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GRANNY MOLESKIN 1835 - 1906

Mary Ann Pankhurst née Smith, born in 1835, came originally from Wrestlingworth in
Bedfordshire before marrying Arthur Pankhurst 1855 in Hatfield. In later life she was
always known in the family as Granny Moleskin, renowned for making moleskin
waistcoats. She lived with Arthur for most of her life at 54 New Town Cottages, part of the
Hatfield New Town 1800’°s development.

Wrestlingworth is a small hamlet six miles east of Biggleswade, small now and even
smaller in the 1850s. We will not know the reason
why Mary Ann Smith moved to Hatfield in her late
teens, still needing her father’s permission to leave
home on her own. We can guess that life was hard, the
general occupation being agricultural labouring and a
life “in service” for the girls. Hatfield was a growing
town and expanding quickly with the coming of the
railway. Mary Ann may well have seen an opportunity
to improve her life, bringing with her dressmaking
skills. She must have considered the risks for a young
girl starting life in a rough town whose main
inhabitants were railway navvies. She may of course
have had a friend there already, but we won’t know
that now. She probable took up making moleskin
clothing later in life after marrying Arthur Pankhurst
as his father and brothers could supply the pelts.

Mole-catching had featured heavily in Arthur’s
family; the censuses show that his father and brothers
had been rat and mole catchers by trade. I had always
considered rat and mole-catching as the lowest of
occupations. I remember one relative being appalled
that she had an ancestor who had such a lowly trade and was sure I had it wrong. What I
did have badly wrong was my understanding of the trade. Mole-catching was considered a
lucrative business as income could be around £50 per year, more than a teacher of the
time, and comparable to low wage government worker or police officer. Mole-catching as
a rural skill was very much a family business. Skills, tricks and tips were passed from
father to son.
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Moles have never been great for mass fur trade because they’re so small. An adult

measures only 4.3 to 6.3 inches long. The tiny pelts are
cut into rectangles and — sewn together into plates
which are almost always Q dyed because natural colours
are so variable, making it difficult to find a large number
of matching pelts. The most common colour is dark

grey or “taupe” (French for mole). The hairs are very short and dense, encouraging
comparisons to velvet while the leather, though quite delicate, is naturally extremely
soft and supple. What makes moleskins truly special is the nap. The hairs of the other
fur-bearers grow pointing towards the tail, hence the expression, “to rub someone the
wrong way”’. Moleskin, however, reacts the same whichever way you rub it, an
adaptation believed to facilitate reversing in tunnels.

Arthur Pankhurst did not follow in the animal-catching trade but did various other
trades, starting as a railway labourer, then an agricultural labourer and finally working
for the council as what was called a road man. He almost certainly would have had
contacts in the mole-catching trade through his father’s friends and family who could
continuously supply the little furry creatures.

Mary Ann would have learned to sew at an early age, as did all country girls of
particularly low income families — keeping what clothes you had in good repair and
recycling old clothes was essential. The census shows Mary Ann as a seamstress before
she married. This would imply that she was sewing as a living rather than a family
necessity. The term sempstress has gone out of fashion; we now use the term
seamstress. Turning from sewing clothes to sewing moleskin waistcoats was possibly a
lucrative sideline. [ would have imagined the skins were brought ready prepared. It took
over a hundred good moleskins to make just the two front parts of a waistcoat.

Historically, moleskins had a following wherever moles were hunted as pests, and
partlcularly in the UK from at least as early as the 18" century. Every parish in England

: employed a mole-catcher who supplemented
his income by selling the pelts. There was no
money in the meat, however — it was
described as “vile”.

The most interesting period in the history
of moleskins was in the early 20™ century,
and centred on another British royal, Queen
Alexandra, wife of King Edward VII. Queen
Alexandra was a fashion icon with enormous
influence who set several trends among
society ladies, like the choker necklace, high
neckline and summer muffs.

The story goes thatin 1901, as moles were
creating havoc on Scottish farms, Queen
Alexandra ordered a moleskin wrap.
. Whether the Queen simply fancied a bit of
e moleskin or was an enlightened wildlife
ol ._ﬁ manager depends on who’s telling the story,
% but the result was a huge boon. Demand for
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moleskin went through the roof, and Scotland’s pest problem was turned into a
lucrative industry. During the period 1900-13 the average annual supply of
moleskins was estimated at one million pelts a year from the UK.

After World War II the popularity of moleskin declined, perhaps in part because
pelts were in short supply. Traditional mole catchers were being displaced by
industry. A rapid increase in mole population recently has seen the return of the
traditional mole-catcher — but not the return of moleskin waistcoats.

Terry Pankhurst

“A Major Developer”, 1607

Author/publisher J. L. Carr (1912-94) was Secretary of the Northamptonshire
Historic Churches Trust. After the redundant Church of St. Faith in
Northamptonshire was deconsecrated, he and his wife Sally attempted to save it
from vandalism and to preserve it.

Carr wrote in The Weekend Telegraph magazine (date unknown) about an earlier
threat to the architecture of the area:

It seems that, in 1607, the Government privatised inhabited woods and wastes around here at
Newton in the Willows. And local magnates, encouraged by an earlier bumper flotation of
monastery properties, put in multiple applications and then set about ousting homesteaders,
tearing down settlements, fencing commons and diverting the highways that were crossing
their expanding estates.

Enter Captain Pouch (his nom de guerre), resistance leader. We still were a religious
nation and his bait to waverers was, ‘Within my pouch is that which shall preserve you from
all harm’. They put up a fierce and bloody fight. Even Lord Cecil of Burghley (a major
developer) remarked on the ferocity of our local women. Some protestors ran off, some were

killed, some were hanged at Oundle.

-~ What a splendid way to designate the Reformation and the effects of the
Enclosure Bills!

“Captain Pouch” was John Reynolds, a tinker from Desborough, who was hanged,
drawn and quartered for his role in this rebellion. The article quoted was the report of
a meeting of the Desborough, Rothwell and Kettering Captain Pouch Society (of
which Carr was Hon. Sec.), at which a motion was passed,

That a wayside cross should be raised for the Captain, to remind wayfarers (a) that History
repeats itself, (b) that it is safer to put up with Progress than to resist it.

But what part did “Lord Cecil of Burghley” play?

Robin Harcourt-Williams, archivist at Hatfield House, comments:

I don’t know anything about ‘Lord Cecil’s’ supposed remark concerning ferocious women,

nor do I know of any Cecil involvement in the events leading up to the 1607 Midland Revolt.
I believe you may be dealing with a rather garbled version of events but the title Lord

Cecil may in fact have been correct, if only for a short time. Robert Cecil, the builder of
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Hatfield House, was created Baron Cecil of Essendon on 13 May
1603 and not long afterwards, on 20 August 1604, was elevated to
become Viscount Cranborne. So he was known as Lord Cecil for a
year. Then he was known as Lord Cranborne for a year until 4
May 1605, when he became Earl of Salisbury.

Early in 1603 Robert Cecil purchased the Great and Little Parks
at Brigstock (which is in Northamptonshire, not far from Newton in
the Willows) from the Crown. He proceeded to carry out
inclosures which were unpopular with the local commoners and led
to small-scale riots in 1603 and 1604. These were, I understand,
unconnected with the 1607 Midland Revolt but the grievance was
similar.

And Robert Cecil was never ‘of Burghley’. RobertSCl.ecli)l, Ist Earl of
alisbury

He was denounced locally, though, in 1610, for his part in
the process of enclosure:

Here lies, thrown for worms to eat,
Little bossive Robin that was so great.
Not Robin Goodfellow, nor Robin Hood,
But Robin the encloser of Hatfield Wood.
Hazel K. Bell

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Reminiscences sparked by HLHS articles
Dear Editor,

My wife and I have just read your newsletter delivered today [No. 123, December
2021]. The content was so interesting that we convey our appreciation on the same day.

I remember the Old Fiddle as your photograph displays. My family home was about
one hundred yards away next-door-but-one to today’s bus barrier. We siblings passed
the pub every day walking to and from Newtown School through Mr Hollier’s farmyard
—just off today’s Cavendish roundabout. Irecall a serving hatch to the right of the white
posts? I don’t remember my father ever buying me a lemonade or similar. I do know
that he enjoyed an occasional pint there — possibly when relatives visited from the north
east from where both parents came.

My father was Tom Padget who arrived by train from Brotton, close to Saltburn on
Sea, Yorks., fresh from college to be a teacher at St. Audrey’s School. My mother Mary
followed from Co. Durham where she was a teacher. Prior to marriage they bought their
bungalow in Roe Green Lane where we four children were born. Our mother lived
there for 70 years. After war service in the RAF our father became Head of Countess
Anne’s School in Church Street. Countess Anne’s school later moved into the vacated
St. Audrey’s School building from where our father retired.

Bertie Potterill was the licensee of The Robin Hood p. h. in the town centre. His
daughter lives in Hatfield and his son in St. Albans — now in their 80s.
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Your mention of Sid - o
Holllier reminds me that -
Mr Hollier was the local
farmer who farmed
much of the land
consumed for building
the new town and what
is now Hertfordshire
University. He owned
the dairy off French
Horn Lane that supplied
much of Hatfield’s
population with milk
delivered by horse and
cart. I was in the same
class as Sid Hollier, son
of Mr Hollier the farmer,
at Newtown School. So
does your article refer to
father or son?

Your article on Hatfield United “Town” Football Club reminded my wife (née Ager
of Hatfield Garden Village) of her Grandad Ernest Warner of Stockbreach Road who
played for Hatfield United in his youth. He was a platelayer on the railway and had
worked on the Hatfield to St. Albans branch line.

Memories! Thank you so much.

Holliers Dairy entrance

Robert and Ann Padget
(We have spread our wings and moved about 4 miles as the crow flies from where
we were each born to Jersey Farm, St. Albans)

SOCIETY NEWS

Message from the Chairman

Welcome to our new-look newsletter crafted by our new editor, Hazel Bell. The
masthead at the top of page 1 is the work of Paul Savage and includes a rather clever
logo, something I don’t think the society has had in the past. Thank you very much
Hazel and Paul.

Diary Dates

Subject to further Covid-19 restrictions, the following meetings have been booked with
Hatfield Social Club (76 Great North Rd, Hatfield AL9 SER):

e Monday, 14 March 2022 (2-4 p.m.): “Wicked Women of Hertfordshire” — a talk
by Elizabeth Eastwood

e Monday, 13 June 2022 (7-9 p.m.): AGM followed by “Cycling Around
Hertfordshire with Pevsner” — a talk by Karen Richardson

e Monday, 11 July 2022 (2-4 p.m.): Summer social meeting

e Monday, 12 September 2022 (7-9 p.m.): “110 years of Aviation Heritage in
Hertfordshire” — a talk by Guy Thomas

e Monday, 12 December 2022 (2-4 p.m.): Christmas social meeting
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Recent Events

Hatfield Library held an “Explore Your Archives” event on November 12th, which

included items prepared by our
Society. Members of the committee
manned the displays, and Library
staff added various old maps from
their collection.

Our Christmas social gathering
in December was well enjoyed,
with a number of exhibits brought
along by members, including a de
Havilland postage-stamp display, a
rolling video of “Hatfield Then and
Now” photos, and various other
items. Numbers were down
compared with the September

. meeting, but we hope things will

get back to normal in 2022.

Annual General Meeting (AGM)

Notice is hereby given that the 29th AGM will be held on Monday 13 June 2022,
starting 7 p.m., at Hatfield Social Club (76 Great North Rd, Hatfield AL9 SER).

Agenda
Apologies

Matters arising not covered elsewhere
Chairman’s report

Treasurer’s report

Election of accounts examiner
Election of committee members

Any other business

PN =

Minutes of the 28th AGM (see June 2021 newsletter for a copy)

Paper copies of the above agenda will be provided to attending members at the
start of the AGM. We will send out the latest accounts with the June 2022 newsletter.
Please send any motions for the AGM by email to contact@hatfieldhistory.uk or by post
to Mrs Chris Martindale, Secretary, Hatfield Local History Society, 30 Elm Drive,

Hatfield, Herts AL10 8NU.

Phil Marris (Chairman)
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