
THOMAS HIGGS' TOBACCO BOX

It is very unusual indeed to find a piece of treen from which 
one can discover the family history of its maker. Such a piece 
is the tobacco box made by Thomas Higgs of Great Hasly 
(now spelt Haseley) which is dated 1753. The box is made of a 
dense hard wood, and would appear to be hawthorn. It has 
been made from a single piece, and the interior sections have 
been carved out from the solid. The hinges are brass with 
scratched decoration, and are attached with brass nails. The 
base is shaped so that it fits comfortably in the hand, and it 
measures 7 inches by 2 inches by 1 inch high.

Great Haseley is a village in Oxfordshire, to the south-west 
of Thame. Thomas Higgs and his wife Elizabeth are recorded 
in the parish records as having seven children baptised at the 
village church of St. Peter's between the years 1745 and 1766. 
His eldest daughter Elizabeth had a baseborn son Matthew in 
1768. Thomas Higgs died in 1785 and his wife in 1804. Neither 
of their dates of birth are recorded.

The following information about Thomas Higgs can be 
learned from the carved decoration on the tobacco box. On the 
top of the lid (fig. 8) the arms on the left are adapted from the 
Royal Arms of England before the Hanoverians, although the 
quarters are muddled, they are England, Scotland, France and 
Ireland. The arms on the right are those of the Archbishop of 
Canterbury. In the centre IHS is carved, the graphic symbol 
for Jesus.

On the interior of the lid (fig. 9) the inscription T + 3 + REX 
born June 101688' commemorates the birth of James III (The 
Old Pretender). On the right of the mirror is the inscription 
'His Grace the Archbishop of Canterbury'. Both inscriptions 
tie in with the arms immediately above on top of the lid. The 
box itself contains various compartments, each named, such 
as a lidded section for tobacco, another for the tinder, three 
smaller ones under the pipe labelled 'spatula, L Bot and 
Bassilicon'. There is also a little section for needles. Along the 
front edge the words 'A pipe, A flint, wine and a Steell' are 
carved and the box still contains an old steel.

On the left-hand base of the box (fig. 10) there are carved the 
arms of the Grocers' Company and the word Grocer. The 
central carving is of the profile of the head and shoulders of a 
gentleman with his hair in a queue and the words 'Thomas 
Higgs Gt Hasly 1753' surrounding it. The right hand arms are 
fictitious and depict a bird's head, hedging tools, the figure of 
a man probably hedging and the word 'hedger'. On either 
side of the central carving are carved the Royal Insignia of a 
rose and thistle under a crown and the Ecclesiastical insignia 
of a crook and cross beneath an archbishop's mitre. One side 
of the base is carved with the word Oxford and the city's arms 
and the other with the word London together with its arms.

A delightful detail is that the left hand brass hinge at the 
back has been scratched with a face and the date March 7th 
1753. According to the parish records Thomas and Elizabeth 
Higgs' second son John Brazier was baptised on the 25th 
March 1753, therefore, this is likely to be his date of birth.

It is possible to make many deductions and hypotheses from 
all this information. Thomas Higgs must have been a part- 
time village grocer, a hedger and probably worked on the old 
London-Oxford road. He was never actually a member of the 
Grocers' Company. He was also a secret supporter of the Old 
Pretender and the Jacobite cause and shows his allegiance in 

code. This secrecy was very necessary at the time because the 
last Jacobite Rebellion had only taken place eight years earlier 
in 1745, and in 1752, the last plot had been discovered when 
Alexander Murray of Elibank had planned with sixty support
ers of the cause to assassinate the royal family in St. James's 
Palace. Did Thomas Higgs also have a secret allegiance to the 
'true' church?

This is a really fascinating object. Whilst the strength of the 
Jacobite cause is well known in Scotland, here is an obscure 
countryman in the middle of Oxfordshire, of no great stand
ing or substance who felt so strongly he had to record his 
secret beliefs and loyalties. One can easily imagine him 
picking up the piece of wood whilst working as a hedger. He 
then spent many evenings carving the box and devising the 
symbols to disguise his hidden thoughts.
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Fig. 8. The top of the carved tobacco box. English 18th 
century.

Fig. 9. The inside of the lid and the fitted interior of 
the box.

Fig. 10. The base of the tobacco box.
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