Flood Frequency for the River Trent through the Inclusion of Historical Flood 
LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ !5 монлέΤ !ƭƛǎƻƴ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎ and DaviŘ !ǊŎƘŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ ¦ǎŜ ƻŦ Iƛǎtorical Flood 
LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ aƛŘƭŀƴŘǎ ǘƻ LƳǇǊƻǾŜ wƛǎƪ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΣέ Hydrological Sciences-Journal-Des 
Sciences Hydrologiques 47, no. 1 (2002): 57ςтсΤ !ǊŎƘŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ CƭŀǎƘ CƭƻƻŘǎ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΥ 
New Regional ChronƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 5ŀǘŀōŀǎŜΦέ 
5 Bayliss and ReedΣ ά¢Ƙe Use of Historical Data in Flood FrequŜƴŎȅ 9ǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴέΤ aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘΣ 
άwŜŀǎǎŜǎsing Flood Frequency for the River Trent through the Inclusion of Historical Flood 
Information siƴŎŜ !5 монлέΤ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎ ŀƴŘ !ǊŎƘŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ ¦se of Historical Flood Information in the 
English Midlands to Improve Risk AssessƳŜƴǘέΤ !ǊŎƘŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ Cƭŀsh Floods in England: New 
Regional Chronologies and DatabaseΦέ 
6 Veale, Bowen, and Endfield, άΨLƴǎǘead of Fetching Flowers, the Youths Brought in CƭŀƪŜǎ ƻŦ {ƴƻǿΩΥ 
Exploring Extreme Weather History through English Parish RegisterǎΦέ 
7 !ǊŎƘŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άIistorical Flash Floods in England: New Regional Chronologies and Databaseέ; 
aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘΣ άwŜŀǎǎessing Flood Frequency for the River Trent through the Inclusion of Historical 
Flood Information since AD 132лΦέ 
8 aƻǊƎŀƴΣ ά¦ƴŘŜrstanding Flooding in Early Modern EnƎƭŀƴŘΦέ 
9 MorƎŀƴΣ άFlooding in Early Modern England: Cultures of Coping in Gloucestershire and 
[ƛƴŎƻƭƴǎƘƛǊŜΦέ 
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of the Flooding and Drought project.11 However, they are rarer prior to 1750 and the 

Staffordshire Record Office catalogue lists no personal diaries (rather than parliamentary or 

legal) within the period studied here. Both diaries and correspondence are not rooted in a 

specific place but move with their author. They can be incredibly valuable for the minutiae 

of peopleΩs lives (including weather) but present problems for studies of a specific area. 

Instead of these, this chapter makes use of private administrative records from estate 

collections, augmented with other records where relevant.  

Estate records (to use the term by which this class of archive is normally known to 

archivists) encompass a range of record types, including correspondence, maps and plans, 

accounts, deeds and any other possible record that played a role in the management of an 

estate. They form a substantial part of the holdings of most local record offices, having 

been collected from local landowners since the early days of such repositories. Personal 

records have traditionally been seen as very distinct from government records,12 and have 

not until relatively recently received as much attention in archival literature.13 However, 

Philippa White et al have created a framework for the arrangement of estate records,14 and 

a recent issue of Archives and Records has highlighted their potential for many uses, 

including collaborations,15 community projects,16 for commercial opportunities17 and 

 
10 Hywel M. Griffiths, 9ǳǊƛƎ {ŀƭƛǎōǳǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴ ¢ƻƻǘƘΣ άΨaŀȅ DƻŘ tƭŀŎŜ a Bridge over the River 
¢ȅǿƛΩΥ LƴǘŜǊǊƻƎŀǘƛƴƎ CƭƻƻŘ Perceptions and Memories in Welsh Medieval PƻŜǘǊȅΣέ Cultural Histories, 
Memories and Extreme Weather: A Historical Geography Perspective, 2017, 93ς111. 
11 άIistoric Flooding and Drought in Staffordshire ς @FloodandDrouƎƘǘΦέ 
12 wƻō CƛǎƘŜǊΣ άLƴ {ŜŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ ŀ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ Private Archives: The Foundational Writings of Jenkinson and 
Schellenberg RevƛǎƛǘŜŘΣέ Archivaria 67 (2009): 1ς24. 
13 Paul DalgleisƘΣ ά¢ƘŜ !ǇǇǊŀƛǎŀƭ ƻŦ tŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ wŜŎƻǊŘǎ of Members of Parliament in Theory and 
tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣέ Archives and Manuscripts 24, no. 1 (1996): 86ς101. 
14 Philippa WhiǘŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ !ǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 9ǎǘŀǘŜ wŜŎƻǊŘǎΣέ Journal of the Society of Archivists 13, 
no. 1 (1992): 1ς8. 
15 Evans and Wyn Simpson, ά!ǎǎessing the Impact of Collections-Based Collaboration across Archives 
and Academia: The Penrhyn Estate Archive.έ 
16 Annie Tindley, Micky Gibbard, and !ƭƛǎƻƴ 5ƛŀƳƻƴŘΣ ά!ǊŎƘƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΚ /ƻƳƳǳƴity, 
Family and Partnership: Promoting Heritage and Community Priorities through the Argyll Estate 
tŀǇŜǊǎΣέ Archives and Records 40, no. 1 (2019): 5ς20. 
17 ±ƛŎƪƛ tŜǊǊȅΣ άCƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CŀƳƛƭȅ /ƻŦŦŜǊǎΩΥ /ƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ hǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ 9ǎǘŀǘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣέ Archives 
and Records 40, no. 1 (2019): 21ς36. 
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developing an online presence.18 However, their value for environmental research has been 

litt le explored.  

When planning the Historic Flooding and Drought project, the intention had been to focus 

on leases for mills. Although they have not usually been used in this way, deeds have the 

potential to be used to understand the relationship between landowners and their 

property, and leases can be used to examine the differing responsibilities of the tenant and 

landowner in maintaining the land. This focus remains, but while searching for leases, 

several other relevant records were identified, including title deeds, accounts, and legal 

sett lements. Among private records there are often large numbers of deeds, which have 

been referred to as the άugly ducklingsέ of the archive.19 Nat Alcock has provided a guide 

for using deeds, and discussed how they might be used for the history of land, although this 

has focused on land mapping (for instance field names and boundaries).20 While this is 

relevant for environmental research, it does not directly discuss it. 

Tony Bonson makes extensive use of deeds to create a gazetteer of mills along the River 

Dane. 21  This work provides details of ownership of mills along with details of buildings and 

machinery. However, this is to understand the history of the of mills and he does not reflect 

on the environment around the mills beyond some limited description of the landscape in 

relation to the mill structure and machinery.22 Enid GouldieΩǎ research into Scottish mills 

uses leases and even examines ownership and management of water, although these 

findings do not necessarily translate to English mills.23 The focus of this study is primarily on 

mills and milling, discussing various aspects of running a mill, including rents and repairs, 

technology, routines and ownership. Although this does also have relevance to the 

 
18 Anna-aŀǊƛŀ IŀƧōŀΣ άΨLǘΩǎ ŀ [ƻƴƎ ²ŀȅ ǘƻ ¢ƛǇǇŜǊŀǊȅΩΥ ¦ǎƛƴƎ an Estate Collection to Develop an Online 
PresŜƴŎŜΣέ Archives and Records 40, no. 1 (2019): 55ς72. 
19 YŜǾƛƴ ¢Φ ²ŀǊŘΣ άtǊŜ-Registration Title Deeds. Part 2: Guidlines for Appraisal as Developed in the 
Bedofrdshire Record OfficŜΣέ Journal of the Society of Archivists 16, no. 2 (1995): 155; Nat Alcock, 
Tracing History Through Title Deeds: A Guide for Family & Local Historians (Barnsley: Pen & Sword 
Books Ltd., 2017), 1. 
20 Alcock, Tracing History Through Title Deeds: A Guide for Family & Local Historians. 
21 Tony Bonson, Driven by the Dane: Nine Centuries of Waterpower in South Cheshire and North 
Staffordshire (Congleton, Cheshire: The Midland Wind and Water Mills Group, 2003). 
22 Bonson. 
23 Enid Gouldie, The Scottish Country Miller, 1700-1900: A History of Water-Powered Meal Milling in 
Scotland (Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers Ltd., 1981). 
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environment, it is at heart a history of the technology and running of mills, and water is 

examined for the power it provided, rather than water itself. 

A total of 206 records were examined by a volunteer as part of the Historic Flooding and 

Drought project and although only leases for mills between 1550 and 1750 were actively 

searched for, records outside this period were included in the study (Table 3.1). This 

number includes a draft lease24 and one entry in Lord StaffoǊŘΩǎ estate records book, which 

gives the details of a lease.25 The eventual sample ranged from 1550 to 1827, although the 

majority of the records came from the eighteenth century (Figure 3.1). Not all of the 

records were actually leases, some turned out to be part of a lease and release that had 

either been misidentified or had missing catalogue information. Some of these were 

accompanied by the release, but the majority were only identifiable by the nominal rent 

stated (usually one peppercorn). In total, 106 of these documents were leases for a mill 

(including three for a mill and a pool or a mill and a river, the lease being for the pool, 

rather than the pool being part of the inclusion clause), fifty-one were deeds selling mills, 

eight were leases for pools or waterlogged land, thirty-nine were leases for other property 

such as cottages or messuages (plots of land intended for a dwelling) near mills, and two 

were deeds selling property that happened to have a name including άƳƛƭƭΦέ The leases 

were a far richer source than the deeds of title. Although both mentioned the water on the 

property in just over half of the examples examined, only leases contained clauses 

regarding maintenance as they transferred occupation of a property but not ownership. 

Of the 206 leases and deeds consulted, seventy-four (thirty-six per cent) related to property 

that was part of the Paget faƳƛƭȅΩs estate, including thirty-nine of the 106 mill leases (thirty-

seven per cent). The intention had been to focus on mills which had relatively complete 

series of documentation, in Cannock and Rugeley, Shugborough, Trentham and Burton-on-

Trent. However, as these properties (except for Trentham) were all part of the Paget estate 

for some or all of the period, many of the leases involved repeated the same standard 

clauses with minor variance. As a result, the most interesting properties were often the 

ones with very little documentation, as the lease was more likely to reflect the individual 

property rather than using standard phrasing. Because of the extent of Paget-owned land, 

 
24 SRO D1734/1/4/92. 
25 SRO D1810/f.57d. 
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it is likely that when drawing up new deeds previous ones for the same or similar property 

were consulted by the faƳƛƭȅΩs lawyers, without there usually being much direct interest in 

the details from the Lords themselves. This does not mean these estates have been 

ignored. There are exceptions to the standard clauses, such as when a strip of land called 

the Seggs along the north bank of the mill pool at Shugborough was leased separately from 

the mill.26 Other estate records also proved valuable: two plans of Shugborough survive 

from the eighteenth century survive showing the pool as a very different shape from the 

present day27 and the joint annual accounts for clay, corn and malt mills in Burton-on-Trent 

1703-1709 have been examined here.28 

Table 3.1: Deeds examined 

 Mills Pools, streams, or 
waterlogged land 

Other 

Leases 106 8 39 

Title deeds 51 - 2 

 

 
 Leases actively searched for, 1550-1750  Deeds 1550-1750 
Leases outside the period actively searched for  Deeds outside the period actively searched for 

Figure 3.1: Dates of leases and title deeds examined 
Records were only actively searched for between 1550 and 1750  

 

3.1 The value of water 

Because this chapter focuses on mills, the primary value of the water and watercourses 

involved is as power. The earliest use of water mills in England was during the Romano-

British period, though their use seems to have ceased until the first Anglo-Saxon watermills 

 
26 SRO D615/D/10/3; SRO D603/E/4/62; SRO D603/E/4/26; SRO D615/D/10/4. 
27 SRO D603/H/1/2; SRO D615/D/10/1. 
28 SRO D603/F/3/1/19. 
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around 700AD.29 Watermills for processing grain became widespread through the medieval 

period.30 Adam Robert Lucas argues that there was an intense period of industrial milling 

activity (particularly in France) in the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, though the only 

common άƛndustrialέ ǳǎŜ ƻf the waterwheel in England in this period was for fulling cloth.31 

In medieval England, most water mills used vertical wheels, either undershot or overshot.32 

An undershot wheel was powered by a fast-flowing watercourse passing through the 

vertical wheel at its bottom, carrying the blades with the flow of the water. An overshot 

wheel introduced the water at the top of a wheel with bucket-like blades, rotating the 

wheel through the force of the waterΩs weight and mo. The latter was far more powerful, 

but the relative merits of the different configurations of water wheel were not given much 

attention until the eighteenth century, when increasing numbers of mills created greater 

competition for access to and efficient use of waterpower. In the late eleventh century, the 

Doomsday survey listed approximately 5,624 mills,33 but by the eighteenth century there 

were at least 10,000 watermills in England, and probably more than 20,000.34 There were 

sixty along a just a three mile stretch of the River Mersey.35 Responding to increasing 

competition for adequate water power along rivers, engineers such as John Smeaton began 

to examine the efficiency of different types of mill and recognise the far greater power an 

overshot wheel provided.36 John Smeaton advocated the use of another type of wheel ς the 

breastshot wheel, which introduced the water halfway up the wheel.37 Both overshot and 

breastshot wheels are more likely to require alterations to the watercourse in order to 

accommodate the wheel (which may have affected demands on the water supply). 

This increasing competition for waterpower along rivers is evident in the leases examined in 

this study. As rivers became more populated by mills in the late seventeenth and 

 
29 English Heritage, άLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ !ǎǎets - aƛƭƭǎΣέ нлммΣ пΣ 
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/iha-mills/heag212-mills/. 
30 English Heritage, 4. 
31 !ŘŀƳ wƻōŜǊǘ [ǳŎŀǎΣ άLƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ aƛƭƭƛƴg in the Ancient and Medieval Worlds: A Survey of the 
Evidence for an Industrial Revolution in MedƛŜǾŀƭ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣέ Technology and Culture 46, no. 1 (2005): 
25ς26. 
32 Stephen Halliday, Water: A Turbulent History (Stroud: Sutton Publishing Limited, 2004), 103. 
33 Terry S. Reynolds, Stronger than a Hundred Men: A History of the Vertical Water Wheel (London: 
John Hopkins Press, Ltd, 1983), 123. 
34 Reynolds, 123; Stephen Halliday, Water: A Turbulent History, 103. 
35 Stephen Halliday, Water: A Turbulent History, 103. 
36 Stephen Halliday, 104. 
37 Stephen Halliday, 104ς5. 
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eighteenth century, providing a reliable water supply became harder.38 The concentration 

of the leases found in the record office towards the latter end of the period studied likely 

reflects the increasing number of mills just as much as the increased survival of records 

(Figure 3.1). Sometimes tension between mills is evident in leases in efforts to try to resolve 

or prevent any disagreements between mills. In 1693 the building housing a paper mill in 

Shugborough was leased in two halves, and the west end of the mill was being turned into 

a fulling mill. The paper mill was allowed άall mill dams stangs ponds banks streams water 

watercourses ways paths etc. except that John Moorcroft shall have for the water and 

watercourses out of the said fleam or ponds for the use of the other end of the mill.έ39 It 

must have been complicated to run two mills from the same building, though existing plans 

for mills with multiple wheels provide some insight into how they may have worked, with 

the wheels staggered to use different sections of the channel (Figure 3.2). Additionally, 

agreement would need to be reached regarding responsibility for maintaining the pool, 

sluices, and the flow of water.  

 
Figure 3.2: Plan of proposed mill in Lichfield in 1753 showing two water wheels.40 

 
38 Stephen Halliday, 103. 
39 SRO D615/D/19. 
40 SRO LD77/9/63 (2) 
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The problem was just as great if two mills were not in the same building, but were along 

the same watercourse, as the choices by the mill upstream (when to hold back the water 

and let it flow) would affect the mill downstream. In 1726 a fulling mill, house and fish gates 

mill in Burton-on-Trent was let with the proposition that a slitt ing mill would be built, άin 

which case nothing shall be done by drawing water that shall impede the corn mills called 

Burton mills or the grinding or working of tƘŜƳΦέ41 

Water can also be of value indirectly for the resources that water and watery land can 

produce. As has been discussed, the Seggs was possibly leased for the use of sedge on a 

piece of land άŎƻǾered with wateǊέ42 along the bank of a mill pool. The lease of Joane Mill in 

1741 excludes άall grass rushes and herbageΣέ43 which is reserved for the Earl. This is 

comparable to a fifteenth century example found by Galloway and Potts, when the Bishop 

of London received forty shillings annually for fishing and fowling on marshland in Stepney, 

along with a half share of the reeds cut there.44 Rushes were not the only plants of value, 

and the 1744 lease of Pound Mill explicitly inclǳŘŜǎ άthe hosier bed adjoining the mill 

pool,έ45 referring to osiers or willows that were presumably on the bank of the mill pool, 

and valuable enough to warrant a specific mention in the lease. In other instances, trees 

were reserved for the landowner: for Palford Mill in Pattingham in 1717,46 in Trentham in 

1766,47 and the slitting mill in Rugeley in 1775.48  This reflects social tensions about 

property and rights as farmers and landowners increasingly restricted the practice of 

gleaning.49 Gleaning was an important part of the rural economy, particularly for the poor, 

and (after food) firewood was one of the most important resources. 50 

However, the waters attached to a mill contained a greater resource than the flora. The 

most frequent exception to the tŜƴŀƴǘΩs right to the water and to maintain the water on 

 
41 SRO D603/E/1/184. 
42 SRO D615/D/10/1. 
43 SRO D742/A/21. 
44 WŀƳŜǎ !Φ Dŀƭƭƻǿŀȅ ŀƴŘ WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴ {Φ tƻǘǘǎΣ άaŀǊƛƴŜ Flooding in the Thames Estuary and Tidal River 
c. 1250 ς мпрл Υ LƳǇŀŎǘ ŀƴŘ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΣέ Society 39, no. 3 (2007): 6. 
45 SRO D(W)1738/C/5/6. 
46 SRO D564/3/4/9. 
47 SRO D593/B/1/23/41. 
48 SRO D603/E/3/298-299. 
49 Sharpe, Crime in Early Modern England 1550-1750, 177. 
50 Sharpe, 177. 
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the property was fishing. Of the 118 leases for mills, pools or watercourses examined, 

seventy-six do not mention fishing at all, however fourteen specifically include the right to 

fish, and twenty-six forbid it (in favour of the landowner being granted access to the land 

for fishing). Some change over time is discernible. None of the leases forbid fishing before 

1622, though a draft lease for the fulling mill in Burton-on-Trent initially reserves fishing for 

the landowner, but an amendment seems to allow fishing in the weirs and floodgates.51 

Most leases prior to 1622 do not mention fishing at all, though a small number allow it. The 

weighting of the sample towards the eighteenth century, and the low number of leases 

found for some periods obscures the data slightly, however it seems that it became more 

common to forbid fishing in the eighteenth century than it was in the seventeenth century.  

Landowners prohibiting fishing on their property included members of the Paget family,52 

Richard Swynfen (gentleman),53 the bailiffs of Lichfield,54 John Hickin,55 William Legge (Earl 

of Dartmouth),56 Theophilus Biddulph (Baronet),57 Walter Chetwynd (politician),58 members 

of the Leveson-Gower family,59 and John Birch (mason).60 In most of these cases, the leases 

are explicit in retaining the right to fish for the landlord, for example in 1622 άLord Paget 

retains the rights of fishing in the pools of the mill and to draw down water at times 

convenient to maintain the fishing,έ61 likewise in 1630 Richard Swynfen also reserved for 

himself some control of the water anŘ άthe liberty for the drawing of the floodgates  for his 

better fishing.έ62 In 1681 this restriction and the potential disruption to management of the 

mill was slightly mitigated by William Paget stipulating a ǿŜŜƪΩǎ notice before he accessed 

the property for fishing.63 Sometimes this came with specific maintenance requirements of 

 
51 SRO D1734/1/4/105a and b. 
52 SRO D603/E/4/8; SRO D603/E/1/104; SRO D603/E/4/25; SRO D603/E/1/184; SRO D603/E/1/826-

827; SRO D603/E/3/216; SRO D603/E/3/213; SRO D603/E/3/298-299; SRO D603/E/3/310-311. 
53 SRO D(W)1738/C/6/3 . 
54 SRO D77/9/60; SRO D77/9/63 (1). 
55 SRO D1798/647/2. 
56 SRO D742/A/21. 
57 SRO D(W)1738/C/5/6. 
58 SRO D615/E/6/1. 
59 SRO D3272/1/20/2/7; SRO D4092/C/2/22; SRO D593/B/1/23/41 (a); SRO D593/B/1/10/22; SRO 
D4092/C/2/23. 
60 SRO D77/9/63 (2). 
61 SRO D603/E/4/8. 
62 SRO D(W)1738/C/6/3. 
63 SRO D603/E/4/25. 
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the tenant in order to protect the fish from harm by the activities of the mill. In 1623 

William Paget required that the άLessee shall not at any time do any hurt or harm to the 

nets and engines of the fishery of Lord Pagett standing in the waters of the mills,έ64 and in 

1741 William Legge allowed his tenants: 

And also liberty to stop dam and convert all springs and waters springing in the 

manor  of Sandwell and liberty to scour ditches and gutters being at all times 

needfull and to draw any of the pools within the manor of Sandwell for the 

maintenance of the ironworks  if needfull not spoiling or hurting any fish in the 

said pools65 

This would have placed some limits on the use of the water, as draining a mill pond too 

much could have posed a risk to the fishing, which may have proved particularly 

problematic during periods of dry weather if maintaining water levels became difficult. 

Sharpe identifies a redefinition of property rights occurring in the sixteenth to eighteenth 

centuries, and increased tension in the eighteenth century over the taking oŦ άǇerkǎέ ƛn 

many trades.66 It seems possible that fish may have been seen as a perk by many millers, 

contributing to landowners sometimes feeling a need to explicitly exclude fish from a lease. 

This also serves as an explanation for instances when landowners partially forbade fishing 

or allowed the tenant a portion of fish caught. In 1734 John Hickin forbade fishing but 

allowed his tenant one half of all eels caught in the pools or floodgates.67 Likewise in the 

aforementioned lease of 1755 George Anson left άŜŜls taken at the floodgatesέ as an 

exception to the prohibition on fishing.68 These would have softened the clause forbidding 

fishing by allowing the tenant some compensation for the loss of a normal perk of their 

tenancy. 

 
64 SRO D603/E/1/ 104. 
65 SRO D742/A/21. 
66 Sharpe, Crime in Early Modern England 1550-1750, 178. 
67 SRO D1798/647/2. 
68 SRO D615/E/2/1. 



Records of Estates and Individuals 

 

90 

 

 
 No Clause 
 Unclear (1594) 

 Fishing Permitted 
 Fishing with limits (1753) 

 Fishing not permitted 

Figure 3.3: Fishing clauses from leases by decade 

 

3.2 Leases 

Mills were usually let to the tenant for long periods, often the duration of their life, 

resulting in long-term responsibility of the tenant for the mill and its water. The volunteer 

examining the leases identified the terms (length of) 125 leases.  The most frequent terms 

were twenty-one years or ninety-nine years/three lives (Table 3.2). A reliable comparison 

between mills and other property cannot be made because the volunteer was not asked to 

record the terms for many properties other than mills and the sample of other properties 

was included incidentally because of the search process. However, the few other properties 

for which leases were consulted often also had long terms. It was the norm for mills to be 
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let long-term for a period of at least one life. This is useful for this study as it demonstrates 

that a miller would generally have occupied the property for long enough (assuming they or 

any successors remained for the length of the lease) that they would have experienced a 

significant portion of that millΩs life, maybe even felt a sense of ownership of it. 

Table 3.2: Terms of leases for mills, streams/ pools/w aterlogged land and other property 

Term Mill Water Other  Term Mil l Water Other 

100 years  1   20 years 3   

99 years/three lives 29 3 9  15 years 3   

90 years 1    13 years 3  1 

70 years 1    12 years 1   

60 years 1    7 years 4   

44 years 1    5 years 1   

42 years 1    Lives of specified 
tenants 

2 
 

 
 

1 
 40 years 1  1  

31 years   1  Remainder of previous 
lease 

3   

30 years 1    

21 years 42  3      

 

3.2.1 Standard clauses in leases 

There are two clauses in a lease that are most likely to mention water: the parcel (the 

clause that states the extent of the property being let) and any maintenance clauses. There 

may also be additional clauses regarding the landownerΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ to access the property for 

fishing, or any other specific concerns regarding the property. The majority of leases 

include a clause requiring the tenant to maintain the property, and although the exact 

clause varies a maintenance clause was a very common condition of a lease.69 Within the 

standard clauses there are several phrases that appear repeatedly with only slight 

variations, such as άrepair and keep repairedΦέ As this frequently occurs within series of 

leases for the same property, it may be that these clauses are the result of the contents of 

new leases being based on prior ones for the same property or estate. This is even more 

likely for the seventy-four (thirty-six per cent) of the 206 records (leases and deeds) which 

turned out to all relate to property that was part of the Paget familyΩǎ Ŝstate, including 

thirty-nine of the 106 mill leases (thirty-seven per cent). 

 
69 Alcock, Old Title Deedǎ Υ A Guide for Local and Family Historians, 61. 
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A similar standardised clause appears in two leases for a corn mill belonging to the crown in 

Shugborough 1587 and 1595.70 The lease of 1587 states simply άƭŜǎǎee to keep the mill in 

repairΣέ71 while the 1595 lease contains a more complex clause: 

the aforementioned mill and all houses and buildings and all fences, 

embankments, inclosures, shores, banks and sea walls all other necessary 

repairs of the premises in all and by all from time to time that becomes 

necessary and opportune to be undertaken at his own expense will well and 

sufficiently repair, bring up, sustain, scour, purge and maintain72 

The phrase άƳuros maritt imosέ ƛs a bizarre one to encounter describing somewhere as 

landlocked as Shugborough, ŀǎ άƳŀǊittimoǎέ ǘǊŀnslates literally to άƳŀǊitimeέ ƻr άof the 

seaΦέ It may refer to any bodies of water on the premises, and therefore άmuros 

maritt imosέ could be a clumsy phrase referring to flood defences, not specifically sea walls, 

although it is a stretch to assume this is the case. Similar clauses for property in 

Staffordshire have been identified, such as one identified by Bagnall in the Augmentation 

Office Records, which has identical phrasing aside from the references to water, including 

άwell and sufficiently repair, bring up, sustain, scour, purge and maintain.έ73  

 

3.2.2 The parcel: water included in a tenancy 

Sometimes there are exceptions to the tenantΩs rights specified in the parcel, often valuable 

resources such as timber74 or potential minerals on the land.75 As with title deeds, the 

 
70 SRO D1798/HM Aston/30/2 and SRO D(W)1734/J/1614. 
71 SRO D1798/HM Aston/30/2. 
72 The lease has some water damage, so it not completely clearΥ άώΧϐ ǇǊedicto molendio et omnio 
domos et edificia ac omnio sepes inclausures  litt oral ripas et muros marittimos omnes alias 
necessarium reparaciones premissorum in omnibus et per omnia de tempore in tempus totiens 
quoeieus necesse et opportunum fuerit sumptibus suis propriis et expensis bene et sufficienter 
reparabunt supportabunt sustinebunt escurabunt purgabunt et manutenebunt  durante termino 
predicto ac  premissa sic sufficienter  reparato et mŀƴǳǘŜƴǘŀ ώΧϐέ όŜmphasis my own)  SRO 
D(W)1734/J/1614. 
73 άώΧ] Et predictus Robertus Cawdwell executors et assignati sui omnia domos et edificial ac omnes 
alias necessarias reparaciones premissorum in omnibus et per omnia de tempore in tempus totiens 
quoeieus necesse et oportunum fuerit sumptibus suis propriis et expensis bene et sufficienter 
reparabunt supportabunt sustinebunt escurabunt purgabunt et manutenebunt  durante termino 
predicto ac premissa sufficienter  reparata et manutenta [Χϐέ όŜmphasis my own) J.N. Bagnall, A 
History of Wednesbury, in the County of Stafford (Wolverhampton: William Parke, 1854), 158. 
74 For example, a lease from 1717 for water corn mills in Pattingham, SRO D564/3/4/ 9. 
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parcel specifically included water on the property in just over fifty per cent of the records 

studied, the majority being from 1700 onwards rather than earlier in the period studied. 

Usually it is clear from the lease why water is included in the parcel, in 1768 two meadows 

άdivided by a common watercourse into two partsέ in Burton-on-Trent were rented along 

witƘ άall hedges ditches ways watercourses paths passages etc.έ76 This makes it clear that 

the tenant had rights to the watercourse itself and all water on the land, which would have 

been vital for the usefulness of the meadows. When a mill was leased, the frequency of 

water featuring in the parcel was high, occurring in eighty-three per cent of the documents 

examined, though there is no discernible pattern to when the leases without were from. 

Although often a specific watercourse or pool is referred to, the parcel is just as often all-

encompassing in the water it describes, such as in a 1582 lease ŦƻǊ άIŀsyll MylƭŜέ in 

Penkridge, which includes άAnd all waters brooks springs and streams discharging into the 

pool in Pillaton Hall, Penkridge and Teddesley Hay.έ77 Phrases and terms such as άwith all,έ 

άŀǇǇǳǊǘenances,έ and άŀll other commoditiesέ are common, seemingly giving the tenant 

free use of all water on the property. 

This brief phrase granting the tenant rights to water sometimes was expanded to a longer 

list, such as, άtogether with all mill dams stangs ponds banks streams water watercourses 

ways paths etc.έ78 The exact inclusions vary, and a variety of terms were found in the leases 

and title deeds (Table 3.3). Most of these terms are self-explanatory, however some have 

fallen out of use and therefore need to be defined. A fleam was a stream, sometimes an 

artificial channel or a mill stream or leat.79 A stank was quite different, being a pool or slow-

moving ditch, with the same Latin origins as άstagnateΦέ80 With some exceptions, such as 

references to fish or fishing (eels, shutts81), these terms can be broadly divided into three 

categories: words for flowing water (watercourses, ways, streams, ditches, cuts, brooks, 

springs, fleams, leats); ponds or relatively still water (ponds, pools, stanks, poundage); and 

human interventions to control or manage water (dams, floodgates, scouring and cleansing, 

 
75 Both trees and minerals are an exception to the lease of a water corn mill and drying kiln in Hill 
Chorlton in 1759, SRO D4092/C/2/22. 
76 SRO D603/E/1/326. 
77 SRO D603/E/5/1. 
78 SRO D615/D/19. 
79 άhȄŦƻǊŘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ Wǳne 18, 2018, http://www.oed.com/. 
80 άOxford English DictionaryΦέ 
81 A two-year-old fish, usually a grayling: άhȄford EngliǎƘ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅΦέ 
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cuts, weirs, poundage, floating, sluices, leats). However the presence of any of these terms 

may not guarantee the presence of water fitting these characteristics on the property, and 

few of these properties have sufficient surviving documentation for verification (although a 

properly functioning mill was likely to have a combination of all of them). 

Table 3.3: Terms for bodies of water found in leases and ti tle deeds 

Flowing water Still Water Human interventions Other 

Watercourses  
Ways 
Rivers 
Streams/streams of 

water 
Fleams (fleames, flemes) 
Throughs 
Springs 
Brooks (waterbrooks) 
Leats (lights) 
Passages for the water  
Ditches 
Cuts 
Drains  
Soughs 

Stanks (stancks, stagnes, 

stangs, slangs,82 

stagnants) 
Pounds 
Pools 
Ponds 
Foreponds 
Lands covered with 

water 
Flaggy 
 

Works under the water 
and works above  

Mill pools and mill ponds 
Walls 
Floodgates 
Dams 
Weirs 
Sluices 
Floating  
Hatches 
[Liberty of] scouring and 

cleansing 
Right of 

poundage/liberty to 
pound 

Waters 
(Water) banks 
Fish and fishing 
Fisheries 
Shutts 
Eels 
Fishgates 
[H]osier beds 
[Water] wheels 
Wastes 

Although the parcel normally seemed to imply that all water was the right of the tenant, 

further terms of a lease sometimes created exceptions. Gouldie reports a common clause in 

eighteenth and nineteenth century mill leases in Scotland reserving the landownerΩs right 

to manage drainage on the property, άto change the course of water runs, to construct flow 

dykes on river sides and to make such leading drains as shall be judged properΦέ 83 

ScotlaƴŘΩǎ heavy rainfall is cited as the reason for this clause, however the effect was that 

mills suffered a decrease in water flow due to land drainage and a reduced drainage area.84  

On rare occasions similar clauses appear in Staffordshire, in references that might appear to 

refer to water meadows.  Meadows could be άŘrowneŘέ by either άfloating upwardǎΣέ 

where damming a water course would flood the land upstream, or (less commonly) by 

introducing water at the top of a gradient and allowing it to flow downhill through a series 

of άŎatchworƪǎέ ς banks and ditches which caught and distributed the water across the 

 
82 In this context, άǎƭŀƴƎέ Ŏould mean either a strip of land or be an erroneous spelling of stank. 
83 Gouldie, The Scottish Country Miller, 1700-1900: A History of Water-Powered Meal Milling in 
Scotland, 105. 
84 Gouldie, 105. 
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field.85 In the few instances when they may be mentioned in leases, they reserve the right 

of the landowner to άfloatέ their lands as they see fit.  

In 1681, a condition of the lease of Shugborough Mill allowed the owner, William Paget 

άthe use of the waters and streams leading to the mill pool to be used at any time when 

needed for flooding floating and watering any of the lands belonging to him within 

Heywood Park and ShutburroweΦέ86 However these clauses do not guarantee the presence 

of water meadows. There is no evidence of water meadows on the Shugborough estate 

from aerial photography (Figure 3.4). The landscape of Shugborough has changed 

substantially through works by several generations of the Ansons,87 particularly after the 

devastating 1795 flood. This included Thomas Anson II commissioning the architect Samuel 

Wyatt to design the Park Farm in c.1805 near the site of the former mill.88 Because of this, 

there is no guarantee that there would be much visible evidence surviving, however the 

area of the former pool is still evident around the Tower of the Winds as a depressed area 

prone to flooding, as the efforts of the Ansons did not completely obscure the existing 

landscape (Figure 3.5). The 1780s plans of the estate also do not show water meadows 

(Figure 3.8 and Figure 3.9; 3.3 Maps and Plans). There is certainly no mention of άfloatingέ 

two decades prior in a 1659 lease for the mill in Shugborough, which: 

reserved to Lord Paget the liberty at any time to make any pool upon the brook 

called Sherbrook upon any of the lands of Lord Paget to turn the water of the brook 

over his lands in Heywood Park for the improvement of the grounds of the Park89 

Given the extent of the later landscaping works to the estate, these clauses were probably 

included to protect the interests of the landowner and allow this work to take place.  

Similarly, in 1795 an old paper mill in Tyrley was let on the condition that the owner, 

Thomas Dicken reserved άthe right to take and use water out of the pound for the purpose 

 
85 MorganΣ άCƭƻƻding in Early Modern England: Cultures of Coping in Gloucestershire and 
[ƛƴŎƻƭƴǎƘƛǊŜΣέ роς54. 
86 SRO D603/E/4/25. 
87 The ownership and management of the estate in this period is attributed to the Ansons, but most 
of the deeds for Shugborough mills list the Pagets, the reasons for this are not clear. 
National TrustΣ άThe Creators of ParaŘƛǎŜΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎsed February 6, 2020, 
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/shugborough-estate/lists/the-creators-of-paradise. 
88 National Trust. 
89 SRO D615/D/18/1. 
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of floating watering and improving his landsΦέ90 In addition to the potential use of the mill 

pool for floating water meadows, the attached plans for a new mill show land to be taken 

from DickeƴΩǎ meadows to enlarge the mill pond.91It seems likely that the mill in Tyrley is 

the one shown in the 1890 Ordinance Survey Great Britain County Series map of Market 

Drayton as άOld Mill,έ ǿhich was near Tyrley Castle, and later becamŜ άPapermill cottageΦέ 

This assumes the possibility that the course of Coal Brook has changed as the cottage is no 

longer on the same side of the brook as it is on the plan from 1795. It potentially followed 

the line of trees to the south of the mill where thŜ άspringέ is marked. However, there is no 

visible evidence of water meadows at Tyrley, and certainly no sign of catchworks, and the 

clause is likely another instance of a landowner reserving themselves rights to manage the 

land being leased. 

 
90 SRO D952/2/2/2/1. 
91 SRO D952/2/2/2/1 . 
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Figure 3.4: Aerial view of Park Farm and site of former mill pool, Shugborough92 

 

 
Figure 3.5: The Tower of the Winds photographed from the North-West across the site of the 17-18th century pool93 

 
92 High Resolution (25cm) Vertical Aerial Imagery [JPG geospatial data], Scale 1:500, Tiles: 
sj9821,sj9822,sj9921,sj9922, Updated: 29 October 2018, Getmapping, Using: EDINA Aerial Digimap 
Service, <https://digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2020-02-06 15:46:36.222 
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Figure 3.6: Probable location of Tyrley Mill: late nineteenth century First Edition County Series Survey overlaid on present 
day aerial imagery94 

 

 
93 Photography my own, 19 Feb 2019. 
94 1:2500 County Series 1st Edition [TIFF geospatial data], Scale 1:2500, Tiles: shro-01602-1,staf-

02213-1, Updated: 30 November 2010, Historic, Using: EDINA Historic Digimap Service, 
<https://digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2018-09-17 15:43:21.158 
High Resolution (25cm) Vertical Aerial Imagery [JPG geospatial data], Scale 1:500, Tiles: 
sj6833,sj6834,sj6933,sj6934, Updated: 5 November 2017, Getmapping, Using: EDINA Aerial Digimap 
Service, <https:// digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2018-12-05 17:10:50.816 
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Figure 3.7: Plan of Tyrley Mill, 1795, D592/ 2/ 2/2 
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It was more usual for leases for mills or bodies of water to grant the lessee the right to 

manage the water themselves, or to make provision for potential difficulties. When leasing 

corn mills in Pattingham for twenty-one years in 1717, William Watson granted his tenant 

the right to άdivert the waters that run to the mill for any purpose but leaving the waters in 

the usual channels at the end of the lease.έ95 In West Bromwich in 1741 the River Tame was 

included in a lease for corn mills and a forge, along with the right tƻ άstop dam and convert 

all springs and waters springing in the manor  of Sandwell [Χϐ and to draw any of the pools 

within the manor of Sandwell for the maintenance of the ironworksΦέ96 Likewise, the slitt ing 

mill in Rugeley was given very specific provision in 1745 by Lord Henry Paget for times of 

water shortage, allowing the diversion of water from elsewhere: 

If for the better working of the mill it is thought necessary to bring by Soughs or 

Troughs a certain spring of water which now runs upon that part of Cannock Wood 

or Cannock Heath which lies above the forge the Earl allows the sum of £16 to be 

paid out in purchase part of the oak timber to make the Sough or Troughs through 

which the water is to be carried to the forge.97 

These examples do not provide the tenant with unrestricted power to manage the water. 

However, they do demonstrate that having some control over water management and 

provision for water shortage may have been an important consideration when leasing these 

properties. More often, leases are silent on the limitations of the leǎǎŜŜΩǎ right to the 

water, with only a clause similar to the familiar άtogether with all mill dams stangs ponds 

banks streams water watercourses ways paths etc.έ98 Too many restrictions would likely 

have made a property unappealing to a prospective lessee as they may have impacted on 

the functioning of a mill, and therefore its productivity and profits. Access to water was also 

arguably an assumed part of the property; Getzler demonstrates that in the 1601 LuttrelΩǎ 

Case, (a dispute over the diverting of water away from two corn mills) the ruling by the 

Exchequer Chamber was based on characterising the water powering a mill as an integral 

part of seisin or possession of the mill.99  

 
95 SRO D564/3/ 4/9. 
96 SRO D742/A/21. 
97 SRO D603/E/3/216. 
98 SRO D615/D/19. 
99 Getzler, A History of Water Rights at Common Law, 122. 



Records of Estates and Individuals 

 

101 

3.2.3 Maintenance clauses 

Many leases contain similar maintenance clauses with little variation. This reflects their 

nature as a standard component of a lease. When this is a simple άrepair and keep 

repaired,έ they appear to offer litt le to help understand the maintenance of the property. 

They seemingly place upon the tenant all responsibility for maintenance, as well as any 

problems that arise from managing the water. The landowners (and their lawyers) creating 

the terms of these leases were potentially extremely remote, with limited direct interest or 

knowledge of the property, as was almost certainly the case when mills in Shugborough 

were leased by the crown. While rights to water on the property is often included in the 

parcel in leases, specific maintenance of the water or structures such as floodgates are not 

mentioned very often in the conditions.  

In a few instances, maintenance clauses make clear the tenantǎΩ responsibility for the water 

on the property. Two of the leases for a corn mill in Shugborough contain the phrase 

άabove ground and under water.έ Ln 1622 Lord William Paget required that the lessee 

William George should άǿithin 2 years to put the mill in good and sufficient repair above 

ground and under water and all floodgates watergates banks and other things belonging to 

the mill,έ100 and in 1657 Dorothy Chetwynd was also requireŘ άǘƻ ƪŜŜp the mill both above 

ground and under water and all floodgates watergates banks and dams in good repairΦέ101 

Another exception are the leases from Trentham, which like the lease for Pounds Mill, all 

specifically mention watercourses, floodgates and even mill machinery (Table 3.4). Other 

instances mention scouring or cleansing to keep watercourses clear, for instance the 

streams and watercourses for Rugeley fulling mill in 1557 were to be άǿŜll scoured.έ102 

Scouring appears as a requirement (or occasionally a right) in eleven leases across the 

entire period studied, from 1557 to 1775.103 However even when specific mention of 

 
100 SRO D603/E/4/8. 
101 SRO D603/E/4/19. 
102 SRO D603/E/3/ 1. 
103 SRO D240/A/2/2, SRO D603/E/5/1, SRO D(W)1734/J/1614, SRO D(W)1738/C/6/3, SRO 
D603/E/1/829, SRO D3272/1/20/2/6, SRO D742/A/21, SRO D615/E/6/1, SRO D77/9/ 63 (2), SRO 
D1851/8/53 (3).  
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maintaining water is not present, it is arguable that responsibility for water is implicit, given 

the frequency with which water appears in the parcel of the leases.104 

Table 3.4: Leases for Trentham mills 

Reference Year Mill Owner Clause 

D3272/1/20/2/6  1697 New Inn 
Mills/water 
corn mill, 
Trentham 

John Leveson- 
Gower 

άLessee to well and sufficiently repair the 
mills and all houses buildings weirs banks 
dams and floodgates and to repair scour 
mend and keep the walls hedges ditches 
inclosures watercourses waterwalls paths 
eǘŎέ 

D3272/1/20/2/7  1748 New Inn 
Mills/water 
corn mill, 
Trentham 

John Gower άLessee to repair the mill house and water 
corn mills and all mill wheels mill stones 
troughs bolting tubs floodgates weirs dams 
ponds fleames and watercourseǎΦέ 

D593/B/1/23/41 
(including 
counterpart, plus 
copy 
D/3272/1/20/2/8) 

1766 Water corn 
mill, Trentham 

Granville 
Leveson, Earl 
Gower 

άLessee to maintain the water corn mills 
including the mill wheels mill stones 
troughs boulting tubs floodgates weirs 
dams mill ponds fleames and watercourses 
in good and sufficient repairέ 

D593/B/1/11/18 1797 Blurton mill, 
Trentham 

Thomas 
Swinnerton 

άLessee to well and sufficiently uphold 
repair and keep the mill mill race mill 
wheels pans machinery watercourses 
sluices soughs tunnels floodgates dams 
weirs etc in good repair in every respectΦέ 

The purpose for which land was let is likely to have determined exactly what was needed to 

maintain it. The pool for Hasyll Mill and the River Tame for Joane Mill were both let to 

supply mills with water. Likewise, the pools on Cannock Heath are associated with a forge, 

so presumably had some of the same issues as the mills ς supplying a constant and reliable 

flow of power. Indeed, the lease mentions άfloodgates troughs dams poundheads sluices 

and banks,έ and άdams poundheads floodgates troughs hatches sluices and banksΦέ105 The 

stream in Leek ran from Stanley Mills and came with άfree liberty to pound the water in a 

poolΣέ and άliberty to repair the dam or wear whenever necessarȅΣέ106 though there is no 

indication of the use of the pool. However in Walsall in 1741 the lease is very specific about 

the use of the watercourse, being άto pound the water, erect a floodgate and operate a 

water engine supplying William Persehouse's house and others with waterΦέ107 This 

presumably was a pump to privately supply ά²illiam Persehouse of Reynolds Halƭέ with 

 
104 As previously mentioned, water is included in the parcel for over eighty-three per cent of leases 
for mills. 
105 SRO D603/E/3/213. 
106 SRO 7191/1/8a-b. 
107 SRO D260/M/ E/425/1a. 
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water, and required the construction of floodgates and creation of a pool to provide a 

consistent supply of water. 

The maintenance of French paper mills has been examined by Pierre Claude Reynard, who 

found that tenants were responsible for άƭƛƎƘǘέ repairs, but major structural work was the 

responsibility of the owner. In contrast, many of the mills in Staffordshire appear to have 

been entirely the responsibility of the tenant.108 It is usual in the Staffordshire leases to 

require maintenance of static structures including buildings, hedges, ditches, fences, and 

watercourses. However movable items such as waterwheels, mill stones or cogs are usually 

not mentioned. Despite being scarcer and more specific than the other standard clauses 

discussed, these are still only variations on a standard maintenance clause, providing a 

slightly more comprehensive list of property the tenants were responsible for. 

There were occasions in which a landowner saw fit  to make provision for the materials that 

might be required to carry out repairs, and in the cases where this happened assistance 

from the landowner would have helped offset costs of repairs. On rare occasions the raw 

materials were provided by the landowner: in 1557 Lord Paget had agreed to supply wood 

for repairs of the fulling mill in Rugeley and three loads of firewood per year,109 and in 1738 

Edward Wilson agreed to provide άall manner of materiaƭǎέ for his tenant, Thomas Poole, to 

repair the grist mill in Cannock (though Poole had to supply the workmen).110 In Burton-on-

Trent stipulations in 1623 that άweirs of stone are to be repaired with stone and other 

weirs are to be repaired with the material they are built withέ111  probably reflect their 

importance, as the function of the weirs would impact upon the mills, fishing, and industry 

in the surrounding riparian environment, highlighted by the frequency with which the weirs 

are mentioned in leases from Burton-on-Trent.112 These instances where materials are 

specified, and occasionally even provided by the landowner, may reflect a number of 

things, and it may be that there had been prior issues with maintenance in those specific 

cases, or that it was recognised that the maintenance or repairs needed were greater than 

 
108 tƛŜǊǊŜ /ƭŀǳŘŜ wŜȅƴŀǊŘΣ ά¦ƴǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ aƛƭƭǎΥ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴce Practices in Early Modern PapermŀƪƛƴƎΣέ 
Technology and Culture 40, no. 2 (1999): 237ς62, https://doi.org/10.1353/tech.1999.0105. 
109 SRO D603/E/3/1. 
110 SRO D260/M/ T/4/21. 
111 SRO D603/E/1/104. 
112 SRO D603/E/1/7 , SRO D603/E/1/24, SRO D603/E/1/72, SRO D603/E/1/231, SRO D603/E/1/290. 
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could be expected of the lessee. However, maintenance costs were inevitable in running a 

mill, and do not usually appear to have been the responsibility of the landowner.  

Table 3.5: Maintenance clauses for pools and watercourses 
DocRefNo Date Property Clause 

D603/E/5/1  24 Oct 1582 Hasyll Mille and pool, 
Penkridge 

άauthority to clense and scoure 
the watercourses from time to 
time and to make and sett up the 
dams and banks as high and 
broad as is convenientέ 

D(W)1738/C/6/6 29 Sep 1648 A pool called Swinfen Pool, 
near Lichfield 

άwith free liberty of fishing 
scouring and cleansing of the 
sameέ 

D742/A/21 4 Feb 1741 River Tame and former 
mill/ forge, West Bromwich 

άliberty to cleanse and scour the 
pools streams and fleames and 
also to dig and get sufficient clay 
turf earth and gravel from the 
waste ground to mend the dams 
watercourses stanks and banks. 
And also liberty to stop dam and 
convert all springs and waters 
springing in the manor of 
Sandwell and liberty to scour 
ditches and gutters being at all 
times needfull and to draw any 
of the pools within the manor of 
Sandwell for the maintenance of 
the ironworks if needfull not 
spoiling or hurting any fish in the 
said poolsέ 

7191/1/8a-b 13 Mar 1787 A brook, stream or 
watercourse, Leek 

άthe liberty to repair the dam or 
wear whenever necessaryέ 

In these instances, maintenance is presented as a right rather than a responsibility. It was 

usual for maintenance of water systems to be required of the tenant to keep the property 

in good condition or to avoid harm or difficulties for other property (such as other mills 

relying on the same water). However, these leases seemingly empower the tenant to make 

decisions for the maintenance of the water as they saw fit, probably because the use of 

water was essential to the mill, and not granting the tenant some freedom to manage the 

property according to their needs may have rendered the lease pointless. Whether in 

practical terms this had any effect on how the property was managed is impossible to tell. 

On occasion, it was hinted that a mill might be in a poor state at the beginning of the 

tenancy and need specific work to bring the property to working order. Pounds Mill in 

Lichfield in 1744 appears to have needed some attention as the standarŘ άgood and 

tenantable repaiǊέ is expanded upon, including specifying responsibility for the mill 

floodgates: 
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The Lessee shall, after the Lessor has put the mill into good and tenantable repair, 

keep the mill dam and floodgates in the same. The Lessor is to build one good water 

wheel and two new cog wheels and from time to time as required supply timber 

stone and other materials for the repair of the mill floodgates and premises.113 

Pounds Mill is not the only example of a mill requiring work before it could function. In 

1755 mills in Alrewas were leased for only five pounds per annum. Rents for mills are highly 

variable, and one factor in the rent was likely to be the expected yield of the mill (which 

may not always be an accurate prediction of the actual yield).114 George Anson granted the 

terms of the lease to Humphrey Hadley (miller) and John Aldridge (yeomanύ άin 

consideration of the great expense the lessee will have in repairing the millsΣέ115 which 

according to the lease had been unoccupied for some years.  

In Lichfield in 1753 a mill needed to be completely rebuilt, and the permission to demolish 

Stowe Mill and rebuild was granted by the bailiffs of Lichfield, with provision for the 

maintenance of the new mill provided in unusually high detail: 

Lessees to well truly sufficiently and substantially uphold maintain sustain repair 

clense and scoure the mills water wheels troughs penstocks hurst troughs shafts 

and cog wheels gearings trundles heads stoppers meal troughs spindles gudgeons 

sack tackle leapjack joghing screen pressing mill iron work brass work and other 

materials and utensils  and also the floodgates bridges dams and watercourses 

belonging to the mills.116 

Attached to the lease for the mill to be rebuilt are the estimated costs of the work needed, 

and a plan of the new mill showing two vertical water wheels, driving three pairs of mill 

stones. The demolition of the existing mill and building of a new one was estimated by the 

carpenter, one Thomas Storer, at fifty-nine pounds, fifteen shillings and six pence. In 

contrast the estimate for the mill machinery by the millwright Joseph Smith was two-

hundred and four pounds, five shillings and six pence.117 The mill machinery was a 

significantly greater expense than the building and therefore movable items not included in 

 
113 SRO D(W)1738/C/5/6. 
114 Gouldie, The Scottish Country Miller, 1700-1900: A History of Water-Powered Meal Milling in 
Scotland, 209ς10. 
115 SRO D615/E/2/1. 
116 SRO LD77/9/63 (2). 
117 SRO LD77/9/63 (2). 
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leases would have presented a much greater maintenance concern than the property being 

let. 

Although clauses that reveal specific maintenance issues are rare, it was probably quite 

normal for mills to need substantial maintenance when one tenancy ended and another 

began, particularly if a tenancy ended due to the tenŀƴǘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ. ReynaǊŘΩs study of 

eighteenth-century French paper mills notes the disrepair of the equipment belonging to a 

paper mill on the death of the owner in 1772.118 Much of this disrepair comes from the 

function of a mill as an industrial building in which equipment can be expected to suffer 

wear and tear. A water wheel lasted at most eight to ten years,119 and the lifespan of a mill 

may have been around twenty-five years.120 Given the typically long terms of leases for 

mills, this is unsurprising. If a mill was usually leased on the expectation that it would be 

occupied by the same tenant for a lifetime or more, one tenancy could represent a 

significant period of use and wear on the mill structure. 

 

3.2.4 Pools and rivers 

Watercourses and bodies of water usually appear in records in relation to other property or 

subjects, making them more challenging to find information on. For example, maps and 

plans for the period studied might feature pools, streams, or rivers, but the subject of the 

map is usually an area or human structure (such as counties, estates or mills), rather than 

the body of water. They also sometimes appear in unexpected source material, such as a 

note in Alrewas parish register mentioning Druid Mere at Aldridge near Walsall.121 In leases, 

they are usually appurtenances to other property, rather than being the subject of the lease 

(Table 3.1). In most records examined they were not calendared. However, there were rare 

exceptions when a pool, watercourse or waterlogged land were leased as property 

independently of other property (Table 3.6). For example, in 1582 άIasyll MyllŜέ (likely 

 
118 Reynard, άUnreliable Mills: Maintenance Practices in EŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ tŀǇŜǊƳŀƪƛƴƎΦέ 
119 Reynolds, Stronger than a Hundred Men: A History of the Vertical Water Wheel, 287. 
120 Reynard, ά¦ƴǊŜliable Mills: Maintenance Practices in Early Modern Papermaking.έ 
121 SRO D783/1/1/1. 
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Hazel Mill) was leased άand one pool of water called Hasyll Mill poolέ122 and in 1741 the 

River Tame was let in West Bromwich along with a former corn mill called Joane Mill, which 

was by that point used as a forge.123  

Table 3.6: Leases for pools, streams or waterlogged land 
DocRefNo Date Property 

D1798/HM 
Aston/30/3 

1596 Lease of fishery, Shugborough 

D(W)1738/C/6/6 29 Sep 1648 A pool called Swinfen Pool, near Lichfield 

D603/E/4/26 30 Jul 1691 A piece of land called ' The Soggs' (Seggs), Shugborough 

D615/D/10/3 1 Aug 1729 The Seggs 

D603/E/4/62 21 Aug 1729 A parcel of ground called the Soggs (Seggs) 

D260/M/E/425/1a 16 May 1741 A ditch, cut or watercourse, Walsall 

D603/E/3/213 20 Jan 1745 Two pools on Cannock Heath called Furnace Pool and Brindley Pool 

D615/D/10/4 22 Dec 1748 The Seggs 

D615/D/10/1 20 Nov1771 The Seggs (now made into a pool) 

7191/1/8a-b 13 Mar 1787 A brook, stream or watercourse, Leek 

Four leases for the Seggs has been included in this list because of its nature, described in 

1729 as άflaƎƎȅέ (full of flags or reeds124). The likelihood is that the Seggs was an area of 

land used for its sedge, which had uses for thatching and flooring. The value of rushes and 

sedge should not be underestimated, and in 1741 the lease for the River Tame and Joane 

Mill άǊeserved to the Earl all grass rushes and herbage.έ125 Further description of the Seggs 

is included in leases of the mill from the 1770s after it had fallen out of use as a fulling 

(fabric) mill126 and the two were leased together rather than separately. In 1771 it is 

described aǎ άǘhe Seggs part of which is covered with wateǊέ.127  

 

3.3 Maps and Plans 

The leases examined above provide insight into the relationships between land (and water), 

landowner and tenant. However valuable this is, it does not give a full picture. The current 

mill on the Shugborough estate was built in the early nineteenth century, and it and the mill 

pool have been moved from their position in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries (Figure 

 
122 SRO D603/E/5/1. 
123 SRO D742/A/21. 
124 άhȄŦƻrd English DictionarȅΦέ 
125 SRO D742/A/21. 
126 In 1740 the mill is leased as a άpaper lately fulling millέ ōŜfore apparently becoming completely 
unused later in the century (SRO D615/D/18/4). 
127 SRO D615/D/10/1. 
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3.8; Figure 3.9). For detail of these changes, the maps and plans found among estate 

records are invaluable. As Phillips observes in discussion of Staffordshire maps by the 

cartographer William Fowler, due to a need for estate maps, English cartography 

underwent something of a revolution between 1550 and 1700.128 Unfortunately, relatively 

few survive for Staffordshire.129 Phillips acknowledges how little evidence there is for the 

Staffordshire rural landscape, and for land use, but demonstrates that maps for 

Staffordshire, although scarce, can provide evidence of farm and field structure, so do still 

have value. 

Despite the changes to the landscape, the Seggs can be accurately located as it appears in a 

circa 1780 map of lands leased to George Anson (Figure 3.8). This map sadly has a large 

rectangular hole which intersects the mill pool, however the άhld Millέ is clearly labelled on 

one side of the mill pool and the word ά{ŜgƎǎέ is just visible with a dotted boundary leading 

towards the Tower of the Winds (marked by a small circle in the water). However another, 

similar, map survives, attached to the lease (and later conveyance) of several parcels of 

land, including the Seggs from 1771 (Figure 3.9). This time, details of the plan are clear, and 

it shows both the pool at the time the plan was made as well as a previous outline of the 

pool. The plan clearly shows that the Seggs was a stretch of land that had previously been 

part of the pool, explaining its sodden nature. 

The survival of such plans is incredibly valuable for researching the landscape of estates, 

particularly from the eighteenth-century or earlier as the agricultural revolution led to 

many landowners seeking to improve their entire estate. Between 1775 and 1831 parkland 

in Staffordshire may have as much as doubled.130 In Staffordshire, Capability Brown was 

particularly influential, consulting on at least ten estates across the county.131 In 

Shugborough, Thomas Anson closely controlled the landscaping, resulting in much of the 

garden architecture being near the house and the removal of Shugborough village.132 For 

pools such as the one at Shugborough, the survival of these plans attached to leases allows 

 
128 A. Phillips, ά¢ƘŜ {tŀŦŦƻǊŘǎƘƛǊŜ aŀǇǎ ƻŦ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ CƻǿƭŜǊΣέ South Staffordshire Archaeological and 
Historical Society Transactions XXI (1980): 15. 
129 Phillips, 15. 
130 Phillips and Phillips, An Historical Atlas of Staffordshire, 132. 
131 Phillips and Phillips, 132. 
132 Phillips and Phillips, 132. 
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a comparison between the present landscape (Figure 3.5) and evidence from prior to these 

works (Figure 3.8, Figure 3.9). Many of these leases have the typical άǊŜǇŀƛǊ and keep 

repaƛǊŜŘέ Ƴŀƛntenance clause or similar. However, the leases for Hasyll Mill, Swinfen Pool, 

the River Tame and a watercourse in Leek all give the tenant the άlibertyέ ƻǊ άŀǳthorityέ to 

manage the pool (Table 3.5). This was usually cleansing and scouring, plus additional rights 

for maintenance of dams, banks, or other features, but in Leek liberty is given to repair the 

dam or weir instead of cleansing or scouring. 

 
Figure 3.8: Map of lands in lease to George Anson nd. [c.1780].133  

 

 
133 SRO D603/H/1/2. 
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Figure 3.9: Plan attached to lease, and later conveyance, of The Pingle, Colliers Meadow, Barn Croft , The Seggs (now made 
into a pool), site of the old Shugborough Mills used as a fulling mill, Tenters Flatt, etc.134 

 

3.4 Accounts 

Another valuable source is financial accounts, which may include the cost of repair work. 

The Burton on Trent accounts for clay, corn and malt mills provide details of mill expenses 

and grain sales.135 Reynaud describes maintenance as άƴot negligibleέ but nevertheless a 

 
134 SRO D615/D/10/1. 
135 SRO D603/F/3/ 1/19. 
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small portion of a paper millΩs expenses.136 Some hesitancy must be applied when 

comparing French paper mills to the corn and malt mills in Burton-on-Trent due to 

substantial differences in the processes and equipment involved. For example, paper mills 

relied on soaking rags in large vats to create a pulp, while grain mills needed to keep the 

grain and flour dry, and many corn mills had drying kilns to dry the grain before milling. The 

difference in humidity between the two environments is likely to have affected the lifespan 

of wooden equipment. The mill horses were the biggest expense for the mills, requiring 

food, medicine, shoeing, and tack, but repairs to the fabric of the mill do not appear very 

often. One difficulty in identifying maintenance expenses is that it is not always clear in the 

Burton-on-Trent accounts if expenses were for maintenance, for example άǎmall nailsέ 

costing five pence in 1704 may have been used for a number of different tasks.137 However 

there are accounts of wages that are labelled as being ŦƻǊ άǊŜpairing the millΦέ In November 

1704, eight men were hired for working for up to twelve days, then in December further 

work was billed for up to eleven days, including thatch (Table 3.7). 

Table 3.7: Work billed for repairing Burton-on-Trent clay, corn and malt mills in November and December 1704 
November: 

Paid to For £ S P 

Henry James Founder, for casting brass 0 10 10     

Richard Bentley 12 days 0 10 0     

William Wotton 12 days 0 9 0     

Richard Bentley 12 days 0 10 0     

Wm Wotton 6 days 0 6 0     

William Wakeford  άfor gettinge bindingsέ 2 days 0 1 4     

  for filling in two sawpitts 0 0 8     

Sam Wharton 12 days 0 9 0     

John Symnott  12 days 0 9 0      
Total  3 5 10     

December: 

Paid to For £ S P  
άfor Nersinge a Rinde and Spindleέ 0 3 5     

Samuel Joss For work at the mills 1 4 3      
20 thatch sheaves 0 1 2     

Richard Bentley  4 days 0 3 2     

Sam Wharton 11 days 0 7 5     

John Symnott 11 days 0 7 6     

Mr Wright For a pine mould 0 3 0     

John Symnott 8 days 0 5 4     

Sam Joss For work at the mills 1 15 3      
Total  4 10 6     

 
136 wŜȅƴŀǊŘΣ ά¦ƴǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ aƛƭƭǎΥ aŀintenance Practices in Earlȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ tŀǇŜǊƳŀƪƛƴƎΦέ 
137 SRO D603/F/3/1/19 (2). 
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The damage was enough to require nine different men working over the course of a month, 

and the purchase of twenty sheaves of thatch suggests extensive damage to the roof. It 

would be tempting to speculate about the reason for the need for these repairs in late 

Autumn was due to damage from storms. However, there is insufficient evidence to 

support stating this for certain as these accounts are mostly for wages, with little detail of 

the materials or work involved. This work incurred a total cost of seven pounds, sixteen 

shillings and four pence. Although this is no small sum, it is only six per cent of the total 

expenses for the mills for the financial year from March 1704 to March 1705 (one hundred 

and twenty-one pounds, one shilling and seven pence).138 

Absences can be as revealing as the information that is presented. The price of the grain 

sold from the mills stays fairly constant (with occasional variance) through the period the 

accounts cover, however the volume of grain sold varies, with September to October 

usually representing the period during which the most was being milled (presumably 

related to harvests). However, between August and October 1708 there are several weeks 

during which the malt mill appears to have stopped working. This is around the same time 

as the flood recorded in Rugeley parish officerΩs accounts.139 If the mill stopping during their 

highest season was due to the same rain that had devastated Rugeley, then the 

interruptions over several weeks suggest a longer period of heavy rain than the άgreat rainέ 

in Rugeley implies. 

 
138 SRO D603/F/3/1/19 (2). 
139 SRO D3243/4/1. 
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 Bread corn Malt 

The red box highlights the period in which in which the malt mill stopped production. 
Figure 3.10: Grain sold per week from Burton-on-Trent clay, corn and malt mills, 1707-1709 

 

3.5 Legal settlements 

Among estate records there are sometimes extra-judicial settlements of disputes. They are 

worth examining when they can be found, as they often yield details about how land and 

water were managed, far more so than leases. Water was a natural force that could change 

the landscape, and these papers reveal how erosion could alter human boundaries and 

affect legal responsibilities and rights to land.  Among the personal papers of Richard 

Leveson there is a memorandum of a temporary agreement from 1639 between Walter 

Brooke of Lapley, esquire, and Richard Fenihouse (a copyhold tenant) on the request of 

William Brodhurst.140 The paper is damaged, with a hole which removes the beginning of 

four lines of the text.  The issue appears to have been over a corn mill in Lapley. In the 

memorandum, Walter Brooke agrees to drop any proceedings against Richard Fenihouse, 

Meanwhile one of the parties (possibly Fenihouse) is required to repair the mill and mill 

dam, further details include grain milled at the mills and money to be paid to Brooke by 

Fenihouse. It seems that in this instance a miller did shirk their duty towards the 

maintenance of the property they inhabited, however the case was settled (with some 

mediation) outside the judiciary system. 

 
140 SRO D593/P/9/8. 
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In 1633 - 1634 there was a dispute regarding the water supplying Mere Mill in the Aqualate 

estate, and a bundle of surviving papers contains details of evidence given and the eventual 

awards of the dispute.141 Enclosed with the papers from the 1630s is evidence given in an 

earlier dispute from 1593 witƘ άŦƻr SkrymshŜǊέ (the defendant in the later case) written on 

the outside, indicating that the earlier case was being used as precedent for or to inform 

the 1630s dispute. In the 1593 case, after a failure by one Mr Canke to pay a rent of eels to 

one Mr Wright for the use of water in Holme Ditch leading from Aqualate Mere, Wright 

threatened to pull up the mouth of the ditch. Establishing the status quo was important to 

the legal process, and it became necessary to establish in detail the habitual flow of water 

to and from the Mere. This included including a yearly flow through the ditch, which was 

eight or nine feet wide and a supposed thirty-year precedent for the ditch being 

obstructed, although sadly half of the first page of the case is missing, along with many 

details of the incident. 142  

The ongoing disputes over Holme ditch span a period in which there was a gradual shift in 

water rights doctrine, which is visible (if subtle) in the arguments and language used in 

Aqualate. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, a land owner had to be able to plead 

ancient use of the water when claiming a right to an unimpeded flow. Further, a mill had to 

claim άŀƴǘiquum moledinuumΣέ the presence of an ancient mill using the water.143 In 

accordance with this, it became essential in 1593 for the plaintiff to establish a long 

precedent for the flow of water at Aqualate Mere, and that the stopping of the ditch had 

only been under the direction of the present owner and his father. Thus, the stopping of 

the ditch and the inconsistent lowering and raising of floodgates for the mill had damaged 

land and ancient fishing rights.144 The woǊŘǎ άŀƴcientέ aƴŘ άŀncientlȅέ appear multiple 

times throughout both the 1593 and 1630s cases along with, indicating how the case leant 

heavily on the principles of ancient use and antiquum molendinuum. Meanwhile the 

defendant stressed the profitability of the mill, including the benefits from the floodgates 

to fishing. 

 
141 SRO D(W)1788/P49/B7. 
The papers from the 1593 case consist of several sheets attached together. Half of the first page is 
missing, and the subsequent pages are numbered from 4 onwards.  
142 SRO D(W)1788/P49/B7. 
143 Getzler, A History of Water Rights at Common Law, 117. 
144 SROD(W)1788/P49/B7 (unfoliated first page, 4-5). 
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As already mentioned, in the early seventeenth century, the emphasis in water rights cases 

began to shift. While Getzler says prescriptive and natural rights are hard to separate in the 

sixteenth century, natural rights began to solidify.145 In 1610 the maxim sic utere tuo ut 

alienum non laedas (so use your own property as not to harm that of another) was 

coined.146 This principle is evident, though not explicitly stated, in the 1593 case as the 

plaintiff stressed how high water levels had άǿorne away to the quantity of an acreέ the 

ground in Mere Meadow, and the potential thaǘ άǘhe greatest parte thereof is like to be 

washed in like manner.έ147 As noted, the changes in how water rights were litigated was not 

sudden, but a gradual, slight shift , even though sic utere tuo ut alienum non laedas was not 

explicitly stated prior to 1610, it expressed an existing need to balance differing needs 

without harm to either party. 

In 1633 it was claimed that the άǎurges and wavesέ cause by one Mr Skrymsher operating a 

mill was damaging the meadow of a Mr Cotes. Skrymsher argued that limiting the depth of 

the mill pool would make maintaining the pool and mill άnot worth the while for Mr 

SkrymsherΦέ148 The case therefore hung on damage to CoǘŜǎΩ meadow versus damage to 

the function of the mill if it were restricted (and the right of the mill to a sufficient supply of 

water), rather than on an άancienǘέ Ǌight. A note added to the case on 22nd February 1633/4 

by John White states: 

I think that in case it be cleare that the meare hath gained any of Mr Cotes his 

meadow without fault or practice of Mr Skrimsher, Mr Cotes cannot fishe upon that 

w[i]ch is gained so nor putt  any boate upon it or make any use of it, for it is his 

defaulte  that he looks not to his bankes & boundes of his lande, & no man shall 

take advantage of his owne folly. And it is a natural thinge & usuall with meares to 

weare their bankes.149 

In this instance, the responsibility to refrain from damage to anotheǊΩǎ property did not 

negate the responsibility to maintain oƴŜΩs own. The lack of culpability on the part of 

Skrymsher is not based wholly on whether his mill affected CƻǘŜǎΩ ƭŀnd. It was instead 

based on the suggestion that Cotes could have taken measures to prevent his bank from 

 
145 Getzler, A History of Water Rights at Common Law, 117. 
146 Getzler, 122. 
147 SRO D(W)1788/P49/B7, 4. 
148 SRO D(W)1788/P49/B7. 
149 SRO D(W)1788/P49/B7. 
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wearing away, and the knowledge that damage from the waters of the Mere was άnaturalΦέ 

At this stage, resolution of such disputes involved a degree of give-and-take, with flexible 

negligence standards.150 In this instance, these standards were also deemed to include the 

responsibility to protect oneΩǎ own property. 

 
150 Getzler, A History of Water Rights at Common Law, 124ς27. 
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Figure 3.11: Aqualate Mere, late nineteenth century First Edition County Series Survey overlaid on present day aerial 
imagery151 

 

 
Figure 3.12: Detail of Mere Eye Covert (mentioned in 1593)152 

 

 
151 1:2500 County Series 1st Edition [TIFF geospatial data], Scale 1:2500, Tiles: staf-03516-1,staf-
03613-1,staf-04204-1,staf-04301-1, 04305-1. Updated: 30 November 2010, Historic, Using: EDINA 
Historic Digimap Service, <https://di gimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2018-11-07 14:58:57.819  
High Resolution (25cm) Vertical Aerial Imagery [JPG geospatial data], Scale 1:500, Tiles: 
sj7519,sj7520,sj7521,sj7619,sj7620,sj7621,sj7719,sj7720,sj7721,sj7819,sj7820,sj7821,sj7919,sj7920,s
j7921, Updated: 5 November 2017, Getmapping, Using: EDINA Aerial Digimap Service, 
<https://digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2018-12-05 17:32:55.0 
152 As above. 
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Figure 3.13: Mere Eye Covert and corn mill,  153 

Issues with water ownership and disruption caused by mills were not unique to Aqualate. In 

1689 the manor of Wychnor made a complaint against neighbouring Alrewas as the 

floodgates for the new mills in Alrewas were causing flooding and damage in Wychnor.154 

The record is dated 1689 and appears in a scrapbook compiled by the Reverend E. Vernon 

in the eighteenth century. Evidently a new mill in Alrewas (built by άA.B.έύΣ along with 

associated weirs and floodgates, had so dammed the river that it had flooded the lands of 

one Mr Offley in Wychnor and obstructing a causeway.155 In dry times, the mill at Alrewas 

also held water back, preventing the functioning of Wychnor mills. Both the holding back 

and releasing of water by the new Alrewas mill alternately caused issues of both flooding 

and shortage for the existing mill in Wychnor.156 A note added to the end advises on the 

case, saying that if the miller at Alrewas were found guilty the new mill may be demolished. 

The text explicitly refers to an άŀƴcient millέ and the damage caused by the new mill, 

suggesting that variants on both antiquuum molendinuum and sic utere tuo ut alienum non 

laedas may have been used as arguments in the case. By this point pleading ancient use or 

an ancient mill was not always required or sufficient, and the theories of natural rights 

 
153 As above. 
154 SRO 100/1/pp131-133. 
155 SRO 100/1/pp131. 
156 SRO 100/1/p p132. 
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evident in cases resulted in the prevalence of the sic utere tuo principle,157 although in 

Wychnor the older mill was clearly seen to have the greater right. 

The emphasis in resolving these disputes was on protecting the ability of different mills, 

industries, and individuals to function. As far as possible, this was achieved without 

damaging one anotherΩǎ ƛƴterests, but priority was generally given to whoever had the prior 

claim. This is consistent with the terms of the leases for properties: the burden for 

maintenance fell largely on the tenant except in exceptional circumstances, but with that 

came the freedom to operate the mill or use the property according to their purposes (the 

only frequent exception being fishing from the late seventeenth century onwards). 

 

3.6 Conclusion: Refocusing records on the landscape 

When leasing land that included water, the tenant was usually responsible for the upkeep 

and had a right to the water on the land. The requirement to άrepair and keep repairedέ 

came with the liberty to use the water on the land as the tenant needed. There are 

exceptions, sometimes providing help from the landowner or restricting access to specific 

resources. Over time, leases became more specific about what was or was not included, 

and it became more common for the landowner to reserve for themselves the right to 

fishing or alterations to the land.  

A range of language is used to describe the water in leases, and earlier in this chapter some 

doubt was cast on whether the language of leases can be taken to be accurate, particularly 

given the example of a lease from the crown mentioning άmuros marittimos.έ However, the 

landowners for many of the leases examined were not as remote as the crown. While land 

in many of the leases examined does not have any other documentation to verify whether 

the description is accurate, there are examples of large estates, such as held by the Ansons 

and Pagets, where there is extensive other material available. In the case of Shugborough, 

it is certainly possible to locate the Seggs, and the land still tends to be very wet, with sedge 

growing in the area. These two examples show that leases and records from administering 

property and estates can be revealing about the landscape, although caution needs to be 

 
157 Getzler, A History of Water Rights at Common Law, 124ς27. 
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applied. The focus for research using estate records has often been on the landowner, but 

by refocusing on the property being managed, revealing details about the environment and 

the landscape can be found. When additional documentation is available, as with large 

estate collections, there may be further records that help provide more complete 

information. 
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4 : Using historical records to reconstruct patterns 
of flooding 

Recent decades have witnessed a growth in the use of historical records for understanding 

past flood frequency, magnitude and impacts on societies. Whilst much work in the UK has 

focused on reconstructing flood series for flood analysis focused on past frequency,1 

trends2 and patterns,3 less attention has been given to the historical accounts themselves 

and periods in-between large flood events. Humans have long attempted to understand 

their environs and particularly the extreme events that have shaped them using geo-

mythologies, 4 theodicy5 and oral histories, 6 with many recalling past disasters that have 

befallen communities, societies and people.7  There have also been attempts to collect 

information, by creating weather chronologies such as Thomas ShortΩs in 17498 (which 

unfortunately rarely cites sources or corroborates events) or that by C. Brookes and J. 

Glasspoole in 1931.9 However, the purpose for which a record is created shapes the 

narratives that the record might contain. The narratives of flooding discussed in this 

chapter will be very different from those presented by Morgan, despite examining flooding 

in England in the same period.10 By focusing less on culture or social attitudes and more on 

 
1 Macdonald and Sangster, άIƛgh-Magnitude Flooding ŀŎǊƻǎǎ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ !5 мтрлΦέ 
2 DǸƴǘŜǊ .ƭǀǎŎƘƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά/ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ /ƭƛƳŀǘŜ {ƘƛŦǘǎ ¢ƛƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ CƭoƻŘǎΣέ Science 357, no. 6351 
(2017): 588ς90. 
3 DǸƴǘŜǊ .ƭǀǎŎƘƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άCurrent European Flood-Rich Period Exceptional Compared with Past 500 
¸ŜŀǊǎΣέ Nature 583, no. 7817 (July 2020): 560ς66. 
4 D ChŀƴŘǊŀǎŜƪƘŀǊŀƳΣ άGeo-Mythology of IndiŀΣέ The Geological Society of London 273 (2007): 29ς
37. 
5 David K Chester, Angus M Duncan, and Hamdan Al GhasƛȅŀƘ 5ƘŀƴƘŀƴƛΣ άVolcanic Eruptions, 
Earthquakes, and IslamΣέ Disaster Prevention and Management 22, no. 3 (June 2013): 278ς92. 
6 Darren N. T. King, James Goff, ŀƴŘ !Ǉŀƴǳƛ {ƪƛǇǇŜǊΣ άaņƻri Environmental Knowledge and Natural 
IŀȊŀǊŘǎ ƛƴ !ƻǘŜŀǊƻŀπbŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΣέ Journal of the Royal Society of New Zealand 37, no. 2 (2007): 59ς
73. 
7 Heather Sangster, Cerys Jones, and Neil Macdonald, ά¢ƘŜ /ƻ-Evolution of Historical Source 
Materials in the Geophysical, Hydrological and Meteorological Sciences: Learning from the Past and 
aƻǾƛƴƎ CƻǊǿŀǊŘΣέ Progress in Physical Geography 42, no. 1 (2018): 61ς82. 
8 Thomas Short, A General Chronological History of the Air, Weather, Seasons, Meteors, &c. in Sundry 
Places and Different Times: More Particularly for the Space ƻŦ нрл ¸ŜŀǊǎ Υ ¢ogether with Some of 
Their Most Remarkable Effects on Animal (Especially Human) Bodies and Veg (London: Printed for T. 
Longman, in Paternoster-Rƻǿ Τ ŀƴŘ !Φ aƛƭƭŀǊΣ ƛƴ the Strand, 1749). 
9 C. Brooks and J. Glasspoole, British Floods and Droughts (London: Ernst Berin Limited, 1928). 
10 Morgan, άCƭƻƻŘƛƴƎ ƛn Early Modern England: Cultures of Coping in Gloucestershire and 
LincolnshirŜέΤ aƻǊƎŀƴΣ ά¦ƴŘŜǊǎtanding Flooding in Early MƻŘŜǊƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΦέ 
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legal and administrative processes, a different account of flooding will be presented. The 

court records discussed in Chapter 2 and the responsibilities laid out in Chapter 3 frame 

flooding as a human event, if it is not caused by humans then it is the responsibility of 

humans to either prevent or repair damage caused by flood events. 

Historical climatology as studied in Europe is defined by Brázdil et al as a field which aims to 

reconstruct temporal and spatial patterns of weather, climate and climate-related natural 

disasters, investigate the vulnerability of past societies and economies to climate, and to 

understand social representations of the climate.11 The field originated in the late 

nineteenth century,12 and in 1967 Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie produced a pivotal monograph 

on climate over the last millennium, creating a more complete account than had previously 

existed.13 In the early twentieth century, Brooks and C. Easton had developed simple 

indices as a means of using documentary source material as data,14 which have since been 

developed by others.15 In 1974 Gordon Manley published the first long temperature series 

in Europe spanning several centuries (1659-1973),16 subsequently becoming known as the 

Central England Temperature Series, which is continually updated;17 this was followed by 

the England and Wales Precipitation series in 1984,18 which built on the materials published 

in British Rainfall in 1931,19 and by J. M. Craddock in 1976.20  In the 1980s, P. Alexandre 

 
11 Brázdil et al., άIistorical Climatology In Europe ς The State Of The ArtΦέ 
12 [ƻǳƛǎ 5ǳŦƻǳǊΣ άtǊƻōlème de La Variatƛƻƴ 5ǳ /ƭƛƳŀǘΣέ Bulletin de La Sociètè Vaudoise Des Sciences 
Naturelles 63, no. 10 (1870): 359ς556. 
13 Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Times of Feast, Times of Famine: A History of Climate since the Year 
1000, trans. Barbara Bray (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1972). 
14 C. E. P. Brooks, Climate Through the Ages. A Study of the Climatic Factors and Their Variations 
(London: Ernest Benn Limited, 1926); C. Easton, Les Hivers Danǎ ƭΩ9ǳǊƻǇe Occidentale (Leyde: E.J. 
Brill, 1928). 
15 H. H. Lamb, Climate: PresŜƴǘΣ tŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ CǳǘǳǊŜ Υ ±ƻƭǳƳŜ нΥ /ƭƛƳŀǘƛŎ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ CǳǘǳǊŜ (London: 
Routledge, 1977); Pfister, Klimageschichte Der Schweiz 1525-1860. Das Klima Der Schweiz von 1525-
1860 Und Seine Bedeutung in Der Geschichte on Bevölkerung Und Landwirtschaft. 
16 DƻǊŘƻƴ aŀƴƭŜȅΣ ά/ŜƴǘǊŀƭ England Temperatures: Monthly Means 1659 to мфтоΣέ Quarterly Journal 
of the Royal Meteorological Society 100 (1974): 389ς405. 
17 Met Office, άIŀŘƭŜȅ /ŜƴǘǊŜ hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ 5ŀǘŀǎŜǘǎΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ hŎǘƻōŜǊ уΣ нлн0, 
https://www.metoffice.gov.uk/hadobs/hadcet/. 
18 Janice Lough, Wigley Tom, and Phil Jones, ά{Ǉŀǘƛŀƭ tŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ tǊŜŎƛǇƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ²ŀƭŜǎ 
and a Revised Homogeneous England and Wales PreciǇƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ {ŜǊƛŜǎΣέ Journal of Climatology 4 
(1984): 1ς25. 
19 F. J. Nicholaǎ ŀƴŘ WΦ DƭŀǎǎǇƻƻƭŜΣ άDŜƴŜǊŀƭ aƻƴǘƘƭȅ wŀƛƴŦŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ²ŀƭŜǎ мтнт ǘƻ мфомΣέ 
British Rainfall, 1931, 299ς306. 
20 J. M. CraddocƪΣ ά!ƴƴǳŀƭ wŀƛƴŦŀƭƭ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ мтнрΣέ Quarterly Journal of the Royal 
Meteorological Society 102 (1976): 823ς40. 
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built on previous work to bring methods of critical analysis of historical source material to 

historical climatology,21 although this work has since been critiqued.22 Research into climate 

prior to human-induced change was fuelled by a rising awareness of global warming in the 

1990s.23 Since then, precipitation and temperature index series have been developed 

across Europe,24 and further afield.25 Another important development has been the use of 

proxy data, such as using tree ring data and wine harvest dates to create temperature 

series.26 Such long records have identified an number of climatic phases in the last 

millennium, most notably the Late Maunder Minimum (1675-1715), the climax of a longer 

period often called the ΨLittle Ice AgeΩ, which has been studied by a large number of  

multidisciplinary and multinational research groups, resulting in it becoming a focus for 

analysis.27  

 
21 P. Alexandre, Le Climat En 9ǳǊƻǇŜ !ǳ aƻȅŜƴ !ƎŜΦ /ƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ Ł ƭΩƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜ Des Variations 
Climatiques de 1000 à 1425, ŘΩŀǇǊŝǎ [Ŝǎ {ƻǳǊŎŜǎ bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŘŜ ƭΩ9ǳǊƻǇŜ hŎŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭŜ (Paris: Ècole des 
Hautes Ètudes en Sciences Sociales, 1987). 
22 R. Brázdil and O. Kotyza, History of Weather and Climate in the Czech Lands I (Period 1000-1500) 
(Zürich: Zürcher Geographische Schriften 62, 1995). 
23 B. Frenzel, C. Pfister, and B. Gläser, eŘǎΦΣ ά9ǳǊƻǇean Climate Reconstructed from Documentary 
Data: Methods anŘ wŜǎǳƭǘǎέ ό{ǘǳǘǘƎŀrt, Jena, New York: Gustav Fischer Verlag, 1992); B. Frenzel, C. 
Pfister, and B. Gläser, eds., Climatic Trends and Anomalies in Europe 1675- 1715. High Resolution 
Spatio-Temporal Reconstructions from Direct Meteorological Observations and Proxy Data. Methods 
and Results (Stuttgart, Jena, New York: Gustav Fischer Verlag, 1994). 
24 w .ǊłȊŘƛƭΣ άwŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ tŀǎǘ Climate from Historical Sources in the Czech LandsΣέ ƛƴ Climatic 
Variations and Forcing Mechanisms of the Last 2000 Years, ed. P. D. Jones, R. S. Bradley, and J. Jouzel 
(Berlin, Heidelberg, New York: Springer-Verlag, 1996), 409ςпомΤ wǸŘƛƎŜǊ DƭŀǎŜǊΣ άOn the Course of 
Temperature in Central Europe since the ̧ ŜŀǊ мллл !Φ5ΦΣέ Historical Social Research 22, no. 1 (1997): 
59ςутΤ [ŀƧƻǎ włŎȊΣ ά/ƭƛƳŀǘŜ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ IǳƴƎŀǊȅ ǎƛƴŎŜ мсǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅ Υ tŀǎǘΣ tǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ CǳǘǳǊŜΣέ Center 
for Regional Studies, Hungarian Academy of Sciences Discussion Papers 28 (1999); A. F. V. van 
9ƴƎŜƭŜƴΣ WΦ .ǳƛǎƳŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ CΦ LWƴǎŜƴΣ άwŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ƻǿ /ƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ¢ŜƳǇŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ {ŜǊƛŜǎ !5 
764ςмффуΣέ ƛƴ Proceedings of the International Conference on Climate Change and Variability ς Past, 
Present and Future, ed. T. Mikami (Tokyo: Tokyo Metropolitan University, 2000), 151ς157; A. F. V. 
Ǿŀƴ 9ƴƎŜƭŜƴΣ WΦ .ǳƛǎƳŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ CΦ LWƴǎŜƴΣ ά! aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛǳƳ ƻŦ ²ŜŀǘƘŜǊΣ ²ƛƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ²ŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ƻǿ 
/ƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΣέ ƛƴ History and Climate: Memories of the Future?, ed. P. D. Jones et al. (NewYork, Boston, 
Dordrecht, London, Moscow: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2001), 101ς24. 
25 Lingyun TŀƴƎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άwŜŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ [ƻng-Term Drought Risk and Societal Impacts in Shenyang, 
Liaoning Province, North-East China (1200-нлмрύΣέ Climate of the Past 16, no. 5 (October 20, 2020): 
1917ς35. 
26 Brázdil, Wheeler, anŘ tŦƛǎǘŜǊΣ ά9ǳǊƻǇŜŀn Climate of the Past 500 Years Based on Documentary and 
Instrumental DataΦέ 
27 Frenzel, Pfister, and Gläser, Climatic Trends and Anomalies in Europe 1675- 1715. High Resolution 
Spatio-Temporal Reconstructions from Direct Meteorological Observations and Proxy Data. Methods 
and ResultsΤ IΦ ²ŀƴƴŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά{ȅƴƻǇtic Interpretation of Monthly Weather Maps for the Late 
Maunder Minimum (1675ςмтлпύΣέ ƛƴ Climatic Trends and Anomalies in Europe 1675ς1715, ed. B. 
Frenzel, C. Pfister, and B. Gläser (Stuttgart, Jena, New York: Gustav Fischer Verlag, 1994), 401ς 424; 

 



Using historical records to reconstruct patterns of flooding 

 

124 

In comparison, historical hydrology has developed relatively recently. Although information 

about historic flood events has been collected since the end of the eighteenth century,28 it 

has only been since the early 1990s that many scientific papers started critically examining 

documentary evidence for historical floods over the last millennium.29 Several research 

projects have investigated the frequency of flood risk.30 Historical hydrology generally 

makes use of descriptive material but can overlap with studies using of palaeoflood and 

instrumental data sources.31 Examining descriptive material has the benefit of providing 

human perceptions of flood events and evidence of the impact of flood events on society.32  

However, historical climatology and hydrology have both tended to examine extreme 

events. Extreme events are more likely to enter the written record, particularly prior to the 

presence of either gauged data or more frequent use of diaries, through local accounts in 

the form of newspapers, correspondence, loss accounts, parish registers or in the physical 

form of markers, notably epigraphic records.33 Newspapers, used by many for studying 

events in the last two hundred years, seldom publish headlines announcing that the 

weather is completely normal; epigraphic markers have not often been left to mark a river 

 
H WannŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά¢ƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ !ǇǇƭƛŜŘ /ƭƛƳŀǘƻƭogy Wintertime European Circulation Patterns 
During the Late Maunder Minimum Cooling Period (1675-мтлпύΣέ Theoretical and Applied 
Climatology, vol. 51, 1995. 
28 C. G. Pötzsch, Chronologische Geschichte Der Grossen Wasserfluthen Des Elbstroms (Dresden: 
Walther, 1784); A. Pilgram, Untersuchungen Über Das Wahrscheinliche Der Wetterkunde Durch 
Vieljährige Beobachtungen (Wien: Joseph Edlen von Kurzbeck, 1788). 
29 / wƻƘǊΣ άDer Fluss Als Ernährer Und Zerstörer. Zur Wahrnehmung, Deutung Und Bewältigung von 
Über- Schwemmungen an Den Flüssen Salzach Und Inn, 13.ςмсΦ WŀƘǊƘǳƴŘŜǊǘΦΣέ TraverseτZ. 
Geschichte 10, no. 3 (2003): 37ςпфΤ / wƻƘǊΣ ά«ōŜǊǎŎƘǿŜƳƳǳƴgen an Der Traun Zwischen Alltag Und 
Katastrophe. Die Welser Traunbrücke Im Spiegel Der Bruckamtsrechnung Der 15. Und 16. 
WŀƘǊƘǳƴŘŜǊǘǎΦΣέ ƛƴ 33. Jahrbuch Des Musealvereines Wels (2001/2002/2003) (Austria: Musealverein 
Wels, 2004), 281ς327; E. Strömmer, Klima-Geschichte. Methoden Der Rekonstruktion Und 
Historische Perspektive Ostösterreich 1700 Bis 1830 (Wien: Franz Deuticke, 2003). 
30 HeiƴȊ ²ŀƴƴŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά5ȅƴŀƳƛŎ and Socioeconomic Aspects of Historical Floods in Central Europe 
(Dynamische Und Sozioökonomische Aspekte Ǿƻƴ IƛǎǘƻǊƛǎŎƘŜƴ CƭǳǘŜǊŜƛƎƴƛǎǎŜƴ ƛƴ ½ŜƴǘǊŀƭŜǳǊƻǇŀύΣέ 
Erdkunde 58, no. 1 (2004): 1ς16; V. R. Thorndycraft et al., άtŀƭŀŜƻŦƭƻods, Historical Data & Climatic 
Variability: Applications in Flood Risk !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΣέ ƛƴ Palaeofloods, Historical Data and Climatic 
Variability: Applications in Flood Risk Assessment, ed. V. R. Thorndycraft et al. (Spain: Centro de 
Ciencias Medioambientale, 2003), 3ς9; G. Benito and V. R. Thorndycraft, eds., Systematic, 
Palaeoflood and Historical Data for the Improvement of Flood Risk Estimation. Methodological 
Guidelines (Madrid: Centro de Ciencias Medioambientales, 2004). 
31 Rudolf BrłȊŘƛƭΣ ½ōƛƎƴƛŜǿ ²Φ YǳƴŘȊŜǿƛŎȊΣ ŀƴŘ DŜǊŀǊŘƻ .ŜƴƛǘƻΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ Hydrology for Studying 
CƭƻƻŘ wƛǎƪ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣέ Hydrological Sciences Journal 51, no. 5 (2006): 742. 
32 Brázdil, Kundzewicz, and Benito, 742. 
33 MacdoƴŀƭŘΣ άhƴ 9ǇƛƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ wŜŎƻǊŘǎΥ A Valuable Resource in Reassessing Flood Risk and Long-Term 
Climate VariabliliǘȅΦέ 
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being slightly but not notably swollen; and parish registers tend to only note the most 

remarkable of events. These records are therefore often not ideal for more routine, 

mundane events. However, administrative processes that require regular recording can 

result in a record of the mundane, this includes the weather (including flooding) and its 

effects. Quarter Sessions on occasion record a lack of remarkable activity, as they needed 

to follow procedure, such as a presentment in January 1713 from Thomas Clarke, Constable 

for Alton [Alveton], that there was άnothing to presentΣέ34 (although this is hardly 

informative regarding the weather at the time). However, such periods of mundane activity 

are themselves interesting, but rarely examined.  

Consideration of the mundane has benefits for understanding more about the relationships 

between communities and their environment and can help our understanding of the 

resilience of communities. Pfister urged the study of the mundane and άrisikokulturέ όάrisk 

ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ), the ways in which risk can be built into society.35 As Heather Sangster et al 

explain, άfuture historical analysis needs to understand how daily practices have shaped 

societal vulnerability, with actions both increasing and decreasing vulnerability and 

influencing adaptability.έ36  

Flooding caused by extreme weather was not the only flooding of concern to communities. 

In sixteenth to eighteenth century Staffordshire, the Quarter Sessions rolls identify several 

cases of human negligence, which can be as great a concern as extreme events (if not 

greater than), as small instances of flooding could still be devastating for an individual or 

business. In the Michaelmas sessions of 1673, John Finch, a yeoman, was charged with 

working a forge on the River Stour at Amblecote, causing the water to flood the common 

highway between Stourbridge and Wolverhampton.37 While minor, such an obstruction 

could easily cause disruption to travel, or even prove hazardous. However, these sources do 

not always explicitly link mundane maintenance and repairs to flooding.  

 
34 SRO Q/SR/483/5. 
35 tŦƛǎǘŜǊΣ ά5ƛŜ ΨYŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘŜƴƭǳŎƪŜΩ 5Ŝǎ нлΦ WŀƘǊƘǳƴŘŜǊǘǎ ¦ƴŘ 5ŜǊ ±ŜǊƭǳǎǘ ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭŜƴ 
wƛǎƛƪƻōŜǿǳǎǎǘǎŜƛƴǎΦέ 
36 Sangster, Jones, and Macdonald, ά¢ƘŜ Co-Evolution of Historical Source Materials in the 
Geophysical, Hydrological and Meteorological Sciences: Learning from the Past and Moving 
ForwaǊŘΣέ тоΦ 
37 SRO Q/SR/361/7. 
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This chapter examines how routine responsibilities of administrative bodies can be used to 

examine flooding, building on the themes of mundanity identified by Sangster et al.38 and of 

άǊisikokultǳǊέ by Pfister.39 In doing so it moves away from focusing on extreme flood events, 

instead reframing and focusing on intervening periods. It thus considers the ways that 

every day (common) and small-scale actions can shape local community and societal 

vulnerability and resilience. In the context of the mundane, flooding is also being viewed as 

a human event as frequently as it is a natural event. Many of the events here are described 

as having human causes (whether directly or indirectly), and they are described in relation 

to their effects on human lives and structures. While this is a feature of the types of record 

used (as will be discussed), it may also reflect that many of these events had multiple causal 

factors: human action may have combined with natural factors (rain, thawing snow and 

ice), resulting in damage from a flood. The data used will be drawn from sources discussed 

in the previous two chapters and supplemented with data from existing datasets, mainly 

the Chronology of British Hydrological Events,40 but also TEMPEST41 and the Gallery of 

Natural Phenomena.42 The two sets of resulting data (from the Record Office and from 

existing work) need to be handled separately. Every one of the events recorded from the 

Record Office occurred within Staffordshire, however few from existing datasets are 

recorded as occurring in Staffordshire. As the mundane is being examined, with many 

events being as small as a blocked ditch, it cannot be presumed that conditions in individual 

parishes in Staffordshire were the same as elsewhere along the River Trent and its 

tributaries. 

 
38 Sangster, Jones, and Macdonald, άThe Co-Evolution of Historical Source Materials in the 
Geophysical, Hydrological and Meteorological Sciences: Learning from the Past and Moving 
ForǿŀǊŘΦέ 
39 PfistŜǊΣ ά5ƛŜ ΨYŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘŜƴƭǳŎƪŜΩ 5Ŝǎ нлΦ WŀƘǊƘǳnderts Und Der Verlust Traditionalen 
RisikobewusstseƛƴǎΦέ 
40 British Hydrological Society, ά/ƘǊƻƴƻƭƻƎȅ of British Hydrological EvenǘǎέΤ .ƭŀŎƪ and Law, 
άDevelopment and Utilization of a National Web- Based Chronology of Hydrologicaƭ 9ǾŜƴǘǎΦέ 
41 ά¢9at9{¢ 5ŀǘŀōŀǎŜ - The UnƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ !ǇǊƛƭ уΣ 2019, 
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/research/groups/weather-extremes/research/tempest-
ŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜΦŀǎǇȄΤ ±ŜŀƭŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά5ŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 5Ŝluge of Historical Weather Data: The Example of the 
¢9at9{¢ 5ŀǘŀōŀǎŜΦέ 
42 ά¢ƘŜ DŀƭƭŜǊȅ ƻŦ bŀǘǳǊŀƭ tƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ hŎǘƻōŜǊ уΣ нлнлΣ ƘǘǘǇΥκκǿǿǿΦǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀΦƻǊƎΦǳƪκΦ 
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4.1 Flood Indices 

As the records used within this research are descriptive, they do not provide the height or 

discharge of floods, and often do not provide a precise date, though some descriptions 

focus on the level of flooding or the extent of damage caused. This makes assessing the 

severity of flooding challenging. However, indices offer an opportunity to compare events 

and rank them, with qualitative data converted into a numeric scale. Indices have been 

widely used in historical climatology,43 a simple example being assigning -1, 0 and +1 to dry, 

normal, and wet months. They have been used in several contexts, including climate and 

weather44 or flood severity.45 Methods for producing indices vary, but the most relevant 

here are methods of counting and standardising phenomena,46 such as levels of intensity 

based on the use of descriptions of flooding or flood damage.  

Work is still needed on bridging between qualitive and quantitative data. In recognition of 

this a series of workshops were organised by the University of Liverpool in 2019 for the 

project Building UK climate resilience through bridging the qualitative-quantitative data 

divide.47 One of the topics discussed was indices. Key themes included the difficulties in 

standardising indices, as the indices chosen (three-, five-, or seven-point) depend on the 

quality of the available data. Indices also risk losing the qualitative data that comes with 

 
43 5ŀǾƛŘ WΦ bŀǎƘ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά{Ŝŀǎƻƴŀƭ wŀƛƴfall Variability in Southeast Africa during the Nineteenth 
/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ wŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ {ƻǳǊŎŜǎΣέ Climatic Change 134, no. 4 (2016): 605ς19; 
.ǊłȊŘƛƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ /ƭƛƳŀǘƻlogy In Europe ς TƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ hŦ ¢ƘŜ !ǊǘΦέ 
44 wǳŘƻƭŦ .ǊłȊŘƛƭΣ IǳōŜǊǘ ±ŀƭłǑŜƪΣ ŀƴŘ WŀǊƳƛƭŀ aŀŎƪƻǾłΣ ά/ƭƛƳŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ȊŜŎƘ [ŀƴŘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ мтулǎ 
in Light of the Daily Weather Records of Parson Karel Bernard Hein of Hodonice (Southwestern 
Moravia): Comparison of Documentary aƴŘ LƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘŀƭ 5ŀǘŀΣέ Climatic Change 60, no. 3 (2003): 
297ς327; PfisterΣ ²ŜƛƴƎŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ [ǳǘŜǊōŀŎƘŜǊΣ άIȅŘǊƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ²ƛƴǘŜǊ 5ǊƻǳƎƘǘǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ [ŀǎǘ прл 
Years iƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ǇǇŜǊ wƘƛƴŜ .ŀǎƛƴΥ ! aŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέΤ .ǊłȊŘƛƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ /ƭƛmate of the 
Paǎǘ рлл ¸ŜŀǊǎΥ bŜǿ /ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŦƻǊ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ /ƭƛƳŀǘƻƭƻƎȅέΤ [ŀǊǎ .ŅǊǊƛƴƎ ŀƴd Hans von Storch, 
ά{ŎŀƴŘƛƴŀǾƛŀƴ {ǘƻǊƳƛƴŜǎǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ муллΣέ Geophysical Research Letters 31, no. 20 (2004): 1ς4, h; 
bŜƛƭ aŀŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ²ŜŀǘƘŜǊ Accounts from Wales: An Assessment of Their Potential 
ŦƻǊ wŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ /ƭƛƳŀǘŜΣέ Weather 65, no. 3 (2010): 72ςумΤ 5ŀǊƛƻ /ŀƳǳŦŦƻ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άрлл-Year 
Temperature Reconstruction in the Mediterranean Basin by Means of Documentary Data and 
Instrumental OōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΣέ Climatic Change 101, no. 1 (2010): 169ς99. 
45 WΦ WŀŎƻōŜƛǘ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άLinks between Flood Events in Central Europe since AD 1500 and Large-Scale 
Atmospheric Circulation ModŜǎΣέ Geophysical Research Letters 30, no. 4 (2003): 2ς5. 
46 Rüdiger Glaser and Heiko StŀƴƎƭΣ ά/ƭƛƳŀǘŜ and Floods in Central Europe since AD 1000: Data, 
aŜǘƘƻŘǎΣ wŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎΣέ Surveys in Geophysics 25, no. 5ς6 (2004): 485ς510. 
47 ¢ƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ [ƛǾŜǊǇƻƻƭΣ ά.ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ¦Y /ƭƛƳŀǘŜ wŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ - Department of Geography and 
Planning - ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ [ƛǾŜǊǇƻƻƭΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ aŀǊŎƘ нпΣ нлнлΣ 
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/geography-and-planning/research/building-uk-climate-resilience/.  
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descriptive records and are only really needed if they bring something new.48 Some of these 

issues are resolved here, as indices are being used as one of several approaches to 

analysing the source material, so qualitative data is not Ψbeing lost.Ω The objective is not to 

contribute a dataset that can be synthesised with others, but to demonstrate potential 

approaches and uses for documentary material analysis, however the model chosen here 

shares commonalities with three-point models used for flooding by Brazdil, Rüdiger Glaser 

and others.49 However, 0 has been added as a placeholder for events for which there is 

insufficient information to determine the severity (Table 4.1). The indicators chosen are 

well suited to understanding the mundane, but less effective for extreme events as there 

are no distinctions made for the severity of destructive flood events. With the material 

examined for this thesis, this is not an issue as only three of the events recorded from 

material at the Staffordshire Record Office were destructive enough to be given the most 

severe classification (Table 4.2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
48 The University of Liverpool. 
49 w DƭŀǎŜǊΣ I {ǘŀƴƎƭΣ ŀƴŘ a [ŀƴƎΣ άCƭƻƻŘǎ ƛƴ /entral Europe since AD 1300 and Their Regional 
/ƻƴǘŜȄǘΣέ Houille Blanche-Revue Internationale De L Eau, no. 5 (2004): 43ς49; Rudolf Brázdil et al., 
άCƭƻƻŘ 9ǾŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ {ŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ wƛǾŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ƛȄǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅΣέ Climatic Change 43 (1999): 
239ς85. 
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Table 4.1: Flood events classified as 0 (all drawn from the Chronology of British Hydrological Events) 

Year Month/ Season Description Original source (as given) 

1574 - "Floods were recorded in 1254 and 1255, and 
in 1284 a flood badly damaged the bridge. 
(Footnote 9) Floods also occurred in 1380, 
1402, (Footnote 10) 1574, (Footnote 11) 
1771, at least three times in the 1790s, 
(Footnote 12) 1830, (Footnote 13) 1852, and 
1875......" 

'Burton-upon-Trent: 
Communications', A History of the 
County of Staffordshire: Volume 9: 
Burton-upon-Trent (2003), pp. 22-31 

1614 Jan-Mar "Many of the severest [Trent] floods have 
been caused by the break-up of a severe 
winter. The snow and ice thaw and at the 
same time there are falls of rain....This 
pattern has been repeated many times, 
examples occurring in 1614/15, 1683/84, 
February 1795 and March 1947." " 

H.R. Potter (1958) Notes on the 
River Trent and its Tributaries, for 
Trent River Board Nott ingham 
University Library pamphlet holding 
Em c36 POT 

1677 May Floods on the Idle History of Flooding in the Trent 
Valley up to 1930, Trent River Board 

1680 Aug Floods on the Idle - As above 

1681 Dec Floods on the Idle at Christmas - As above 

1686 May The Idle Valley was again in flood in May - As above 

1689 Oct The Idle Valley was in flood towards the end 
of October 

- As above 

1692 Spring There were spring floods in 1692 - As above 

1746 Feb "The frost and snow continued till the 14th 
and then we had a flood." [R. Tame] 

Reynolds, D. J. (1992) The weather in 
South Staffordshire 1739-1754 from 
the diary of Dr Richard Wilkes; Part 
2, 1741-1747 Journal of 
Meteorology [UK] Vol 17 p326/7 

 
Table 4.2: Flood events in Staffordshire classified as 3 

Year Date Description Source 

1639 Jan 28th 
A "great and suddaine" flood destroyed the 
mill in Wombourne 

Wombourne Parish Register 

1659 Michaelmas 
Presentment for neglecting the river defences 
in the area of Busbeys Little Close, Uttoxeter. 
Flooding had Altered the course of the river. 

Quarter Sessions 

1708 Sep 15th 
Flooding destroyed dams, floodgates, hedges 
and shops in Rugeley 

Rugeley Parish Officer Accounts 

Fatalities are often cited as evidence of the impact of extreme flood events.50 However, in 

more mundane contexts they can be a poor indicator of severity and are not being used 

here to make judgements about flood events. The circumstances of individual deaths are 

 
50 Examples include: C. L. Johnson, S. M. Tunstall, and E. C. Penning-wƻǿǎŜƭƭΣ ά/ǊƛǎŜǎ ŀǎ /ŀǘŀƭȅǎǘǎ ŦƻǊ 
Adaptation: Human Response to Major FloodsΣέ нллоΤ ZōƛƎƴƛŜǿ ²Φ YǳƴŘȊŜǿƛŎȊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά{ǳƳƳŜǊ 
Floods in Central Europe - /ƭƛƳŀǘŜ /ƘŀƴƎŜ ¢ǊŀŎƪΚΣέ Natural Hazards 36, no. 1ς2 (2005): 165ς89; 
Brázdil, Kundzewicz, and BeƴƛǘƻΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ IȅŘǊƻƭƻƎȅ ŦƻǊ {ǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ CƭƻƻŘ wƛǎƪ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜέΤ [ƛƴŘǎŜȅ WΦ 
McEwen and Alan WerriǘǘȅΣ άΨ¢ƘŜ aǳŎƪƭŜ {ǇŀǘŜ ƻŦ мунфΩΥ ¢ƘŜ tƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ and Societal Impact of a 
/ŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘƛŎ CƭƻƻŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊ CƛƴŘƘƻǊƴΣ {ŎƻǘǘƛǎƘ IƛƎƘƭŀƴŘǎΣέ Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers 32, no. 1 (2007): 66ς89; Greg BanƪƻŦŦΣ ά/ƻƳǇŀǊƛƴƎ ±ǳƭƴŜǊŀōilities: Toward Charting an 
Historical Trajectory ƻŦ 5ƛǎŀǎǘŜǊǎΣέ Historical Social Research 32, no. 3 (2007): 103ς14; Macdonald 
ŀƴŘ {ŀƴƎǎǘŜǊΣ άIƛƎƘ-Magnitude Flooding acrƻǎǎ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ !5 мтрлΦέ 
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not always clear, or not always directly related to the scale of flooding. For example, in 

December 1616 one William Turner slipped and drowned at Chotes Bridge, "the water 

being out."51 There is no suggestion here that the water caused damage, and Turner was 

attempting to cross the bridge when he fell, suggesting it was intact and accessible. 

Likewise, during a άtempestuous snowy nightέ ŀfter weeks of flooding on the twenty-first 

December 1740 one George Lucas drowned crossing Wichnor Bridge late at night.52 There 

are many potential scenarios for Turner and LucasΩs December accidents, including icy 

conditions combined with human error in judgement, a damaged bridge or even potentially 

inebriation, which could have combined or occurred independently from flooding. After all, 

drownings in rivers are also frequently connected to events other than flooding. Almost half 

the accidental deaths found in SpenceΩs study of London between 1650-1750 were 

attr ibuted to drowning but were associated with transport and shipping on the Thames as 

well as mundane activities, such as fetching water and bathing in addition to other trauma, 

particularly injuries resulting in unconsciousness. As well, there were a number of non-

accidental drownings, including both murder and suicide.53 Duration of flooding is also not 

being considered here, unlike with Glaser et aƭΩǎ approach, as many of the records 

consulted did not provide dates or duration of the flood events. 

Table 4.3: Flood indices, indicators, and examples used within this study 
Level Classification Indicators Examples 

0 Unknown severity Lack of information 
makes classification 
impossible 

άFlooding in DerbyshiǊŜέ (CBHE) 

1 Water higher than usual No known damage  άthe water being oǳǘέ (APR) 

2 Minor damage or 
obstruction 

Roads or paths 
obstructed, gravel 
washed onto land, minor 
repairs needed 

Flooding of a highway at Coven Heath as a 
watercourse dividing the parishes of Bushbury 
and Brewood had been stopped up at 
Brewood Forge. In 1655 (QS) 

3 Major damage Destruction of structures 
such as buildings or 
bridges or evidence of 
extreme/widespread 
flooding 

The Trent "was carried a quarter of a mile, and 
cast against trees, with the violence whereof 
the trees were torn up by the roots, and cast 
twelve score yards off." (CBHE) 
A "great and suddaine" flood destroyed 
Wombourne mill in 1639 (WPR) 

 
51 SRO D783/1/1/1 . 
52 SRO D783/1/1/1. 
53 Craig Spence, Accidents and Violent Death in Early Modern London: 1650-1750 (Woodbridge: The 
Boydell Press, 2016), 79. 
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Some judgements of severity have been made based on local topography, for instance by 

consulting aerial imagery of the areas mentioned. Wistow Church near Leicester is a good 

example; it was flooded in 1618 when, "About six in the morning the waters so increased 

that they prevailed to carry the bier about the church and ran over the communion 

table."54 There is no mention of damage (aside from the bier) and the River Sence passes 

along the edge of the churchyard (Figure 4.1), so I ranked this as 2 even though the severity 

is unclear from the description alone. Other judgements needed to be made regarding 

statements such as άŀ great flood,έ άserious floodsέ or benchmarking and statements of 

extreme such as "the like of which had not been known within the memory of people then 

living," oǊ άthe earth almost swims with water.έ I have generally classified άDǊeŀǘέ and 

άǎŜriousέ as 2 unless other details indicate otherwise, while the more florid statements 

have each been assessed individually on their own merits. Fortunately for this study, the 

majority of the difficult or challenging to classify entries are from materials derived from 

CBHE, so are less significant here than the Staffordshire events. The only Staffordshire entry 

that caused any difficulties with classification was the presentment in 1659 for neglecting 

defences along the River Dove, which appears to be about the general state of the bank 

rather than a specific event that year.55 However, as the effect on the course of the river 

was considered serious by the Quarter Sessions, it was ultimately decided to classify it as 3. 

 
54 CBHE 7778. 
55 SRO Q/SR/308. 
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Figure 4.1: St Wistan's Church, Wistow, nr Leicester, showing proximity of the river to the church56 

 

 
56 High Resolution (25cm) Vertical Aerial Imagery [JPG geospatial data], Scale 1:500, Tiles: 

sp6495,sp6496, Updated: 29 October 2018, Getmapping, Using: EDINA Aerial Digimap Service, 
<https:/ /digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2020-03-26 11:22:19.389 
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4.2 Contemporary explanations for flood events 

The mechanisms that caused flooding are rarely described in administrative records for the 

sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, but the routine nature of these records results in the 

presence of a mostly consistent record and when viewed as a whole they can be extremely 

useful for understanding past flooding. However, when an explanation for a flood event is 

given it must be subject to some scrutiny. The types of records examined will likely affect 

the narratives that are presented. Court records and legal documents are less likely to 

include the providential explanations seen in the pamphlets Morgan examines,57 nor are 

descriptions likely to be expressed in modern meteorological terms. The millers, shoemaker 

or cobbler, other tradesmen, householders, and landowners affected by the 1708 flooding 

in Rugeley did not have modern meteorological or hydrological training that would allow 

them to describe the flooding in terms recognisable today. Instead, they were far more 

concerned with the damage inflicted and its impact on their dwellings and livelihoods. 

Explaining the flooding was not as important an issue to them, or the parish officers, as the 

practical issues of recovery from the flood was. Nevertheless, there is some context given 

as there was άa great RaiƴΣέ58 suggesting perhaps sudden intense rain or a storm causing 

flash flooding.  

Narratives of flooding are shaped by the ways in which they are recorded. The petition by 

the inhabitants of Combridge previously discussed (2.2.2 Bridges) mentionǎ άŦrosty weather 

by reason of Iceέ ŀǎ a recurring hazard,59 suggesting snowmelt and ice as a frequent cause 

of flooding. As this is a petition by a community to receive aid from the county, there was a 

need to prove that the problem was significant enough to warrant support from the court, 

therefore requiring them to prove that the flooding was a repeated occurrence and having 

disruptive effects on community and infrastructure. The Quarter Sessions contain eighteen 

records which specifically concern flooding in the period 1550 to 1750, including two for 

the same incident, which compared to over two hundred records for bridges suggests that 

flood damage might not always be explicitly attributed to flooding when it appears in the 

sessions (Table 4.4, , 2.2.2 Bridges). The eighteen records of flooding include proportionally 

 
57 Morgan, ά¦ƴŘerstanding Flooding in Early Modern EƴƎƭŀƴŘΦέ 
58 SRO D3243/4/1. 
59 SRO Q/SR/293/4. 
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more presentments and indictments than the records of bridges, and no accounts or 

financial records, the largest category of the bridge records. Although there is some overlap 

between these two groups of records, there is still a substantial difference between how 

flooding is presented to the Quarter Sessions and how bridges are presented (five records 

are for bridges damaged by flooding as in Combridge, and therefore appear in both sets of 

records). The priorities of the court when repairing a bridge were therefore more 

frequently the civil role of the court in managing infrastructure, while proceedings involving 

flooding are more likely to be criminal or punitive. 

Table 4.4: The number of records concerning bridges and floods in the Quarter Sessions rolls by type (percentage of total) 

 Bridges Floods  

Accounts and financial 70 (33)      

Presentments 64 (30) 7 (39)  

Writs 16 (8)     

Petitions 12 (6) 1 (6)  

Indictments 12 (6) 6 (33)  

Orders 10 (5)     

Certificates and reports 10 (5) 1 (6)  

Testimonies 9 (4) 2 (11)  

Agreements 4 (2)     

Miscellaneous 6 (3) 1 (6)  

Total 213   18    

 

  
   Accounts and financial 
   Presentments 
   Writs 
   Petitions 

   Indictments 
   Orders 
   Certificates and reports 

 

   Testimonies 
   Agreements 
   Miscellaneous 

Figure 4.3: The number of records concerning bridges and floods in the Quarter Sessions rolls by type 

The need to present a legal case affected the ways flooding is described, whether that 

meant providing evidence of fault by a party, a case for how things άshouldέ be, or a 

responsibility. An appeal to precedence and community memory as discussed in Chapter 3 

appears in Quarter Session records. At the Easter sessions in 1666, the court ordered a 
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άsearch of ancient recordsέ to establish which towns or persons were responsible for their 

own bridge repairs, in order to reduce the burden on the county.60 In 1692, the ancient 

course of a brook was used in a case regarding a damaged road in Wolverhampton. 

Apparently, one John Holnick άhad filled up an ancient watercourse,έ causing the road to 

flood. The ancient nature of the brook justified John Holnick being obliged to maintain (and 

not obstruct) it.61  

An indictment requires a claim of an individǳŀƭΩs fault. As God or nature cannot be indicted 

(or pay for repairs), a human culprit is needed. Thus, the blame for flooding is unlikely to be 

placed on natural events and instead is described as the result of human activity. When 

flooding appears in the Quarter Sessions rolls, eleven of the eighteen records describe 

humans as responsible for flooding, and every single indictment describes a human cause 

of flooding. Negligence was frequently a reason for issues seen in Quarter Sessions, manor 

courts and with Hopwas Bridge in the Assize courts. As landowners were responsible for 

their own riverbanks and flood defences (3.5  

Legal settlements), they could be prosecuted for not maintaining them if flooding occurred, 

particularly if the effects were as serious as the shift ing of a county boundary as with the 

River Dove (2.2.2 Riverbanks). Often, humans were considered actively responsible for 

flooding, such as by blocking a ditch or, as in five cases, working a forge, mill, or floodgates. 

When no cause is given for flooding, it is often because flooding is being described as a 

cause of a damaged bridge or is being discussed in abstract terms rather than referring to a 

specific event, a common phrase being άin times of floodsΦέ A natural cause of flooding was 

only given in one case, the petition for Combridge, for which there was a clear need to refer 

to natural processes to prove to the court that assistance was required from the county. 

 

 

 

 
60 SRO Q/SR/332/19. 
61 SRO Q/SR/413/18. 
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Table 4.5: Flooding in the Quarter Sessions rolls and the cause ascribed to it 

Session Record type Brief details Cause of flooding 

Trinity 1634 Certif icate of 
damage 

SalteǊΩǎ Bridge damaged by flooding None given 

 1655 Indictment Highway flooded at Coven Heath due to stopped 
watercourse at Brewood Forge 

Human activity 
(forge) 

Epiphany 1656 Petition Bridge repeatedly damaged by flooding and ice Natural - ice 

Epiphany 1657 Presentment Ditch and causeway described as in good condition, 
but a customary right of way is claimed in times of 
flood 

None given 

Translation 1657 Indictment Humphrey Hall not maintaining riverbank forming 
the county boundary, thereby causing flooding of 
the Dove 

Human negligence 

 1659 Presentment Elizabeth Broughton and Richard Wall accused of 
neglecting river defences, resulting in flooding 
altering the course of the river (and county 
boundary) 

Human negligence 

 1773 Indictment John finch working a forge on the Stour at 
Amblecote, causing an obstruction and flooding a 
highway 

Human activity 
(forge) 

[nd] 1680 Complaint The wooden bridge in Trentham in disarray, causing 
danger to travellers in times of floods 

None given 

Translation 1688 Presentment Ralph Rowley pounding water above Cheddleton 
Mills, causing danger to the public 

Human activity 
(mill) 

Easter 1692 Presentment John Holnick filled up an ancient watercourse, so 
the brook floods a road in Wolverhampton 

Human activity 

 1696 Indictment Humphrey Swan flooding a meadow and pasture in 
Penkridge by opening flood gates 

Human activity 
(flood gates) 

 1708 Testimony John England, miller, accused of stopping the River 
Tame and not securing the road between Tamworth 
and Hopwas 

Human activity 
(mill) 

Easter 1709 Presentment Inhabitants of Uttoxeter still employed in the repair 
of Dovebridge lane by making sluices and ditches to 
alleviate flooding 

None given 

Translation 1711 Presentment Two bridges damaged by floods and as they are 
county bridges and thus should be repaired by the 
county 

None given 

Easter 1712 Testimony Inhabitants of the north of the Totmonslow 
Hundred requesting that the bridge over the 
Churnett to be replaced with a stone bridge due to 
floods making the roads impassable 

None given 

Epiphany 1734 Indictment John Rowley charges with stopping and filling up a 
ditch/drain between Darlaston and Walsall causing 
danger to people and animals 

Human activity 

Easter 1734 Presentment The ditch made by John Rowley sufficient and open Human activity 

Easter 1746 Indictment Joseph Gibbons obstructed a watercourse called 
Park Lane Brook using gravel and other materials 
causing it to flood the Sedgley to Wolverhampton 
road 

Human activity 

How much can these descriptions of flooding be trusted? From the evidence in the Quarter 

Sessions alone, it would appear as though many of these flood events are as simple as 

someone opening floodgates and inundating someoneΩs meadow, as described in 1696 in 

Penkridge. However, a number of these seemingly petty incidents coincide with years for 
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which the Chronology of British Hydrological Events has entries for flooding somewhere 

else on the Trent. For instance, in 1673 the  sessions describe a forge blocking the Stour, 

however the CBHE has entries for the same year showing extensive flooding in Derbyshire, 

including two feet of water in St WerbuǊƎΩǎ church in Derby on the nineteenth of July, 

which would have occurred between the Trinity/Translation sessions and the Michaelmas 

ones.62 It is therefore important to interrogate the narratives presented by these records by 

comparison with known flood evens and (where available) precipitation in order to 

determine whether they can be linked to wider patterns of flooding. 

Determining to what extent precipitation contributed to any specific flood event can be 

challenging in this period. It would be ideal to be able to compare the data from 

Staffordshire with rainfall records. The first UK rainfall records were made in 1677 in 

Lancashire, unfortunately, rainfall datasets are scarce for the period prior to 1750 and 

systematic measurement of rainfall across the UK did not begin until the advent of the 

British Rainfall Organisation in 1860.63 The oldest regional instrumental weather records 

exist from Chatsworth in Derbyshire from 1760, which are used as a comparison for 

Staffordshire by Harvey-Fishenden in examining drought impacts.64 

Craddock provides yearly precipitation from 1725 drawn from the series of 10-year 

Meteorological summary books held by the Met Office for Devon and Cornwall, London, the 

East Midlands and Yorkshire, expressed as a percentage of normal, and estimated monthly 

rainfall for the East Midlands from 1726.65 Rainfall records do exist for other sites in the 

early eighteenth century, including Kew (South London), Oxford (Oxfordshire) and Spalding 

in Lincolnshire,66 however the distance to Staffordshire from these series would introduce 

considerable uncertainty, particularly when considering the mundane, although underlying 

 
62 SRO Q/SR/361/7; CBHE 7904. 
63 tŜŘƎƭŜȅΣ ά! {ƘƻǊǘ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ wŀƛƴŦŀƭƭ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 
64 Alice Harvey-Fishenden, Neiƭ aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘΣ ŀƴŘ WŀƳŜǎ t .ƻǿŜƴΣ ά5Ǌȅ ²ŜŀǘƘŜǊ CŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ 
9ŀǊƭȅ ΨLƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭΩ /ŀƴŀƭ bŜǘǿƻǊƪΣέ Regional Environmental Change 19, no. 8 (2019): 2325ς37, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10113-019-01524-5. 
65 Craddock, ά!ƴƴǳŀƭ wŀƛƴŦŀƭƭ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀnd since 1тнрΣέ уноΤ WΦ aΦ /ǊŀŘŘƻŎƪΣ άaƻƴǘƘƭȅ wŀƛƴŦŀƭƭ ¢ƻǘŀƭǎ 
Representing the East Midlands for the Years 1726 Tл мфтрΣέ The Meteorological Magazine 106, no. 
1257 (1977): 97ς111. 
66 B. Todd et al.Σ ά{ŜǾŜǊƛǘȅΣ 5ǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ Frequency ƻŦ 5ǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ {9 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ мсфт ǘƻ нлммΣέ 
Climatic Change 121, no. 4 (2013): 673ς687. 
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dry and wet phases may persist across such distances.67 Both yearly and monthly rainfall 

can be useful here, depending on which source material is being compared. Yearly rainfall 

can be compared with records where the date of the event is uncertain. For instance, 

bridge repairs in the Quarter Sessions might appear some time after the actual damage and 

not provide details of when the flooding occurred, and appear to show little connection to 

annual rainfall (Figure 4.4, c). Damage to bridges was also potentially cumulative, being the 

result of both use of the bridge and repeated severe weather. However, when the date of a 

flood event is known or there were multiple events in the same year, monthly rainfall is a 

more accurate comparison. For these purposes, floods mentioned in the Quarter Sessions 

have been presumed to be during the three months prior to that session unless specifically 

mentioned otherwise. 

Between 1725 and 1750, flood events on the Trent are recorded in years with both above 

and below average rainfall for the East Midlands (Figure 4.4, a), and the events known to 

have occurred in Staffordshire are both from dryer years, with little in the preceding 

months to indicate unusual precipitation (Figure 4.4, b). These events appear to be 

mundane occurrences and conditions more local to Staffordshire probably contributed to 

these events. In 1734, the flooding of the road between Darlaston and Walsall occurred 

during a period of lower rainfall and is attributed to a blocked ditch.68 Likewise, the 1746 

event is attributed to a blocked brook by the Quarter Sessions.69 It is likely not coincidental 

that both events recorded in the Quarter Sessions concern roads damaged by a blocked 

watercourse, as previously discussed, flooding was more likely to become the concern of a 

local court when it affected multiple parties or infrastructure, rather than only one 

individual (2.2.1 Manor courts). Although a direct comparison between flood events and 

known rainfall data has apparently indicated littl e relationship between the two, it may be 

that there are other ways of analysing this data that are more illuminating.  

 
67 Macdonald and SangstŜǊΣ άHigh-Magnitude Flooding across Britain since AD мтрлΦέ 
68 SRO Q/SR/553/15. 
69 SRO Q/SR/598/5. 
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 Annual rainfall East Midlands 
 Monthly rainfall East Midlands (Pode Hole) 

Bridges: 
 Epiphany   
 Easter 

 
 Trinity        
 Michaelmas Floods: 

 From existing work    
 

 From SRO 
Figure 4.4: (a) Yearly rainfall data for 1725 ς 1750 against known flood events; (b) Monthly rainfall data for 1726 ς 1750 
against known flood events; (c)  Yearly rainfall data for 1725 ς 1750 against bridges recording damage  in the Quarter 
Sessions.  

 

 



Using historical records to reconstruct patterns of flooding 

 

141 

Table 4.6: Flood and other relevant events affecting the River Trent or Staffordshire 1725 - 1750 

From existing flood series  From material in the Staffordshire Record Office 
British Chronology of Hydrological Events 
(narrowed to Trent) 
http:/ /www.cbhe.hydrology.org.uk/ 

CBHE 
 QS Quarter Sessions Rolls 

 
APR Alrewas Parish Register 

(weather events, drownings and other 
possible disruption) TEMPEST 

https://www.nott ingham.ac.uk/geography/ex
treme-weather/search/  

TEMP 
 

 

 
The Gallery of Natural Phenomena (narrowed 
to events likely to affect the Trent: specific 
locations on the Trent or nation-wide 
weather) 
http://www .phenomena.org.uk/ 

GNP  

Event 
Month/ 
Season 

Source  Year Source 
Month/  
Session 

Event 

In Burton Joyce the church was 
liable to damage from floods, 
being only 160 yards from the 
Trent. In 1725 there was a 
particularly damaging flood and 
churches throughout the country 
were asked for help in raising 
the money needed for repairs. 

 CBHE 1725    

   1726    
   1727    

A great flood in Nottingham, 
"the like of which had not been 
known within the memory of 
people then living,έ known as 
the midsummer flood. 

Jun CBHE 1728    

   1729    

In Selford a potential waterspout 
was sighted over the River Trent 
causing flooding 

Aug CBHE 1730    

   1731    
   1732    
   1733    

"The late heavy Rains have laid 
most Part of the lowlands in this 
Kingdom under Water [...] 
Especially from Staffordshire 
they write (a County abounding 
with Rivers) that their Meadow-
Lands are covered with Water 
for several Miles about. [...] in 
Scotland and the remote Parts of 
England, where we hear it is 
impossible to travel without 
great Hazard of their Lives." 

Dec CBHE 1734 

QS Epiphany 

A ditch/drain in Buttcroft 
Lane on the road from the 

village of Darlaston to 
Walsall stopped up, thus 

causing "danger" to people 
and animals using that road. 

QS Easter 

Presentment that the stank 
(ditch) in the road in the 
parish of Wednesbury is 

sufficient and open, and not 
a nuisance or danger to the 

road.  

Jan 8th a gale "the most violent 
since 1703" 

Jan GNP 

1735 

   

Jan 11th the River Trent was so 
high that the bridge was 
destroyed and impassable, 
travellers from the North to 
London had to go via 
Nott ingham. 

Jan CBHE    

Jan 18th "The Waters are so 
much out about Hull, Stone, 
Newark, Tucksford, &c. that 
Travellers hardly ever went in 
more Danger of their Lives." 

Jan CBHE    

Midsummer flood on the Trent: 
"The water in many of the 
houses near to the Meadows 
was two or three feet deep. A 
vast deal of hay was spoiled, and 
other damage done to a very 
serious extent."  

Jul CBHE 1736    
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Flooding cut off communication 
over the Trent 

 CBHE    

   1737    
   1738    

The 'Newcastle Waggon' was lost 
in a flood when attempting to 
cross the Trent by Muskham 
Ford. 

 CBHE 

1739 

   

Rain every day at the end of Jul 
until Aug[?] 8th including 
flooding at Tamworth. 

Jul CBHE    

Severe winter, "Great frost"  
began Dec 25th and northerly 
winds until summer. 

Dec GNP    

Very cold Jan GNP 

1740 

APR Jan 
"A great frost in Anno 

Domini 1740 the beginning 
of this year" 

By Dec 8th there had been 
continual flooding for more than 
a fortnight and snow melt with 
rain on the 8th caused the 
"greatest flood that has been 
known for many years" 

Dec CBHE APR Dec-Feb 

George Lucas drowned 
crossing Whichnor Bridge 

while travelling home 
between 9 and 10 at night 

on Dec 21st, it being "a very 
tempestuous snowy night"  

and was not found until Feb 
6th 

Water scarcity Jul CBHE 
1741 

   

A small flood Oct 23rd and larger 
Oct 26th on the Tame. 

Oct CBHE    

Storms in Stafford in late Jun, 
flooding 25th 

Jun TEMP 1742    

   1743    
   1744    
   1745    

Frost and snow untill Feb 14th 
and a flood on the Tame on the 
15th 

Feb CBHE 1746 QS Easter 

Gravel and other materials 
obstructing Park Lane Brook 

causing it to overflow and 
flood part of the Sedgley to 

Wolverhampton road.  

Mar 22nd a foot of snow fell and 
melted by noon (River Tame) 

Mar CBHE 
1747 

   

Dec 9th snowmelt caused "a 
great flood" 

Dec CBHE    

   1748    

So much rain and snow that the 
Tame was high for 5 or 6 and 
navigation of the Thames and 
Severn stopped. 

Jan CBHE 1749    

   1750    

 

4.3 Flood rich periods 

There are few studies that have identified flood rich periods based on source material in 

archives in the UK before 1750. 70A palaeoflood series for the Severn exists based on 

 
70 Macdonald et ŀƭΦΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ tƻƻled Flood Frequency Analysis for the River Tay at Perth, 
{ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΦέ 
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sediments, however this is more representative of mid-Wales than Central England, 71 and 

Keith Challis et al have presented a geoarchaeological analysis of the development of the 

Trent catchment. Several periods of flooding in Staffordshire can be identified by combining 

entries in the CBHE with examples found during this study. There are a few clusters of 

floods that can be confidently identified before 1650. Between 1610 and 1618 there are 

four recorded flood events, two from Derbyshire and one from Staffordshire (Figure 4.5). 

The apparent period from 1634 to 1642 is misleading, as the 1642/3 flood event was 

caused by inhabitants of the Isle of Axeholme breaking down flood gates at Misterton Soss 

on the River Idle to prevent the advance of Royalist troops.72 There has been a long history 

of flooding lands to prevent/hinder troop movements, with similar practices recorded by 

Adriaan de Kraker in the low countries during the same period, and these events do not 

indicate a flood rich period.73 

There is more data for 1650 onwards, showing three flood events in Staffordshire between 

1655 and 1659, several across the late seventeenth century, four events in Staffordshire 

between 1708 and 1712, and another possible period in the 1730s to 40s (Figure 4.2). The 

recurring issues with Hopwas Bridge in the 1650s were discussed previously, along with the 

potential link to flooding at the time (2.2.2 Bridges). If it was the case that the issues with 

Hopwas Bridge were due to flooding, it is worth examining whether bridge repairs can be 

linked to other known flood events, with a weak link between bridges and flooding (Figure 

4.5). The 1650s saw a peak in bridge repairs, which then drop before the late seventeenth 

century, although it is not clear whether or not this was related to political events and a 

need for repairs after years of neglect during the Civil War. There also appears to have been 

an increase in repairs corresponding with the 1708 to 12 period, and again in the 1740s. 

One issue with drawing any conclusions from this is that the bridge repairs often appear to 

peak before the flood events. Flooding is explicitly mentioned in relation to bridge repairs 

in the Quarter Sessions in 1634, 1656, 1684, 1711 and 1712. The majority of these have 

been included in the data of flood events, so represent some overlap between the two data 

 
71 Anna F Jones, Mark G Macklin, and tŀǳƭ ! .ǊŜǿŜǊΣ ά! DŜƻŎƘŜƳƛŎŀƭ wŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ Cƭooding on the 
Upper River Severn, UK, during the Lasǘ отрл ¸ŜŀǊǎΣέ Geomorphology 179 (2012): 89ς105. 
72 CBHE 11281 
Note: This flood event is entered as 1642, however the quotation provided says άмс42/3.έ 
73 !ŘǊƛŀŀƴ ŘŜ YǊŀƪŜǊΣ ά{ǘƻǊƳƛƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ƻǿ /ƻǳƴtries, 1390-мтнрΣέ Environment and History 19, no. 
2 (2013): 149ς71. 
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series. However, both the 1656 and 1711 coincide with years when there were peaks in the 

numbers of bridges appearing in the sessions. The 1684 Quarter Session entry for a bridge 

and causeway damaged by flooding is the only one that could not be used as part of this 

data series, as it is not clear whether the entry refers to flooding from 1684 or a previous 

year, however Macdonald records a large flood at Nottingham in February 1684, being the 

earliest estimated flood to exceed 1000 m3s-1.74 It is notable that the flood rich phases 

identified here do not correlate to any of those identified by Günter Bloschl et al on a 

European scale, the only exception being 1610 to 1618, which coincides with an increased 

period of flooding in Iberia; this likely reflects the scales and types of flood events often 

considered.75 

On a localised level, it may be possible to make use of manor court records as they regularly 

dealt with issues related to drainage (usually scouring ditches). The pains in the Trentham 

Manor records (2.2.1 Manor courts) do not provide a long series of data, but there does 

appear to be a correlation between the pains and known flood events, with three flood 

events occurring in Staffordshire during a period of increased regulation of drainage in 

Trentham (Figure 4.6). It should be noted that both the 1734 and 1746 events occurred on 

the Tame, a tributary that joins the Trent in Wychnor in south Staffordshire, roughly fifty 

kilometres downriver of Trentham. However, the issues in Trentham may still be associated 

with local flooding as both the recorded flood events and the issues in Trentham could be 

symptomatic of problems occurring in other manors in Staffordshire. When the rainfall data 

from the East Midlands is compared with the pains, there appears to be no correlation 

between the two (Figure 4.6). For issues as localised and mundane as drainage, data for 

rainfall or flooding needs to come from as close to the area as possible in order to 

accurately assess whether they are part of wider patterns of flooding or indicative of local 

issues, such as thunderstorms which might be more severe in one sub-catchment than the 

next one.  

 
74 MacdonaƭŘΣ άReassessing Flood Frequency for the River Trent through the Inclusion of Historical 
CƭƻƻŘ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ !5 монлΦέ 
75 BlǀǎŎƘƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά/ǳǊrent European Flood-Rich Period Exceptiƻƴŀƭ /ƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ tŀǎǘ рлл ¸ŜŀǊǎΦέ 
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  Bridges  Floods from existing work     Floods from SRO 
Figure 4.5: Flood events and bridges in the Quarter Sessions, 1650-1750 

 

 
Pains: 
 For not scouring or clearing ditches or gutters   

 Regarding alterations to watercourses 
 For not making a good hedge and ditch    
 For not undertaking repairs   
 For not farming a watercourse 

Floods: 
 From existing work    From SRO 

  Rainfall East Midlands 

Figure 4.6: Pains in Trentham manor records 1722-1746 and (a) flood events  (b) yearly rainfall in the East Midlands 
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4.4 Seasonality 

Assessing the seasonality of flooding is useful for evaluating flood risk, particularly for 

planning construction adjacent to a river or activities which are seasonal, such as 

agriculture.76 Analysis of flood seasonality is normally achieved using gauged data,77 and 

has thus focused on the second half of the twentieth century onwards, as this period 

reflects the greater presence of instrumental records.78 However, just as climate has 

changed over time, so may flood seasonality. This was noted by Bloschl et al who identify 

the current flood rich phase to be the first to have occurred during a warm period, as 

previously flood rich phases could be attributed to intervals with cooler climates.79 Studying 

flood seasonality over longer timescales is valuable as it can provide greater accuracy in 

flood risk assessment, as well as benefitting historical research, particularly environmental 

and agricultural history. 

Unfortunately, the data that can be gleaned from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries is 

considerably less rigorous than gauged data. Macdonald has studied the seasonality of 

flooding on the Ouse since 1600, and notes that records from the nineteenth century 

onwards are significantly more complete than those prior.80 The records for Staffordshire, 

both from this research and from the CBHE are seldom specific about the date, height or 

magnitude of events, and as it is not always clear how large an area was affected by any 

particular flood event or whether its cause was natural or human. The documentary 

sources in archives used for understanding flooding have often been heterogeneous, 

gathered from different sources across archives rather than one series, and many studies 

into historical seasonality of flooding and weather are the product of many yearǎΩ effort 

and accumulated data, as with Dario Camuffo et alΩs examination of hail- and 

 
76 5ŀǾƛŘ wΦ !ǊŎƘŜǊΣ ά{Ŝŀǎƻƴŀƭƛty of Flooding and the Assessment of Seasoƴŀƭ CƭƻƻŘ wƛǎƪΣέ Proceedings 
of the Institution of Civil Engineering 70, no. 2 (1981): 1023. 
77 bŜƛƭ aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘΣ ά¢ǊŜƴŘǎ ƛƴ CƭƻƻŘ {Ŝŀǎƻƴŀƭƛǘy of the River Ouse (Northern England) from Archive 
and InstrǳƳŜƴǘŀƭ {ƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ !5 мсллΣέ Climatic Change 110, no. 3ς4 (2012): 901ς23. 
78 For example: Andrew R. Black and Alan Werritty, άIȅŘǊƻƭƻgy Seasonality of Flooding: A Case Study 
of North BritainΣέ Journal of Hydrology, vol. 195, 1997. 
79 .ƭǀǎŎƘƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά/ǳǊǊŜƴǘ 9ǳropean Flood-Rich Period Exceptional Compared with Past 500 YŜŀǊǎΦέ 
80 Macdonald, ά¢ǊŜƴŘǎ in Flood Seasonality of the River Ouse (Northern England) from Archive and 
Instrumental Sources since AD 160лΦέ 
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thunderstorms in Italy.81 Databases such as the CBHE can be useful for gathering this data 

and helping in creating a more complete record, which may help to make up for some of 

the shortcomings of any one source. As a result of the difficulties with the data, Macdonald 

notes that approaches to studying flood seasonality since 1800 do not work when the data 

is as incomplete as for the early modern period.82 

This incompleteness was certainly true of the data from Staffordshire if used for examining 

seasonality, as the majority of records did not give a day or month for flood events or only 

referred to flooding in the abstract, such ŀǎ άin time of great floods.έ83 Occasionally, the 

researcher can be fortunate and encounter a more specific reference. For example, on the 

twenty-seventh of February, 1762, William Wyatt, ǘƘŜ άmost faithfull serv[an]tέ of the Earl 

of Uxbridge, sent the earl a lease for a forge (formerly fulling mill) in Burton-on-Trent with a 

letter describing the property, and noted that: 

The situation in respect to carriage makes the works much more valuable than 

they would otherwise be for [the] water is very inconstant there being often 

long floods in winter and great scarcity in summer which scarcity is in great 

measure owing to the gates put up by Mr Hayne84 

Both the seasonality of flooding and shortage of water were sufficient to reduce the 

functionality of the forge and make the periods in which it could work άƳǳch more 

valuable.έ ¢he flooding appears to have been more than occasional, and is described as 

άlong,έ ǎǳƎgesting significant lengths of time during which flooding affected the forge. 

More consistent, but not without their own issues, are records of court proceedings. As 

courts were held regularly, they may provide more regular records of floods and one might 

hope they would provide indication of seasonality. There is some variation in the dates of 

Quarter Sessions (2.2.2 Quarter Sessions and Assizes), but as they were associated with 

legal terms, the variation is small. 

 
81 5ŀǊƛƻ /ŀƳǳŦŦƻΣ /ƭŀǳŘƛƻ /ƻŎƘŜƻΣ ŀƴŘ {ƛƭǾƛŀ 9ƴȊƛΣ ά{Ŝŀǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ Lƴǎtability Phenomena (Hailstorms 
and Thunderstorms) in Padova, Northern Italy, from Archive and Instrumental Sources since AD 
моллΣέ Holocene 10, no. 5 (2000): 636. 
82 aŀŎŘƻƴŀƭŘΣ ά¢ǊŜƴds in Flood Seasonality of the River Ouse (Northern England) from Archive and 
Instrumental Sources since AD 1600.έ 
83 SRO Q/SR/381/6. 
84 SRO D603/E/1/172. 
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In the Quarter Sessions records for Staffordshire, more Trinity/Translation (summer) 

sessions mention bridges than any other, with the Michaelmas (autumn) sessions being the 

least likely session for bridges to be an issue (Figure 4.7). However, when bridges were 

mentioned in the Michaelmas sessions, there were more likely to be several bridges that 

needed repairing, for example there were thirteen in 1671. Overall, the Easter sessions 

tended to see fewer issues with bridges, both in terms of frequency of occurrences and the 

number of bridges damaged at any one time (Figure 4.7). The difference between sessions 

is not vast but is enough that it might reflect seasonal weather and repair work. It seems 

reasonable that ideally repairs would be undertaken in summer during warmer weather, so 

repairs due to wear and tear might be raised at the summer Trinity or Translation session. 

This may be why the work on the new bridge at Hopwas in 1663 was planned to take άǘǿo 

summerǎέ rather than two years.85 However, when bridges did need repairing in less ideal 

conditions of autumn and winter, it would have been the result of flooding or storms, thus 

several bridges appear at once. 

 
 All sessions  Excluding sessions when no bridges are 

mentioned 
Figure 4.7: Frequency of bridges appearing in Quarter Sessions: (a) number of years in which bridges appear, by session, and 
(b) a άǘypicaƭέ year ς the mean number of bridges appearing each session 
Entries where the session is unknown have been excluded 

However, the distinction made by Veale et al. when creating the TEMPEST database 

between the date of a weather event and the date of document creation is an important 

one.86 Among the records consulted here, few were made at the time of the event 

described. Interpreting any patterns in the Quarter Sessions relies on recognising that 

 
85 SRO Q/SR/321/3. 
86 Veale et al.Σ ά5ŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘe Deluge of Historical Weather Data: The Example of the TEMPEST 
DatŀōŀǎŜΦέ 
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orders in the sessions reflect damage prior to the sessions, but work undertaken after 

them: i.e. an order to repair a bridge in the summer sessions reflects damage from before 

July, but the hope that the repairs be completed between July and September (when the 

next sessions are). Likewise, as the sessions were held in September to October, any repairs 

were ordered to be undertaken over the winter but reflect damage from late summer or 

earlier. After the initial order in the Trinity 1653 sessions to repair the bridge in Hopwas, 

the issue reappeared in the sessions the same year, then again in 1654, 1656, 1657, the 

Assize court in 1658, then the Quarter Sessions again in 1630 and 1633 (2.2.2 Bridges). 

Orders by the court were expected to be acted upon quickly, and could be pursued in 

future sessions, which may not consistently reflect when any flooding may have occurred. 

There are opportunities for further analysis, for instance four bridges appeared at the 

Michaelmas sessions in 1744, occurring in a year where the East Midlands saw an unusually 

dry July and August, followed by higher than typical rainfall in September and October. 

Table 4.7: 25-year average rainfall (mm) for 1726-1750  and 1744,  July to October from Craddock87 
 July August September October 

25-year average 231.08 183.96 209.16 191.64 

1744 85 100 343 327 

However, damaged bridges were likely to reach the attention of the Quarter Sessions after 

attempts to secure repairs at a local level had failed, so the appearance of a bridge in the 

sessions may reflect damage from several months prior. Few of the entries in the Quarter 

Session rolls mentioning flooding give a date for the event. The petition from the 

inhabitants of Combridge mentioned previously suggests that flooding was a recurring 

issue, and not necessarily temporally close to the session in which it appears. 88 

Nonetheless, the mention of frosty weather as particularly difficult and the occurrence of 

the petition in the Epiphany sessions may be more than coincidental. Although it was an 

ongoing problem for the inhabitants of Combridge, the lack of an adequate bridge was 

clearly a greater issue in the winter than at other times of year, which may have prompted 

the petition at the Epiphany sessions. When specific records are examined in closer detail 

and different methods of analysis are used together, local seasonal issues become more 

apparent. 

 
87 CraddƻŎƪΣ άaƻƴǘƘƭy Rainfall Totals Representing the East Midlands for the Years 1726 T0 197рΦέ 
88 SRO Q/SR/293/4. 
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Archer et al note that increases in flash flooding tend to occur during previously identified 

flood rich periods.89 The 1730s-40s have been compared with monthly rainfall here and 

appear to have been a relatively flood rich period for the Trent (Figure 4.2). However, this 

period was not identified as such by Macdonald when examining the history of flooding at 

Nottingham, which suggests some caution should be applied.90 When the whole 1550 - 

1750 period is examined, eleven instances of sudden flooding or flooding associated with 

rain or storms appear, eight of which fall between June and September (Table 4.8). The 

infrequency with which flood events are recorded, and sparsity of the information given, 

means it is difficult to tell whether any of these events constitute flash-flooding, or whether 

they coincide with flood rich periods as Archer et al describe. It is nevertheless notable that 

the flood events recorded here are summer events, events often resulting from convective 

climate systems which exhibit high magnitude rainfall events, but that do not necessarily 

lead to widespread flooding as they are concentrated in smaller areas. Additionally, there 

are few floods recorded at Nottingham,91 instead they are focused in the upper tributaries, 

where heavy localised rainfall may have a more notable impact. Macdonald et al also noted 

an increase in summer floods in the eighteenth century on the River Ouse at York, in stark 

contrast to more recent history as few notable summer floods have been recorded over the 

last century (aside from an apparent increased frequency in the last ten years).92 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
89 !ǊŎƘŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ Cƭash Floods in England: New Regional Chronologies and Database,έ 6. 
90 MacdonŀƭŘΣ άweassessing Flood Frequency for the River Trent through the Inclusion of Historical 
Flood Information since !5 монлΦέ 
91 Macdonald. 
92 Macdonald, ά¢ǊŜƴŘǎ ƛƴ CƭƻƻŘ {Ŝŀǎƻƴŀƭƛty of the River Ouse (Northern England) from Archive and 
Instrumental Sources since AD 1600.έ 
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Table 4.8: Sudden flooding and flooding associated with storms or heavy rain on the River Trent and its tr ibutaries 

Year Month Event Source 

1558 Jul 
On Jul 7th near Nottingham, a storm and possibly a tornado resulted in six or 
seven fatalities. 

CBHE & 
GNP 

1570 Oct 

On October 5th a storm had devastating effects on the east coast. An account 
describes strong winds and heavy rainfall aggravating flooding, including in 
Bedfordshire, Huntingdonshire, Staffordshire and Warwickshire, which 
overwhelmed defences. 

CBHE 

1584 Jul Jul 24th lightning, hail and floods in England, people and cattle killed GNP 

1618 Sep 
On Sep 4th in Wistow "About six in the morning the waters so increased that 
they prevailed to carry the bier about the church and ran over the 
communion table"  

CBHE 

1639 Jan A "great and suddaine" flood destroyed the mill in Wombourne on Jan 28th WPR 

1673 Jul 
St Werburgh's church in Derby flooded with 2 feet of water from Markeaton 
Brook on 19th Jul. 

CBHE 

1698 Oct 
Wet with cold nights, and frequent rain throughout the summer caused 
flooding during late autumn, particularly at Derby. 

CBHE 

1708 Sep 
Sep 15th άŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ wŀƛƴέ ŘŜstroyed dams, floodgates, hedges and shops in 
Rugeley 

RPO 

1730 Aug 
In Selford a potential waterspout was sighted over the River Trent causing 
flooding 

CBHE 

1739 Jul 
Rain every day at the end of Jul until Aug(?) 8th including flooding at 
Tamworth 

CBHE 

1742 Jun Storms in Stafford in late Jun, flooding 25th TEMP 

The relationship between seasonal flood repairs and flood seasonality is complex, with few 

instances of damage being directly attributed to flooding by the sources. The available 

record for flooding of the Trent with specified months of year is sparse as many records are 

vague. However, it is sufficient to compare with MacdonaƭŘΩs findings for the Ouse. The 

records found for Staffordshire are few (only seven months across the whole period could 

be identified as featuring flooding), but they can be combined with the data from the CBHE 

for the Trent and data from Macdonald (Table 4.9; Figure 4.8). Even with the two 

combined, for the period 1550 to 1599 there is insufficient data to draw conclusions. For 

1600 to 1649, most of the flooding occurred between December and March. In the latter 

half to the seventeenth century and the first half of the eighteenth two peaks in flooding 

appear ς in the summer and the winter. Although the number of events where the month is 

identified is small, this can be combined with other data such as potential indicators of 

flood damage (bridges) and textual analysis of sources to build a more complete picture. 
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Flooding in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries did not conform to the same seasonal 

patterns as flooding today. As mentioned, Macdonald identifies a reduction in summer 

flooding in York in the twentieth century compared to previous centuries,93 and a high level 

of August-September flooding in 1700 - 1750, although autumn and winter were still the 

dominant seasons for flood events (Figure 4.7).94 Given that the recorded events are 

weighted towards the higher magnitude events prior to 1800,95 the large groupings of 

bridges being repaired in the Autumn is easily explicable. Severe June to September 

flooding could have led to damage to bridges across the county, and the need to undertake 

repairs before the winter may have resulted in many appearing in the Quarter Sessions at 

once, with this potentially more of a significant impact in the upland tributaries where 

convective storms might cause localised flooding. The rainfall data provided by Craddock 

for the East Midlands shows a tendency towards higher summer rainfall, with several years 

standing out for having a dramatic peak between May and September (May 1727, 1734; 

June 1726; July 1736, 1743; August 1737; September 1726, 1729, 1741, Figure 4.9). 

Although some doubt has been expressed about how reliably court records reflect the 

dates of flood damage, there does appear to be a relationship between Autumn bridge 

repairs and summer rainfall or storms. 

Table 4.9: Seasonality (bi-monthly) of recorded floods for 50-year periods 1550 ς 1750 
(Percentage of floods within the given period) 
Combining material from the Staffordshire Record Office, the CBHE and Macdonald (2012)96 

   Bi-monthly  

  
 Dec-Jan Feb-Mar Apr-May Jun-Jul Aug-Sep Oct-Nov Total 

Years 
and 
data 

sources 

 1550 - 
1599 

Staffordshire 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 

CBHE - Trent 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (66.7) 0 (0) 1 (33.3) 3 

1600 - 
1649 

Staffordshire 2 (66.7) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (33.3) 0 (0) 0 (0) 3 

CBHE - Trent 1 (25) 2 (50) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (25) 0 (0) 4 

Macdonald - Ouse 0 (0) 2 (66.7) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (33.3) 0 (0) 3 

1650 - 
1699 

Staffordshire 1 (33.3) 0 (0) 2 (66.7) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 3 

CBHE - Trent 3 (27.3) 0 (0) 1 (9.1) 3 (27.3) 1 (9.1) 3 (27.3) 11 

Macdonald - Ouse 4 (66.7) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (16.7) 0 (0) 1 (16.7) 6 

1700 - 
1749 

Staffordshire 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (100) 0 (0) 1 

CBHE - Trent 6 (40) 1 (6.7) 1 (6.7) 4 (26.7) 2 (13.3) 1 (6.7) 15 

Macdonald - Ouse 1 (16.7) 3 (50) 1 (16.7) 1 (16.7) 0 (0) 0 (0) 6 

 

 

 
93 Macdonald. 
94 Macdonald. 
95 Macdonald. 
96 Macdonald. 
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 Staffordshire  CBHE - Trent  Macdonald - Ouse 

Figure 4.8: Seasonality (bi-monthly) of recorded floods for 50-year periods 1550 ς 1750. Combining material from the 
Staffordshire Record Office, the CBHE and Macdonald (2012)97 

 

 

 
Figure 4.9: Rainfall for 1726-1750 from the East Midlands by month from Craddock98 

 
97 Macdonald. 
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The few instances where flooding is specifically mentioned in relation to a damaged bridge 

do not coincide with the Michaelmas sessions: in July 1634 flooding of the Mease is said to 

have damaged SaltŜǊΩs Bridge;99 in January 1655/6 the inhabitants of Combridge produced 

the aforementioned petit ion;100 in July 1711, the jury heard that four bridges had been 

destroyed by floods;101 in April 1712 Wall Bridge over the Churnett needed replacing with a 

stone bridge due to flooding;102 finally an undated entry (likely from 1680) describes danger 

to travellers over a bridge in Trentham due to flooding.103 Clearly repairs were sometimes a 

response to flooding. However extreme or unusual floods were more likely to be noted, 

and regular, expected occurrences would not, and it may not have been usually considered 

worth recording in the Quarter Sessions if weather or flooding had not been exceptional. 

Many of these recorded flood events were during winter and are attributed to ice and 

snow, usually during the subsequent thaw, with snowmelt the most frequently described 

cause of flooding in the winter months (Table 4.10). There were multiple problems 

associated with winter weather aside from flooding that are recorded, including the 

unusable bridge in Combridge in 1656, 104 the drowning of George Lucas on a άtempestuous 

snowy nightέ in 1740,105 floating ice destroying the Trent Bridge in the winter of 1683-4, 

and multiple instances of snow or ice events recorded in the 1740s (Table 4.10). However, 

winter flooding cannot always be attributed to snow and ice. In Chapter 3 evidence of 

major repair work to the roof of Burton mills was found in November 1704, and it was 

suggested that one explanation could be storm damage. At the same time, there was a 

small increase in bridge repairs (Figure 4.5), but no known flood events, so this explanation 

would be purely speculative. There are also several recorded September to October storms 

(Table 4.8). Thawing ice and snow are the most frequently remarked upon but were not the 

only reasons for winter flooding. 

 

 
98 CraddƻŎƪΣ άMonthly Rainfall Totals Representing the 9ŀǎǘ aƛŘƭŀƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ¸ŜŀǊǎ мтнс ¢л мфтрΦέ 
99 SRO Q/SR/215. 
100 SRO Q/SR/293/4. 
101 SRO Q/SR/479/8. 
102 SRO Q/SR/482/30. 
103 SRO Q/SR/381/6. 
104 SRO Q/SR/293/4. 
105 SRO D783/1/1/1. 
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Table 4.10: Flooding and other riverine events associated with snow or ice 

Year Month Event Source 

1610  Blizzards in Derbyshire and heavy rainfall causing three prisoners to drown in 
Derby jail. 

CBHE 

1614 Jan-Mar Snow and frost Jan - Mar, thawing ice and snow caused flooding in Derbyshire 
CBHE & 

GNP 

1621  Nottingham Bridgemaster's accounts include 4s 8d paid to have ice under the 
bridge broken to provide passage. 

CBHE 

1682 Sep-Feb 
A "severe" frost in Sep 1682-Feb 1683 in Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire. 
Fuel and food were in short supply and boats on the Trent were at a standstill. 

CBHE 

1683- 
1684 

Sep-Feb 
The Trent was frozen at Nottingham and when the frost broke up the bridges 
at Nottingham and Muskham were destroyed by floating ice, including Trent 
Bridge on 5th Feb 

CBHE 

1697 Dec 

Flood at Gainsborough "ran against [th]e upper part of trees growing on 
Saundby Marsh bank." Downstream, riverbanks gave way and were breached. 
Then there were several days of fine weather. On 28th December it began to 
freeze again and the next day more snow fell bringing fears of "another great 
thaw and deluge." 

CBHE 

1740 Dec 
By Dec 8th there had been continual flooding for more than a fortnight and 
snow melt with rain on the 8th caused the "greatest flood that has been 
known for many years" 

CBHE 

1746 Feb Frost and snow until Feb 14th and a flood on the Tame on the 15th CBHE 

1749 Jan 
So much rain and snow that the Tame was high for 5 or 6 weeks and 
navigation of the Thames and Severn stopped. 

CBHE 

 

4.5 Conclusion: Finding a record of mundane flooding 

Examining mundane flooding in the ways demonstrated here is challenging, which may be 

why it is an unusual approach to take. However, it is possible. The mundane reveals 

parishes struggling due to an insufficient bridge in winter, the άancientέ watercourses 

obstructed and human negligence. It can also reveal recurring patterns: blocked ditches, 

summer storms, winter ice and snow. These types of records also present challenges for 

such analysis, as court records infrequently record the reason for damage to bridges or the 

date that damage has occurred. As court records are concerned with local administration, 

they present a specific narrative of flooding based on human liability for damage, for 

relatively local well-defined areas. However, the routine nature of these records can be a 

benefit, as the requirement for the court to be held results in the consistent presence of a 

record, even if that record is flawed. 

The relationship between possible management of the effects of flooding, rainfall, and 

recorded flood events is not simple. Studying the mundane can be challenging in periods 

prior to the presence of regular instrumental data. The only available rainfall data for the 

Midlands in the period 1550 to 1750 only begins in 1725. In this chapter, data has been 

compared with known flood events, and records for bridge repairs and ditches to see 
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whether these could indicate anything about flooding even when not directly attributed to 

flood events. Because most of these issues are mundane, they are more subject to local 

conditions (and human involvement) than extreme events are. The use of indices to 

quantify descriptions of flood events can result in the loss of qualitative data, however 

when different forms of analysis are used simultaneously, this data is not lost. Several 

periods of increased flooding were identified in Staffordshire within the 1550 to 1750 

period, including during the 1650s, between 1708 and 1712, and in the 1740s, with some 

relationship between these periods and increased repairs of bridges and issues with 

ditches. There was also evidence of damage from storms, rainfall, and flooding, often 

during summer, resulting in damage to bridges, and frequent flooding caused by snow and 

ice, usually during a thaw in spring.
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Part 2: Archives and the environment 
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5 : Finding and cataloguing environmental data  
Memoranda include: 

Lists of constables and headboroughs, 1680-1746. 

Notes of charity bequests, e.g. William Chetwynd, 1691, Walter Landor, 1705. 

Damage caused by flood, 1708. 

Damage caused by a 'dreadful fierce fire', 1708. 

Copy account of money disbursed to those who received loss by fire (29 houses 

burned), with list of parishes and amounts collected by brief, 1649.1 

This excerpt from the catalogue description of Rugeley Parish OfficersΩ accounts (discussed 

in both Chapters 1 and 2) includes mention of the 1708 flood, and it was this description 

that indicated that it might be useful for this thesis. In contrast, many of the Quarter 

Sessions records and leases consulted could not be directly searched for with the term 

άflood.έ For example, the catalogue entry for a presentment from 1692 says: 

Presentment by Thomas Lane Esq., J. P. that the road in the parish of 

Wolverhampton between [ ?] and Willenhall is out of repair because John 

Holnick [?] had filled up an ancient watercourse so that water from the brook 

now turned into the road. Dated 5 Jan 16922 

This second example was found by reading each catalogue entry for the Quarter Sessions 

rolls to find relevant entries. Had the catalogue not been so detailed, the Quarter Sessions 

would need to have been consulted directly in order to identify the small fraction of 

relevant entries in the rolls, vastly increasing the workload (and likely preventing the 

Quarter Sessions being a viable source of data for a PhD project).  

Neither of the original documents use the word άflood,έ therefore a decision had been 

made with the 1708 flood to describe it in the catalogue as a flood, while the cataloguing 

for the 1692 one closely matches the language of the record. This difference is potentially 

due to the differing circumstances of the creation of the catalogue data and standards used 

for cataloguing: the entry for the Rugeley Parish OfficersΩ accounts are part of legacy data 

from before the creation of the online catalogue while the Quarter Sessions have been 

catalogued as part of an ongoing volunteer project. However, it is notable that the Rugeley 

event was caused by rain and was disastrous for the parish, while the 1692 event is 

 
1 SRO D3243/4/1. 
2 SRO Q/SR/413/18. 
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attributed to human activity and affected a single road. Whether the difference in scale of 

events and their human or natural cause affected the cataloguerΩs perception of events 

cannot be stated, although it is possible that the 1692 event was not perceived as flooding 

by the volunteer. The differences in how these two records were catalogued affected how 

readily they were identified for this thesis, and the search methods needed to find them. 

Even when flooding is mentioned in catalogue information, there can still be difficulty in 

consistently finding relevant records. When preparing material for the research in Chapters 

2-4, searching for different variations of the word άŦƭoodέ in the Staffordshire Record Office 

online catalogue (Gateway to the Past) produced different results. άFlooŘέ produced 176 

results, άŦƭƻƻŘingέ 112, άflooŘŜŘέ fifty-five and άŦƭoodsέ eighty-seven results. When 

narrowed to the 1550-1750 date range, the search produced fifteen, twenty, seven and 

eleven results each (Appendix II). Even when combined, these search results cannot be 

taken to be a complete sample of relevant material in the Staffordshire Record Office. 

Archivists have traditionally used the language of a record for description,3 so if the record 

does not use the term flood, catalogue description will likely not either. This means that as 

well as άŦlood,έ it can be necessary to use search terms such as άƛnundatioƴέ or άƘigh 

water.έ Even then, results can only be found when useful data is explicit in the source 

material, if it clearly mentions a flood (or uses equivalent terminology), and if the wording 

either occurs in the title of the document or the catalogue is detailed enough to include 

content information.  

Difficulties in locating useful data are further compounded when the relevance is implicit 

rather than explicit, for instance if repair work after a flood is described, but the flood itself 

is not mentioned. Many historical climatologists use proxy data such as harvest dates to 

examine patterns in weather,4 and such proxy data would not be found through directly 

 
3 Alicia Chilcott provides discussion of the problems presented when this results in description 
άinheritingέ offensive language from records: !ƭƛŎƛŀ /ƘƛƭŎƻǘǘΣ ά¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ tǊƻǘƻŎƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ 5escribing 
Racially Offensive Language in UK PubliŎ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣέ Archival Science 19 (2019): 359ς76. 
4 Brázdil, Wheeler, and PfisǘŜǊΣ ά9ǳǊƻǇean Climate of the Past 500 Years Based on Documentary and 
Instrumental DataέΤ YƧŜƭŘǎŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ 9Ǿidence of Past Floods in Europe and Their Utility 
in Flood Frequency EstimationέΤ 5Ŝ YǊŀƪŜǊΣ άCƭƻƻŘ 9ǾŜƴts in the Southwestern Netherlands and 
Coastal Belgium, 1400-19роέΤ tŦƛǎǘŜǊ, Weingartner, and LuterbacƘŜǊΣ άIȅŘǊƻƭƻƎƛcal Winter Droughts 
over the Last 450 Years in the Upper Rhine Basin: A Methodologicŀƭ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέΤ tǊƛōȅƭΣ /ƻǊƴŜǎΣ and 
tŦƛǎǘŜǊΣ άReconstructing Medieval April-July Mean Temperatures in East Anglia, 1256-мпомέΤ ²ŜǊǊƛtty 
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searching flooding, but through looking for the relevant types of sources or other related 

terminology. These sources do not mention flooding, and are not άaboutέ flooding, and 

therefore would not appear in searches for flooding at all. 

Looking at archival literature and practice through the lens of the environment reveals a 

gap. The paradigms by which archivists have traditionally worked and catalogued are 

generally blind to the potential for environmental research. This chapter will examine these 

difficulties and discuss potential solutions for repositories looking to engage with 

environmental research, which, as mentioned in Chapters 1, 7 and 8, has potential both for 

audience development and for demonstrating the societal value of archives.  This chapter 

will only focus on or recommend achievable measures that will be of help for 

environmental research. Therefore, problems like legacy data or lack of surviving records 

may be mentioned, but not directly addressed, as these are larger problems that are not 

specific to environmental research.  

Archive users interested in the environment come from a variety of disciplines and bring 

different perspectives and forms of analysis to the archive. A social historian and an 

historical hydrologist might look at the same records in entirely different ways. There has 

been an awareness for several decades that both archivists and archive users bring their 

own perspectives to the archive.5 As David Bearman argued, the record as an object of 

description is not the same as its existence as documentation of the activity of the record 

creator.6 Archive description therefore represents one possible perspective of many, and 

this has led to scrutiny of the purpose of archival description. Whether description is a 

function of archive services has been questioned in favour of viewing it as the process of 

communication of archival records,7 creating tension between information exchange and 

archival description as priorities.8  

 
et al., ά¦se of Multi-Proxy Flood Records to Improve Estimates of Flood Risk: Lower River Tay, 
{ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΦέ 
5 5ŀǾƛŘ .ŜŀǊƳŀƴΣ ά!ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ /ƻƴǘǊƻƭ LǎǎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ tǊƻǎǇŜŎǘǎΣέ The American Archivist 52, no. 3 (1989): 
286ς99. 
6 David Bearman, ά5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ 5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣέ Archivaria 34 (1992): 33ς49. 
7 Luciana DurantiΣ άhǊƛƎƛƴ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Concept of Archival DescriptiƻƴΣέ Archivaria 35 
(1993): 47ς54. 
8 WŜƴƴƛŦŜǊ .ǳƴƴΣ ά5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛǾŜ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΥ ! wŜƴŜǿŜŘ /ŀƭƭ ǘƻ !ŎǘƛƻƴΣέ Archives and Records 
34, no. 2 (2013): 235ς47. 
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The role of archivists in shaping records has been recognised,9 and archivists described as 

άƳŜdiatorsέ ǿƘƻ Ŏan be complicit in the viewpoints and definitions of institutions.10 

Michelle Light and Tom Hyry criticised the descriptive standards that archivists use for 

creating an illusion of objectivity and hiding the subjectivity of the archivists.11 In the late 

1990s and early 2000s, there were calls for archive constructs to be redesigned to recognise 

that records are dynamic.12 Understanding that any descriptive standards inevitably 

prioritise some voices over others, Duff and Harris have urged more liberatory approaches 

that allow multiple perspectives.13 Meanwhile, Millar has argued that archival description 

can be a tool for institutional and social accountability.14 These arguments have presented 

the difficulty that it is impossible for archival description to encompass all possible 

perspectives. Yeo has embraced the inevitable tensions and complexity that have 

developed, saying that definitive descriptions are impossible, and descriptions should be 

άalways beta,έ always subject to change and improvement.15 In this light, this chapter will 

not presume there is a single, perfect solution to access for environmental research as 

researchers are likely to view environmental records through very different paradigms from 

archivists. 

There has been extensive work on countering potential gaps or biases within archives, 

particularly where social inequalities and historical injustices may be reinforced by the 

archive. A range of approaches have emerged. Some have challenged the ostensibly 

objective άǾƛew from nowhereέ of archivists and archive processes and encouraged 

 
9 Jennifer aŜŜƘŀƴΣ άaŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ [ŜŀǇ ŦǊƻƳ tŀǊǘǎ ǘƻ ²ƘƻƭŜΥ 9vidence and Inference in Archival 
!ǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘΣέ The American Archivist, vol. 72, 2009. 
10 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ ¸ŀƪŜƭΣ ά!ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ wŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣέ Archival Science 3, no. 1 (2003): 1ς25; Francis X. Blouin, 
ά!ǊŎƘƛǾƛǎǘǎΣ aŜŘƛŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ƻŦ {ƻŎƛŀƭ aŜƳƻǊȅΣέ Archival Issues 24, no. 2 (1999): 101ς12; 
Richard H. {ŎƘŜƛƴΣ ά5ƛƎƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ¸ƻǳǊ hǿƴ .ŀŎƪȅŀǊŘΣέ Archivaria 61, no. 1 (2006): 91ς104; Schwartz, 
άΨIŀǾƛƴƎ bŜǿ 9ȅŜǎΩΥ {ǇŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣ [ŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜǎ ƻŦ tƻǿŜǊΦέ 
11 Michelle Light and ¢ƻƳ IȅǊȅΣ ά/ƻƭƻǇƘƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ !ƴƴotations: New Directions for the Finding AƛŘΣέ 
The American Archivist 65, no. 2 (2002): 216ς30. 
12 tŜǘŜǊ IƻǊǎƳŀƴΣ ά!ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ from a 5ƛǎǘŀƴǘ ±ƛŜǿΣέ ƛƴ Working With Knowledge, 1998, 1ς
11, http://www.asap.unimelb.edu.au/asa/stama/conf/WWKHorsman.htm. 
13 Wendy M Duff and VeǊƴŜ IŀǊǊƛǎΣ ά{ǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ bŀƳŜǎΥ !ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻn as Narrating Records 
and ConǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ aŜŀƴƛƴƎǎΣέ Archival Science, vol. 2 (Kluwer academic Publishers, 2002). 
14 [ŀǳǊŀ aƛƭƭŀǊΣ ά!ƴ Obligation of Trust: Speculations on Accountŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΣέ The 
American Archivist 69, no. 1 (2006): 60ς78. 
15 DŜƻŦŦǊŜȅ ¸ŜƻΣ ά/ƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ 5ŜōŀǘŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΣέ ƛn Currents of Archival Thinking, 2nd 
Edition, 2017, 115. 
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archivists from oppressed communities to embrace their positionality.16 Other grassroots 

approaches include the numerous and diverse examples of community archives (often 

closely linked to activism and social justice),17 which have been described as crucial to 

countering the άsymbolic annihilationέ of marginalised groups.18 Archivists have also 

needed to contend with the practical difficulties when existing material and description 

reinforces prejudices; Chilcott has developed a άƎood, better, bestέ approach to handling 

racially offensive language in archive material to create more empathetic and sensitive 

description, while recognising funding and resource issues that might make implementation 

of best practice challenging for many repositories. 19 These guidelines draw from existing 

protocols in the US20 and Australia21 for archives of indigenous peoples. Buchanan and 

Bastian have discussed the role archival material can have for activism, arguing that archive 

material can empower activists to develop narratives for change, points which may contain 

valuable lessons for environmental and climate activists.22 

There are social implications to environmental issues,23 however the identity issues of 

racial, gender and LGBTQ+ records in archives do not usually apply to the environment. 

Speaking both on research using materials related to transgender people, and as a 

transgender researcher, Rawson discusses how spaces can be inaccessible or off-putting to 

transgender researchers because of environmental cues ς such as bathrooms or language 

 
16 MicheƭƭŜ /ŀǎǿŜƭƭΣ ά5ǳǎǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ CƛƴƎŜǊǇǊƛƴǘǎΥ Introducing Feminist Standpoinǘ !ǇǇǊŀƛǎŀƭΣέ Journal of 
Critical Library and Information Studies 3, no. 1 (2019): 2ς36. 
17 AlŜȄ I tƻƻƭŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ²ƻǊƪ ƻŦ /ƻƳmunity Archives: A Systematic [ƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ wŜǾƛŜǿΣέ 
Journal of Documentation 76, no. 3 (2020): 657ς87. 
18 aƛŎƘŜƭƭŜ /ŀǎǿŜƭƭΣ ά{ŜŜing Yourself in History: Community Archives and the Fight Against Symbolic 
!ƴƴƛƘƛƭŀǘƛƻƴΣέ The Public Historian 36, no. 4 (2014): 26ς37. 
19 /ƘƛƭŎƻǘǘΣ ά¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ tǊƻǘƻŎƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ 5ŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ wŀŎƛŀƭƭȅ hŦŦŜƴǎƛǾŜ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƛƴ ¦Y tǳōƭƛŎ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΦέ 
20 Protocols for Native American Archival MaterialǎΣ άtǊƻǘƻŎƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ bŀǘƛǾŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ !ǊŎƘƛǾŀl 
aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ !ǳƎust 18, 2020, http://www2.nau.edu/libnap-p/protocols.html; Frank Boles, 
David George-SƘƻƴƎƻΣ ŀƴŘ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛƴŜ ²ŜƛŘŜƳŀƴΣ άweport: Task Force to Review Protocols for Native 
American Archival MatŜǊƛŀƭǎΣέ нллуΣ ƘǘǘǇΥκκŦƛƭŜǎΦŀǊŎƘƛǾƛǎǘǎΦƻǊg/governance/taskforces/0208-
NativeAmProtocols-IIIA.pdf. 
21 New South Wales State RecoǊŘǎ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΣ άtǊƻǘƻŎƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ {ǘŀŦŦ WorkƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ LƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ tŜƻǇƭŜΣέ 
2016, www.records.nsw.gov.au; Australian SoŎƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ !ǊŎƘƛǾƛǎǘǎΣ άtƻƭicy Statement on Archival 
Services and Aboriginal and Torres Strait IslandeǊ tŜƻǇƭŜǎΣέ 1997, 
https://www.archivists.org.au/documents/item/32. 
22 Alexandrina Buchanan and Michelle BŀǎǘƛŀƴΣ ά!ŎǘƛǾŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Archive: Rethinking the Role of 
¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ŦƻǊ [ƻŎŀƭ !ŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ tǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΣέ Archival Science 15, no. 4 (2015): 429ς51. 
23 David N. PeƭƭƻǿΣ ά9ƴǾƛǊonmental Inequality Formation,έ American Behavioural Scientist 43, no. 4 
(2000): 581ς601. 
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used.24 However, a researcher is unlikely to encounter stigma or social barriers to 

environmental research in most situations. Rawson also distinguishes between physical, 

social and intellectual access to archives.25 The access issues for environmental history are 

primarily intellectual, as paradigm blindness in archive practices can hide the potential of 

records for environmental research just as LGBTQ+ identities are often hidden in archives. 

A more comparable example for examining the environmental archival gap is the Sustaining 

Time project, during which Bastian and Buchanan found that litt le archive material was 

devoted explicitly to temporal issues, but time was implicit in almost every document.26 

Similarly, the case study of this thesis has made use of source material in which 

environment is not the subject of the record, as is the case with the majority of pre-

instrumental material used to examine the environment. Thus, one of the access issues for 

environmental research is that the record creators did not set out to record the 

environment, although as Jenkinson observed, records are rarely created for researchers: 

[Χ] concerning the Research ends which Archives may be made to serve is that 

with one partial exception these shall not be the purposes which were 

contemplated by the people by whom the Archives were drawn up and 

preserved.27 

Thus, the records were neither created nor have they been described by archivists with 

environmental information in mind, and the relevant data can be hidden or obscured and 

challenging to locate. As a result, there are important questions to ask about how 

researchers find this hidden material. 

In addition to the difficulty of representing multiple perspectives and countering gaps in the 

archive, archivists have needed to manage large (and increasing) backlogs.28 In 2005, 

 
24 YΦWΦ wŀǿǎƻƴΣ ά±ƛew of Accessing Transgender // Desiring Queer(Er?) Archivaƭ [ƻƎƛŎǎΣέ Archivaria 68 
(2009): 123ς40, https://archivaria.ca/index.php/archivaria/article/view/13234/14552. 
25 Rawson, 126. 
26 Bastian, BuchaƴŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴΣ ά{ustaining Time Exploring the Emergent Times of Alternative 
Economies Final Project RepƻǊǘΦέ 
27 Hilary Jenkinson, A Manual of Archive Administration (London: Percy Lund, Humphries & Co Ltd, 
1937), 12. 
28 Mark A GrŜŜƴŜ ŀƴŘ 5Ŝƴƴƛǎ aŜƛǎǎƴŜǊΣ άaƻǊe Product, Less Process: Revamping Traditional Archival 
tǊƻŎŜǎǎƛƴƎΣέ The American Archivist 68, no. 2 (2005): 210; Janice Tullock and Alexandra Cave, 
ά[ƻgjam: An Audit of Uncatalogued CoƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘ ²ŜǎǘΣέ нллоΣ 
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/archives/Logjamfullreport.pdf. 
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Greene and Meissner proposed άMore Product, Less Processέ (MPLP), the principle that 

archivists need not and should not focus on describing and preserving every item to a high 

level of detail, but should prioritise access.29 Although there have been concerns raised 

about MPLP, such as whether privacy can be adequately protected within records,30 there 

are also many arguments and case studies in favour of MPLP.31 Others have seen online 

access as a starting point, not an end point for processing, with the MPLP as a method of 

identifying material for detailed processing32 and maximal processing as proposed by Cox 

allowing for all levels of description to be dynamic and changing.33 In order for these 

approaches to be effective in improving access, (as Cox recognises) they need to be 

effective in meeting the needs and search behaviour of researchers. 

There have been many studies of the information behaviour of researchers in different 

contexts, and a common theme is that researchers prefer easy, lower-effort access and that 

information behaviour often correlates to membership of a domain (occupation, academic 

discipline, role, etc).34 Until the 1990s, the focus of the majority of research on information 

behaviour in information science focused on STEM topics, with the humanities only 

receiving attention relatively recently.35 There are a range of models of information 

behaviour, ranging from descriptive models which describe different stages of the research 

process, through to complex models (non-linear and multidirectional).36 Cultural dimension 

theory has been applied to internet search behaviour, showing only a weak connection 

 
29 Greene and MeisǎƴŜǊΣ άaƻǊŜ tǊƻŘǳŎǘΣ [Ŝǎǎ tǊƻŎŜǎǎ: Revamping Traditional Archival ProcessƛƴƎέΤ 
Dennis Meissner and Mark A. DǊŜŜƴŜΣ άaƻǊŜ !ǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ²ƘƛƭŜ [Ŝǎǎ !ǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΥ ¢ƘŜ !ŘƻǇǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 
!ƴǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ at[tΣέ Journal of Archival Organization 8, no. 3ς4 (July 2010): 174ς226. 
30 aŀǘǘ DƻǊȊŀƭǎƪƛΣ άainimal Processing: Its Context and Influence ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣέ Journal 
of Archival Organization 6, no. 3 (2008): 186ς200. 
31 Donna 9Φ aŎ/ǊŜŀΣ άDŜǘǘƛƴƎ More for Less: Testing a New Processing Model at the University of 
MoƴǘŀƴŀΣέ The American Archivist 69 (2006): 284ς90; Philadelphia Area Consortium of Special 
/ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ [ƛōǊŀǊƛŜǎ όt!/{/[ύΣ ά¢ƘŜ t!/{/[ Iƛdden Collections Processing ProƧŜŎǘΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ aŀǊch 
10, 2021, https://pacscl.org/the-pacscl-hidden-collections-processing-project/; Christine Weideman, 
ά!ŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ tǊƻŎŜǎǎƛƴƎΣέ The American Archivist 69, no. 2 (2006): 274ς83. 
32 ά¢ǿŜŜȊŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ {ƘƻǾŜƭǎ Υ hƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ǎŜ ƻŦ at[t ς On ArchivƛƴƎ {ŎƘŀǇƛǊƻΣέ нллфΣ 
https://blogs.cul.columbia.edu/schapiro/2009/03/09/more-product-less-process-mplp/. 
33 Robert S. CoȄΣ άaŀȄƛƳŀƭ tǊƻŎŜǎǎƛƴƎ, or, ArchƛǾƛǎǘ ƻƴ ŀ tŀƭŜ IƻǊǎŜΣέ Journal of Archival Organization 
8, no. 2 (May 28, 2010): 134ς48. 
34 David Bawden and Lyn wƻōƛƴǎƻƴΣ άLƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ .ŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΣέ ƛƴ Introduction to Information Science, 
ed. David Bawden and Lyn Robinson (London: Facet, 2012), 187ς210. 
35 Bawden and Robinson, 190ς91. 
36 For a summary: Bawden and Robinson, άLnformation Behaviour.έ 
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between cultural dimensions and online search behaviour.37 Peng Qu et al have found that 

while task type and topic familiarity might influence certain search behaviours (completion 

time and number of queries), it does not influence habitual behaviours such as search 

entrance, suggesting researchers may stick to habitual familiar routes for information 

seeking.38 Others have focused on generational differences. For example, Arthur Taylor has 

examined the online search behaviour of millennials, who have come of age with a 

profusion of technology,39 while the information literacy of history students was studied in 

the same year by Pinto, and both found a need for improvements in information literacy 

and education among the groups in question.40 The overall impression is that existing habits 

and professional domain may be the biggest predictors of an individualΩs search behaviour, 

and that young and emerging researchers may need support and education in information 

behaviour. 

When launching Discovery, The National Archives recognised that there is no such thing as 

an άaverageέ archive user so used persona-based design based on users identified as 

Rambler (Beginner), Explorer (Intermediate) or Tracker (Advanced).41 In this model, 

academic researchers are usually expected to be historians and experienced archive users, 

and, with some exceptions, most archive user studies have focused on historians as the 

άtraditionalέ users of archives.42 There are several ways of studying the search behaviour of 

archive users. Surveys and interviews with a convenience sample of archive users have 

 
37 Anett Kralisch and Bettina BerendtΣ ά/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 5ŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀƴts of Search BehavioǳǊ ƻƴ ²ŜōǎƛǘŜǎΣέ ƛƴ 
Proceedings of the IWIPS 2004 Conference on Culture, Trust, and Design Innovation (Vancouver, 
Canada, 2004). 
38 Peng Qu, Chang Liu, ŀƴŘ aŀƻǎƘŜƴƎ [ŀƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ 9ŦŦŜŎǘ of Task Type and Topic Familiarity on 
Information Search BehavioǊǎΣέ LLƛ· ΩмлΥ tǊƻŎŜŜŘƛƴƎǎ of the Third Symposium on Information 
Interaction in Context, 2010, 371ς376, http://www.baidu.com. 
39 Arthur TaylorΣ ά! {ǘǳdy of the Information Search Behaviour of ǘƘŜ aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛŀƭ DŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣέ 
Information Research 17, no. 1 (2012). 
40 aŀǊƛŀ tƛƴǘƻΣ άLƴŦƻǊƳation Literacy Perceptions and BehaǾƛƻǳǊ ŀƳƻƴƎ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣέ Aslib 
Proceedings: New Information Perspectives 64, no. 3 (2012): 304ς27. 
41 Phillips ŀƴŘ 5ƻƴŀƭŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ - Design through Research: The Concepts behind 
Discovery - The National Archives .ƭƻƎέ όThe National Archives, 2012), 
https://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/design-through-research-the-concepts-behind-discovery/. 
42 Examples include: D. L. Beattie, ά!ƴ !ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ ¦ǎŜǊ {ǘǳŘȅΦ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ²ƻƳŜƴǎΩ 
IƛǎǘƻǊȅΣέ Archivaria 29 (1989): 33ς55; Barbarŀ / hǊōŀŎƘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ±ƛŜǿ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ 5Ŝsk: 
IƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎΩ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ wŜǇƻǎƛǘƻǊƛŜǎΣέ American Archivist 54, no. 1 (1991): 28ς43; 
Wendy M DuŦŦ ŀƴŘ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ ! WƻƘƴǎƻƴΣ ά!ŎŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ CƻǳƴŘ ƻƴ tǳǊǇƻǎŜΥ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ-Seeking 
Behavior of HistoǊƛŀƴǎ ƛƴ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣέ The Library Quarterly: Information, Community, Policy 72, no. 4 
(2002): 472ς96. 
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been used by Wendy Duff and Catherine Johnson as well as Barbara Orbach.43 Postal 

questionnaires have been used to gain a broader understanding of Canadian archive 

users.44 A self-reflective approach was even taken by Jasmijn Van Gorp, by logging, 

videotaping and sound-recording her experience searching in a digital television archive.45 

In 2002, Duff and Johnson identified four types of research behaviours: orientation within 

an archive, searching for known material, building contextual knowledge and identifying 

relevant material.46  In a later study, Duff et al found that historians tend to prefer 

άcompleteness,έ and therefore partial digitisation is helpful only if there is explicit 

explanation of what has or has not been digitised, and why.47 They also found that 

historians want better and faster access to finding aids, echoing the finding of Greene and 

Meissner when propounding More Product Less Process.48  

Studies with American researchers have found a range of behaviours, including developing 

relationships or consulting with archivists in order to benefit from their knowledge and 

systematic building of contextual knowledge.49 Nevertheless, studies on American archive 

users, such as those by Johnson and Duff would not be directly applicable to archives in the 

United Kingdom, even if they had consulted environmental researchers. The research 

interface in the US is different to the UK, as usually in the US there is a reference interview 

prior to an archive visit. In the UK any consultation is often via correspondence, and it is 

often possible to visit an archive in the UK without ever speaking directly to an archivist. 

 
43 /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ ! WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ²ŜƴŘȅ a 5ǳŦŦΣ ά/ƘŀǘǘƛƴƎ ¦Ǉ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾƛǎǘΥ {ocial Capital and the Archival 
ResearcheǊΣέ The American Archivist суΣ ƴƻΦ м όнллрύΥ ммоΤ 5ǳŦŦ ŀƴŘ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΣ ά!ŎŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ CƻǳƴŘ ƻƴ 
Purpose: Information-Seeking Behavior of Historiŀƴǎ ƛƴ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎέΤ hǊōŀŎƘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ±ƛŜǿ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ 5ŜǎƪΥ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎΩ terceptions of Research and Repositories.έ 
44 Wendy Duff, BŀǊōŀǊŀ /ǊŀƛƎΣ ŀƴŘ Wƻŀƴ /ƘŜǊǊȅΣ άCƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ¦ǎƛƴƎ !ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΥ ! /Ǌƻǎǎ-
Canada Survey of Historians Studying Canadian History,έ Archivaria 58, no. 1 (2004): 51ς80. 
45 WŀǎƳƛƧƴ ±ŀƴ DƻǊǇΣ ά[ƻƻƪƛƴƎ Ŧor What ̧ ƻǳ !ǊŜ [ƻƻƪƛƴƎ CƻǊΣέ VIEW Journal of European Television 
History and Culture 2, no. 3 (June 30, 2013): 45. 
46 Duff and Johnson, άAccidentally Found on Purpose: Information-Seeking Behavior of Historians in 
Archives,έ п92. 
47 Duff, Craig, and Cherry, άCƛƴŘing and Using Archival Resources: A Cross-Canada Survey of 
Historians Studying Canadian HistorȅΣέ 71. 
48 Greene and MeissneǊΣ άaƻǊŜ tǊƻŘǳŎǘΣ [Ŝǎǎ tǊƻŎŜǎǎΥ wŜǾŀƳǇƛƴƎ ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ !ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ tǊƻŎŜǎǎƛƴƎΣέ 
235. 
49 Johnson and DuŦŦΣ ά/Ƙŀǘting Up the Archivist: Social Capital and the Archival ResearcherέΤ 5ǳff, 
Craig, and Cherry, άCƛƴding and Using Archival Resources: A Cross-Canada Survey of Historians 
Studying Canadian HistoǊȅέΤ Orbach, ά¢ƘŜ View From the ResearcherΩǎ 5Ŝǎk: HistoǊƛŀƴǎΩ tŜrceptions 
of Research and ReposiǘƻǊƛŜǎέ; Duff and Johnson, άAccidentally Found on Purpose: Information-
Seeking Behavior of Historians in Archives.έ 
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Examinations of digital archives described processes of learning how systems work and 

beginning with broader keyword searches that are then reframed and narrowed.50 

Common themes in many studies have been historians seeking to contextualise and have 

completeness,51 as well as searches moving from the broad to the specific. 

Recommendations for improvement of archive services have included research or subject 

guides and training of both archivists and researchers.52 OrbachΩs study found a lack of 

understanding among historians of the constraints archivists work under, and encourages 

means for repositories and greater researcher independence (and move away from the 

reference interview), and better training in archival literacy.53 However, there has been 

little research into supporting specific topics of research, other than the work on identity 

records discussed above.  

There is therefore a gap in archival theory, with little that examines how to enable access 

for a multidisciplinary field of research such as the environment. Many environmental 

researchers are experienced archive users who regularly use original documents in their 

research. However, others are professional researchers but not experienced archive users. 

Therefore, they are likely to have a great deal of subject knowledge, but less archival 

literacy. As a result, environmental researchers are potentially very diverse in experience 

with archives. Drawing on these challenges, this chapter will examine the difficulties with 

using archives for environmental research. Personal experience collaborating with the 

Staffordshire Record Office on the Historic Flooding and Drought project will be used to 

discuss how material was identified for research on sixteenth- to eighteenth-century 

flooding. The relatively unusual privileges afforded by working in collaboration with the 

archive, rather than as an archive user, will then be contextualised in relation to the 

experiences of other researchers in water histories and other repositories.  

 
50 Van GoǊǇΣ ά[ƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ²Ƙŀǘ ¸ƻǳ !ǊŜ [ƻƻƪƛƴƎ CƻǊέΤ WŀǎǇǊeet Singh, Wolfgang Nejdl, and Avishek 
!ƴŀƴŘΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊȅ ōȅ 5ƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΥ IŜƭǇƛƴƎ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎ {ŜŀǊŎƘ bŜǿǎ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣέ /ILLw Ωм6: Proceedings of the 
2016 ACM on Conference on Human Information Interaction and Retrieval, 2016, 183ς92. 
51 Duff and JƻƘƴǎƻƴΣ ά!ŎŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ CƻǳƴŘ ƻƴ tǳǊǇƻǎŜΥ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ-Seeking Behavior of Historians in 
ArchivŜǎέΤ WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ 5ǳŦf, ά/ƘŀǘǘƛƴƎ ¦Ǉ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾƛǎǘΥ {ƻŎƛŀƭ /ŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊέΤ 
IŜŀ [ƛƳ wƘŜŜΣ άaƻŘŜƭƭƛƴƎ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎΩ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ-Seeking Behaviour with an Interdisciplinary and 
/ƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣέ Information Rsearch 17, no. 4 (2012). 
52 Beattie, ά!ƴ !ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ ¦ǎŜǊ {ǘǳŘȅΦ wŜǎŜarchers in the Field of WomensΩ IƛǎǘƻǊȅέΤ hǊōŀŎƘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ±ƛŜǿ 
From the ReseaǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ 5ŜǎƪΥ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎΩ tŜrceptions of Research and Repositories.έ 
53 OrbacƘΣ άThe View From the ResearcheǊΩs Desk: IƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎΩ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛons of Research and 
Repositories,έ 41. 
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As the methods used to find material for Flooding and Drought were not typical, it was 

necessary to obtain data about other repositories and researchers. To achieve this, two 

surveys were conducted: one of researchers who have examined water histories asking 

about their experiences as archive users, the other of archivists asking about environmental 

information and its users in their repositories. The responses from each represent a small 

sample but do provide comparisons for different repositories and search behaviours.  

The first survey was circulated among environmental historians, historical geographers, and 

other relevant researchers via email. This survey aimed to examine the behaviours used to 

find archive material for environmental research and included questions on their 

disciplinary identity, types of material they use, search terms and methods they use to find 

materials, and problems they encounter. To ensure the data was comparable with the case 

study for this thesis, this was limited to researchers who have examined water histories. 

Several were approached directly as they were already known to me and others were 

identified by recommendation of those I contacted, resulting in responses from eleven 

researchers, a number comparable to the convenience samples used by Duff and Johnson.54  

However, the behaviour found in UK researchers is likely to be different from that found in 

US studies, due to differences in how researchers access archives.  

For the survey on archive support for environmental history (Appendix III), participants 

were recruited via the Archives NRA JISCMail (the main listserv for the archival community). 

The survey included questions about what material the archivists were aware of in their 

collections, whether these records are catalogued and indexed, how researchers might 

identify relevant material and whether the archivists were aware of queries about 

environmental topics. This aimed to achieve three things: firstly, to gain an impression of 

the potential of archives in the UK for environmental research; secondly, to assess how 

aware of this potential and of environmental research archivist are; and thirdly, to 

understand how records might be accessed by researchers and whether potential solutions 

are currently being implemented. In total, staff from ten repositories responded by 

completing a questionnaire, and several others emailed with useful information, such as 

suggestions of resources to consult (Table 5.1), and additional searching found the 

 
54 Johnson and Duff, ά/Ƙŀǘting Up the Archivist: Social Capital and the Archival Researcherέ; Duff and 
JohnsoƴΣ άAccidentally Found on Purpose: Information-Seeking Behavior of Historians in Archives.έ 



Finding and cataloguing environmental data 

 

169 

Yorkshire Wildlife Trust Project at the Borthwick Institute of Archives.55 As this survey was 

undertaken during the COVID-19 lockdown in spring 2020, not all the archivists reached will 

have had full access to their repositories or catalogues. Therefore, many responses may be 

based on their own experience and what resources they did have available, indeed several 

responses apologised for not being able to search as freely as they normally could. This may 

have affected the outcome, however responses to questions such as άDo you know of any 

material in your archive that might be relevant to environmental research?έ may better 

reflect the archivistΩs personal awareness of the potential of their archive than if they did 

have full access.  

Table 5.1: Repositories from which a member of staff responded 
Survey Response Email Contact 

Anglesey Archives The British Library 
Bedfordshire Archives & Records Service Institution of Civil Engineers 
Bath Record Office The Borthwick Institute for Archives 
East Riding Archives and Local Studies Suffolk Archives 
Expatriate Archive Centre  London Metropolitan Archives 
King's College Cambridge The University of Bath 
National Monuments Record of Wales  
University of East Anglia Archives  
The Royal Society  
University of Exeter Special Collections  

Suggested resources and projects 

La memoria nel fango: La Soprintendenza 
Archivistica per la Toscana a lΩalluvione del 
1966 

http:/ /www.sa-
toscana.beniculturali.it/alluvione/index.php?id=163  

Suffolk Archives 
Orlando Whistlecraft, Weather Prophet of 
Thwaite 

 
https://www.suffolkarchives.co.uk/people/suffolk-
men/orlando-whistlecraft-weather-prophet-of-thwaite/  

University of Exeter Special Collections 
Common Ground archive: Ψ/onfluenceΩ ŀnd 
Ψwhynes, Rivers and Running BrooksΩ 

 
http:/ /specialcollections.exeter.ac.uk/2019/08/29/cataloguing-
the-common-ground-archive-confluence-and-rhynes-rivers-
and-running-brooks/  

Bath Record Office 
Building a Healthier City - funded by the 
Wellcome Trust 
Mobilising BritaƛƴΩs historical flood 
information in support of contemporary 
flood risk assessments 

 
https://www.batharchives.co.uk/building-healthier-city-
funded-wellcome-trust 
https:/ /www.bath.ac.uk/projects/mobilising-britains-historical-
flood-information-in-support-of-contemporary-flood-risk-
assessments/   

The University of Bath 
David Edwin Coombe Collection 

 
https:/ /www.bath.ac.uk/corporate-information/david-edwin-
coombe-collection/   

Coflein 
The online catalogue of archaeology, 
buildings, industrial and maritime heritage in 
Wales 

 
https://www.coflein.gov.uk/  

 
55 BƻǊǘƘǿƛŎƪ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŦƻǊ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣ ά¸²¢ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΣέ ŀccessed August 20, 2020, 
https://www.york.ac.uk/borthwick/projects/ywt-project/. 

http://www.sa-toscana.beniculturali.it/alluvione/index.php?id=163
http://www.sa-toscana.beniculturali.it/alluvione/index.php?id=163
https://www.suffolkarchives.co.uk/people/suffolk-men/orlando-whistlecraft-weather-prophet-of-thwaite/
https://www.suffolkarchives.co.uk/people/suffolk-men/orlando-whistlecraft-weather-prophet-of-thwaite/
http://specialcollections.exeter.ac.uk/2019/08/29/cataloguing-the-common-ground-archive-confluence-and-rhynes-rivers-and-running-brooks/
http://specialcollections.exeter.ac.uk/2019/08/29/cataloguing-the-common-ground-archive-confluence-and-rhynes-rivers-and-running-brooks/
http://specialcollections.exeter.ac.uk/2019/08/29/cataloguing-the-common-ground-archive-confluence-and-rhynes-rivers-and-running-brooks/
https://www.batharchives.co.uk/building-healthier-city-funded-wellcome-trust
https://www.batharchives.co.uk/building-healthier-city-funded-wellcome-trust
https://www.bath.ac.uk/projects/mobilising-britains-historical-flood-information-in-support-of-contemporary-flood-risk-assessments/
https://www.bath.ac.uk/projects/mobilising-britains-historical-flood-information-in-support-of-contemporary-flood-risk-assessments/
https://www.bath.ac.uk/projects/mobilising-britains-historical-flood-information-in-support-of-contemporary-flood-risk-assessments/
https://www.bath.ac.uk/corporate-information/david-edwin-coombe-collection/
https://www.bath.ac.uk/corporate-information/david-edwin-coombe-collection/
https://www.coflein.gov.uk/
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5.1 The Staffordshire Record Office 

The Staffordshire Record Office possesses a large amount of legacy data from prior to both 

the creation of the online catalogue and the adoption of the General International Standard 

for Archival Description (ISAD(G)), first published in 1994,56 which has not yet been 

completely updated. Although there is variation in cataloguing standards used, most 

description in the Staffordshire Record Office adheres to the principle that archival 

cataloguing should represent the provenance and original context of the records. The paper 

catalogue is available to archive users in the reading room, alongside reference resources 

for users to consult. An online catalogue, Gateway to the Past was launched in 2002 and 

more than ninety per cent of the paper catalogue has since been made available online. 

Cataloguing is done using Calm ALM, management software produced by Axiell for archives, 

libraries and museums based on the database management software DScribe and designed 

to allow cataloguing to international professional standards, and the Staffordshire Record 

Office catalogue in Calm is configured to enable cataloguing in line with ISAD (G).57 When 

importing data from the paper catalogue, the record office prioritised access and for the 

most part kept the existing data rather than trying to improve it. Since then, work on 

catalogue improvement is ongoing by both the archivists and volunteer groups. Because of 

the practical difficulties in updating catalogues like this, it can be frustrating for users who 

do not always understand the workings and practicalities of archives.  

At present, cataloguing practices and standards do not lend themselves to easily locating 

records that might be useful for environmental research. ISAD (G) is an internationally 

recognised and commonly used descriptive standard published by the International Council 

on Archives, used by the Staffordshire Record Office and all of the repositories that 

responded to a survey discussed later in this chapter.58 ISAD (G) outlines twenty-six 

elements of description, six of which are considered mandatory: reference code;  title;  

creator; date(s); extent of the unit of description; and level of description.59 This and the 

 
56 International Council on !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣ άL{!5όDύΥ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ !ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΣέ 
2000. 
57 !ȄƛŜƭƭΣ ά/ŀƭƳ ![a ŦƻǊ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ !ǳƎǳǎǘ 25, 2020, 
http://www.dswebhosting.info/documents/Manuals/ALM/V11/archive/archive_menu.htm. 
58 International Council on Archives, άL{!D(G): General International StandaǊŘ !ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΦέ 
59 International Council on Archives, 9. 
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extended list of descriptive elements prioritise the human activity that the records 

document. The example description provided for the fonds of the Canadian Department of 

Railways and Canals details the administrative structure of the department (in line with 

prioritising the recordness of the fonds).60 Although this includes the names of canals and 

navigation systems, this is as a result of description of the remit of the department, rather 

than description of the environment, in line with the traditional archival focus on 

provenance and the documentation of the activity of the record creator described by 

Bearman.61 It might seem likely that records of the Department of Railways and Canals 

would include information either about or relevant to the environment, but the description 

would not indicate whether the records are useful unless any are explicitly about the 

environment and this is indicated in their title (a mandatory element). 

The lease for a paper mill discussed in Chapter 3 (3.2.2 The parcel: water included in a 

tenancy) is described in the Staffordshire Record Office catalogue in line with traditional 

cataloguing conventions.62 The description indicates what the records are, but not their 

content and gives no indication of the flood defences that are described. The parties 

involved are mentioned, as is the mill and river as the άsubjectέ of the lease, however 

contextual information would be needed to indicate that this specific record could be 

useful, such as awareness of the 1795 flooding and its potential relevance to the rebuilding 

mentioned. Many of the records consulted for Chapters 2-4, particularly in Chapter 3 

originated in estate collections. A framework for estates records was created by White et al 

in 1992, with allowance for differences in management between estates and preserving 

original order.63 Although some of the categories in the scheme have clear links to the 

environment (e.g. 5.15 records relating to forests, coppices, plantations and timber), it is 

record type and administrative activity which is the basis for the framework. As a result, 

both the descriptive fields included in a catalogue and its structure can obscure which 

records are (or are not) useful for environmental research. 

 
60 International Council on ArcƘƛǾŜǎΣ άL{!5όDύΥ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻnal Standard Archival DesŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΦέ 
61 International Council on Archives, 40ςпрΤ .ŜŀǊƳŀƴΣ ά5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ 5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 
62 SRO D952/2/2/2; see: Margaret Procter and Michael Cook, Manual of ArŎƘƛǾŀƭ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ Υ ¢ƘƛǊŘ 
Edition (Aldershot: Gower, 2000). 
63 White et al., ά¢ƘŜ !ǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 9state RecordǎΦέ 



Finding and cataloguing environmental data 

 

172 

 
Figure 5.1: Catalogue descript ion for the lease of a paper mill 

 

5.1.1 Indexing 

Although archival description traditionally prioritises recordness rather than subject 

content, indexing with subject headings can provide a means of indicating subjects using 

consistent terminology while still describing records using the language of the record. 

Indexing is not universally used, and Bearman has questioned the effectiveness of authority 

control for subject headings.64 However others have argued that authority control enables 

the creation of intellectual order and that free-text searching shifts the burden of work 

from the archivist to the researcher.65 This is unhelpful for less experienced archive users 

and for research requiring specific details from a large volume of records (as is the case for 

many environmental researchers), as it greatly increases the magnitude of research tasks. 

The move from card indexes to index terms attached to entries in digital catalogues has 

solved some issues with index terms by resolving technological limitations.66 The 

Staffordshire Record Office does index their online catalogue, using the UK Archival 

 
64 Bearman, άAuthority Control Issues and ProspectsΦέ 
65 /ȅƴǘƘƛŀ WΦ 5ǳǊŀƴŎŜΣ ά!ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ /ƻƴǘǊƻƭΥ .ŜȅƻƴŘ ŀ .ƻǿƭ ƻŦ !ƭphabet SouǇΣέ Archivaria 35 (1992); 
Candida FentoƴΣ ά¦ǎŜ ƻŦ /ƻƴǘǊƻƭled Vocabulary and Thesauri in UK Online Finding !ƛŘǎΣέ Journal of 
the Society of Archivists 31, no. 2 (2010): 187ς205. 
66 CŜƴǘƻƴΣ άUse of Controlled Vocabulary and Thesauri in UK Online Finding !ƛŘǎΦέ 
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Thesaurus (based on the UNESCO thesaurus) as the basis for their thesaurus.67 However, 

they have not been able to fully index the material in their online catalogue.  

Even when a catalogue is searchable using an index, this does not guarantee that 

environmental subjects will be findable (particularly if indexing is only partial). The UK 

Archival Thesaurus (UKAT) was created for archives in the United Kingdom based on the 

UNESCO thesaurus because many UK archives and projects had already adopted UNESCO 

for indexing purposes, including The Archives Hub.68 In recognition of the lack of depth 

often available with UNESCO terminology, it has also been possible for professionals to 

contribute terms, although UKAT is no longer being actively developed. However, this 

means there are many absences from the Thesaurus, such as άslitt ing millsέ (of which there 

were several found while examining leases) although there are several other narrower 

terms for άmillsέ specified by UKAT: 

¶ Corn mills 

¶ Flour mills 

¶ Fulling mills 

¶ Gunpowder mills 

¶ Horse mills 

¶ Leather mills 

¶ Oil mills 

¶ Paper mills 

¶ Roller mills 

For flooding, the preferred UKAT term is άfloods,έ and only specifies άflooding,έ άflooding 

disastersέ and άwater damageέ as non-preferred terms and no other variant terms for 

flooding (Table 5.2). If indexing is used, one solution to issues with the thesaurus is to 

expand the list of non-preferred terms, which could include synonyms.  

However, there are other issues with the thesaurus which makes positioning environmental 

research within it challenging. The UNESCO thesaurus is polyhierarchical for countries, 

allowing a country to have multiple broader terms (for example, the broader terms for the 

UK are άEEC countries,έ άEuropean Union,έ άOECD countriesέ and άWestern Europeέ).69 

However, this is not the case for subject headings so only one broader term is possible for 

 
67 ά¦Y!T - UK Archival Thesaurus | HoƳŜΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎsed July 27, 2020, https://ukat.aim25.com/. 
68 άUKAT - UK Archival Thesaurus |  IƻƳŜΦέ 
69 UNESCO, άLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ Υ ¦ƴŜǎŎƻ ¢ƘŜǎŀǳǊǳǎΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ нΣ нлнлΣ 
http://vocabularies.unesco.org/documents/thesaurusintroeng.pdf. 
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an index term (UKAT is polyhierarchical but άfloodsέ is only positioned within άnatural 

disastersέ). The positioning of άfloodsέ within science categorises flooding as a scientific 

rather than social event, and as a natural disaster (presuming therefore that flooding is 

both natural and disastrous). One of the arguments of this thesis is that such categorisation 

is problematic and represents ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ΨǇŀradigm blindness.Ω In the previous three 

chapters, flooding was analysed as a social problem, that was the subject of disputes and 

issues within or between communities. It also was not always a natural disaster, and my 

analysis was concerned more with the mundane than with extreme events, including many 

narratives of human culpability for flooding. As a contrast, the Getty Art & Architecture 

includes άfloodsέ under άnatural events,έ which does not assume flooding is always a 

disaster (although still assumes it is natural).70  

Any means of categorising information is going require drawing distinctions, and from an 

interdisciplinary point of view these distinctions may seem arbitrary. There is nothing 

wrong with viewing flooding as a scientific event or a natural disaster, as flooding is studied 

scientifically and may be both disastrous and caused by natural processes, but in the 

context of this study this view of flooding is not helpful. It may be that as archives are 

increasingly used for environmental research in an interdisciplinary environment, the rigid 

structure presented by indexing is not a sufficient solution.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
70 Getty ResearŎƘ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΣ ά!Ǌǘ ϧ !ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ¢ƘŜǎŀǳǊǳǎΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ !ǳƎǳǎǘ му, 2020, 
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/aat/. 
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Table 5.2: Position of άenvironment,έ "floods" and άwaterwaysέ in the UK Archival Thesaurus 

2. Science      
  β2.55 Environmental 

Sciences and Engineering 
    

   βEnvironment    
  Used for:  

Environmental history 
   

    βNatural environment   
     βAquatic environment  
      βMarine environment 
     βNatural habitats 

 βTerrestrial environment 
 

  β2.60 Pollution, Disasters 
and Safety 

    

   βDisasters (by type)    
    βNatural Disasters   
     βFloods  
    Used for: 

Flooding 
Flooding Disasters 
Water Damage  
Related terms: 
Flood control 
Flood damage 
Hydrometeorology 
Mining disasters 
Precipitation 
Rivers 

 

6. Politics, Law and 
Economics 

     

  β6.60 Equipment and 
Facilit ies 

    

   βTransport Infrastructure    
    βWaterways   
   Used for: 

Water courses 
Related terms: 
Weirs 

  

     βCanals 
 βInland waterways 
 βLocks 
 βMan-made watercourses 
 βNavigable rivers 

 

However, many of these issues only matter to the user if they affect the search 

functionality of the catalogue. If an archive user cannot see the hierarchy of the index, and 

the hierarchy does not affect their search, then it does not matter. Archive users at the 

Staffordshire Record Office do not search in Calm, they access the catalogue via a web-

based interface, and CalmView is the interface for Gateway to the Past. CalmView can be 

configured in different ways, one possibility is to have a subject field in the advanced search 
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page and/or a subject browser, which allows the user to browse index terms.71 As a result, 

it is possible for users to search using the subject index if this feature is enabled. With these 

absent, the user has no way of directly searching on authority records or index terms.72 The 

Staffordshire Record Office does not have these features as part of Gateway to the Past 

(Figure 5.2). Therefore, records are often only possible to find through a free text search, 

and variations in language of description means that a user might need to try multiple 

terms to find the desired material.  

 
Figure 5.2: Advanced Search options for Gateway to the Past 

 

 
71 !ȄƛŜƭƭΣ ά/ŀƭƳ±ƛŜǿ DǳƛŘŜΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ !ǳƎǳǎǘ нрΣ 2020, 
http://www.dswebhosting.info/Documents/Manuals/Web/CalmView/V30/index.htm; AxiŜƭƭΣ ά/ŀƭƳ 
![a ŦƻǊ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΦέ 
72 An authority record is typically a standardised or authorised form of a name alongside contextual 
information. They are used to control access points, and so improve access for researchers. 
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5.2 Historic Flooding and Drought in Staffordshire 

As discussed previously, searching the catalogue did not adequately locate material for the 

research in Chapters 2-4. Prior experience with published sources had informed some of 

the research, while less conventional means of searching the archive catalogue were used 

for others. Usually, the best way of identifying manor court records for research would be 

to use the Manorial Documents Register,73 however the register only indicates that the 

records exist, there is nothing to indicate whether they have environmental relevance. A 

researcher would need to be aware of the functions of the manor court and their potential 

usefulness, which may come from prior experience with manor courts or from work such as 

that by King.74 The same is true of the minute books held by The National Archives for the 

Oxford Assize circuit (which included Berkshire, Gloucestershire, Herefordshire, 

Monmouthshire, Oxfordshire, Shropshire, Staffordshire and Worcestershire).75 The use of 

court records for this study was based on previous experience using court records for water 

histories, having previously found material related to water in published manor court 

records for Acomb, Manchester and Prescot, and Assize orders from the Western Circuit.76 

The accessibility of these records did not come solely from their existence as published 

volumes in a library or online. J. S. CockburnΩs edition of the Western Circuit Assize Orders is 

indexed with both place names and subject headings. Nevertheless, environmental subjects 

do not feature among the subjects, which are based on the functions of the court, however 

subjects such as άBridges, inspection and repair of,έ and άWater-courses, obstruction of,έ 

were still useful headings. In this case, existing experience, rather than a catalogue search, 

lead to potential material in the Staffordshire Record Office. 

 
73 ¢ƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣ άaŀƴƻǊƛŀƭ 5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ wŜƎƛǎǘŜǊΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ Wuly 21, 2020, 
https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/manor-search. 
74 King, άIƻw High Is Too High? Disposing of Dung in Seventeenth-Century PrescoǘΦέ 
75 TNA ASSI 2 1-15. 
76 Harold Richardson, ed., Court Rolls of the Manor of Acomb, Vol.1, vol. 131 (Wakefield: The West 
Yorkshire Printing Company Ltd., 1969); John Harland, ed., A Volume of Court Leet Records of the 
Manor of Manchester in the Sixteenth Century (The Chetham Society, 1864); F. A. Bailey, ed., A 
Selection from the Prescot Court Leet and Other Records, 1447-1600, vol. 89 (The Record Society of 
Lancashire and Cheshire, 1937); Walter J. King, ed., The Court Records of Prescot, 1640-1649, vol. 143 
(Bristol: The Record Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 2008); Cockburn, Western Circuit Assize 
Orders 1629-мспу Υ ! /ŀƭŜƴŘŀǊ. 
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In contrast, the Quarter Sessions records held by the Staffordshire Record Office are far 

easier to search for relevant material. The work that a group of volunteers have done on 

the Quarter Sessions has provided enough detail that it could be searched for relevant 

terms (such as άŦƭƻodέ ƻǊ άōridgeέύ and a large amount of data was gathered from the 

catalogue itself. The most time-consuming part of working with historical data is usually the 

data capture. Digital catalogues provide a mostly unrecognised resource for research when 

a little ingenuity is applied. This is beginning to be recognised by archivists, and Richard 

Dunley demonstrates on The National Archives blog that it is possible to take advantage of 

the existing, structured data of The National Archives catalogue, but that it is unusual for 

the archive catalogue itself to be recognised as a data source.77 As I was able to download 

the catalogue information from Calm and search it both using a text search and by reading 

a physical copy of the records with greater ease than would be afforded by navigating the 

catalogue hierarchy. In other words, I was able to create my own finding aid, although this 

is not the same as the user contributions to description described by Yeo,78 as it used 

existing catalogue data. An obvious issue with this is the reliability of the existing archive 

catalogue and the next step would involve user-based catalogue enhancement. Although 

over ninety per cent of the paper catalogue for the Staffordshire Record Office has been 

put online, work is still ongoing and much of the catalogue data was captured prior to 

current cataloguing standards. Thus, the catalogue is not always consistent enough to be 

used as data unless it is improved, and this was only possible with the Quarter Sessions due 

to the work of a volunteer group over several years. 

As part of collaboration with the Staffordshire Record Office, the associated PhD students 

were given more privileged access than most archive users to allow effective running of the 

volunteer project. This included direct access to the archive strong room and dedicated 

storage space for the project, allowing access to a greater volume of material at once than 

the limits normally applied to archive users. We were also able to access more guidance 

from archive staff than most users might, due to working alongside archive staff for a long 

period of time. Staff computer accounts were created, giving us access to local authority 

computer support and the ability to search and alter the archive catalogue using Calm 

 
77 wƛŎƘŀǊŘ 5ǳƴƭŜȅΣ ά/ŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜ ŀǎ 5ŀǘŀΥ ¢ƘŜ .ŀǎƛŎǎΣέ ¢ƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴal Archives blog (The National 
Archives, 2018), http://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/blog/catalogue-data-basics/. 
78 ̧ ŜƻΣ ά/ƻƴǘinuing Debates abouǘ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΣέ ммпς15. 
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(rather than searching CalmView, as archive users would normally). Access via Calm made 

navigating the catalogue easier and enabled large quantit ies of catalogue data to be 

downloaded in ways that are not possible with normal catalogue access. Without this 

access, many of the methods used to identify material for this research would not have 

been viable, such as creating my own finding aid for the Quarter Sessions records.   

Ian Mortimer makes the case for discriminating between archive users and suggests that 

άresearch officersέ (usually academic researchers) should be granted a greater ease of 

access than recreational users in order to better facilitate the kinds of research academic 

historians usually require.79 One of the key points raised by Mortimer is the volume of 

material a researcher may consult at any one time, which slows research when very specific 

information is needed from a large number of records.80 Stacy Gee has challenged the 

distinction between άresearch officersέ and άrecreationalέ users, giving several examples of 

users who would not fit either category and illustrating why prioritising along as sharp a line 

as MortimerΩs may cause issues, including for local history groups and local campaigning.81 

The researchers who have been surveyed here firmly fit  MortimerΩs definition of a research 

officer, so in this context the distinction between the two approaches is negligible. 

However, the environment is of interest beyond academic research, and there are many 

uses of environmental data that might blur this distinction (such as activism). Nevertheless, 

the point made by Mortimer about volumes of material is valid for the research undertaken 

for this project, in which hundreds items were consulted (including over 200 leases and title 

deeds and two centuries of Quarter Sessions rolls), most of which only needed to be 

examined for short periods of time. The Staffordshire Record Office only allows three items 

to be pre-ordered in advance of a visit, a restriction which would have severely limited the 

pace of the project.  

The Historic Flooding and Drought project did enjoy the level of access that prevented 

many access issues. However, this was exceptional in ways other than Mortimer envisioned 

and would not be possible or practical for all academic researchers. Mortimer does not 

 
79 Iŀƴ aƻǊǘƛƳŜǊΣ ά5ƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ .ŜǘǿŜŜƴ wŜŀŘŜǊǎΥ ¢ƘŜ Case for a Policy of FlŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣέ Journal of the 
Society of Archivists 23, no. 1 (2002): 59ς67. 
80 Mortimer, 61. 
81 {ǘŀŎŜȅ DŜŜΣ ά! {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ !ƭƭΚ ¢ƘŜ /ŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ CƭŜȄƛōƭŜ !ǘǘƛǘǳŘŜΣέ Journal of the Society of 
Archivists 23, no. 2 (October 2002): 233ς38. 
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discuss this in relation to volunteer projects, in which the volunteers benefit from the 

privileges held by the project coordinator, or in relation to collaborations between 

institutions. Most academic researchers, while being experts in their fields, are not 

archivists and without specific training could inadvertently pose a risk to the archive. We 

required training in archive procedures before being given this access, including in 

cataloguing and correct procedures for retrieval and return of items from the strongroom. 

Therefore, the Flooding and Drought project cannot be used as an example of a universally 

applicable solution to archival access. Although collaborative projects such as Flooding and 

Drought are valuable (as Chapter 7 will discuss), solutions that can benefit a greater range 

of researchers are needed. 

 

5.3 Other researchers 

Researchers interested in environmental topics can come from a range of disciplinary 

backgrounds and are trained with different skills and methods of analysis. The responses to 

the survey of researchers came from staff in history and geography departments and 

included researchers at varying stages of their careers, including doctoral students, 

lecturers and research fellows (Table 5.3). When asked about how they considered their 

disciplinary identity, the most common response was άenvironmental historianέ followed 

by άhistorical geographer.έ Asking about both department and disciplinary identity allowed 

consideration of how researchers might cross disciplines. Two responses were from 

researchers who identified themselves as environmental historians but work within a 

geography department. Most of these researchers were experienced with using archives. 

Nine of the eleven responses indicated that they routinely use original documents for their 

research and only two of the researchers indicated using other kinds of material, in both 

cases digitised material. In addition, one researcher who was contacted declined to 

complete the survey on the basis that they have done little relevant work in the last decade 

and consider themselves to be άa water historical data manager but not a water archive 

user.έ As a result, the survey responses mostly represent experienced archive users, but 

there are indications of an interest in archive material among some researchers. As a result, 

the sample is small and partial, representing only researchers with high archival literacy. 

Therefore, this might not be as useful for understanding inexperienced archive users or 

researchers whose methodology does not usually involve archival material. 
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The researchers recorded using a wide range of source material, although the one notable 

commonality is that many of the records used are the products of administrative processes. 

The researchers were then asked to list any records that would be ideal for their research 

but that they had not been able to use. Some of the responses indicated that the ideal 

records do exist, with one response even stating exactly which records held by The National 

Archives that they would like to access. Two others indicated that they would like more in-

depth or specific records that they were not sure existed, such as harbourmasterΩǎ logbooks 

for smaller harbours. Finally, one response expressed a desire to make use of large volumes 

of data that require text mining skills and software that the researcher did not yet have. 

This is further representative of the disciplinary background of most of the researchers 

surveyed, who are more likely to conduct qualitative research. The body of research that 

exists using historical meteorological material demonstrates the existence of researchers 

interested in these records for quantitative analysis as well. 

The most frequently used methods for finding material were online catalogues and archival 

gateway sites, followed by word of mouth and secondary sources (both of which could be 

considered means of accessing the experience of other archive users or archivists). Further, 

when asked about additional resources that they use, all those who added their own option 

under άotherέ indicated that the experience of other researchers guided them, whether it 

was from speaking to other scholars or archive users or through secondary literature. The 

researchers reported using research guides more than other possible resources, but that 

advice from archivists was more effective for their research. Although subject guides for 

environmental research are rare, it appears that researchers do make use of the guides that 

are available.  

Even the small sample of researchers surveyed identified a remarkable range of language 

used to find material (Table 5.3, 5). This included several terms or spellings that reflect the 

probable wording of the desired source material. One researcher commented that their 

approach is to use multiple terms άin different contexts (if one does not succeed, try 

another, is the usual method),έ and four others also indicated that combinations of 

multiple terms was the most successful approach. When they were asked to specify specific 

terms that had been more successful for finding material than others, they tended to 

reflect the contents of the records, such as using άwaterworksέ to find relevant committees 

or άdry weatherέ as more useful than άdrought.έ While some researchers indicated that 

searching άfloodέ or άfloodsέ could be useful, another indicated that it could produce 
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irrelevant results, such as records of Henry Flood and Warden Flood, two eighteenth-

century Irish politicians. 

Only three of the researchers surveyed mentioned poor cataloguing as a barrier to 

research, although it clearly is a frustration as responses included suggesting better 

cataloguing and better online access to catalogues. Among the survey responses there did 

seem to be some understanding of the limits of the archive, and one specifically mentioned 

archives struggling for funding άso I donΩǘ think itΩǎ their fault that thereΩs poor 

cataloguing!έ Meanwhile others mentioned a willingness to be persistent in finding 

material or that the desired information can be άhiddenέ within source material that is 

ostensibly about other subjects. Instead of blaming cataloguing, they were more likely to 

say that their ideal material had not survived, which is άŀn intractable problemΣέ ŀǎ one 

phrased it. Although this cannot be remedied centuries after the fact, the responses did 

suggest measures that would prevent record loss in the future, such as policies to άforceέ 

organisations to retain records or better record keeping in order to assist future historians. 

Although there are evident frustrations in the survey responses, there is also understanding 

of what may or may not be possible and a willingness to persist and work with the archive 

resources available, and one researcher mentioned using the archive rather than a specific 

question as a starting point for research. There was also a consensus that water is a 

άƘƛŘdeƴέ or overlooked topic, both within records themselves and in archive cataloguing. 

Table 5.3: Results of the survey of researchers of water histories 

1. Departments  1.a. Self-identif ied disciplinary identity  
Three responses recorded multiple identities Department of history 3  

Department of Geography/Geographical 
Sciences 

6  Historian 1 
  Environmental historian 6 

School of humanities/arts 2  Early modern historian 1 

   Urban-environmental historian 1 

2. Level of experience with archive material  Interested in the social history of ideas 1 

Primarily uses original documents 9  Historical geographer 3 
Primarily uses digitised source material 2  Geographer 2 

   Historical hydrologist and historical 
climatologist 

1 

   άhesitant in identifying myself to any one 
groupέ  

1 

 

3. Source material used by responding researchers 

Commissions of sewers (used by three responses) 
Correspondence (used by two responses) 
Depositions  
Diaries  
Internal drainage boarŘǎΩ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊǎΩ reports 
Legal documents 
Maps, plans and surveys 
Minute books 

Engineering reports, diagrams, and correspondence 
Engineering journals 
Estate/landowneǊǎΩ records 
Municipal documents 
Scientific diagrams 
Parish registers 
Town chronicles 
ChurchwardeƴΩǎ ŀŎcounts 
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Newspapers (used by four responses) 
Photographs  
Water company minutes 

Epigraphic marks 
Medieval poetry 
Parliamentary papers 

 

3.a. Source material desired by researchers 

Hard data from climate records  
GIS and digital history data 
Large volumes of qualitative data which requires text 
mining skills and software 
Transcripts of drainage authoritiesΩ meetings, or minutes 
recording how decisions were made, or letters 
containing this kind of detail 
Commission of Sewer records at The National Archives  

Manorial court records at The National Archives 
Maps 
Harbour masterΩǎ ƭƻgbook for smaller harbours 
More in-depth engineering material 
Utility company records 
Drought marks (hunger stones) 
Personal diaries 
Tax/financial records 

 
4. Means of identifying source material used by researchers 

Record office online catalogues 10 Secondary sources 8 
Archival gateway sites 9 Record office paper catalogues 5 
Word of mouth 9 Online, google-style searching 3 

    

5. Search terms used by researchers 

canal 
catchment 

commission of sewers 
ditches 
drain 

drainage 
dredging 
drought 

dry weather 
dykes 

erosion 
fen 

flood 
flooding 
floods 
flus 

gorlif (Welsh: overflow) 
gowt 
hydr*  

internal drainage 
inundation 

jetty 
land drainage 

llifogydd (Welsh: flood) 

Llif (Welsh: flow) 
navigation 

overflowings 
pipe 

pollution 
rainfall 
rhine 
rhyne 
river 

sewer 
sewers 

[specific place names] 

stoppage 
supply 

sychder (Welsh: 
drought) 

water 
water committee 

water mill 
waterways 
waterworks 

weather 
weir 

wet weather 

 
6. Research aids used  
Each researcher ranked the aids 1-3, these were reversed then added to create a metric of their use (max. 33) 

 Frequency Usefulness 

Advice from archivists 18 22 
Research/subject guides 17 18 
Other: fellow researchers/scholars/local historians/secondary literature 6 8 

 

7. Barriers to research identified by researchers  7.a. Solutions suggested by researchers 
(summarised)  

The data not having been recorded in the first 
place 

6   More accurate or better cataloguing 
 Better transfer of paper catalogues to online  
 Digitisation of specific records, such as 

Commission of Sewer records and mapping 
where they exist in local archives 

 The establishment of a national, digitised water 
archive 

 A guide for using parish and manorial records 
as a resource for water historians 

The data or records you would like to use have 
not survived 

3  

Poor archive cataloguing 2  

Other 0  

   

   

 

5.3.1 ResearchersΩ own solutions  

The survey responses came mostly from researchers with high archival literacy and a 

willingness to work with existing archival structures, and many came from disciplinary 
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backgrounds that would incline them towards archive use. A clearer picture of the 

paradigms through which environmental researchers view environmental data and records 

is provided by datasets created by environmental scientists using material from archives, 

which could be considered a form of proxy archive. These can be an alternative to the 

archive catalogue, or a partial fulfilment of solutions similar to the water histories archive 

mentioned by one of the researchers surveyed (Table 5.3). These provide the ability to 

share and create sustainable, long-term access to data,82 and unite previously fragmented 

data in one location. Such databases can marry qualitative and quantitative data and by 

providing descriptions of events tell us about the societal impact of weather (in a way 

instrumental data cannot).83 Developing databases and collaborative research 

environments are beneficial for interdisciplinary study, allowing data to be shared for 

different uses and forms of analysis without the need for redundant duplication of data 

collection.84 

Sangster et al provide a comparison of historical data sources used in the hydrological, 

meteorological and geophysical disciplines (Table 5.4).85 From these, the main source of 

complementary data used in Chapter 4 was the Chronology of British Hydrological Events 

(CBHE). It was first created in 1998 with a very limited budget,86  and remains an extremely 

useful resource for studies of historical hydrology in Britain. It was founded with the 

specific intention of benefitting the field of hydrology.87 Search results are filterable by river 

basin and some work is then needed to sort entries if a specific tributary or stretch of river 

is needed. It does not sort by other boundaries, such as county, or sort by record type. 

Once records for the River Trent for 1550-1750 had been identified by location, it became 

clear that few of the entries are from Staffordshire, with several tributaries not 

 
82 5 wƛŜƳŀƴƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ /w9 ¢ŀƳōƻǊŀ.Org - New Data and Tools for Collaborative Research in 
/ƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΣέ Geoscience Data Journal 2, no. 2 (2016): 69. 
83 Veale et aƭΦΣ άDealing with the Deluge of Historical Weather Data: The Example of the TEMPEST 
DatabŀǎŜΦέ 
84 Riemann et ŀƭΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ CRE Tambora.Org - New Data and Tools for Collaborative Research in Climate 
and Environmental HistoryΦέ 
85 Sangster, Jones, and MacdonalŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ /ƻ-Evolution of Historical Source Materials in the 
Geophysical, Hydrological and Meteorological Sciences: Learning from the Past and Moving 
ForwardΦέ 
86 Black and Law, ά5ŜǾelopment and Utilization of a National Web- Based Chronology of Hydrological 
EventǎΦέ 
87 Black and Law. 
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represented. There are a large number of records present for Derbyshire, a number around 

Nottingham, some for the River Idle and Axholme, and a small number for the River Tame is 

Staffordshire (Figure 5.3). This represents a very different paradigm to that used by 

archivists. Records often apply to an administrative area and thus tend to follow county, 

city, or other authority boundaries. The National Council on ArchivesΩ rules for constructing 

and indexing by place names is also oriented around administrative units, not river basins.88 

As demonstrated in Chapter 4, water can sometimes be the basis of administrative 

boundaries, and frequently crosses them. Research using these boundaries will find it 

harder to access records held by the CBHE, and additional work is needed by the researcher 

if a narrower or different area than the river basin is needed.  

Table 5.4: Databases of hydrological and meteorological data 

 Launch Span Area 

The international Atmospheric Circulation 
Reconstructions over the Earth ACRE) initiative 
Digitised data underpinning 3D weather 
reconstructions (reanalyses) 
https://www.met-acre.net/index.htm 

 Roughly 
1750 
onwards 

International 

Deutscher Wetterdienst 
https://ww w.dwd.de/DE/Home/home_node.html 

  Germany 

The Japan Climate Data Program  
https:/ /j cdp.jp/ 

  Asia 

Le répertoire des repéres de crues 
(The flood marks directory) 
http://carmen.developpement-
durable.gouv.fr/18/PHEC.map 

  France 

Euro-Climhist 
https:// www.euroclimhist.unibe.ch/en/ 

Database since the 
1970s, online access 
since 2006 

Medieval 
onwards 

Europe 

Chronology of British Hydrological Events (CBHE) 
http:/ /www.cbhe.hydrology.org.uk/ 

1998 9 - 2000 Britain 

Climatological Database for the World's Oceans 1750-
1850 (CLIWOC) 
http:// webs.ucm.es/info/cliwoc/ 

2006 1750-
1850 

Europe 

UK Colonial Registers and Royal Naval Logbooks: 
making the past available for the future (CORRAL) 
http:// archive.ceda.ac.uk/corral/  

2008 18th ς 
20th 
centuries 

International 

Llên Natur 
https://llennatur.cymru/  

2009  Wales 

Flood chronologies 
http:/ /ceg-fepsys.ncl.ac.uk/fc/ 

2019 1700 - 
2013 

North and 
south-west 
England 

 
88 bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻƴ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΣ άwǳƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ of Personal, Place and Corporate 
bŀƳŜǎΣέ мффтΦ 
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It is also not possible to sort or search by record type (although a keyword search for 

quotation source is possible, this relies on source titles containing the relevant keywords). 

The records used are a mixture of primary and secondary sources (including books and 

websites such as British History Online). Of the seventy-one records for the Trent from 1550 

to 1750, three are from source material contemporary to the event recorded (the 

Newcastle Courant). The rest are a mixture of different secondary source materials. Using 

secondary material is not in itself a problem. However, a reference to the individual primary 

source material, as more recent databases such as TEMPEST includes, makes it easier for 

the researcher to locate the original record. Published material can be challenging to find if 

it is out of print, and websites can cease to exist (several of the records on CBHE contain 

broken weblinks). Despite these issues, the CBHE is a useful and important resource for 

research such as the present study. It has also set a precedent for other online datasets 

such as TEMPEST that can adapt to new research interests. 

TEMPEST was created from the AHRC funded project Spaces of Experience and Horizons of 

Expectation: The Implications of Extreme Weather in the UK, Past, Present and Future 

(2013-2017), a collaboration between the Universities of Nottingham, Aberystwyth, 

Glasgow and Liverpool, which covers extreme events from 1700 onwards.89 Most of the 

records cover a series of ΨŎŀǎe study regionsΩ (NW Scotland, Central England, Mid-Wales 

and SE England), however records from across the UK have been included. Unfortunately 

for this study, this has not included many entries from Staffordshire between 1550 and 

1750, with storms in 1720 and 1742 being the only entries present. However, the database 

now contains over 18,000 individual accounts of ΨǿŜathŜǊΩ Ŝvents.90 Each record contains 

the date, details of the source material, places, type of event as well as transcription of key 

quotes and the impact and responses to the event. The structure behind the TEMPEST 

database includes extensive metadata, as such it contains more historiographical 

information than most other historical ΨǿŜŀtheǊΩ databases, therefore the TEMPEST 

database could be extremely useful for other research similar to this thesis. Unlike the 

CBHE, it is possible with TEMPEST to filter by record type and the response to the weather 

event recorded (e.g. insurance claim or migration).  

 
89 ά¢9at9{¢ 5ŀǘabase - The University ƻŦ bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΦέ 
90 Veale et alΦΣ άDealing with the Deluge of Historical Weather Data: The Example of the TEMPEST 
DatabaseΦέ 
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While these resources are valuable interdisciplinary tools, they have often originated within 

disciplines that have not traditionally used archives and reflect the discipline they are 

 
91 Boundary-Lineϰ [SHAPE geospatial data], Scale 1:10000, Tiles: GB, Updated: 18 September 2018, 
Ordnance Survey (GB), Using: EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey Service, 
<https://digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2019-04-16 14:12:18.604 
OS Open Rivers [SHAPE geospatial data], Scale 1:25000, Tiles: GB, Updated: 18 October 2018, 
Ordnance Survey (GB), Using: EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey Service, 
<https://digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2019-04-16 16:11:23.366 

Flood events in each area    

 

1 
 

10 

   

 
Figure 5.3: Flood locations along the Trent based on data from CBHE91 
For entries without an exact location, an approximate midpoint has been selected. 
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designed for. Different disciplines and subdisciplines have different histories of using 

historical source material (as discussed in Chapter 4).92 www.tambora.org and ACRE are 

both primarily climatological, the CBHE is primarily hydrological, whilst the TEMPEST 

database focuses on extreme weather. Most relevant to this research are the CBHE and 

TEMPEST databases, both databases cover weather and hydrological events in the UK, 

though the focus of each differs, the former focused on hydrological events (floods, 

droughts and other notable events) whereas TEMPEST records all weather types and 

associated impacts.  

These databases require large datasets. Many have sought to integrate datasets from 

different researchers, through Collaborative Research Environments such as tambora.org or 

through registered contributors as with the CBHE (which requires registration to input data, 

while being freely accessed).93 Comparable resources created for historians have tended to 

consist of digitised original texts. Early English Books Online, Eighteenth Century Collections 

Online, The Times Digital Archive, Project Gutenberg and the Old Bailey Online provide 

access to records via scans, transcription or text recognition.94 Each of these is searchable in 

a variety of ways, but they provide access to records, whereas datasets created by 

environmental scientists provide access to the events recorded (with information on the 

relevant sources). These have provided new ways of accessing large volumes of historical 

data, such as Hitchcock making use of data mining techniques with digitised Old Bailey 

records.95 There are advantages and disadvantages to each approach to providing access to 

data online. Datasets such as the CBHE or TEMPEST are targeted to specific research 

 
92 Sangster, Jones, and MacdonaƭŘΣ άThe Co-Evolution of Historical Source Materials in the 
Geophysical, Hydrological and Meteorological Sciences: Learning from the Past and Moving 
CƻǊǿŀǊŘΦέ 
93 Black and LawΣ άDevelopment and Utilization of a National Web- Based Chronology of Hydrological 
EvenǘǎΦέ 
94 ά9ŀǊƭȅ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ Books Online - 99.hΣέ ŀŎcessed April 18, 2018, http://eebo.chadwyck.com/home; 
άEighteenth Century Collections OƴƭƛƴŜΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ нΣ нлнлΣ 
ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǉǳƻŘΦƭƛōΦǳƳƛŎƘΦŜŘǳκŜκŜŎŎƻκΤ ά¢ƘŜ ¢ƛƳŜǎ !ǊŎhive | The Times & The Sundaȅ ¢ƛƳŜǎΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎsed 
September 2, 2020, https://www.thetiƳŜǎΦŎƻΦǳƪκŀǊŎƘƛǾŜκΤ άCǊŜŜ 9.ƻƻƪǎ μ tǊƻject GutenōŜǊƎΣέ 
accessed September 2, 2020, httpΥκκǿǿǿΦƎǳǘŜƴōŜǊƎΦƻǊƎκΤ άhƭŘ .ŀƛƭŜȅ hƴƭƛƴŜ - The Proceedings of 
the Old Bailey, 1674-1913 - Central Criminal Court,έ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ {ŜǇǘember 2, 2020, 
https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/. 
95 Tim Hitchcock and William J TurƪŜƭΣ ά¢ŜȄǘ aƛƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ /ƻǳǊǘ .ŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΣέ Law and History 
Review 34, no. 4 (2016): 929ς55, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0738248016000304; Tim Hitchcock, 
άIƛǎǘƻǊȅƻƴƛŎǎΥ .ƛƎ 5ŀǘŀΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ !ǳƎǳǎt 18, 2020, 
https://historyonics.blogspot.com/search/label/Big Data. 
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interests and therefore include only the relevant section of the record. Some of the issues 

with CBHEΩs lack of transparency with records are resolved with TEMPEST providing 

information for where records can be located. Online collections are less targeted so bring 

with them issues with keyword searching, but they do provide a fuller context for the 

records, which may assist with analysis. However, the volume of work required in creating 

these collections means they are usually only a possibility for an organisation with 

considerable resources or for key collections. This leaves this out of reach for most holdings 

of a local record office such as the Staffordshire Record Office. There are no perfect 

solutions to enabling access to records or data for environmental research. By recognising 

the different paradigms under which different professionals and scholars work, and 

acknowledging a need to continually adapt, solutions can be found that significantly help. 

 

5.4 Solutions and implementation 

These different methodologies suggested a range of possible solutions to archival issues. 

Evidence from the listserve survey of archivists can provide an indication of how achievable 

these solutions are, by offering examples of existing practice that already fulfil these 

recommendations. Experience from the Historic Flooding and Drought project 

demonstrated that by working in collaboration with an archive, it becomes much easier for 

a researcher to find useful material. The records I used often did not directly mention 

flooding and were rarely άaboutέ flooding. Working alongside both staff and volunteers 

presented the opportunity to benefit from the experience of people who had a far greater 

familiarity with the archive than me. Although collaborative projects and engagement with 

research communities is being advocated for here, it is not possible to do this with every 

researcher. Catalogue enhancement is another possibility for improving access for 

environmental research, however it has issues. It may not always be possible to undertake 

the level of enhancement that would be desirable. Catalogue enhancement is also less 

likely to help locate indirect evidence of the environment, and certain measures (such as 

indexing improvements) are only relevant if they aid search functionality.  

In the light of these challenges, the subject guide becomes a more attractive option. 

Subject guides (a form of finding aid focusing on subject content and often targeted at 

specific research uses and users) are being suggested for three reasons. First, there is 



Finding and cataloguing environmental data 

 

190 

evidence that researchers do use them when aware of them, as the survey of researchers 

suggested they consult them with similar frequency to seeking advice from archivists (Table 

5.3). Second, they represent a means of sharing knowledge and experience of an archiveΩs 

holdings that can be more readily available to most researchers than collaborative projects. 

Finally, they are more achievable than ambitious catalogue enhancement, and by creating 

guides which aid in the interpretation of records of administration, may help guide 

researchers to records with indirect relevance for environmental research. 

 

5.4.1 Environmental mindedness 

Any activity related to the environment needs to be underpinned by the archivists being 

aware of the potential of their holdings to support environmental researchers but will also 

develop this awareness. All survey responses listed specific material that the archivists 

suggested might be useful for environmental history. The volume of the material suggested 

by only a small number of repositories indicates that these archivists are aware of the 

potential of their repositories for environmental research (Appendix IV). However, the 

archives who responded are likely to be the ones for which the archivists felt able to 

provide useful answers, which may be due to having received previous queries.  

Of the ten questionnaire responses, six expressed being aware of visitors being interested 

in environmental topics, although none of them had a recording system that would allow 

easy monitoring of visitors interested in the environment. A lack of digital recording of the 

reasons for a visit make visitor information challenging to access, for example Angelsey 

Archives does have a database of distance enquiries but the visitor signing-in book is not 

searchable. When the reasons for visiting are recorded, generally the categories used are 

based on the purpose of the visit rather than the topic of the research, and environmental 

topics can fall under several of the categories used (Table 5.5). Even when the topics of 

research are recorded, the user generally self-identifies the nature of their research, so 

standard terms are not used. As a result, awareness of interest in environmental research 

might depend on the individual experience of archivists.  
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Table 5.5: Categorisation of visitors in UK archives 

Survey of Visitors to UK Archives96 Bedfordshire Archives & Records Service 

Family history research  
Local history research Academic research 
To gather information for a talk /  publication / 

presentation  
Architectural / building / site research 
To find information relating to my work  
Military research 
To find information for the organisation I volunteer 

at  
General browsing /  familiarising myself with the 

archive 
Accompanying a friend /  family member who is 

undertaking research  
Am in the area /  here on holiday /  have time  
Other 

Family history  
House history 
General or local history 
Land legal i.e. investigation for legal reasons such as 

planning 
Boundary disputes 
Rights of way claims 

Although all the responding archivists were aware of potentially useful material held in 

their repositories, this may in some cases be due to user queries drawing attention to this 

potential. Among the archivists who were aware of queries about environmental topics, 

there sometimes seemed to be a clear reason (at least in the mind of the archivist) why 

their archive may receive interest in environmental topics. As the East Riding of Yorkshire 

has one of the fastest coastal erosion rates in Europe,97 the archives receive enquiries 

related to this and the lost villages of Holderness. Meanwhile, the University of Exeter 

Special Collections linked their enquiries to the Parish Maps project (and expressed a hope 

for more enquiries). The National Monuments Record of Wales reported receiving enquiries 

άquite oftenέ (usually from Natural Resources Wales or students) but is unusual in its 

provision for environmental enquiries. The response noted that their material is 

georeferenced and coupled with discussion between users and staff, this enables them to 

locate material across different collections. Archives might also receive enquiries under 

Environmental Information Regulations, which require public authorities to make 

environmental information available to the public through electronic means (with some 

exceptions such as to protect personal data) or because current planning legislation 

requires an historical flood risk analysis.98 Four repositories responded that they were 

 
96 /ƛǇŦŀΣ ά{ǳǊǾŜȅ ƻŦ ±ƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ¦Y !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ нлмуΦέ 
97 /ƭŀǳŘƛŀ CǳǊƭŀƴΣ άIƛŜǊŀǊŎƘƛŎŀƭ wŀƴdom Effect Models for Coastal Erosion of Cliffs in the Holderness 
/ƻŀǎǘΣέ Statistical Methods and Applications 17 (2008): 335ς50. 
98 The National Archives on behalf of HM GoǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ά¢ƘŜ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ wŜƎulations 
нллпΣέ нллпΣ ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘion.gov.uk/uksi/2004/3391/contents; Department for 
Communities and Local Government, Planning Policy Statement 25: Development and Flood Risk 
Practice Guide, 2009, www.communities.gov.uk. 
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aware of such enquiries,  Kings College Cambridge and three local authority archives (Bath, 

Bedfordshire and the East Riding). Bedfordshire noted that as most material is marked as 

open, the only request that they have logged in the last seven years was one that they were 

asked to answer for Central Bedfordshire Council, however the council itself had received 

540 EIR enquiries in 2019-20 and it is not known whether any of the departments these 

were directed to then used the archives service. While collections being as open to access 

as possible is desirable, it may mean that the interests of many researchers do not come to 

the attention of archivists. 

 

5.4.2 Cataloguing practice 

One point reinforced by the survey of archivists was that ambitious catalogue enhancement 

might not always be a practical solution. Most of the responding archives acknowledged 

ongoing work to catalogue records or move the catalogue online, whether through their 

own site or Archives Hub, and several mentioned legacy data that did not meet their 

current standards. All repositories said that the records they had suggested as being 

relevant for environmental research were mostly or completely catalogued. Eight 

repositories reported using indexing, although one said that only a small number of records 

are indexed. Of these, only four reported using subject headings relevant to the 

environment, with Bedfordshire Archives & Records Service listing an exceptionally detailed 

array of terms, including types of tree (Table 5.6). Additionally, although the National 

Monuments Record of Wales did not report subject headings, they did say that everything 

is site indexed and they use the MIDAS Heritage Data Standards.99 Even if it were possible, 

cataloguing for a specific research topic may be challenging. Researchers are not usually 

fully aware of the processes involved in an archive, so are unlikely to specify what would 

constitute άbetterέ cataloguing. In addition, the specific needs of researchers may depend 

on their disciplinary background and types of research and analysis they employ, so is likely 

to be highly variable. What is more helpful is for access to be prioritised over detailed 

 
99 Historic England, άaL5!{ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΣέ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ aŀrch 17, 2021, 
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/midas-heritage/. 
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cataloguing (in line with MPLP), but for there to be means of mediating between the 

different paradigms by which archivists and researchers view records. 

Table 5.6: Indexing among responding repositories 

Name of Repository Index  Terms related to water 
management or flooding  

Anglesey Archives Card index  There are subject headings for Flood 
and Flood defences but not one for 
environment. 

Bedfordshire Archives & Records 
Service 

In-house thesaurus, noted  
to have άgot a bit out of 
hand in the 20 years since 
we started using cataloguing 
software rather than a card 
indexέ and have 
inconsistencies.  

Weather (and meteorology and 
climatology), snow, blizzard, 
drought, earthquake, fog, frost, hail, 
ice, lightning, rain, storms, 
thunderstorms, tornado, wind, 
environmental issues, pollution, 
noise, waste disposal, conservation, 
environment, recycling, minerals & 
mining, quarries, gravel pits, mineral 
rights, trees [as well as types of 
tree], flowers [as well as types of 
flower], birds, animals, etc. 

Expatriate Archive Centre UKAT, the only term used in 
their Authority list is 
ΨenvironmentΩ. 

No 

East Riding Archives and Local Studies 
https:/ /www.eastridingarchives.co.uk/  

Authority files to link 
catalogue records to a 
ΨǎǳbjectǎΩ andκƻǊ ΨǇƭaceΩΦ 
The caveat is not all 
collections are indexed by 
subject, so researchers are 
required to use the άany 
textέ ǎŜarch option which 
will search descriptions for 
words such as ΨweatƘŜǊΩ 

Indexing terms in the subject 
thesaurus include Environmental 
Health, Drainage, Rivers, Bridges, 
Water, Coastal Erosion, Floods. 

University of Exeter Special Collections Very little has been indexed  
 

King's College Cambridge The Governing Body 
minutes and GS/2/ 5 are 
indexed. The mundum 
books are easy to find your 
way around, being 
(depending upon the era) of 
a fixed format.  

 

National Monuments Record of Wales Everything is site indexed 
and uses the MIDAS 

Heritage data standards100 

to record information 

 

University of East Anglia Archives Library of Congress Subject 
Headings. 

Floods, water conservation, sea 
defences 

The Royal Society None 
 

Bath Record Office None, however, the 
catalogue is fully text 
searchable. 

 

 
100 Historic England. 
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5.4.3 Research guides 

One way to mediate between different perspectives would be to use research guides, 

which are also the easiest to implement of the suggestions from researchers, such as one 

for parish and manorial records that one suggested (Table 5.3). To date, there has been 

little scholarly attention paid to research guides, and it has not focused on subject guides. 

Heather MacNeil and Jennifer Douglas have discussed the first research guides. They 

focused on the history of the records and framed the PRO as the rescuer and protector of 

records, although in 1923 this history was absent and the PRO was framed in terms of its 

legal authority, although the guide from 1963 returns to some of the heroic rhetoric of 

earlier guides. 101 F. G. Emmison pioneered the county record office guides, focusing on 

practical advice and classification of records.102 These county record office guides have 

been analysed by Rosemary Lynch, who demonstrated that they were created in response 

to user needs.103 However, discussion of more recent creation of the online guides now 

available is missing, along with discussion of subject guides.  

Only three of the responding repositories indicated that they held any research guides that 

were relevant to environmental research: Bath Record Office, University of Exeter Special 

Collections and the British Library, although guides held by other repositories, including the 

Staffordshire Record Office and The National Archives, have also been searched for (Table 

5.7). Bedfordshire Archives & Records Service reported that while staff were working from 

home, many subject guides were being revised, but this did not necessarily include 

anything for environmental history. The University of Exeter Special Collections holds 

specific guides for climate emergency resources and geography and environmental 

sciences, the latter of which points users towards maps, the Common Ground Archive, local 

studies and south-west writerǎΩ collections and material related to water in Oman. The 

 
101 Heather Macneiƭ ŀƴŘ WŜƴƴƛŦŜǊ 5ƻǳƎƭŀǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ DŜƴŜǊƛŎ 9Ǿƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ of Calendars and Guides at the 
Public Record Office of Great Britain, ca. 1838ςмфсуΣέ Culture: A Journal of History 49, no. 3 (2014): 
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British Library also holds a guide to science and the environment in India Office records and 

The National Archive has one on pollution. Although the responses themselves did not 

make these connections, it is perhaps not surprising that there would be responses from 

repositories within Bath and Exeter. BathΩs famous history with sanitation is publicised as a 

draw of the city today by Visit Bath104 and the Met Office is in Exeter, which probably raises 

awareness of water and environmental issues. Other than these examples, guides for 

environmental topics seem unusual, and it is more common for repositories to hold guides 

for potentially related topics such as maps or agriculture.  

These findings are consistent with the responses from researchers, who indicated that 

subject guides are often used but are not (currently) the most useful resources for 

research. Few research guides are directly relevant for environmental research, so 

researchers make use of indirectly relevant ones, such as for maps and plans or for source 

types. MacNeilΩs work on finding aids as a genre system draws on the literature of archives 

as socially constructed and considers them as placed in άa discourse community comprising 

archivists and users of archives.έ105 However, the use of archives for environmental 

research represents a community (or communities) of archive users for which research 

guides as they have traditionally existed may not be fit for purpose. As researchers of the 

environment can come from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds, they will include 

researchers who have not been part of this άdiscourseέ and who may not have the 

background knowledge that the finding aid assumes. The shift from records-focused to 

user-focused finding aids and the move online has brought attention to previously hidden 

users.106 Environmental researchers can be counted among these invisible researchers, 

however until now their needs have received little attention, which may make it challenging 

to create resources to support them. Providing guidance for subject guides is a sufficiently 

complex topic that it will be explored more fully in the next chapter. 
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