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Rhoda Ada Spence, Postmistress of Kibworth, Leicestershire 

“There the wicked cease from troubling; and there the weary be at rest.” 

This is the quotation on Rhoda Ada Spence’s gravestone in Kibworth cemetery; it 
comes from the Old Testament book of Job (Chapter 3 verse 17). I photographed the 
gravestone very early on in my research so was intrigued to find out what troubles 
Rhoda had endured and whether she was, in fact, wicked. 
 
Her father, John Spence, was a draper and tailor in the Leicestershire village of 
Kibworth where he was born. In November 1840, shortly before his marriage to 
Rhoda Read, John was appointed post master for Kibworth.1 In the childhood 
reminiscences of F. P. Woodford, which cover the 1860s, the post office is described 
as “...being kept by John Spence, tailor, sexton, and parish clerk.”2 Rhoda Ada 
Spence, born in 1857 was the youngest of 6 children. The family lived in the post 
office where the 1871 census shows that her mother was sub-postmistress. In the 
same census fourteen year-old Rhoda’s occupation is given as telegraph assistant. 
Her father died in 1876  and her mother in 1878; according to John Soer’s history of 
the Royal Mail in Leicestershire Rhoda became the post mistress in 1878 after 
working as a school mistress.3 In the 1881 census Rhoda’s occupation was given as 
both postmistress and school mistress. 
 
Kibworth was, and still is, a large community, comprising the villages of Kibworth 
Harcourt and Kibworth Beauchamp. It straddles the A6 main road between Leicester 
and Market Harborough, and on to Northampton or Kettering. In Rhoda’s time it also 
had railway station on the main line between London and Leicester. The village was 
agricultural with small industries such as hosiery and light manufacturing. It was a 
focal point for the surrounding smaller villages.  
 
All seemed to be going well until 1901 when Rhoda disappeared from the census. 
Soers states “In 1901, the mental state of Miss Spence was such that, despite 
petitions in her support from the villagers, the office was declared vacant. Henry 
Smith then ran the office for sixteen months before he resigned.”4 
.  
The census shows that her niece, nineteen year-old Maude Bumpstead, was acting 
sub-postmistress but was not living in the post office; this was occupied by Dorothy 
Cullen, postal clerk, and her niece Evelyn, a postal assistant.  
 
The certificate for Rhoda’s death in 1905 gives her place of death as the Union 
Workhouse, Great Bowden. I feared that she had been admitted in 1901 but the 
workhouse records indicate that she was not admitted until 14th January 1905, just 2 
weeks before her death on 31st January.5 There was no note about her condition on 
admission, her religion was given as Church of England and she was chargeable to 
the parish of Kibworth Beauchamp. 
 
Where had she been? There is no sign of her in the census for Kibworth 
Beauchamp, Kibworth Harcourt, or the workhouse. I then had a thought – could she 
be in the County Asylum in Leicester? Success! She is listed in the Lunacy Patients 
Admissions Registers, 1846-1912.6 She was admitted to the Leicestershire and 
Rutland Asylum on 14 December 1900 by an “Order for the Reception of a Pauper 



Lunatic, or a Pauper Lunatic Wandering at Large” signed by a magistrate, a doctor 
and a relieving officer of the Harborough District.7 Her address was given as The 
Rose & Crown, Kibworth Harcourt. 
 
The form included the following: 
 
Facts indicating insanity.... 
Wandering in her speech – Refuses to take food – Told me her brother-in-law 
wanted to cut her throat – also that her food was poisoned. 
 
Facts communicated by others: 
Sister Mrs Eliza Bumpstead, Rose & Crown Hotel, Kibworth Harcourt, says She tried 
to get out of the window – Everything is poisoned by me – very strange in her 
manner. Refuses to take her food. 
 
This information was transferred to the Case notes of the Asylum.8 Rhoda was given 
an intensive physical examination which included a description: she was 5ft 61/2 tall 
and weighed 10st 12lb. “A well built woman somewhat above the average height 
with an excited suspicious expression.” Hair black, turning grey, eyes brown. 
“Admitted in a clean condition and free from bruises. Body well nourished.” Her heart 
rate, pulse and reflexes were tested; her pupils examined and her tongue found to 
be furred and dry. Her urine was also tested for albumen and sugar. 
 
A photograph of Rhoda was included. (See cover) 

 
The diagnosis was given as Mania with a heredity (sic) disposition present; her 
brother died in an asylum and her father was intemperate.9 The “cause of the present 
attack was said to be overwork – probably also worry about some scandal with which 
her name was connected. Has been mentally strange for the last four months.” The 
case notes contain observations on her condition until 10th January 1901 on which 
date the notes read “Has today transferred to Private Class. NOT IMPROVED.” An 
addition was made to the Admissions Register and the word “Private” added in red 
ink.10  The case notes for private patients are not available so we don’t know how 
she progressed or what treatment she received; however she was discharged on 7th 
August 1901. If she had not been a private patient a photograph would have been 
taken on release and stuck in the case notes next to the one taken on admission.  
As a point of interest the Leicestershire & Rutland Asylum building is still standing 
with its exterior largely unaltered – known now as the Fielding Johnson Building it 
was the main building for the Leicestershire & Rutland University College now the 
University of Leicester.  
 
It is not known where Rhoda lived after her discharge from the asylum but in1904 
Kelly’s Post Office directory lists her as a Stationer in Kibworth Beauchamp; her 
address is not given. The post office had, however, moved to a different building. 
 
Rhoda died in 1905 aged forty-seven of “paraplegia, bedcare, exhaustion.” I was 
pleased to see that her death certificate gives her occupation as “Formerly Post 
Mistress of Kibworth Beauchamp.” The only sibling still living in Kibworth was her 
sister Eliza; perhaps it was she who chose the epitaph and ensured that Rhoda’s 
grave was marked. The question remains: was she wicked or weary, or both? 



Note: Maude didn’t follow in her aunt’s footsteps; in the 1911 census her widowed 
mother was running a shop in South Wigston, Leicestershire, and Maude was 
described as having no occupation. 
 
With thanks to staff at Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland Record Office and to 
George Weston of Kibworth Historical Society. 
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The former Post Office taken from St Wilfred’s churchyard. (MB 3 July 2016) 
In Rhoda’s time the house had small paddocks or fields on either side. (The lean-to 
on the left and the buildings, to the right with lower roofs, are later additions.) 
 

 
Rhoda Spence’s entry in the Lunacy Commission and Board of Control: Patients 

Admission Registers (The National Archives, MH 94) 



 
Fielding Johnson Building, University of Leicester; formerly the Leicestershire and 
Rutland Asylum (MB 12 July 2016) 
 
 
 
 

 
The gravestone of Rhoda’s parents John and Rhoda Spence, St Wilfred’s 
churchyard, Kibworth (MB 3 July 2016) (Removed from its original position and 
leaning against the north wall of the churchyard) 



Rhoda’s death certificate (Crown Copyright



Rhoda’s gravestone in Kibworth municipal cemetery (Reg. no 244, plot no 944) (MB 
12 March 2016) 



  Appendix 
 
Data collection sheet and working notes 
 

                                                                       Post Mistress Mini Project 2016 
                                                                 
FACHRS Ref: KBMB01    Researcher Name:  Mary Bryceland 
 
Name:  Rhoda A Spence*       Age in 1881 Census: 24    
Source: - RG Number:  RG11   Piece: 3121  Folio: 24    Page:  21 
Reg. District:  Market Harborough    Parish:  Kibworth-Beauchamp   County: Leicestershire 
*In records Rhoda Ada is variously known as Rhoda or Ada 
 

Migration and Social Status 
 
Post Mistress Birth place:    Kibworth. March quarter 1857 Vol. 7a p. 19 

 
Occupation of her father:    Postmaster, tailor (b. ca 1810)  
  British Postal Service Appointment Books: John Spence appointed 17 November 1840   
 
Mother: Rhoda Read baptised 17 October 1813, Shearsby, Leicestershire 
 
Marriage of parents:            John Spence & Rhoda Read marriage Dec quarter 1840 Vol. 15 p 247 Market 
Harborough District 

 
1841 census, Kibworth Harcourt, RG11/16/11/17 
John Spence, 31, Taylor 
Rhoda Spence, 25 
William Spence, 8 
Ann Spence, 6 
John Spence, 3 
Thomas Pallett 20, Journeyman 
Daniel  Namfry (?), 15, Apprentice 
 
1851 census: 3 Church Hill, Kibworth  (RG11/2079/3/11) [Incorrectly indexed as Spencer on Ancestry] 
John Spence, age 41, tailor (employing 2 men), Postmaster  b. Kibworth 
Rhoda Spence, 37, Taylor’s wife b. Leics. Shearsby 
William Spence, son, 17, tailor, b. Kibworth 
John Spence, son, 13, Tailor, b. Kibworth 
Thomas N, Spence, son, 8, Scholar b. Kibworth 
Charles Spence, son, 6, Scholar, b. Kibworth 
Eliza Spence, dau, 4, b. Kibworth 
Thomas Pallit, journeyman, U, 31, Tailor, b. Leics. Arnesby 
William Fletcher, apprentice, U., Tailor, b. Kibworth 

 
Information from each census about Rhoda A Spence and the household she lived in: 

YEAR 184

1 

185

1 

1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 1911 

CENSUS 

PIECE 

   

2251 

 

3226 

RG11 

3121 

 

2492 

RG 13 

3010 

Died 

31 

Januar



FOLIO 

PAGE 

REG DIS 

SUB DIS 

PARISH 

41 

31 

Market 

Harborough 

 

Kibworth 

Beauchamp 

102 

34 

Market 

Harborough 

 

Kibworth 

Beauchamp 

24 

21 

Market 

Harborough 

 

Kibworth 

Beauchamp 

123 

31 

Market 

Harborough 

 

Kibworth 

Beauchamp 

141 

22 

Leicester 

Formerly St 

Mary 

 

 

y 1905 

ADDRESS   Church Hill 

The next 

building is 

Parish 

Church) 

19 Church 

Road – Post 

Office 

Post Office  

(2 

households 

away from 

The Coach 

& Horses) 

Church Row Leicester & 

Rutland 

Lunatic 

Asylum 

Victoria 

Road 

 

TOWN   Kibworth B Kibworth B Kibworth B Kibworth B Leicester  

COUNTY   Leicestershi

re 

Leicestershi

re 

Leicestershi

re 

Leicestershi

re 

Leicestershi

re 

 

RELATIONSH

IP TO HEAD 

  Daughter Daughter Rhoda is 

Head 

Rhoda is 

Head 

Patient  

AGE   4 14 24 34 42  

OCCUPATIO

N 

   Telegraph 

clerk 

Post 

Mistress & 

School 

mistress 

Post 

Mistress 

Postmistres

s 

 

HUSBAND’S 

NAME 

    unmarried unmarried Unmarried  

HUSBAND’S 

OCCUPATIO

N 

   x x x   

NO OF 

CHILDREN 

   x x x   

Other Post 

workers  

   John Spence 

(her father 

age 61) Post 

master 

Rhoda 

Spence 

(mother age 

57) Post 

Sarah A 

Hewitt age 

25 

Assistant to 

Post Office 

b. 

Northampto

James Biggs 

age 23 

Postal 

assistant b. 

Saddington 

  



mistress n 

Other Post 

Workers 

        

Servants         

   John Spence 

(Father) 

Tailor 

employing 2 

men. 

Sons John 

(Tailor 24) & 

Charles 

Pupil 

teacher 17) 

Daughter 

Eliza 

(Scholar 14)  

 

   Listed as 
Patient: 

Lunatic, just 

initials given  

R A S  

Postmistress 

Age 42 

 

Is she living 

at the Post 

Office? 

  Yes Yes Yes Yes No  

OTHER 

information 

        

 

Does she move to different locations?  

                              No. Stays in Kibworth until her death, in the nearest workhouse – Great Bowden, Market 

Harborough. 

Do you think her social status changed over the period of her life?  

                                No. Part of the Post Office from birth, becoming a stationer after leaving the PO.  

Family Connections 

If married does her husband work for the Post Office?   Unmarried 

Are other members of her family involved with the work of the Post Office?    

Her parents were Post Master & Post Mistress. Father died 1876, mother 1878. 

Rhoda’s niece, Maude M. Bumpstead, was acting post mistress in 1901 but not living in the 

PO. 

Rhoda had become ill by this time  

Employment 

Did she have any other employment before becoming a Post Mistress?   

Telegraph assistant to her parents. Also working as a School mistress at the same time as Post mistress in 1881 

census. 



If single or widowed is she providing just for herself or other family members?  Single – no relatives to provide 

for as far as is known.  

Father died:   John Spence death  21 June 1876 MH District  (FreeBMD) age 67 (Gravestone) 

Mother died: Rhoda Spence death Sept ¼ 1878 MH District (FreeBMD) age 65 (Unconfirmed) Gravestone 23
rd

 

(month illegible) 

 

The Community 

Is she working in a village or a town?  Village comprising two parts: Kibworth Harcourt and Kibworth 

Beauchamp 

What is the size of the community she would have been serving?  

Population 1870 ca 1328. 1899 - 1005  (VCH mentions a “sudden decrease” in population 1891-1921) 
1
 (From 

Directories) 

What type of community is the Post Office in?  Rural community; largest village in the area and on main 

road between Leicester and Market Harborough (and on to Northampton). Some small manufacturing 

industries. Serves smaller villages in the surrounding area. Has a railway station. 

The Post Office 

Is it just a Post Office or part of a shop?    The PO in her father’s time included a tailor’s and 

draper’s shop. 

Do you think it was a large or small Post office?  Small PO originally in a cottage. (photo available) PO & 

stationer.  

Trade Directory or other Sources: 

YEAR 1846 1870 1899 1901 1904 

TRADE 

DIRECTORY (OR 

OTHER SOURCE) 

White’s Harrod’s 

Directory 

Wright’s 

Directory 

Bennett’s 

Directory 

Kelly’s PO directory 

PAGE NUMBER 512 452 106 24 107 

INFORMATION John Spence, 

Postmaster 

and parish 

clerk 

John Spence, 

Tailor and draper, 

and sub-

postmaster. 

Kibworth 

Beauchamp 

Miss R. A. 

Spence, sub-

postmistress.  

 

Stationer, Post 

Office, Kibworth 

Harcourt 

Stationer, Kibworth 

Beauchamp. Address 

unknown. The post 

office had moved to 

another building. 

                                                             
1
 The History of the County of Leicester, Volume 5: Gartree Hundred, Victoria County History series: (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1964) p.167 



1901 census: Kibworth Beauchamp 
The Post Office, Church Hill (next to the Rectory) 
Dorothy M. Cullen, Head, single, 41, Postal clerk 
Evelyn Cullen, niece, single, 17, Postal assistant 
George Linnett or Sinnett, boarder, 18, Postman (indexed on Ancestry as Sinnett) 
High Street: Richard Danes, postman, 54 
 
1901 census: Rhoda’s brothers 
John is living with his family in Battersea 
William – can’t trace but a William Spence died Dec ¼ 1896, Leicester, Vol. 7a page 175  
Thomas – possibly living with his in-laws & working as a bricklayer (Census gives him born Leicester) 
Charles – can’t trace 
 
Chronology 

Born 1857 Kibworth 

1861 census age 4 Church Hill 

1871 age 14 19 Church Road, Post Office. Telegraph clerk 

1881 age 24 Post Office. Post mistress and School mistress 

1891 age 34 Church Row. Post mistress 

1901 Leicester & Rutland Lunatic Asylum 

Niece Maude M. Bumpstead is living with her parents George & Eliza (Ada’s sister) in a pub [Rose and Crown] 

in Main Street, Kibworth Harcourt. Maude, age 19, is Acting sub-postmistress; the PO in Church Hill is occupied 

by other PO staff.  

 

Lunacy Patients Admissions Registers, 1846-1912. She was admitted to Leicester Asylum on 14 December 

1900; on 10th January 1901 an addition was made and the word “Private” added in red ink. She was discharged 

on 7th August 1901. See transcript of her case notes and Magistrate’s order. 

 

Kelly’s PO directory 1904 (p 107) lists the sub-postmaster as Charles William Cooper. 
Rhoda Ada Spence is listed as a stationer in Kibworth Beauchamp – address not given. 
There are no Bumpsteads in Kibworth or Wigston. 
 

14 January 1905 admitted to Market Harborough workhouse. There are no notes under Admission condition 

or Remarks. Her religion is given as Church of England and she is chargeable to Kibworth Beauchamp Parish 

(LRO G/10/60/1 CD Rom spreadsheets taken from Leicestershire workhouse records) 

31 January 1905 Rhoda Ada died in Market Harborough (Great Bowden) workhouse (Kibworth is part of the 

MH Poor law Union)  

Death certificate: 

31 January 1905 Union Workhouse Great Bowden, Ada Spence, 47, Formerly Post Mistress of Kibworth 

Beauchamp. 

Cause of death: Paraplegia, Bedcare, Exhaustion. Certified by A. K. Tweddie FRCS 

Informant: James H Bowne (?) Porter at Workhouse. Registered 1 February 1905 

 

Kibworth cemetery book:  buried 3/2/1905    Ada Rhoda Spence   Reg. no 244, age 47, plot no 944 (photo of 
grave available) 
 



1911 census Maude Mary Bumpstead was living with her widowed mother, a general store-keeper at 33 Canal 

Street, South Wigston. Maude was described as having “no profession”.  

(Kelly’s Directory 1908 George Bumpstead, confectioner, 77 Howard Road, Leicester; Free BMD George 

Bumpstead died March ¼ 1910, age 69 in Leicester) 

 


