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The Moon Baronets of Copsewood Grange, Coventry: Rise, 
Decline and Dormancy in a Late Victorian Industrial 
Baronetcy
Brandon Reece Taylorian

School of Psychology and Humanities, University of Lancashire, Preston, UK

ABSTRACT
The dormancy of a baronetcy may appear a minor historical detail, 
yet it illuminates the changing meanings and limits of hereditary 
honour in modern Britain. This article examines the rise, decline 
and dormancy of the Moon baronetcy, created for Sir Richard 
Moon, chairman of the London and North Western Railway, during 
Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee in 1887 and associated with 
Copsewood Grange in Coventry. Tracing the title across five gen
erations, it shows how strict patrilineal succession, imperial service, 
emigration and changing familial and gender norms progressively 
undermined dynastic continuity. As successive Moons dispersed 
across Britain, North America, the South Pacific and Africa, the 
conditions necessary to sustain hereditary honour weakened, ren
dering the title dormant by 2022. Drawing on genealogical recon
struction and regional history, the article situates the Moons 
within the Midlands, arguing that their baronetcy reveals the 
structural fragility of hereditary honours created to recognise 
industrial success in Victorian Britain.

KEYWORDS
Baronetcy; British 
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Introduction

On 7 May 2022, Sir Humphrey Moon died of pneumonia and COVID-19, aged 
102 at York Hospital.1 As the last surviving male member of the Moon family, his 
death left the baronetcy associated with Copsewood Grange in Coventry vacant, 
pending official confirmation  of extinction. Sir Richard Moon was created 
a baronet 135 years earlier by Queen Victoria as part of the honours commem
orating her Golden Jubilee.2 Sir Richard built his fortune as chair of the London 
and North Western Railway Company (LNWR) from 1861 to 1891 during its 
golden age as one of the largest joint-stock companies of the Victorian period.3 

Although his name is little remembered in the popular histories of the British 

CONTACT Brandon Reece Taylorian brtaylorian@lancashire.ac.uk School of Psychology and Humanities, 
University of Lancashire, Preston PR1 2HE, UK
1

England & Wales, Civil Registration Death Index, 1989–2025, Humphrey Moon (York, North Yorkshire, April-May-June 
2022).

2P. Braine, The Railway Moon (Taunton: PMB Publishing, 2010), pp. 1–20.
3J. Simmons, The Railway in England and Wales, 1830–1914 (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1978), pp. 124–29.

MIDLAND HISTORY, 2026                                                                                       
https://doi.org/10.1080/0047729X.2026.2731329

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group. 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/ 
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly 
cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) 
or with their consent.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2632-5642
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/0047729X.2026.2731329&domain=pdf


aristocracy, Moon was an influential figure  in the development of national rail 
infrastructure and corporate governance.4 Studying the Moon baronetcy offers 
a striking example of the late Victorian state’s use of hereditary honours to 
incorporate industrial elites into the symbolic order of the nation.5 Yet, like 
many such titles conferred in the late nineteenth century, the Moon baronetcy 
entered into decline.

This article traces the rise, dispersion and current vacancy of the Moon baronetcy 
from its origins in Liverpool mercantile enterprise and Victorian railway capitalism 
through its entanglements with imperial mobility, transatlantic migration and family 
fragmentation. It uses the Moon baronets as a case study through which to examine the 
mechanisms – and the limitations – of hereditary honour in modern Britain, illuminat
ing broader patterns of dormancy and extinction. The article builds on scholarship 
exploring the social composition and symbolic function of the British honours system.6 

While recent work has focused on the political dimensions of the peerage and the 
persistence of the aristocracy in national life, the baronetage has received relatively little 
attention.7 It argues that the decline of the Moon baronetcy was the product of rigid 
patrilineal succession rules colliding with the social realities of imperial mobility, 
changing family structures and the inherent fragility of late Victorian industrial 
honours.

The baronetcy, a hereditary dignity ranked below the peerage, occupies a distinctive 
position in the British social hierarchy: it is a title without legislative power, yet 
conferred with the prestige of royal recognition and often serving as a bridge between 
commoner wealth and aristocratic status.8 Its expansion during the nineteenth century, 
particularly under Victoria, reflected the Crown’s desire to reward men whose distinc
tion lay in industrial, professional or colonial domains rather than inherited land or 
political influence.9 Yet once granted, the baronetcy brought with it both symbolic 
capital and a set of expectations: domestic consolidation, generational continuity and 
the maintenance of social leadership.10 This article examines why the baronetcy tied to 
Copsewood Grange only partially realised those expectations. As Peter Braine suggests, 
Richard Moon accepted his title reluctantly, persuaded only by the insistence of his 
family that he was due recognition.11 While the Moon baronetcy endured through six 
successors across the twentieth century, its custodians were increasingly removed – 
geographically, socially and culturally – from the landed English world that traditionally 
sustained such titles.12

4Braine, Railway Moon, pp. 1–20.
5R. E. Pumphrey, ‘The Introduction of Industrialists into the British Peerage: A Study in Adaptation of a Social 

Institution’, The American Historical Review, 65.1 (1959), 1–16.
6D. Cannadine, The Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), pp. 98–134.
7A. Adonis, Making Aristocracy Work: The Peerage and the Political System in Britain, 1884–1914 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1993), pp. 37–41.
8C. Kidd and D. Williamson, eds., Debrett’s Peerage and Baronetage (London: Macmillan, 1985), pp. 8–10.
9L. Stone and J. C. Fawtier Stone, An Open Elite? England, 1540–1880 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), pp. 322–34.
10J. Gascoigne, ‘Science and the British Empire from its Beginnings to 1850’, in Science and Empire: Knowledge and 

Networks of Science Across the British Empire, 1800–1970, ed. by Brett M. Bennett and Joseph M. Hodge (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), pp. 47–67.

11Braine, Railway Moon, pp. 1–20.
12G. E. Mingay, English Landed Society in the Eighteenth Century (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1963), pp. 3–18.
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The Moon Family: From Husbandmen to Industrialists

The Moon baronets of Copsewood Grange originated from the Moon family, whose 
traceable history stretches back to the mid-sixteenth century on the Fylde in 
Lancashire.13 Best known as a family with leanings towards religious dissidence, several 
Moons became outspoken dissenters after 1653.14 That year, a branch headed by 
Edward Moon based at Woodplumpton left the Church of England to join the 
Quakers.15 Edward’s son, John, achieved prominence as an early Quaker leader given 
the ardency of his preaching, which resulted in frequent imprisonments in Lancaster 
Castle from the 1650s to the 1680s.16 Two of John’s brothers, Thomas and William, as 
well as uncle William and nephew Paul, each contributed to the movement, either by 
literary works, donations or proselytising.17 While the Quaker Moons were only the 
first  branch of the family to commit to dissidence seriously, their ardency for that 
religion also appears to have died out by the third generation in the early eighteenth 
century.

Another branch of the family headed by Mathias Moon at Eccleston in Lancashire 
converted to Mormonism in 1837, with a dozen Moons among those who travelled 
from Liverpool to New York aboard the Britannia on 6 June 1840, becoming the first 
British members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints to emigrate to the 
United States.18 After Joseph Smith’s assassination in 1844, the Moons followed 
Brigham Young across the Rocky Mountains and into the valley of the Great Salt 
Lake, where they settled in 1850, some as polygamists.19 The Mormon phase of Moon 
family history reveals both their capacity for radical religious commitment and their 
willingness to embrace the risks of dissenting identities on a transnational stage. Far 
from being passive recipients of social change, the Moons consistently positioned 
themselves at the margins of respectability, navigating persecution, migration and 
federal opposition to their polygamy in ways that highlight a family culture of resi
lience, receptivity of heterodoxy and restless mobility.

The Moons’ religious dissent reveals something significant: they never appeared to be 
without funds, even when enduring the harsh penal laws of the Stuart Restoration 
period.20 Their mobility, despite persecution, stems from their landownership and 
consistent entrepreneurialism. Long before the financial  success of Sir Richard in the 
mid-nineteenth century, the Moon family owned several farms on the Fylde, with 
another branch moving south of Preston in 1727, where Robert Moon purchased 
Horse Stone House, the surrounding lands extending to the parish church and several 

13B. R. Taylorian, ‘The Quaker Moons of Lancashire’, Quaker History, 113.2 (2024), 72–93.
14R. Cunliffe Shaw, The Registers of Woodplumpton Part II 1659–1784 (Leyland: R. Seed & Sons, 1964), p. vii.
15R. Cunliffe Shaw, Yeomen, Craftsmen, Merchants, The Moons of Amounderness and Leylandshire (Preston: W. Watson & 

Co., 1963), pp. 13–14.
16B. Nightingale, Early Stages of the Quaker Movement in Lancashire (London: Congregational Union of England and 

Wales, 1921), pp. 35–36, 51.
17B. R. Taylorian, ‘God’s Controversy: The Quaker Writings of Paul Moon’, The Journal of the Friends Historical Society, 

75.1 (2024), 23–42.
18B. R. Taylorian, ‘The Mormon Moons of Lancashire: Accounts of Religious Dissent, Migration, and Persecution’, Journal 

of Mormon History, 51.3 (2025), 77–114.
19R. Nephi Moon, M. Moon LaPray and L. Moon Thiebaud, The Family of Henry Moon Mormon Pioneer: 1819–1894 (Salt 

Lake City: BYU Printing Press, 2006), pp. 5–7.
20R. L. Greaves, ‘Shattered Expectations? George Fox, the Quakers, and the Restoration State, 1660–1685’, Journal of 

British Studies, 24. 2 (1992), 237–59.
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small holdings and orchards.21 Beyond the family’s network of landholdings, as indi
viduals, they prospered in varied occupations ranging from merchants to woodworkers 
and shoemakers to labourers, including curriers, skinners and husbandmen.22 

Highlighting the ability of the Moons to adapt––a characteristic that appears in nearly 
all branches of the family––is significant  in understanding the grit, resilience and 
efficiency Sir Richard displayed in his role as LNWR chair.

Richard Moon was born on 23 September 1814 in Liverpool. He was the elder son of 
a merchant, Richard Moon, and his wife, Elizabeth Frodsham. Moon completed his 
education at the University of St Andrews but did not take a degree. By 1830, the family 
company, Moon Brothers, was the sixth largest cotton importer in Liverpool and 
dominated trade with Brazil, where some family members settled permanently.23 In 
1840, Moon married Eleanor Brocklebank, the daughter of a former officer of the West 
Cumberland Volunteers. In 1842, Moon’s father died, leaving a substantial sum of 
money that he instructed his son to invest in docks and railways, recommending in 
particular the Liverpool and Manchester Railway, the Grand Junction Railway and the 
London and Birmingham Railway.24 One of Moon’s uncles, named John, died in Brazil 
later in 1842, leaving Moon as his heir, executor and trustee of a second estate, 
significantly  increasing his wealth and forcing him to shift his focus from trading in 
Liverpool to managing these substantial shareholdings.

In 1846, the three aforementioned railways merged to form the LNWR, with Moon 
an activist investor who, in 1852, became chair of the Stores Committee, making him 
responsible for controlling the railway’s purchases.25 Moon exercised his talent for 
relentless cost-cutting, particularly over expenditure on gas. In 1856, he demanded 
that every railway station keep daily records of how many hours each light kept burning 
and later, in the 1880s, when he used to watch his trains approaching Coventry from his 
estate at Copsewood Grange, he reprimanded any driver who showed too much smoke 
on their run into the city for wasting coal.26 Noticing Moon’s instinct for cost-cutting, 
the LNWR board appointed him to a subcommittee investigating the railway’s expenses 
in 1853. The subcommittee’s focus was the future of the multiple rolling stock works 
that the LNWR inherited from its predecessors, including major facilities at Crewe, 
Longsight and Wolverton.

Operationally, the LNWR acted as three separate railways, leading Moon to call for 
rationalisation by recommending closing all but one locomotive works, moving all 
waggon manufacturing to Newton-le-Willows and creating a merged carriages 
department.27 The board rejected Moon’s radical proposals after lengthy negotiations, 
but he did not relent to keep consolidation on the company’s agenda, using his position 
on the Executive Committee from 1855 to push for his proposals. In 1856, he argued 
that ‘a consolidation of the several locomotive departments is very desirable’.28 

Following a company-wide reorganisation in 1858, Moon’s influence expanded into 

21Shaw, Yeomen, Craftsmen, Merchants, p. 37.
22Ibid.
23Braine, Railway Moon, pp. 18–20.
24Ibid., pp. 28–29.
25Ibid., pp. 58–71.
26Ibid., pp. 72–91.
27Ibid., p. 97.
28Ibid.
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the Stores and Locomotive Expenditure Committee, immediately ordering a review of 
costs of every locomotive the company owned since 1850. When Superintendent 
Ramsbottom asked Moon for funds to build more workshops at Crewe in 1859, 
Moon proposed instead to merge the locomotive departments at Crewe and the carriage 
works at Wolverton. Superintendent James McConnell claimed it would be more 
efficient to transfer all the trains operating south of Crewe to his department, which 
the board eventually endorsed, leaving Moon disheartened by his second defeat for 
rationalisation, as he did not believe McConnell’s promises of greater efficiency.29 

Despite resigning from his positions on the Stores and Executive Committees in 
1859, Moon became deputy chair of the board in February 1861 and elected chair in 
June that year. As the chair, Moon concentrated locomotive construction at Crewe and 
carriage construction at Wolverton, enhancing the prosperity of each site during the 
company’s heyday in the 1860s.

According to Peter Braine, ‘stories abound of Moon’s reluctance to accept the 
baronetcy’ and it was instead a member of his family who first  opened the letter 
announcing his impending honour at the Queen’s Jubilee.30 Moon was the first  to be 
honoured with a baronetcy specifically  for services to the railways and it was not until 
Jubilee Day that the directors and officers of the LNWR realised Moon would receive an 
honour. George Neele, the LNWR superintendent working under Moon, recalled in his 
memoirs that Moon told him that ‘had the letter come to his own hands he should have 
declined the honour’.31 Moon’s apparent hesitation underscores the ambivalence with 
which some late Victorian industrialists approached hereditary distinction. His reluc
tance suggests that the symbolic capital of aristocratic status did not always align with 
the values of thrift, discipline and managerial probity that defined his career. As David 
Cannadine argues, incorporating industrialists into the titled classes often exposed the 
contradictions between meritocratic self-fashioning and aristocratic symbolism.32 

R. J. Morris and Martin Wiener each note that many industrial elites remained 
ambivalent about adopting the cultural trappings of the landed gentry.33 In this context, 
Moon exemplifies the paradox of the Victorian industrial elite – sceptical of aristocratic 
display yet compelled to assimilate into its symbolic order, even when doing so sat 
uneasily with their own ethos.

After officially retiring from his post at LNWR in 1891, Moon died at Copsewood 
Grange on 17 November 1899. His obituary in The Times stated, ‘the hardest of hard 
workers and the sternest of stern disciplinarians. A man who was utterly incorruptible, 
but was also one of the most terrifying personages in private business’. That Moon 
remained active in railway ventures after retirement underscores a restless commitment 
to industry, distinguishing him from the stereotype of the Victorian country gentleman. 
Moon’s legacy reflects the values of discipline, efficiency and probity that underpinned 
his career, yet it also highlights the difficulty of reconciling such qualities with the softer 
idioms of aristocratic sociability. Commentators similarly described Moon’s 

29Ibid., 165–166.
30Braine, Railway Moon, p. 418.
31Ibid.
32Cannadine, Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy, esp. chs. 6–7.
33R. J. Morris, Men, Women and Property in England, 1780–1870 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 

pp. 301–30; M. J. Wiener, English Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit, 1850–1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981), pp. 47–73.
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contemporaries, such as Sir Isaac Holden, the Bradford industrialist, or Sir William 
Pearce, the Clyde shipbuilder, as stern, forbidding figures  whose titles marked their 
social ascent but whose reputation rested on their industrial discipline.34 Moon thus 
represents a transitional figure – emblematic of a generation of industrial elites elevated 
into the baronetage but remembered for the relentless work ethic and authoritarian 
managerial style that secured their rise.

Baronets and Empire: The Moons and Transatlantic Mobility

The history of the Moon baronetcy cannot be understood apart from the imperial 
dimensions of British identity and status in the long nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. The Moon family’s prominence and dispersal reflected broader patterns of 
elite mobility under the British Empire. Baronetcies, particularly those granted in the 
Victorian and Edwardian periods, were not simply markers of domestic social ascent, 
but frequently conferred on individuals whose lives were shaped by the empire’s net
works of commerce, migration, administration and military service.35

The imperial dimensions of the Moon family were clear long before the conferral of 
the baronetcy. One of the earliest imperial engagements involved Sir Richard’s great- 
great-grandfather, named Robert, who was the first  family member to trade between 
Lancaster, Liverpool and the West Indies, with several slaves on sugar plantations in 
Kingston in the first  half of the eighteenth century.36 Robert’s sons, Richard and 
Edward, continued their father’s transatlantic mercantile business by emigrating to 
Jamaica. Both were born on the Fylde: Edward at Woodplumpton and Richard at 
Catforth, in 1742 and 1735, respectively. They must have operated as merchants in 
Jamaica from at least as early as 1762, given that Richard recorded his third son Henry’s 
birth in Kingston that year.37 In a 1937 work, the historian Frank Cundall referred to 
a John Moon who owned property on Peters Lane in Kingston in the early eighteenth 
century, suggesting a Moon family connection to Jamaica long before the brothers 
arrived. An even earlier Moon connection to the island appears in the mercantile career 
of a Captain Richard Moon operating out of Jamaica around the turn of the eighteenth 
century. In chronicling the career of merchant statesman William Paterson, the 
Australian writer Saxe Bannister came across letters dated 29 August 1698 that 
described Captain Moon as the commander of ‘a sloop of about eighty tunns’ called 
the Neptune.38

With familial connections to Jamaica the potential basis of their mercantile enter
prise, the Moon brothers ran their business together out of Kingston until Edward’s 
health began declining, as shown by his signing of a will in November 1779, at which 
point he had returned to Lancashire. Edward died on 9 March 1781 at his home in 
Catterall, near Garstang. As for Richard, he became a free burgess of Lancaster in 1772, 
aged 37, and following his brother’s death, continued living in Kingston until he died in 

34M. Hollow, ‘Historicizing Entrepreneurial Networks’, Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal, 14.1 (2020), 66–88.
35S. Cham, ‘Inheriting Empire, Wealth, and Art: The Baring Family and London’s National Gallery in the Nineteenth 

Century’, Cultural and Social History, 22.1 (2025), 53–78.
36Braine, Railway Moon, p. 9.
37Shaw, Registers of Woodplumpton Part II 1659–1784, p. vii.
38S. Bannister, The Writings of William Paterson, of Dumfrieshire, and a Citizen of London; Founder of the Bank of England, 

and of the Darien Colony (London: Judd & Glass, 1859), p. lviii.
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about 1799, with his will testifying to his wealth and established position in colonial 
society.39 The Moon family’s presence and entrepreneurial activity in Jamaica situate 
them within the moral and economic complexities of British colonialism in the 
Caribbean.40 The apparent tension between the family’s earlier association with 
Quaker dissent and their later participation in colonial commerce also illustrates the 
diversity of attitudes towards slavery and empire within extended commercial families. 
By the late eighteenth century, the branch of the Moon family engaged in Jamaican 
trade appears to have become detached from the religious principles that had char
acterised their Quaker relatives in Lancashire, prioritising mercantile opportunity over 
the anti-slavery convictions increasingly associated with Quakerism.41

Scholars typically examine the relationship between baronets and empire through 
landed imperialists, governors, military officers and colonial administrators. However, 
as Miles Taylor and John Darwin have observed, the merchant classes of provincial 
Britain were no less engaged with the imperial project.42 The elder Richard Moon’s 
emigration to Jamaica thus aligns with a broader trend of commercial families in 
Liverpool and Lancashire leveraging imperial opportunities to secure wealth and social 
mobility at home.43 The Moon family’s later prominence in the cotton trade, especially 
in Liverpool, further underscores this point. Cotton imports from Brazil – often 
cultivated through slave labour until the 1860s – were critical to the fortunes of 
Moon Brothers. The wealth the brothers accumulated through these networks was 
what Sir Richard later redirected into the domestic railways.44

Yet while Sir Richard’s industrial career was based in Britain, the subsequent gen
erations of the family became increasingly diasporic. The most colourful instance of this 
imperial mobility is the life of Moon’s grandson and successor, Sir Cecil Ernest Moon 
(1867–1951). Following traditional rules for succession in which baronetcies move 
down the eldest male line rather than younger sons or other relatives, Sir Cecil inherited 
his grandfather’s title after his father Edward predeceased Sir Richard in 1893. Educated 
in England and Germany, Cecil migrated to Colorado in the 1880s, long before he 
inherited the baronetcy. As the Washington Post reported at the time of his grand
father’s death in 1899, Cecil had been living as a ‘rustler and cattle puncher’, running 
a small ranch near Fort Collins.45 His marriage to Catherine Gartman, an Irish 
divorcée, challenged Victorian norms of class and gender propriety. Neighbours 
remembered Catherine for her brashness and outspokenness; she kept a peacock and 
a profanity-laced parrot, and locals accused her of forcing her husband into domestic 
labour while she frequented racecourses.46

39Will of Richard Moon of Kingston, Jamaica, dated 12 March 1799, as described in Cunliffe Shaw, Yeomen, Craftsmen, 
Merchants, p. 78.

40T. Burnard, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire: Thomas Thistlewood and his Slaves in the Anglo-Jamaican World (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2004), pp. 44–50.

41J. William Frost, ‘The Origins of the Quaker Crusade Against Slavery: A Review of Recent Literature’, Quaker History, 
67.1 (1978), 42–58.

42M. Taylor and J. Darwin, eds., The British Empire and the Victorian State (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1999), pp. 16–21.

43K. Morgan, Slavery, Atlantic Trade and the British Economy, 1660–1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 
pp. 72–85.

44J. Simmons, The Railway in Town and Country, 1830–1914 (Newton Abbot: David & Charles, 1986), pp. 188–94.
45Washington Post, 28 January 1900, p. 3.
46J. Thiem and D. Dimon, Rabbit Creek Country: Three Ranching Lives in the Heart of the Mountain West (Albuquerque: 

University of New Mexico Press, 2008), pp. 263–69.
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This unorthodox lifestyle would have jarred with the cultural expectations attached 
to baronets. Yet it also exemplifies  a broader phenomenon: the transformation of 
imperial spaces into sites of reinvention for British elites. As Elleke Boehmer has 
argued, empire was not only a terrain of conquest and administration but also of 
identity construction and experimentation.47 For younger sons, disinherited aristocrats 
and adventurous scions like Cecil, colonies and settler zones offered both escape and 
opportunity – spaces where they could temporarily suspend the constraints of class, 
reputation and social expectation. The American West, though not part of the British 
Empire, functioned similarly in the British imagination: a place of wildness, risk and 
masculine proving.48 Nevertheless, the fact Cecil returned to England in 1899 to claim 
the baronetcy illustrates the enduring pull of aristocratic status, even among those who 
had forged alternative identities abroad. He told reporters in 1900 that he did not 
expect to settle permanently in America again, stating that he had ‘plenty to look after 
at home’.49 Yet his reintegration was partial at best. Reports from 1903 suggest that 
Cecil remained involved in the Fort Collins ranch for several more years, and by 1909, 
he was engaged in a bitter lawsuit against his wife.50 The failure of his marriage, 
combined with the absence of children, marked the second significant  rupture in the 
baronetcy’s line of succession.

The Moon baronetcy continued to be shaped by such imperial and transnational 
movements in the twentieth century. Sir Richard Moon, 3rd Baronet (1901–1961), 
spent much of his life in the United States and Canada. His death in Toronto in 
1961, without a male heir, again interrupted the direct line. His brother, Sir John 
Arthur Moon (1905–1979), took an even more distant path, emigrating first  to the 
United States and then to Tahiti where he married Renee Amedet in 1939.51 He 
returned to England in 1949 but ultimately died in Fa’a’ā 30 years later. Sir John 
Moon’s life story, fragmentary though it is in the records, suggests an enduring 
detachment from the social responsibilities and expectations of a baronet while also 
pointing to the complexity of gentry identity in a postcolonial world. For men like Sir 
John, whose lives spanned hemispheres and cultures, the baronetcy was less a functional 
role than a symbolic inheritance. The final  baronets of the twentieth century further 
illustrate the family’s imperial entanglements. Sir Edward Moon (1911–1988) and Sir 
Roger Moon (1914–2017), both descendants of Sir Richard’s younger sons, and the fifth 
and sixth baronets, respectively, were born in Cheshire but spent significant  parts of 
their careers overseas. Sir Edward served as a major in the King’s African Rifles between 
1934 and 1962, a regiment composed of colonial troops and British officers, primarily in 
East Africa.52 The King’s African Rifles were instrumental in the suppression of the 
Mau Mau uprising in Kenya and the enforcement of British colonial rule.53 Edward 

47Elleke Boehmer, Empire, the National, and the Postcolonial, 1890–1920 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 
pp. 110–14.

48M. Rico, ‘Sir William Drummond Stewart: Aristocratic Masculinity in the American West’, Pacific Historical Review, 76.2 
(2007), 163–91.

49Washington Post, 28 January 1900, p. 3.
50Daily News (London), 21 October 1909, p. 5.
51Civil Registration Records, Fa’a’a, Tahiti; see also Times Obituaries, 1979.
52T. Parsons, The African Rank-and-File: Social Implications of Colonial Military Service in the King’s African Rifles, 1902– 

1964 (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann 1999), pp. 61–63.
53T. H. Parsons, ‘Mau Mau’s Army of Clerks: Colonial Military Service and the Kenya Land Freedom Army in Kenya’s 

National Imagination’, The Journal of African History, 58.2 (2017), 285–309.
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Moon’s long-term involvement in the regiment places him squarely within the machin
ery of British imperial control. His bachelorhood and lack of issue, like those of his 
predecessors, continued the pattern of non-succession that would culminate in the 
title’s dormancy.

As Catherine Hall and Sonya Rose have argued, the British Empire did not simply 
shape political institutions or economic networks; it also reconfigured  the intimate 
sphere – marriage, inheritance, domesticity and gender roles.54 For the Moons, this 
meant navigating the moral expectations of aristocratic life within a framework increas
ingly ill-suited to the realities of empire. Baronetcy, in theory, demanded respectable 
domesticity and unbroken male succession; empire offered mobility, irregular unions 
and eventual detachment. The result, with the Moon family, was a title repeatedly 
transferred sideways, across cousins and distant heirs, until it became vacant. In the 
broader history of the British aristocracy, the Moon baronetcy reflects how empire 
disrupted the domestic fantasies of continuity that the Victorian state designed the 
honours system to sustain.55 As the British Empire receded and the social capital of 
hereditary titles diminished, families like the Moons found themselves custodians of 
honours that no longer anchored them to place, power or posterity. The dormancy of 
the Moon baronetcy is therefore a case study in how global mobility – once the source 
of wealth and honour – ultimately rendered aristocratic permanence unworkable in 
a modern, post-imperial world.

Masculinity, Marriage and Succession

Most hereditary baronetcies in the United Kingdom were governed by strict male-line 
primogeniture, although a minority, depending on the terms of their original limitation 
or destination, could pass through female lines.56 This structural requirement shaped 
not only the Moon baronetcy’s dormancy but also the gendered contours of power and 
legitimacy within the family. Examining the Moon baronetcy through the lens of 
masculinity highlights how personal decisions surrounding marriage, childbearing 
and social conduct were instrumental in the survival – or failure – of an aristocratic 
legacy in the modern period.

The premature death of Sir Richard Moon’s eldest son, Edward, in 1893, prior to his 
father’s own passing, forced a generational leap in the succession. The baronetcy 
therefore passed not to a middle-aged adult prepared for the role, but to Sir Richard’s 
grandson, a man who had already established an unconventional life in the American 
West.57 Cecil’s marriage to an Irish divorcée in her mid-thirties represented a break 
from the conventional practices of British aristocratic continuity. Aristocratic unions 
were, in the late nineteenth century, expected to reproduce not only heirs but also class 
cohesion. As Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall have shown, economic provision or 
political leadership were not the only factors constructing nineteenth-century upper- 

54C. Hall and S. Rose, eds., At Home with the Empire: Metropolitan Culture and the Imperial World (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), pp. 1–15.

55L. G. Galán-Guerrero, ‘The Family Life of a Rising Administrative Elite in the British Treasury, c. 1847–1914’, The 
Historical Journal (2025), 1–25.

56C. Agnew and G. Black, ‘The Significance of Status and Genetics in Succession to Titles, Honours, Dignities and Coats 
of Arms: Making the Case for Reform’, The Cambridge Law Journal, 77.2 (2018), 321–48.

57Thiem and Dimon, Rabbit Creek Country, pp. 263–69.
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class masculinity, but the cultivation of family dynasties that relied on reproduction, 
moral respectability and control over the domestic realm.58

Yet the true crisis for the Moon baronetcy was the childlessness of the union. In 
some ways, Catherine’s independence and managerial dominance of their Colorado 
ranch – praised by some and condemned by others – was emblematic of a shifting 
gender order on the peripheries of empire, where aristocratic norms were both 
stretched and subverted.59 Her assertiveness in running the household and supervising 
the business – while Cecil pursued various ventures or attempted reconciliation with 
English aristocratic expectations – blurred the boundaries of acceptable femininity in 
a patriarchal order that depended upon women as reproducers and moral guardians.60 

The eventual divorce, acrimonious and litigious, further destabilised the couple’s 
potential to secure dynastic continuity.

The marriage of Cecil and Catherine therefore raises significant questions about the 
social and cultural expectations placed on aristocrats in the late Victorian and 
Edwardian periods. A baronet was expected to perform masculinity in a manner that 
confirmed  social hierarchy.61 This included marrying a woman of compatible back
ground, producing at least one male heir and maintaining the economic viability of the 
estate.62 Cecil’s failure on all three fronts fractured the Moon line in ways that would 
prove increasingly difficult to mend in subsequent generations. After Cecil’s death in 
1951, the baronetcy passed laterally through more distant male relatives, each of whom 
similarly failed to produce a male heir. This unbroken sequence of childless or non- 
marrying baronets underscores the changing social priorities of the twentieth century, 
particularly in the wake of world wars, decolonisation and the decline of landed gentry 
as a cohesive social class.63

The history of the Moon baronetcy aligns with broader patterns of aristocratic 
fragmentation social historians have documented. Between 1900 and 2000, over 400 
baronetcies became extinct or dormant, many because of the absence of a male heir.64 

As Pamela Horn notes, the interwar and post-war periods saw the erosion of the 
aristocratic family estate as the nucleus of social power, and a gradual detachment 
from expectations of lineage preservation through marriage and reproduction.65 Men 
who once would have inherited estates now chose careers in the colonies, the military 
or private business, often abroad. Changing attitudes to masculinity further complicated 
the dynamics of succession. The late Victorian period saw the emergence of multiple 

58L. Davidoff and C. Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class 1780–1850 (London: Hutchinson, 
1987), pp. 397–436.

59B. Fleming, Legendary Locals of Fort Collins (Charleston: Arcadia Publishing, 2013), pp. 34–36.
60D. Harrington, ‘Gender, Commerce, and the Transformation of Virtue in Eighteenth-Century Britain’, Rhetoric Society 

Quarterly, 31.3 (2001), 33–52.
61L. A. Pollock, ‘Honor, Gender, and Reconciliation in Elite Culture, 1570–1700’, Journal of British Studies, 46.1 (2007), 3– 

29.
62L. Bonfield, ‘Affective Families, Open Elites and Strict Family Settlements in Early Modern England’, Economic History 

Review, 39.3 (1986), 341–54.
63M. Bond and J. Morton, ‘Trajectories of Aristocratic Wealth, 1858–2018: Evidence from Probate’, Journal of British 

Studies, 61.3 (2022), 644–75.
64See The Official Roll of the Baronetage, Standing Council of the Baronetage, 2023 edition. <https://www.baronetage. 

org/official-roll/> [accessed 25 July 2026].
65P. Horn, The Rise and Fall of the Victorian Servant (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 2004), pp. 189–91.
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models of male identity – ranging from the stern patriarch to the imperial adventurer, 
from the spiritual dissenter to the introspective intellectual.66 Several Moon men, such 
as Sir Richard’s brother, Robert, a theological writer, and the emigrant baronets of the 
twentieth century, exemplify this diversification.  Yet the aristocratic system’s reliance 
on a singular reproductive model – a married, landholding, male head of household – 
left little room for alternative masculinities to ensure dynastic continuity.

This also helps us understand the exclusion of women from the history of the Moon 
baronetcy. Though women such as Lady Catherine Moon played central roles in family 
enterprise and memory, they were legally and socially excluded from both succession 
and the symbolic continuity of the title. As Amy Milne-Smith shows, the domestic 
ideology that surrounded aristocratic life rendered female participation invisible in 
official records, while reinforcing male dominance in estate governance and public 
representation.67 In this light, the baronetcy’s dormancy is not only the product of 
absent sons, but of a rigid gender regime that failed to adapt to changing social realities. 
The dormancy of the Moon baronetcy, then, was more a consequence of cumulative 
deviations from a rigid patriarchal norm. Each of these represented a disruption in the 
chain of male descent, but each was also a choice or circumstance deeply embedded in 
the social and cultural transformations of modernity. The account of the Moon 
baronets, as such, illustrates the historical limitations of a hereditary system unable to 
accommodate plurality in gender roles, family forms and masculine identities.

Copsewood Grange

The construction of Copsewood Grange began in 1870 by the Coventry-based ribbon 
manufacturer James Hart, who completed it in 1872 at the cost of £5,000.68 Hart, who 
owned the Victoria Mills in Lancastrian Yard in the Burges, was one of several 
industrialists in the city who built his fortune on the booming silk and ribbon 
industries.69 Copsewood Grange, however, quickly gained the local nickname ‘Hart’s 
Folly’, as the ribbon trade entered terminal decline shortly after its completion because 
of the combined effects of international competition, changing fashions and tariff 
reductions following the 1860 Anglo-French Treaty of Commerce.70 By the late 
1870s, both Hart’s factory and his grand new residence were struggling, and he placed 
the estate up for sale.

In 1879, Richard Moon purchased the house and surrounding estate – then com
prising over 200 acres and including the historic site of Biggin Hall. There exists 
popular lore that Moon bought Copsewood Grange because it directly overlooked the 
Birmingham–Coventry–London railway line.71 It is plausible that the estate drew 
Moon’s attention, known for his focus on punctuality and fuel efficiency, because of 

66J. Tosh, A Man’s Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class Home in Victorian England (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1999), pp. 117–48.

67A. Milne-Smith, London Clubland: A Cultural History of Gender and Class in Late Victorian Britain (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011), pp. 75–79.

68Coventry Society (2016), ‘Copsewood Grange’, <https://www.coventrysociety.org.uk/heritage-and-history/buildings-at 
-risk/buildings-no-longer-at-risk/copsewood-grange/> [accessed July 2026]

69Ibid.
70A. A. Iliasu, ‘The Cobden-Chevalier Commercial Treaty of 1860’, The Historical Journal, 14.1 (1971), 67–98.
71P. Braine, ‘Correspondence’, Journal of the Railway & Canal Historical Society, 196, 35.6 (2006), 439.
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its commanding vantage over the line, allowing him, at least metaphorically, to oversee 
the efficiency of his trains. But more significantly,  Moon’s acquisition of Copsewood 
Grange marked his entry into the ranks of landed respectability, mirroring the trajec
tory of other industrialists whose ascent into the upper-middle classes demanded 
a country house.72

When Victoria elevated Moon to a baronet on 22 July 1887, Copsewood Grange 
became symbolically linked to the title. Though the baronetcy carried the territorial 
designation ‘of Copsewood Grange in the parish of Stoke in the County of Warwick’, it 
is telling that the family sold the estate shortly after Moon’s death. Unlike medieval and 
early modern aristocratic seats that had been in the family for generations, Copsewood 
Grange was a newly acquired residence, imbued with aspirational rather than ancestral 
symbolism. Its function in Moon’s lifetime as a nexus of industrial oversight, rural 
retreat and architectural spectacle renders it an important site for understanding the 
cultural geography of the Moon baronetcy. Following Moon’s death, Mrs Mellowdew 
and her daughters purchased Copsewood Grange, living there for 20 years. By the 
1920s, however, the house entered a new phase, having been acquired by the Peel 
Conner Telephone Company, later absorbed into the General Electric Company 
(GEC).73 When Coventry emerged as a national centre for telephone and electrical 
innovation in the interwar period, the GEC repurposed Copsewood Grange as a hostel 
and social centre for factory workers.74 Its conversion reflected a wider trend in which 
many country houses were sold off, repurposed or demolished as their upkeep became 
increasingly untenable during a period of tax reforms, declining domestic service and 
wartime requisition.75

In the twentieth century Copsewood Grange passed from private residence into 
corporate and later post-industrial use, mirroring the changing economic and social 
landscape of Coventry itself. Its repurposing by industrial employers, subsequent 
decline and eventual redevelopment as apartments illustrate the wider fate of many 
country houses detached from stable aristocratic ownership. This reflects what John 
Beck has termed the ‘spectral’ afterlife of abandoned country houses in British cultural 
memory: haunted, appropriated and recontextualised.76 In that sense, the estate’s 
trajectory echoed that of the baronetcy: created as a symbol of permanence, but 
progressively stripped of the social conditions that had once sustained it, becoming 
what Pierre Nora would call a lieu de mémoire—a site of contested memory whose 
meanings are reconstructed across generations.77

Baronetcies in Victorian Society

Queen Victoria’s creation of the baronetcy tied to Copsewood Grange in 1887 was part 
of a broader sociopolitical mechanism in late nineteenth-century Britain that 

72Cannadine, Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy, pp. 126–134.
73Coventry Society (2016), ‘Copsewood Grange’.
74P. Hall, Cities in Civilization (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1998), pp. 819–24.
75J. M. Robinson, Felling the Ancient Oaks: How England Lost Its Great Country Estates (London: Aurum Press, 2021), 

pp. 199–203.
76J. Beck, Dirty Wars: Landscape, Power, and Waste in Western American Literature (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

2009), pp. 92–104.
77P. Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’, Representations, 26 (1989), 7–24.
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reconfigured the relationship between Crown, empire and public culture.78 The baron
etcy – in ranking below the peerage but above most knighthoods – served as a vital 
instrument in the Victorian honours system, one that mediated between an entrenched 
aristocracy and the emerging industrial and professional elite. Harold Hanham’s work, 
for example, offers evidence of baronetcies and other honours being sold or given to 
Victorian businessmen and manufacturers seeking social acceptance.79

James I introduced baronetcies in 1611 to raise revenue for the Crown, initially 
conferring them upon wealthy landowners who agreed to fund military campaigns in 
Ireland.80 Unlike peers, baronets were commoners in law, albeit with hereditary titles 
and the right to prefix  ‘Sir’ to their names. Over the centuries, the baronetage became 
increasingly associated with landed wealth and local authority.81 By the nineteenth 
century, however, new baronetcies took on a different character. As Cannadine notes, 
the Victorian period witnessed a striking shift in the composition of the titled classes: 
the Crown now deemed industrialists, colonial administrators, railway magnates, bank
ers and even distinguished professionals as suitable candidates for hereditary honour.82 

The baronetcy became an important tool for integrating newly wealthy or influential 
individuals into the symbolic order of the British state. Sir Richard Moon’s elevation to 
the baronetage is emblematic of this trend. His career as chair of LNWR epitomised the 
values of efficiency, discipline and economic modernisation that came to define  mid- 
Victorian industrial success.83 By the 1860s, the LNWR employed tens of thousands 
and commanded vast influence in national infrastructure and urban planning. That the 
Crown knighted Moon with a hereditary title reflects the state’s desire to confer lasting 
honour on men whose achievements lay outside the traditional domains of landowner
ship, politics or the armed forces.

The Jubilee honours list of 1887, in which Moon received his baronetcy, marked 
a turning point in the visibility of such industrial honours.84 It was a period of symbolic 
consolidation for the British Empire: Benjamin Disraeli declared Victoria the Empress 
of India a decade earlier; the 1884 Reform Act extended the franchise; and debates over 
the redistribution of parliamentary seats were reshaping the national political 
landscape.85 The elevation of men like Moon signalled a new ethos-one in which 
personal enterprise, managerial discipline and public service could be rewarded with 
the trappings of hereditary distinction. Yet baronetcies were a careful compromise: they 
allowed social ascent without full inclusion in the peerage, thus maintaining the 
hierarchies of honour while incorporating new blood into the traditional order.

The Victorian baronetage was neither fully aristocratic nor purely bourgeois. It 
occupied a hybrid position, one that Andrew Adonis argues reflected the state’s 

78W. M. Kuhn, ‘Queen Victoria’s Jubilees and the Invention of Tradition’, Journal of British Studies, 28.2 (1989), 187–215.
79H. J. Hanham, ‘The Sale of Honours in Late Victorian England’, Victorian Studies, 3.3 (1960), 277–89.
80J. Cannon and R. Griffiths, The Oxford Illustrated History of the British Monarchy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 

pp. 373–74.
81J. Beckett, ‘Gentry’, in The Oxford Companion to British History, ed. By John Cannon and Robert Crowcroft, 2nd edn, 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), p. 405.
82Cannadine, Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy, pp. 105–16.
83Braine, ‘Correspondence’, 439.
84The London Gazette, 9 August 1887, p. 4313.
85E. F. Biagini, Liberty, Retrenchment and Reform: Popular Liberalism in the Age of Gladstone, 1860–1880 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 45–50.
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ambivalence about status in an era of democratic transition.86 Baronetcies were more 
‘manageable’ from the Crown’s perspective, which it could confer without radically 
unsettling the balance of power in the House of Lords. This is clear in the class 
composition of those ennobled during the 1887 Jubilee. Alongside Moon, Victoria 
extended the baronetage to other figures  of commercial achievement: Sir John 
Brunner, a chemical manufacturer and Liberal MP; Sir William Forwood, a Liverpool 
shipping magnate; and Sir Thomas Glen-Coats, a textile industrialist from 
Renfrewshire.87 The convergence of commerce and nobility was, by the 1880s, no 
longer anomalous but had become a feature of Victorian statecraft.

The meaning of the baronetcy in Victorian society was also cultural. Possession of 
a hereditary title conferred access to elite institutions, improved marriage prospects and 
often justified  the construction of country houses.88 While a knighthood might be 
fleeting or local in significance,  a baronetcy claimed to speak for generational perma
nence. As Lawrence Stone suggests, the projection of lineage – however recently 
gained – was central to Victorian notions of respectability and belonging.89 The 
Moon family used the acquisition of Copsewood Grange and the associated baronetcy 
to embed themselves within the symbolic geography of the English gentry. However, 
the social capital of the baronetcy should not be overstated.90 Their influence was highly 
contingent on wealth, local reputation and personal networks. With Sir Richard Moon, 
much of his real power lay in his role at the LNWR, his financial  interests, and his 
participation on boards and directorships. The baronetcy may have formalised his 
status, but it did not create it. Indeed, many Victorian baronets struggled to sustain 
their positions over time, particularly as social and economic structures shifted in the 
twentieth century. By 1910, for instance, a House of Commons Select Committee 
estimated that nearly one-third of the baronetcies created since 1837 had already 
become dormant or extinct.91

The very appeal of the baronetcy in the Victorian period lay in its ambiguous status: 
prestigious enough to satisfy upwardly mobile industrialists, yet modest enough to 
avoid arousing resentment among the landed elite. For families like the Moons, this 
ambiguity was functional. The title gave them symbolic permanence when social 
mobility, transatlantic migration and fluctuating capital threatened to erode inherited 
identity. It also provided a framework for understanding family legacy, as evidenced in 
later generations’ efforts, albeit sometimes unsuccessful, to trace and preserve the 
baronetcy despite geographical dispersal and the lack of direct heirs. The baronetcy 
tied to Copsewood Grange reveals the limits of the Victorian state’s strategy: the 
inability of titles alone to guarantee dynastic stability, the complex gendered and 
economic realities of succession, and the gradual erosion of aristocratic status in the 
face of modernity.92

86Andrew Adonis, Making Aristocracy Work, pp. 37–41.
87Debrett’s Baronetage (London: Dean & Son, 1888), passim.
88M. Girouard, The Victorian Country House (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), pp. 287–94.
89L. Stone, The Crisis of the Aristocracy, 1558–1641 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1965), pp. 100–110.
90C. Kidd and D. Williamson, eds., Debrett’s Peerage and Baronetage (London: Debrett’s Peerage Ltd/Macmillan, 1985), 

pp. 8–10.
91House of Commons Select Committee on the Baronetcies, Minutes of Evidence, 1910, para. 117.
92M. Bond and J. Morton, ‘Trajectories of Aristocratic Wealth, 1858–2018: Evidence from Probate’, Journal of British 

Studies, 61.3 (2022), 644–75.
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Recent legal scholarship has highlighted the rigidity of succession law in relation to 
peerages and baronetcies, particularly its continued dependence on male-line descent 
and legitimacy.93 What that literature has not yet offered, however, is a sustained 
historical account of how dormancy and extinction unfold across generations at family 
level. The Moon case supplies that missing texture by showing how migration, dis
persed records and shifting family structures rendered late Victorian industrial baro
netcies structurally vulnerable to dormancy.94 The history of the Moon baronetcy 
provides a rare case study of the lived dynamics – migration, dispersal, documentation 
failures and shifting masculinities – that produce dormancy and extinction. This 
dynamic has been under-discussed in present law articles focused on successful claims, 
such as the 2016 case involving the baronetcy of the Pringle of Stichill.95 While the 
Pringle case showed how DNA can rescue a title given strong records and litigation, the 
Moon example shows how dispersion and documentation gaps prevent proof and 
accelerate extinction. Important to further historiographical understanding, the Moon 
case introduces gendered analysis to a legal-administrative topic by linking the strict 
male primogeniture to twentieth-century shifts in marriage, bachelorhood, imperial 
service and alternative masculinities. This will clarify baronetcy extinction because of 
cultural change, particularly how the rigidity of male-only succession rendered many 
late Victorian baronetcies structurally vulnerable.

Decline and Dormancy: Patterns in the Extinction of Baronetcies

The current dormancy of the baronetcy associated with Copsewood Grange is not an 
isolated phenomenon but reflects a broader pattern of decline among hereditary titles in 
modern Britain. While scholars have paid much historical attention to the formation of 
aristocratic identity and the mechanisms of social elevation in the long nineteenth 
century, they have given less focus to the downward trajectory of families whose titles 
have become dormant or extinct.96 While recent work by Lawrence James, R. J. Morris 
and Martin Wiener has emphasised the cultural authority of the aristocracy and the 
ambivalence of industrial elites, the baronetage was left untouched.97 The principal 
reference work remains George Cokayne’s antiquarian Complete Baronetage (1900–06), 
supplemented by the Official Roll of the Baronetage established by Royal Warrant in 
1910 and administered by the Standing Council of the Baronetage.98 Yet apart from 
scattered legal commentaries on succession petitions and occasional journalistic 
accounts, there has been little attempt to analyse the sociological or cultural meaning 
of baronetcies that have lapsed into dormancy or extinction.99

93C. Agnew and G. Black, ‘Reforming the Law of Succession to Peerages, Baronetcies and Dignities: Identifying Problems 
and Exploring Solutions’, Public Law, 2023.1 (2023), 104–25.

94Agnew and Black, ‘Significance of Status and Genetics’, 322.
95Ibid., 321–48.
96Cannadine, Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy, chs. 6–7; Adonis, Making Aristocracy Work.
97L. James, Aristocrats: Power, Grace and Decadence (London: Little, Brown, 2009); R. J. Morris, Men, Women and Property 

in England, 1780–1870 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005); M. J. Wiener, English Culture and the Decline of 
the Industrial Spirit, 1850–1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981).

98G. E. Cokayne, Complete Baronetage, 5 vols. (Exeter: William Pollard & Co., 1900–06), I, Introduction; The Official Roll of 
the Baronetage, maintained by the Standing Council of the Baronetage (London, 1910–present).

99See e.g. F. W. Maitland, ‘The Baronetage and Its Law’, Law Quarterly Review, 18 (1902), 21–4; occasional notices in The 
Times and The London Gazette.

MIDLAND HISTORY 15



As figures  from the Standing Council suggest, about 230 baronetcies are currently 
dormant or vacant, and hundreds more have become extinct since 1900.100 Their 
disappearance raises questions not only about demography but also about the bureau
cratisation of honour in modern Britain. The extinction of a baronetcy occurs when no 
male heir can be identified to inherit the title under the original letters patent. In cases 
where a potential heir exists but fails to prove succession, the baronetcy becomes 
dormant rather than extinct.101 Scholars have attributed the rise of dormant baronetcies 
not only to the dwindling number of male heirs but also to legal and bureaucratic 
complexities in verifying genealogical claims. In the case of the Moon baronets, the 
presumed 7th Baronet, Sir Humphrey Moon (1919–2022), died without issue, and no 
successor has yet emerged to make a claim.

Since the creation of the Official Roll of the Baronetage, succession to every baron
etcy has required proof of entitlement submitted to the Crown Office and overseen by 
the Standing Council of the Baronetage.102 The Crown will not recognise an heir simply 
by assumption or social consensus; he must produce documentary evidence – usually 
certified birth, marriage and death certificates – tracing an unbroken male line back to 
the original grantee named in the letters patent.103 If such proof is not forthcoming 
within five  years of the death of the last recognised baronet, the title becomes 
dormant.104 Dormancy does not abolish the baronetcy, but suspends its active recogni
tion until the registrars admit a successor to the Roll.105 A baronetcy becomes extinct 
when it can be demonstrated, or reasonably assumed, that no male heir exists.106

The process is as much bureaucratic as genealogical. A claimant must submit 
a petition of succession to the Crown Office, accompanied by primary documentation, 
often certified by registrars or ecclesiastical authorities.107 Where records are missing – 
as frequently occurs with families who migrated overseas – successions can be impos
sible to prove, even when male heirs exist in theory. The Moon baronetcy exemplifies 
this problem. With successive generations dispersed to Colorado, Tahiti, Kenya and 
Canada, the evidentiary trail is fragmented, leaving distant relatives unable to sub
stantiate their claims. The registrars rarely declare extinction immediately. Instead, titles 
languish in dormancy until genealogical research, or the sheer passage of time, clarifies 
that no heir remains. The London Gazette occasionally records such determinations, 
though more often registrars infer extinction from the absence of claims rather than an 
explicit act of abolition.108 Scholars of the honours system, such as Cannadine, have 
noted that this procedural limbo reflects a wider Victorian and Edwardian tendency to 
bureaucratise status, embedding aristocratic honour within systems of paperwork and 
official rolls rather than relying on local or social recognition.109

100Standing Council of the Baronetage (2025), ‘Dormant Baronetcies List’, <https://www.baronetage.org/baronets/no- 
succession-proved/> [accessed May 2025].

101Agnew and Black, ‘Reforming the Law of Succession’, 104–9.
102Royal Warrant of 8 Febraury 1910, in London Gazette, 11 February 1910, p. 1014; see also Standing Council of the 
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104Standing Council of the Baronetage, Procedure for Proving Succession to a Baronetcy (London, 2020), para. 4.
105Standing Council of the Baronetage, ‘Dormant Baronetcies List’.
106Cokayne, Complete Baronetage, vol. I, Introduction, pp. xxi–xxiii; cf. London Gazette, notices of extinction, passim.
107Crown Office Rules, revised 2015, §3.2–3.7.
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Dormancy carries the implication of potential revival: the possibility, however 
remote, that an heir might one day emerge with the requisite proof. Extinction 
represents a definitive  closure: a recognition that a line of hereditary honour has 
ended. For families like the Moons, whose members often embraced imperial service 
and transatlantic migration, the bureaucratic requirements of succession were ill-suited 
to their lived realities. Seen in this light, the extinction of the Moon baronetcy (likely to 
be confirmed  in 2027) illustrates both the demographic fragility and the procedural 
rigidity of the institution. It was not merely a matter of childlessness, but also of an 
administrative framework that demanded documentary certainties from families whose 
histories are marked by mobility and social nonconformity.

Comparing the account of the Moon baronets to other industrial and mercantile 
baronetcies created in the later Victorian period highlights a trend of decline and 
dormancy from similar structural effects. The Holden baronetcy of Oakworth House, 
created in 1893 for the Bradford industrialist and Liberal MP Sir Isaac Holden, became 
extinct in 1951 on the death of his grandson without male heirs.110 The Mackinnon 
baronetcy of Strathaird and Loup, conferred in 1889 on Sir William Mackinnon, 
founder of the British India Steam Navigation Company, ended even more swiftly, 
lasting only two generations before its extinction in 1903.111 Sir William Forwood of 
Liverpool, honoured with a baronetcy in 1895 for his career in shipping and civic 
service, likewise left no continuing male line: his title became extinct in 1928.112 

Similarly, the Brunner baronetcy of Winnington, created in 1895 for Sir John 
Brunner, the chemical magnate, endured until 1929 when the third baronet died 
without issue.113 Each of these cases illustrates the fragility of late-Victorian creations. 
Unlike older baronetcies that rested on entailed estates and dynastic planning, these 
industrial titles often lacked the social infrastructure to secure continuity across gen
erations. Their relatively quick extinctions underscore the argument Cannadine and 
Adonis have advanced: that the late nineteenth century saw the honours system 
stretched to incorporate new elites, but without ensuring their permanence within the 
aristocratic order.114

More broadly, the post-1945 period saw a significant contraction in the visibility and 
relevance of hereditary titles in British public life. The social and cultural capital 
attached to baronetcies diminished with the rise of meritocratic ideals, the abolition 
of entail and primogeniture laws in many estates, and the growing perception of titles as 
antiquated symbols of a bygone order.115 This period coincided with the dispersal of 
family wealth, the sale or demolition of ancestral homes, and a decline in the formal 
recognition of hereditary privilege. It is also worth noting that the extinction of 

110The London Gazette, 17 April 1951, p. 2113 (extinction of Holden baronetcy); see also Cokayne, Complete Baronetage, 
vol. V, pp. 432–3.

111The London Gazette, 9 October 1903, p. 6401; W. H. Fraser, ‘Mackinnon, Sir William (1823–1893)’, Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography (ODNB), 2004.

112The London Gazette, 17 January 1928, p. 438; P. J. Waller, ‘Forwood, Sir William Bower (1840–1928)’, ODNB (2004).
113The London Gazette, 5 March 1929, p. 1581; J. Graham Jones, ‘Brunner, Sir John Tomlinson, first baronet (1842–1919)’, 

ODNB (2004).
114Cannadine, Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy, pp. 122–8; Adonis, Making Aristocracy Work, pp. 98–112.
115E. Spring, ‘Landowners, Lawyers, and Land Law Reform in Nineteenth-Century England’, American Journal of Legal 

History, 21.1 (1977), 40–59; L. Mayhall, ‘“Aristocracy Must Advertise”: Repurposing the Nobility in Interwar British 
Fiction’, Journal of British Studies, 60.4 (2021), 771–92; A. Hill, ‘The Politics of Meritocracy in Mid-Twentieth-Century 
Britain’, Twentieth Century British History, 35.3 (2024), 316–39.
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a baronetcy does not reflect a familial failure in conventional terms. In the Moon 
family, several male members achieved military distinction, academic success or adven
turous migration, yet these life paths frequently took them outside the bounds of the 
social structures required to sustain hereditary honour. Emigration to the United States, 
as seen by Sir Cecil and later baronets, introduced new challenges in terms of record- 
keeping, title usage and familial continuity.

Conclusion

The history of the Moon baronetcy offers a rich case study of the shifting meanings and 
limits of hereditary honour in modern British society. From its origins in Victorian 
industrial wealth, through its entanglements with global migration and imperial service, 
to its final decades as a title without heirs or estate, the Moon baronetcy illustrates how 
the structures of aristocratic identity could be simultaneously enduring and precarious. 
In recovering the lived experience of the Moon baronets of Copsewood Grange, this 
article has sought to illuminate broader themes: the evolution of the British honours 
system; the gendered and familial conditions of succession; the spatial and symbolic 
functions of country estates; and the disruptive effects of global mobility on aristocratic 
continuity.

As a product of the 1887 Golden Jubilee honours, the Moon baronetcy epitomised 
the Victorian state’s attempt to reconcile tradition with industrial modernity. Sir 
Richard Moon stood at the apex of Britain’s technological and managerial transforma
tion. His elevation to the baronetage formalised his social ascent while tethering his 
legacy to a physical site – Copsewood Grange in Coventry – that symbolised the 
ambition and fragility of late Victorian status. Yet unlike the older landed gentry, 
Moon was a first-generation  holder of hereditary title. The subsequent generations, 
dispersed across the empire and beyond, often failed to conform to the reproductive 
and social norms required to sustain a baronetcy. In this respect, the Moon family’s 
account reflects a broader pattern among late Victorian industrial baronetcies, many of 
which became dormant or extinct within two or three generations.

Central to this decline was the baronetcy’s dependence on male-line succession. The 
absence of a son or a male collateral heir – whether because of childlessness, migration, 
divorce or non-marriage – proved fatal to the continuity of many baronetcies from the 
period. This rigid reliance on patrilineal descent left no room for adaptability in the face 
of demographic or cultural change. The successive Moon baronets and potential heirs 
often lived far from England’s social and genealogical centre, underscoring how 
empire – and more broadly, global mobility – challenged the baronetcy’s core premise: 
that honour, estate and succession could be fixed  in place across time. Yet the Moon 
baronetcy was not simply a casualty of imperial overstretch or demographic chance. 
Their lives illustrate how the imperial experience reshaped conceptions of masculinity, 
family and social expectation. As the baronetcy passed laterally from cousin to cousin – 
each with diminishing links to Copsewood Grange or to each other – the title’s 
symbolic resonance eroded.116

116Robinson, Felling the Ancient Oaks, pp. 141–78.
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This article has also underscored the importance of family case studies as 
a method of interrogating broader historical processes. By tracing the experiences 
of one family across three centuries, it becomes possible to observe how structural 
forces played out in often unpredictable ways. The account of the Moon family 
invites a more nuanced understanding of how status was made, contested and 
eventually unravelled.117 The Moon baronetcy helps to explain why, in recent 
years, the rules governing hereditary succession have come under renewed scru
tiny as the historical record reveals how inflexible frameworks of inheritance 
render them increasingly incompatible with modern social, familial and demo
graphic realities. Created to incorporate industrial wealth into the symbolic order 
of the nation, the Moon baronetcy initially linked economic success, architectural 
display and social recognition. Its subsequent decline, however, exposes the struc
tural fragility of such honours when dependent upon rigid rules of patrilineal 
succession, stability and reproduction. As the Moon family became increasingly 
dispersed, the social and administrative conditions necessary for the maintenance 
of hereditary status weakened. The current dormancy of the Moon baronetcy thus 
reflects a misalignment between the institutional framework of hereditary honour 
and the social realities of modern Britain.
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