
A Chaddesden Farmer's Victorian Notebook

Until the 1920s, Chaddesden was still very much a small Derbyshire village, but during the remainder 
of the twentieth century it was transformed from a sleepy little community into a sprawling commuter 
suburb because of two coinciding factors: firstly the break-up of the large agricultural estate 
belonging to the Wilmot family of Chaddesden Hall at the end of the First World War, and secondly 
the increasing demand for new houses to serve the expanding population of Derby only two miles to 
the west. Before long, the farms and green fields of the village began to vanish under a seemingly 
never-ending tide of housing development, although Meadow Farm (Fig. 1) on Meadow Lane, a 
sizeable Victorian homestead, managed to survive until the 1970s when it was demolished to make 
way for a new road scheme.

More than a century previously, Meadow Farm had been the home of the White family, who were 
closely related to George and Maria Wragge and their children [Note 1]. These two families were 
notable in that several of their young men made successes of their lives by emigrating to Australia in 
the 1850s, and a few years ago I published an article on this website entitled "The Wragge Brothers, 
Australian Pioneers" which highlighted some of the exploits of Thomas, George, William and Henry 
Wragge and their cousin William White. Subsequently I was contacted by one of William White's 
descendants in Canberra, and I was delighted when she gave me a digital copy of a notebook of 
William's dating from 1846. Once I had finished transcribing the whole notebook, which is part diary, 
part surveyor's field-book, it was obvious that it represented a remarkable survival from Victorian 
times. The original volume is a treasured family keepsake of his great-grandchildren in Australia, who 
have kindly given me permission to use the notebook as source material for this article.

Fig 1: Meadow Farm, Meadow Lane, Chaddesden.
Pictured here c.1973, the farm was William White's
home until he emigrated to Australia in the 1850s. 

Baptised at St. Mary's Church, Chaddesden, on 18 November 1827, William was the only child of 
William Morledge White, a farmer, maltster, brick-maker, land-agent and valuer, and his second wife, 
Jane Harvey. By his first wife Elizabeth Harvey (Jane's sister), William Morledge White had five 
daughters (and another who died in infancy), Jane, Mary Ann, Maria, Elizabeth and Patience, and 
one son, Thomas Harvey White, who later became a land-agent to the Stanhope family at Chevening 
in Kent. William Morledge White's third wife was Sarah Wragge, but there were no additional children 
by this marriage.



The original notebook, which William began when he 
was 19 years old, is a small volume measuring some 8 x 
13 cms when closed, with a cream-coloured cover that is 
stained brown in places and fastened with a metal clasp; 
its owner's name is just visible as "William White Junr, 
Chaddesden, Derby, 1846". When opened, the first two 
pages are taken up by a printed almanack for 1846 
detailing days of the week, phases of the moon, etc., 
followed by 69 pages of notes (some blank), and finally 
one last printed page being a continuation of the 
almanack. White initially reserved the left-hand pages of 
his book for miscellaneous notes and reminders, whilst 
keeping the right-hand pages for brief, dated entries 
running from 28 February 1846 to 6 May 1846, 
thereafter both left- and right-hand pages are used for 
surveys, miscellaneous notes, etc. Thus on the first 
available left-hand page (Fig. 2), under an undated 
heading entitled "Remember", he has listed various 
disparate items including "2 Wks Friday to fly White 
Pigeon", "Library", and "Berlin House". White clearly had 
an interest in pigeons, for they feature elsewhere, e.g. 
12 March 1846 - "Pigeon laid second egg"; and then 10 
April 1846 - "commenced Pigeon House in Chamber 
over Stable". The reference to a library (in Derby, 
presumably) occurs many years before the Central 
Library would be built. White would have had a choice of 
three to choose from: the Town & County Library in 
Amen Alley; the library of the Derby Philosophical 
Society in St. Helen's Street, or that at the Mechanics' 
Institute in the Wardwick. Berlin House was the name 
of his half-sisters' business at 4, Rotten Row, Derby, 
which specialised in the sale of Berlin wools, patterns, 
sewing silks, etc.

As might be expected, the book contains numerous references to the minutiae of farming life. William 
was clearly a practical man since he leaves reminders for himself regarding a "Platinum Crucible", as 
well as "Retort and Arsenic", "Sulphate of Copper and Funnel & Tubing". These items he may well 
have used when preparing chemicals for use around the farm. For example, copper sulphate would 
be used as a fungicide, and the funnel and tubing are explained later in his notebook when he leaves 
the following note to himself: "Jno Hs for Still Worm", apparently a reference to John Harrison, a 
boiler-maker and engineer of 47 Bridge Gate, Derby [Note 2], a still-worm being a coil or spiral 
section of tubing forming part of a still which condenses the vapour. Elsewhere there are memos 
about "Saddle, Bridle, Bit & Chain, Cow Drenches" and "Gun & Ramrod". Another entry has "Gun at 
T. Holmes", evidently referring to Holmes & Sons, Gunsmiths & Ironmongers, whose premises in 
Rotten Row, Derby, were conveniently close to his sisters' Berlin House shop. He also notes down 
other useful information such as a "Recipe to make Boots and Shoes elastic, durable and 
waterproof", as well as a method for making the "best Tracing Paper", which would no doubt have 
been invaluable to him in his surveying work when copying plans, etc.

Fig 02:The very first hand-written page in 
William White's notebook.
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Fig 3: Ordnance Survey map of 1836 with Meadow Farm arrowed.
In William White's day the railway line from Derby to Nottingham
had only been in existence for a few years.

In 1831, when William was only a few years old, a 
survey of various Chaddesden farms known as "Mr. 
Beazley's Valuation" shows William Morledge White's 
Meadow Farm to have been comprised of 185 acres of 
farm-land and thus one of the largest in the village 
[Note 3]. However, with some of its fields extending 
right down to the River Derwent just a few hundred 
yards away from the farmhouse (Fig. 3), flooding could 
be a serious problem, as highlighted in this notebook 
entry from 6 April 1846: "A very great Flood in Meadows 
up to Oat Stack in Home Close". The Derby Mercury 
newspaper confirmed the deluge in its edition of 
Wednesday 8 April 1846: "With the exception of about 
two hours in the afternoon of Saturday, when we were 
visited by a snow storm ... we have had almost 
continuous rain since Friday night last. As may be 
expected the River Derwent has very considerably 
overflowed its banks ..." A week later, on 13 and 15 
April 1846 William noted firstly "Draining in Share-flat-
nook Pingle" and then repairing the flood bank in the 
same field (Figs. 4 & 5). This last-mentioned piece of 
ground is a reminder that although White was writing 
more than fifty years after the enclosure of 
Chaddesden's open fields, common and meadow 
(1791–93), many of the old names he mentions such 
as Crabtree Flatt, Kell Leys, and Meadow Nook all had 
a considerable pedigree and would have been familiar 
to farmers of previous generations.

Fig.04: A severe flood in early April 1846 
meant additional work in Share Flat Nook 
Pingle for the White family, who had to install 
new drains in the field and repair the flood 
bank (see the entries for 13th and 15th April).  
© Copyright reserved.



Fig 5: The River Derwent runs from left to right (west to east) in this picture of 2015 and 
over on the far bank Chaddesden Brook emerges from a culvert just before it meets the 
river.  In April 1846 William White would have stood somewhere close to the brook while 
he worked at repairing the flood bank for this land was part of Share Flatt Nook Pingle.

In his free time, William evidently had an interest in 
natural history for he notes two publications: "Vestiges of 
the Natural History of Creation" which was first published 
anonymously in 1844, its author later being revealed as 
Robert Chambers, and "The British Flora" by William 
Jackson Hooker. It seems possible that one of William's 
pastimes was dancing, since he took the time to write 
out detailed instructions for performing the square dance 
known as the First Set of Paine's Quadrilles. Other, more 
typical, country pursuits gave him a break from the daily 
routine of farm work. For example, on 4 March 1846 he 
went hunting and wrote, "did find [the fox] at 4 o'clock, 
ran 2 miles and Whip'd off". The next day he assisted his 
father in valuing seventeen trees growing in New Close 
at nearby Spondon and which belonged to a relation, Mr. 
Sant. A few days later, on 9 March, William was 
"Ferreting at Mill" where he "Lost young Hob [male] 
Ferret" ... Chaddesden Mill, a water-powered corn mill, 
lay only a few hundred yards to the west of Meadow 
Farm. Clearly that particular week he had ample spare 
time to fill, for the following day he, along with W. Morley 
and W. and H. Presbury attended the Swarkestone 
Steeplechase (Fig. 6) some seven miles distant and he 
notes they were "very much pleased".

Fig 6: An advert in the Derby Mercury for 
the Swarkestone Steeplechase, which 
William White and his friends attended on 
10 March 1846.



On 16 March 1846, his notebook records "I 
went with Clark to take Lots of Timber", 
indicating that he and John Clarke had spent 
several hours that day in lotting-up some 382 
various felled trees and poles, etc., lying at 
Chaddesden Hall and elsewhere that were to 
be sold by auction. At the back of the 
notebook, William made some calculations to 
determine what his fees might amount to for 
assessing and selling the timber. To begin 
with, he took a rounded figure of 380 lots and 
assumed an average sale price of £1 per lot, 
i.e. a total of £380. Next he performed two sets 
of computations ... in the first his fee was 5% 
which would have amounted to £19-00-00; in 
the second his fee was set a little lower, at 4½
%, reducing it to £17 2s 0d. A few days later, 
the Derby Mercury carried the following 
advertisement (Fig. 7):

The advertisement specifies that the trees 
would be sold by ticket. This was a type of 
auction in which the potential buyers handed in 
their sealed "tickets" or offers for the lots they 
wished to purchase. Unfortunately, there is no 
indication as to the proceeds of the sale, but it's 
an intriguing thought that maybe the money 
William White gained from first valuing and then 
presumably also selling the timber helped to 
pay for his passage to Australia a few years 
later. With perhaps forty or fifty interested 
parties attending the sale that day, the 
landlord of the Wilmot Arms, George Briggs, 
would certainly have appreciated the extra 
trade.

Only the previous year we know that William 
had been studying at the Agricultural Training 
School, Hoddesdon, Hertfordshire, for his 
Australian great-grandchildren still have in 
their possession an invoice sent to his father 
in December 1845, with the fee for his tuition 
shown as 20 guineas (£21) plus £3 3s 0d for 
various books, a mapping board, T-square, 
plotting scale, drawing paper and chemicals, 
and a further £1 10s 9d for other 
miscellaneous items, a total charge of £25 13s 
9d. This advertisement from a publication of 
1845 (Fig. 8), gives some idea of the 
education he would have received there: Fig 8: This advertisement for the Agricultural 

Training School at Hoddesdon, Hertfordshire, 
provides an insight as to what William White 
would have studied while he was a pupil there.
(The Gardener's Chronicle & Agricultural 
Gazette, 20 September 1845)

Fig 7: The Derby Mercury advert for the timber 
sale at the Wilmot Arms. Chaddesden on 1 April 
1846.  A fortnight previously William White's 
notebook records that he and John Clarke had 
walked round taking notes of the trees to be 
sold.



It is obvious looking through the notebook that by 1846, 
William, although only 19 years old, was already quite 
an accomplished land-surveyor, as scattered 
throughout the book are surveys of various fields in 
and around Chaddesden, sometimes drawn up in order 
to calculate the remuneration due to labourers for their 
piece work, as the example in Fig. 9 demonstrates.

William's own title for this particular survey is "Acreage 
of Brushing at Far & Near Common Baulk, as found by 
measurements made Oct 23rd 1848". The term 
brushing simply means the trimming of rough growth 
from a hedge, for which purpose the labourer would 
use a brush-hook or slasher (a long-handled tool with a 
curved blade) and the shorter bill hook (Fig. 10). At the 
bottom of the plan reproduced in Fig. 9 is Nottingham 
Road, with Derby away to the left and Nottingham to 
the right. Two adjacent fields are shown, Far and Near 
Common Baulk, and William has carefully noted the 
lengths of the relevant hedges that were to be 
"brushed" as 352 yards, 323 yards, 299 yards and 139 
yards ... a total of 1,113 yards. Rather surprisingly he 
next takes the figure of 1,113 yards and divides it by 28 
thereby arriving at 39 acres 21 yards which he rounds 
up to 40 acres. This conversion of a linear 
measurement (i.e. the total length of hedge) into what 
is usually thought of as a measurement of area is 
rather confusing, but on occasions "acre" could also be 
used as a measure of length, and in Derbyshire the 
linear acre tended to be based on 4 roods of 7 yards 
each, or 28 yards, which is exactly the divisor used in 
this example. William helpfully leaves a note that "Price 
given was 3½ pr Acre", but then neglects to specify the 
unit of currency ... is he talking pence or shillings? ... 
the former seems much more likely!

William's plan of Far and Near Common Baulk 
left me wondering exactly where these fields 
were situated. Although it is clear from Fig. 9 
that they lay immediately to the north of 
Nottingham Road, their precise location proved 
difficult to determine. By the 1840s much of the 
land north of the road formed part of 
Chaddesden Park, which left only one possible 
site I could think of, namely an area of ground 
west of what was once a trackway (now 
represented in part by Cumberland Avenue) 
leading to the distant Roe Farm. I eventually 
discounted this on two grounds: first, the 
disparity between the field dimensions given 
by William and later Ordnance Survey maps 
was too great, and secondly because the 
positioning of the adjacent field boundaries as 
shown at the top and bottom of William's plan 
did not match those at this particular location.

Fig 9: William White's plan of 1848 
detailing hedging work at Near and Far 
Common Baulk.  © Copyright reserved

Fig 10: The men who “brushed” 1,113 yards of hedge 
at Near and Far Common Baulk in October 1848 
would have used tools very similar to these. The bill 
hook is 24 inches long, the slasher 46 inches.



Fortunately, a helpful clue was found in Mr. Beazley's 1831 valuation of various Chaddesden farms 
entioned earlier in this article, for as well as noting that William's father, William Morledge White, then 
occupied Common Baulk and Far Common Baulk, while John Goodwin senr had possession of 
another field also called Far Common Baulk, the field numbers Mr. Beazley gave them suggested to 
me that they were not to be found in Chaddesden, but rather in neighbouring Spondon [Note 4]. Sure 
enough, when compared with an Ordnance Survey map of 1895 (Fig. 11), the dimensions of the the 
two fields fronting Nottingham Road immediately outside Chaddesden's eastern parish boundary 
matched those of William White's plan. Furthermore, the configuration of the boundaries of the 
adjoining fields at the top and bottom of Near and Far Common Baulk as shown in Fig. 11 also 
agreed with his plan. It is also interesting to note that when William drew his 1848 plan, part of the 
easternmost of the two fields shown in Fig. 11 (Far Common Baulk) must still have been in the 
occupation of another farmer. Incidentally, the name of these fields seems to have been derived from 
an earlier common baulk, or access-way, that once ran between the strips of the medieval open-fields 
before they were finally done away with by the enclosure process at Spondon in 1788–1789.

Fig11: It seems that Near Common 
Baulk (marked A) and Far Common 
Baulk (B) were fields in Spondon, 
just outside Chaddesden's eastern 
parish boundary.  Part of Far 
Common Baulk (C) was occupied 
by another farmer in 1848. (Map 
reproduced with the permission of 
the National Library of Scotland).

Fig 12: A perplexing puzzle.
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For a while I was baffled by a full-page drawing that 
William had placed towards the front of his book (Fig. 
12). Initially, it seemed to be a simplistic representation 
of a gravestone and indeed the words "Tomb Stone" 
had been placed at its foot, but the inscription was 
absolutely meaningless and my first thoughts were that 
it was either in some sort of code or greatly 
abbreviated, but why? The apparent absence of any 
real numerals made me question whether this was, in 
fact, a depiction of a real gravestone somewhere, or 
maybe just some sort of family joke. After several days' 
head-scratching I finally unscrambled the text, for it 
transpired that it was a puzzle dating back at least to 
1756 when it featured on a print now in the British 
Museum. Simply by taking the letters in the sequence 
they appear on the stone and ignoring any punctuation, 
changes in capitalisation, etc., the following "epitaph" 
can be read: "Beneath this stone reposeth Claud 
Coster tripe seller of Impington as doth his consort 
Jane." Impington is a village in Cambridgeshire and it 
almost goes without saying that Claud Coster was a 
fictitious character. We can imagine William White 
entertaining his friends and family members by 
showing them his drawing and then laughing at their 
efforts to decode it. Certainly it had me fooled for a 
while! The link to the print in the British Museum is 
given below [Note 5].



On 17 March 1846 William's elder half-brother, Thomas Harvey White, arrived back in Chaddesden 
for a week's visit. Evidently Thomas wanted his brother to draw up some plans for him, and William 
was thus occupied for the next couple of days. A few days after his brother had returned to 
Chevening, William took the farm's bull to Derby but failed to sell him. The bull seems to have been 
granted a temporary reprieve, for on 31 March 1846 William notes "Luke Flixon's Cow came to Bull", 
so evidently the bull was being used to serve a neighbouring farmer's cow. However, at the Derby 
Easter Fair on Friday 17 April 1846, his notebook entry reveals the bull had finally been sold for £9.

On 2 June 1849, there is an intriguing reference to an unusual crop, for William's book contains the 
following note: "Settling with Riley & Co for hoeing Beans & dills at near Common Baulk at 5s pr 
acre". His notebook contains the only references to dill (a green, annual herb) being grown as a crop 
hereabouts that I have ever seen, and it would probably have been picked as a green feed for the 
farm-horses to ensure they provided a plentiful supply of manure [Note 6]. To begin with, William first 
notes the area of the field as 4 acres 2 roods 19 perches then deducts 37 perches for fences, leaving 
a net area of 4 acres 1 rood 22 perches. Multiplying this by the specified 5s per acre amounted to 
very nearly £1 2s 0d, of which £1 1s 0d had already been paid on account, leaving Riley & Co 
(probably just local casual labourers) to receive the balance of 1s. Sadly, while William was thus 
engaged, all was not well with his father, William Morledge White, who died only two months later and 
was buried here in St. Mary's churchyard.

At around this time, William drew up a plan of part of 
Bottom Meadow Nook a short distance from Meadow 
Farm in order to compute its area, for his great-uncle, 
Samuel White (1784–1858), was to be paid for reaping 
it at the rate of 11s per acre. The plan of August 1849, 
which is reproduced as Fig. 13, shows the field in 
relation to the Derby Canal, and with an area of 2 acres 
0 roods 27 perches, the cost of reaping would have 
amounted to £1 3s 10d. Note in particular that over on 
the left-hand side of his plan, William has marked the 
location of a limekiln – often a good indicator of a 
farmer keen on improving his holding!

Lime, obtained from the burning of quarried limestone, 
was in great demand for both construction, in mortar 
and plaster, and agriculture, as a fertiliser, where it 
would be applied to the fields as a dressing to reduce 
soil acidity and thus promote better grazing and crop 
growth. In volume 2 of his "General View of the 
Agriculture of Derbyshire" (1813), John Farey notes on 
page 420: "Burrowash and Spondon Wharf, on the 
Derby Canal; hither the Crich Limestone is brought and 
burnt, and Messrs. Edward Banks and Co. sell their 
Lime at 3s 7d per quarter of eight bushels." Since the 
Derby Canal ran at the back of Meadow Farm there can be little doubt that this is how the farm 
sourced its lime. With a good supply of Derbyshire limestone conveniently to hand, the White family 
at Meadow Farm clearly judged it worthwhile to construct their own limekiln. This would have been a 
straightforward agricultural kiln, perhaps 10 feet high with masonry sides and faces, designed to burn 
limestone (Calcium carbonate) to convert it into quicklime (Calcium oxide). Once the burning process 
was complete, the resultant lumps of quicklime would be raked out of the kiln and then either carted 
directly onto the land, where rain would gradually break it down, or water added to convert it into 
freshly slaked lime (Calcium hydroxide) and then spread on the fields.

Fig 13: William's plan of Bottom Meadow 
Nook at Chaddesden. Note the limekiln he 
has marked.
© Copyright reserved



With the death of William Morledge White in 1849 it 
was now decision time for the White family ... should 
they continue at Meadow Farm or not? William's older 
brother, Thomas Harvey White, had his own career as 
a land-agent in Kent, so for a time the burden of 
running the farm seems to have fallen on William 
himself. The 1851 Chaddesden Census lists him (aged 
23) as head of the household, his stepmother Sarah 
White (nee Wragge), and a female house-servant and 
two young male agricultural labourers. It is interesting 
to note that William's occupation is given as steward 
and maltster and not farmer ... his grandfather, another 
William White (1760–1833) had served as land-agent 
to the Wilmot family of Chaddesden Hall for more than 
50 years, so had other things not intervened, young 
William might well have emulated him. However, 
William, it seems, already had a completely different 
future in mind, for about half-way through his notebook 
and under the heading of AUSTRALIA he copied out a 
ten-line verse of poetry (Fig. 14) he had evidently read 
in James F. Bennett's influential book entitled "Historical 
and Descriptive Account of South Australia: Founded on 
the Experience of a Three Years' Residence in that 
Colony", which had been published in London in 1843. 
Bennett's book sought to present a balanced picture of 
what life was really like in Australia ... it was not a 
country where easy money was to be had for little or no 
effort, but for the man willing to work hard it was truly a 
land of opportunity.

For a while, the idea of a new life in Australia was little 
more than a distant possibility and William carried on 
as usual at Chaddesden. A good example of his early 
work as a surveyor can be seen in the "Measurement 
of Seeds at Top of Cherry Tree Hill", dated 11 March 
1850. He began by first preparing a simple sketch map 
(Fig. 15) with the Turnpike Road (Nottingham Road) at 
the top, and then drew a five-cornered piece of ground 
(A-D-E-B-C), its principal diagonal (A-B), a second 
diagonal (B-D) and then right-angle offsets from these 
diagonals.

Next came the job of pegging out these lines on the 
ground, and then he and his assistant would have 
measured them using a surveyor's chain – an unwieldy 
contraption comprising 100 metal links totalling 22 
yards in length – the resultant figures being jotted down 
in his notebook (Fig.16). Back home, William then used 
basic trigonometry to calculate the area of the site's 
three component triangles, arriving at its total area of 
193,475 square links. With 100,000 square links to the 
acre, the total area amounted to 1.93475 acres, or, as 
William wrote it at the top of Fig. 16, 1 acre 3 roods 29½ 
perches.

Fig 14: In 1848 William White copied out 
this “Australia” poem... only a few years 
later he would leave Chaddesden and 
emigrate to a new life there.
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Fig15: William White's original sketch plan 
of seeds at the top of Cherry Tree Hill, 
Chaddesden in 1850.  At the bottom of 
this page he begins to calculate the area 
of ground which he concludes at the top of 
Fig 16.
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Despite the fact that William's father had paid 3s 6d for a 
book of logarithmic tables for his son's studies at 
Hoddesdon, it is noteworthy that William seemingly 
preferred to undertake all his calculations (both in this 
relatively simple example and with other more complex 
computations) by long-multiplication or long-division. 
These days, of course, we are more fortunate and rely 
on computers or calculators to do the essential number-
crunching for us!

The surveyor's chain used by William for his surveys first 
in Chaddesden and then later in Australia was a fairly 
basic piece of equipment called a Gunter's chain. 
Invented in the 1620s by Edmund Gunter, the metal 
chain was 22 yards in length and comprised of 100 links, 
each 7.92 inches long (see Fig. 17). An area of 100,000 
square links thus measured exactly one acre. The chain 
was awkward to use, its handles often leaving the 
surveyor and his assistant with scraped and bleeding 
knuckles at the end of a session. Here I am speaking 
from experience since, by coincidence, I worked for an 
agricultural surveyor back in the 1970s, and can 
remember hauling just such a chain over wet, cold, 
ploughed Derbyshire fields as we measured the lengths 
of newly installed land-drains so the farmer could claim a 
subsidy. Chains like these have now been consigned to 
the museum I should imagine, as nowadays surveyors 
have access to much improved technology such as 
hand-held laser measuring devices, etc.

Somewhat confusingly, William turned his notebook over and inverting it used its last few end pages 
for summaries of his timber valuations, including Mr. Sant's trees at Spondon surveyed on 5 March 
1846 and mentioned earlier in this article. This assessment is particularly interesting as it 
demonstrates the use of Hoppus measurement as a quick and practical method of estimating the 
amount of usable timber in a tree [Note 7]. By way of example one of the elm trees was 24ft long and 
its quarter-girth measured 11 inches, its volume was therefore (24x11x11)/144, i.e. 20 Hoppus cubic 
feet. In all, Mr. Sant's trees contained a total of 210 Hoppus cubic feet valued at 1s 6d per cubic foot, 
i.e. £15 15s plus a further sum of £2 1s as an allowance for the wood content of the top branches, 
making a grand total of £17 16s.

Fig 16: After William White had finished 
sketching the land at Cherry Tree Hill (Fig 
15), he used the bottom two-thirds of this 
page to show his actual measurements, 
which were set out as they would be in a 
surveyor's field-book, with all distances 
being given in links.  In the remaining 
space at the top he finished computing the 
total area of ground at 193,475 square 
links or 1 acre 3 roods 29½ perches.
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Fig 17 below: The surveyor's chain (detail).  First 
designed by Edmund Gunter in the early 
seventeenth century and in continuous use right up 
into modern times it was a simple but effective way of 
measuring distances.  The whole chain was 22 yards 
long and comprised of 100 links of 7.92 inches.



The last dated entry in William's notebook is entitled 
"Measurement of Land on which Wheat was reaped at 
Spondon Brickyard by Winfield & Co at 10/6 pr acre - 
August 15th 1850" (Fig. 18). Like most of the other 
surveys in the book, the actual measurements are in 
links, and on the adjoining page William's 
mathematical dexterity becomes apparent as he 
calculates first of all the total number of square links 
and then converts this into a figure of 2 acres 3 roods 
and 30 perches ... all done long-hand without the aid 
of a calculator! In the plan, north is on the right-hand 
side of the page. The road which runs from the "o" in 
"Nottingham" down to the Derby Canal is Anglers 
Lane, Spondon, and the building marked at its north 
end would be known to later generations as The 
Anglers Arms. At this point in time, however, it was 
simply a beer-house forming just a small part of the 
whole brickyard site, which was owned by the White 
family and let out to Mr. Thomas Bennett, a brickmaker 
of Old Uttoxeter Road, Derby. In 1851 William White 
placed the brickyard, beer-house and other family 
properties on the market shortly before he emigrated 
to Australia [Note 8].

By the late 1840s the prospect of emigrating to 
Australia was looming ever larger in William's mind, 
and we can imagine him and his Wragge family cousins 
sharing James Bennett's book about the continent 
amongst themselves and planning their new lives on 
the other side of the world. Within a few years four of 
the Wragge brothers had emigrated ... Thomas (1851), 
George and William (1852) and Henry (1858). Here, 
the Derby Mercury newspaper of 29 September 1852 
carried an advert giving notice of the impending sale of 
farm animals and stock on 5th and 6th October for Mr. 
William White of Chaddesden Meadows, "who is 
leaving the country ..." With the tenancy of Meadow 
Farm at Chaddesden duly surrendered and his farm 
stock sold off, William left for Australia, where he 
settled in Melbourne. Some years after emigrating, 
William's marriage was noted in the Derby Mercury of 1 
October 1862 as follows: "On the 19th June, at 
Richmond, Australia, by the Rev. Jas. Taylor, Mr. W. 
White, late of Chaddesden, Derbyshire, to Jessie, third 
daughter of Mr. Alexander Arnot, Inverkeithing, 
Scotland." One of their children would go on to marry a 
descendant of Yorkshireman John Holdsworth, who 
coincidentally had emigrated to Australia at about the 
same time as William, and it is through this line that 
William's notebook and other papers have been 
preserved.

Fig 18: William White's plan of the area of 
wheat reaped at Spondon Brickyard in 
August 1850.  © Copyright reserved

Fig 19: After William White had emigrated to 
Australia he continued with his surveying work for 
many more years as can be seen in his December 
1883 plan of plots of land in Yarraville, Melbourne.

© Copyright reserved



The surveying skills that William White began using in Chaddesden as a young man were perfected 
in Australia, and various examples of his work there can be seen online in the "Maps" section of the 
National Library of Australia’s excellent Trove website [Note 9]. Another notebook in the possession 
of his Australian descendants contains some additional surveys, including the one shown in Fig. 19 of 
plots of land at Yarraville, a suburb of Melbourne. This plan, evidently made in December 1883, 
details the dimensions (still in links, rather than feet or yards) of a group of some 20 plots occupying 
the greater part of a site of about 13 acres bounded to the north and south by Somerville Street (now 
Somerville Road) and Anderson Street, and to the east and west by Fehon Street and Powell Street. 
Although many of the original plots have since been subdivided to permit the construction of more 
houses and streets, William's measurements for the block as a whole are remarkably accurate when 
checked against Google Maps.

When I saw his survey of Yarraville, I couldn't help 
wondering if William used the same Gunter’s Chain in 
Australia that he first dragged round Chaddesden’s 
fields some 37 years previously! The Yarraville survey 
must have been one of the last he ever made, for in 
March 1884 he placed an advertisement in his local 
Australian paper announcing that he had sold his 
Licensed Surveying business in Queen Street, 
Melbourne, to another firm of engineers and surveyors.

Sadly, just over a year later, in early May 1885, William 
White died, leaving his widow and five surviving 
children. He was buried at Brighton General Cemetery 
in Melbourne, where his grave is marked by the 
inscribed headstone shown in Fig. 20.

The headstone [Note 10] records that he was 56 years 
old, but since he was baptised on 18 November 1827 
and therefore probably born just a few weeks 
previously, it would seem that he was actually a year 
older, a fact confirmed by this brief notice in The Argus 
newspaper of 5 May 1885: "WHITE – On the 4th inst., 
at his late residence, Hampton-street, North Brighton, 
William White, surveyor, late of 48 Queen-street, 
Melbourne, aged 57 years." A short obituary notice 
such as this cannot begin to even hint at the interesting 
life William had lived. Born in Chaddesden, he worked 
both as a farmer on the family farm and also as a land surveyor, and then whilst still a young man 
underwent a 10,500 mile sea voyage in order to emigrate to a new life in Australia. We are indeed 
fortunate that first he, and then his descendants, took great care of his little notebook which provides 
such a fascinating insight into Victorian farming life in Chaddesden back in the 1840s and 1850s.

© Peter Cholerton, 2020

Fig 20: William White's gravestone (May 
1885) in Brighton General Cemetery, 
Melbourne, Australia.
© Mike Kennedy, 2019



Notes
1.  George and Maria Wragge (nee White, William's aunt) and their family were farming some ten 
miles away at Toton in Nottinghamshire during the years William was writing his notebook, but later 
moved to Chaddesden where Maria herself had been born. William's notebook makes several 
references about visits to Toton.
2.  Pigot's "National & Commercial Directory", 1842, p. 42.
3.  Mr. Beazley's Valuation, 1831, Derby Local Studies Library.
4.  Unfortunately the whereabouts of the map that Mr. Beazley evidently referred to when making his 
valuation is not known.
5.  The link to the British Museum's version of this puzzle is
 https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?
objectId=3276032&partId=1
6.  The notebook has just two entries relating to dill, the other being on 21 April 1846 when oats and 
dills were sown in the Common Baulk Field.
7.  Hoppus measurement. This was a system of timber measurement devised by Edward Hoppus in 
1736 in order to make quick assessments of the amount of usable wood in a tree or log. 
8.  An advertisement for the sale of Spondon Brickyard and other properties owned by the White 
family is to be found in the Derby Mercury of 26 February 1851. The keeper of the beer-house on 
Anglers Lane, Spondon, was an individual by the name of Storer. In Pigot's "National & Commercial 
Directory" of 1842 (p. 73) he is named as Joseph Storer, but this is apparently a misprint since early 
censuses list him as James Storer, first a brickmaker (1841) and then a publican (1851).
9.  The Trove website is to be found at https://trove.nla.gov.au/     
10.The picture in Fig. 20 appears by kind permission of Mike Kennedy.
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