
THE HISTORY OF KINGTON ST MICHAEL VILLAGEPRIVATE 

Introduction

Kington St. Michael was once a small hamlet far from the centre of Chippenham.  Today that has substantially changed as the pressure on housing stocks increases and Chippenham Town boundaries keep creeping closer.  Luckily they are still far enough away not to encroach too much on village life.  My aim is to recover as much history as possible from the surrounding fields and to that end, I can often be seen wandering around the fields in all weather with my metal detector.  Slowly I manage to find another link in the village’s history or an isolated piece of evidence that needs more investigation.  Unfortunately a lot of the written history was lost during the destruction of the libraries at Malmesbury Abbey and Glastonbury during the Reformation.  However, some tantalizing clues such as a hand written note that gives the details of the ‘fair charter’ do surface occasionally.  The following account is a summary of my research and I have drawn a lot on information from the two books that have already been written about the village (Rev. Jackson, 1842 and Pitcairn-Hill, 1985) It is not intended to be concise or cover every aspect as that would run into hundreds of pages which would be somewhat long for the website.  

KINGTON ST. MICHAEL THROUGH 27 CENTURIES

The fields around the village slowly give up the evidence of early use in the form of worked flints from a hunter-gatherer society several thousand years ago but the first recognisable signs of habitation is a “banjo” enclosure with associated ditches to the south-east which has been identified as an Iron Age settlement.  There are many other archaeological sites within a few miles including Lanhill long barrow, which is a chambered tomb, constructed for burials around 3000 BC and an early Bronze age bowl barrow (now ploughed out) at near Kington Langley.  

During the Iron Age (700 BC to 43 AD), England was divided up between the various Celtic tribes who had emigrated from central Germany and Austria.  It was eventually the Dobunni tribe who dominated the area and began turning the wild forests into useable arable farmland and grazing.  It has been suggested that there was a settlement on Tor Hill because of the ditches along the west side of the hill, however aerial photography clearly shows these to be a continuation of a removed hedge line and a field boundary that has built up as a result of ploughing.  This field boundary appeared on the 1773 map of the village.  An archaeological excavation was carried out in the early eighties on the Banjo enclosure that firmly dated it to the Iron Age by the pottery found.  A small piece of bronze was also discovered but could not be positively identified or dated.  When Transco put a gas pipeline through the site, the finds confirmed the initial findings but failed to turn up any new evidence or artefacts other than pottery shards.

In May AD 43, Roman commander Aulus Plautius invaded Britain with four legions and about 20,000 auxiliary troops.  By AD 47, the legions had penetrated as far south-west as Cornwall and bought the area under control and by AD 60 the frontier had been pushed far enough north for major road construction in the form of the Fosse Way which runs 2 miles west of the village.  With peace came settlement and the construction of many villas and farmhouses.  In the same field as the previously mentioned Iron Age enclosure is a small amount of Roman pottery and roof tile which indicates a later Romano British settlement.  It is very possible that this may be a “Romanized” house of the original enclosure habitants.  To the North West is Stanton Wood which hides the remains of a fourth century Roman temple/villa site and associated pottery scatters just outside the wood.  How many others, as yet undiscovered, Roman sites are there in and around the village?  Maybe your house is built on the site of a former Roman residence?  

The Roman era of influence came to an end with the invasion by the West Saxons after the battle of Barbury Hill in the mid-6th century AD.  The area then came under the rule of the Saxon King Ine, around 700 AD.  Although little remains of the original Saxon settlement, the boundaries set up in this period often still exist today.  The Saxon period provides the first recorded mention of the name Kington in AD 934 when King Athelstan made a grant of 15 'cassates' at "Kingtone" to one of his theigns called Athelm.  The closest translation would be “Kings Farm” or “Kings Manor” from Old English “cyne-tun”.  It was mentioned by John Aubrey that there was an oral history of a Saxon King living in the area, which could have been King Ethelred in the late 10th century.  However Aubrey also said “their very kings were but a sort of farmers” so the actual standing is open to question.  Another early mention of the village is a record that King Ethelred granted an estate "of 40 manses" called Kingtone, to the Abbey of Glastonbury in AD 987, which continued until the dissolution of the ministries by Henry VIII.  Where the oldest part of the village is sited is still unknown but an educated guess would be that is was sited in the vicinity of the present day church.  Very little Saxon pottery and metal work has been recovered from any part of the village but it should be noted that the later Christian Saxons often built churches on the site of Roman temples who, in turn, built on religious sites of the Iron Age people.  This would mean that any remains are deeply buried under present day buildings.

The Norman Conquest heralded the end of Saxon domination of the country.  Those Saxons who survived the battles were often stripped of their land and it was handed over to favoured Normans.  The Doomsday Book was compiled in 1086 and lists the piece-meal stripping of assets for redistribution.  However, the village survived this, as it was Glastonbury land although the original tenants would appear to have been displaced shortly after.  The entries for Kington St Michael and Kington Langley in the Doomsday book are as follows:

Roger holds Kington (St Michael) from Ralph de Mortemer.  Alwin held it before 1066.  It paid tax for 1½ hides.  Land for 1 plough, which is there in lordship, with one slave.

2 Small holders.

A mill, which pays 2 shillings; 

Meadow, 4 acres; 

Woodland, 6 acres.  

The value was 20 shillings; now 30 shillings.

Alwin held this land from Glastonbury church; he could not be separated from it; he served the Abbot from it.

(Kington)  Langley.  Before 1066 it paid tax for 29 hides.

Land for 16 ploughs.  Of this 11 hides in lordship; 4 ploughs there, 4 slaves.

15 villagers and 5 smallholders with 8 ploughs.

Meadow, 15 acres; 

Pasture, 10 acres; 

Woodland 1½  leagues long and ½ a league wide.
In Malmesbury a burgess who pays 15d and belongs to this manor.  Of this land Urso holds 2 ½ hides, Roger 2 hides, less 1 virgate, Ralph 1 ½ hides; they have 3 ploughs.

The holders of these lands before 1066 could not be separated from the church.

Value of the Abbot’s lordship £14 10s; of the men’s 100 shillings; value when the abbot acquired it, £8.

A hide was enough land to support a household, usually between 60-120 acres (24-48 hectares).  A hide of good land was smaller than that of poor quality.  

1 league = 3 miles.

1 virgate = ¼ hide.
As you can see from the entries, Kington St Michael was little more than a minor farm whilst Kington Langley was a thriving village.  It had an identified Saxon manor house and associated chapel and certainly has more evidence of Roman occupation in the area.  Names like Watling Street and Cold Harbour Farm confirm this.  

At some time in the following years the situation changed and the original farm turned into a small village.  In 1189 the number of tenants on the Glastonbury estate is shown as 56, although the number was probably much higher if you take into account the wives and children of those tenants.  The church was built somewhere around 1150 but it is not recorded exactly when and to whom it was dedicated.  In 1360, Michael, Abbot of Glastonbury, had a Chantry chapel built and the church was re-dedicated to St. Michael in his honour.  Also around the same time of the original church, the Priory of St. Mary was founded (around 1155) but once again, the exact date is not known.  Aubrey gives the Empress Matilda as its founder, but it is also possible that it was established through grants of land at Kington, to Benedictine nuns, by Robert de Wayfer, of Brimpton in Berkshire.  He also donated lands in Dorset, from which the Priory received tithes; and over the succeeding years further lands were given for the upkeep of St. Mary's.  It was never a rich establishments and the Prioress complained of having to support visitors but it seems to have survived intact until the 16th century.

Kington really starts to flourish around this time and was granted the right to hold a market in the village on Fridays.  This was by the village cross, which was then situated at the northern end of Kington in what is now Town Close, for the sale of butter, fish, eggs etc.  The location would have suited the residents of the village, the nuns at the Priory and the residents of Easton Piercy.  During the fifty-first year of Henry the Third, the Abbot of Glastonbury procured, for his manor of Kington, “a charter of free warren, and the privilege of holding a weekly market and an annual fair”.  The three-day fair was granted a charter in 1266 and held over Michaelmas (29th September).  It is recorded that it was a highly successful fair and rivalled the fair held in Chippenham.  The market later moved to the centre of the village and the fair faded away.  However, Spinke’s Directory for Chippenham of 1883 notes a fair in the village on the 6th October.  

Note:  I endeavour to search for the fair site and have an idea as to where it was held but unfortunately I can’t procure access to prove this. 

With the village increasing in size and prosperity everything looked good for the future.  Unfortunately in 1348 the Black Death slowly crept towards the area killing thousands as it went.  Some villages disappeared forever and those that survived did not recover for centuries due to harsh conditions and many other diseases and illness that we don’t see today.  In the north wall of the Chancel of the church is evidence of a small window (now filled in) through which lepers were supposed to be able to follow the services taking place inside.  If the story is true, did the village host a leper colony or was it that the church and priory attracted lepers to the parish?  Whatever the reason the parish was well known for its alms and food was prepared and ale brewed for sale with the proceeds being used for the benefit of the poor of the parish at Whitsun.  The local ale had such a good reputation that it drew drinkers from miles around.  There is certainly evidence of a hop garden (a field by that name) and no shortage of spring water to provide the main ingredients
The final blow to the prosperity of the village was the Dissolution of the monasteries and it’s far reaching effects.  At the beginning of the 16th century Glastonbury had reduced it’s holding to about a quarter of the land in the Parish with Nicholas Snell responsible for collecting the rents and tithes.  However, Snell had plans of his own and the following extract from the notes of E Hutton summarizes the events:

"The Bailiff of the Abbot's manor of Kington, one Nicholas Snell, which, by the way, is an old Wiltshire word signifying sharp, foreseeing the fall of the Religious Houses, followed the example of the unjust steward in the Gospel, and made to himself friends of the mammon of unrighteousness.  He began by becoming a thief.  He forgot to settle with the Abbey .....  for the latest arrears of rent, and Abbot Whiting, then about to suffer martyrdom, did not worry him for them.  With the money Sharp Snell, the thief, bought the manor of Kington of the King.  It cost him £793.17s.2½d".  That was in 1543, and Snell almost at once courted unpopularity by denying the villagers their customary use of demesne lands around the Manor House for grazing animals, and of parts of the then unenclosed West field for allotments.

The land grab did not stop there as recorded by John Aubrey:

"the grounds of the copie-holders (in Kingtone St. Michael).....  did in the Abbot's time extend to the ditch in Ryding (which ground runs north from the Mannor-house and was taken away from the Tenants by Nicholas Snell to enlarge his prospect and pasture)"

Snell also took away the traditional rights of Abbey tenants to feed animals on land around the Manor House, the cultivation of allotments on the West field and the right to fish in the ponds around the Manor house.  This led to considerable hardship among the tenants and certainly would not have helped the population levels in the village.

Not all the land was taken and Aubrey noted that all the land between Yatton Keynell and Kington St. Michael was common land, and that the area around the village remained largely unenclosed until at least 1633.  The West field was finally fully enclosed in 1664 which no doubt finished the last chance of survival of the village population in its traditional way of life.  

Note:  I have not been able to find the enclosure papers for the Parish.  It is possible that they are included in other estates papers and do not specifically cover the village.

Just to add the problems there were several recurrences of the plague (or similar disease) and in 1582 the Parish Register recorded that the plague began on May 4th and lasted for over three months; 18 died of it, most of them of the family of the Kingtons.  The victims of that outbreak are buried in an unmarked communal grave beside the church porch.  The Rev. Francis Kilvert's mother recalled a village tradition that "the street of Kington St. Michael was green with grass during the Great Plague for there was scarcely any passing in those dreadful months".  Luckily the village managed to survive all these problems unlike many of the surrounding villages.  The nearby village of Easton Piercy was one such victim among many others within a few miles of the village.  The remains of the village layout can be seen spread over 3 fields around Manor Farm and one of its fields is named “Chapel Field” which probably contained the chapel which was demolished in the 16th century.  There is also evidence of a highly trafficked road system linking Easton Piercy with Yatton Keynell, Kington St Michael, and Leigh Delamere.   

The Civil War seems to have passed the village by when you consider that battles raged nearby at Devizes and Roundway.  Even Chippenham saw action when a column of Cornish Royalist soldiers crashed through the town on their way to help the forces in Devizes.  No doubt some villagers were involved in the war but I am yet to uncover any records of this.  

The 17th century marked an improvement in the fortune of the village and new houses were built from the local corn brash stone and Cotswold stone.  The six Almshouses are a prime example of this type of building, which were completed in 1675.  The money for their construction was provided for in the will of Isaac Lyte.  Isaac was born in Kington in 1612 and later became an Alderman of the City of London.  He provided £600 for the construction of the Almshouses and £20 per year for maintenance.  Originally they housed six poor unmarried men of the parish but later became open to anyone.  One building that had very little money spent on it was the village church as events in 1703 Proved.  Following the collapse of the Church tower in Calne in 1645, Aubrey noted:

"such will be the fate of ours at Kington: one cannot persuade the parishioners to go out of their own way".  

Money must also have been tight for the rebuild as the tower was rebuilt without a spire.

The village, like so many in the area, relied on farming for income however, extra pay was earned by taking in wool to be carded and spun ready for weaving.  John Britton recalled that, in the 1780s:

"our dull village was periodically enlivened by the visits of a clothier, with one, two, or three horses, laden with bags of wool, brought from the manufacturer in Gloucestershire, and doled out to poor women, to be carded and spun for the weaver's loom.  Thus several women and their daughters were employed, and derived regular payment for their labour."

However, as industrialization encroached on the area this income was soon to be cut.  The mills at Malmesbury, and Trowbridge soon took the trade away as more efficient machines were introduced.  Any spinning carried out would now only be for domestic use.  

Although the major roads in the area were being upgraded and made into Turnpikes, the local village network of roads was far from perfect.  Britton wrote:

"the roads to the village ... were not easy to be passed over by carriage; for, being only used by waggons and carts, they were worn into two deep ruts by the wheels, and another early equally deep by the horses"; and of the main street of Kington: "Though the street (if it may be so called) was a public road, it was rarely traversed by a post-chaise, or private carriage; a strange cart, or waggon was seldom seen; and a stage-coach, then called a "diligence", never."
He also noted that at the end of the 18th century the village:

"exhibited broken and decayed gates and styles; wide, tall and straggling hedges, sheltering and encouraging weed of all kinds ....  un drained and foul ditches; waste and unworked pieces of land".

And that:

"Kington had no resident squire, clergyman, or person above the rank of farmer".  There were about ten farmers and the same number of tradesmen in the village, but "I do not think there was a newspaper or magazine purchased by one of the inhabitants before the year 1780."

All in all, not the most upbeat description of the village.  No industry and roads that would hinder the movement of produce to markets further afield.  Despite all the difficulties the population continued to rise and by 1850 it had doubled from its level of a hundred years ago.

The mid 19th century heralded a change in village life as roads, education and farming methods improved.  Many smallholdings disappeared and the larger farms were established which is shown in the 1842 tithe map and script.  This set of documents gives in-depth details who owned what, where they lived and the values of every inch of the ground in the Parish.  Britton noted the amalgamation of several farms in the parish in his lifetime, and wrote in 1849 that:

"the neighbouring markets and fairs, and the easy and cheaper carriage by railway, have jointly produced revolutions in the agricultural as well as the commercial and manufacturing community."

The establishment of a National School in Stubbs Lane (now demolished) was a vast improvement in village education and by 1846 there were 68 children there (40 girls and 28 boys) with a further 11 attending only on Sundays.  The 1851 Census lists four teachers (three mistresses and one master) but there was also a boarding school in the Vicarage, with about a dozen pupils from various parts of the Empire.  The National School building was short lived and a new school was completed in 1868 largely through the generosity of the Squire, Herbert Prodgers (who bought the Manor in 1864).  He purchased the site and demolished a group of cottages there which were "unfit for habitation".  These included John Britton's birthplace, which is now commemorated by a somewhat worn stone plaque.  The final bill was £650 and provided classrooms for approximately 100 pupils and three teachers.  The timing for this build was fortuitous as the 1870 Education Act made attendance at school compulsory for at least two hours per day and the original building could not have coped with the influx of new students.  However, by the beginning of the 20th century, the number of students exceeded 100 pupils, which meant 50 pupils per classroom.  These buildings now host the village hall and shop.  

As with all villages of this period there were many different trades and shops and a vibrant artisan community.  There were the usual building trades such as carpenters, masons, thatchers etc and some of the houses still bear the name of the previous occupants such as Wheelwright Cottage (formerly Woodbine Villa) and the Old Police House.  For a short period (see list of businesses below) we also had a home for epileptic girls at Hazeland House on the corner of Stanton lane.  Most importantly there was the White Horse Inn (now the Jolly Huntsman), with the White Hart on the other side of the street (no 3) and prior to that there was a White Hart Inn, which was tucked away from the street in a small courtyard (No 76), opposite where a small monthly market was held.  Although wishing to avoid long lists I have added the list of commercial occupations from various editions of Kelly’s Directory as they give a good “snapshot” of what was going on over a period of time.  One such example is the twice-weekly doctor’s surgeries held by first one doctor on Tuesday and another on Friday, which later changed with both doctors being present.  This could have been an indication of increased population or decreased health.

1885

Thomas Aland & Co.:  Beer Retailers and Maltsters 

Robert Aland: Baker & Shopkeeper

Charles Dyer:  Wheelwright

James Rumsey:  Saddler

John Sealy:  Tailor

Thomas Sealy:  Blacksmith & Carpenter

Samuel Smith:   Blacksmith

John Swain:  Shopkeeper

George Wiltshire:  White Heart Public House

1903

Thomas Aland & Co.:  Beer Retailers and Maltsters 

Frank Billett:  Pearl insurance agent

Robert Aland: Baker & Shopkeeper

Charles Dyer:  Wheelwright

Herbert Martin:  White Heart Public House & Blacksmith

James Albert & Alfred Sealy:  Blacksmiths & Wheelwrights & Carpenters

Albert Sealy:  Sub-postmaster

Michael John Sealy:  Tailor

Elizabeth Swain (Mrs) & Son:  Shopkeepers

The Wiltshire Cottage Home for Epileptic Girls, Mrs H H Palairet, lady superintendent, Mrs Bavis, Matron.

1927

William Thomas Briscoe M.R.C.S. Eng. L.R.C.P.Lond.: Physician & Surgeon (Fri only).

George Laurence F.R.C.S. Edin.  M.R.C.S. Eng. L.R.C.P.Lond.:  Physician & Surgeon (Tues only).

William Herbert Keynes & Elizabeth (Mrs):  Bakers, Grocers & Corn & Meal Dealers.

Henry Martin: White Heart Public House

Joseph Albert Olsen:  Grocer & Draper

Samuel James Perrett:  The Brewery

Albert Sealy:  Wheelwright & Blacksmith

Michael John Sealy:  Tailor

The Wiltshire St Michaels Home for Epileptic Girls, Mrs Wilson, lady superintendent, Miss Copp, Matron.

Wiltshire Working Men’s Conservative Benefit Society (J Tayler, sec)

1935

George Laurence F.R.C.S. Edin.  M.R.C.S. Eng. L.R.C.P.Lond.  physician & surgeon (Tues & Fri).

Stanley A Lee:  Grocer & Draper, Wireless Apparatus Dealer and Cycle Goods.  

William Herbert Keynes:  Baker (Kington Langley)

Kington St Michael Club & Institute, (Stanley Sealy hon. sec) 

Albert Sealy:  Wheelwright

Michael John Sealy:  Tailor

Jason Strong:  White Heart Public House

The Wiltshire St Michaels Home for Epileptic Girls, Mrs Portal, lady superintendent, Miss Lind, Matron.

Wiltshire Working Men’s Conservative Benefit Society (J Tayler, sec)

1939

Morgan Howell Evans B.M. B.Ch.Oxon., M.R.C.S. Eng. L.R.C.P.Lond.  physician & surgeon, (firm, Briscoe, Lawrence, Ayres & Evans, (Tues & Fri).

George Laurence F.R.C.S. Edin.  M.R.C.S. Eng. L.R.C.P.Lond.  physician & surgeon (Tues & Fri).

Stanley A Lee:  Grocer & Draper, Wireless Apparatus Dealer and Cycle Goods. 

William Herbert Keynes:  Baker & post office (Kington Langley)

Kington St Michael Club & Institute (Stanley Sealy hon. sec) 

Albert Sealy:  Wheelwright. 

Michael John Sealy: Tailor. 

Mark Weston:  Shoe Repair.

Harry Day:  White Heart Public House

Wiltshire Working Men’s Conservative Benefit Society (J Tayler, sec)

After the First World War the face of the village began to change into what we have today.  Twelve houses were built on Town Close followed by a further six on Honey Knob Hill and a pair of houses on the edge of Tor Hill.  This set out the boundaries for the infill housing that then followed, with the exception of a proposed small development of approximately 20 houses on Tor Hill which was thankfully rejected.  Large scale developments took place in the early 70s and were at The Close, The Ham, The Orchard and The Ridings, followed by Paddock End in the early 1980s.  This almost doubled the size of the village and enabled a new school to be built as there was a large influx of young families with children to the village.  The final development of any size was Kyneton Way, which plugged the final gap between Honey Knob Hill and Tor Hill.  Whether this is the last development remains to be seen.  Luckily there is very little suitable land for building left in and the village

In the last few years we have seen the loss of the first the village shop (No 13) and then the Post Office.  Fortunately, the village community has banded together and gained ownership of the old village hall from it previous owners in the 1980s and, in 2004, set up another shop/Post Office with much fundraising and a grant from NWDC, the Countryside Agency and Rural Revival.  
In 2008 the recreation field underwent a facelift thanks to much fundraising.  However, the Post Office was a victim of the closures and was lost that April.  The village shop had been taken over as a community run shop in May 2007 and the shop committee decided that they would do their utmost to address the problem and so the shop now hosts a Post Point, where customers may post letter, packages and parcels far and wide, using a range of services.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

If you have any views on this, or have any other information which you think may be of interest regarding the village history then please let me know - Tim Storer.  (N.B. Tim can be contacted c/o the website – e-mail kingtonstmichael@btinternet.com) 
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