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The Devon Historian, vol. 90, 2020

Ships and Shipping in Tudor 
North Devon

JOHN BRADBEER

North Devon prides itself on its distinctive maritime history, especially the links 
to Ireland and across the North Atlantic. That history is seen as getting under 
way in the sixteenth century. Alison Grant sheds some light on commerce and 
shipping in the Tudor period, although her account gives emphasis to the more 
spectacular overseas voyages and to privateering, which undoubtedly assisted 
capital accumulation locally.1 John Leland visited both Barnstaple and Bideford 
during his journey of 1542 and notes the ports at both places, but says little 
other than commenting on the barge traffic on the River Yeo in Barnstaple and 
the presence of ships’ chandlers at East-the-Water, Bideford.2 This paper uses a 
recently organised database of early modern ships and voyages to shine some 
light on this formative period of North Devon’s maritime history. Many of 
the ships and their masters can be named, and glimpses seen of the voyages 
they undertook, and the ports with which they traded, although the North 
Atlantic contacts do not appear in the surviving records.

The original database and its sources

From 2014 to 2017 an Arts and Humanities Research Council grant supported 
work at the University of Southampton to transcribe surviving records and 

  1  Alison Grant, ‘Breaking the Mould: North Devon maritime enterprise 1560–1640’, 119-
40, in T. Gray, M. Rowe and A. Erskine (eds.), Tudor and Stuart Devon: the Common Estate 
and Government (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1992).
  2  John Chandler (ed.), John Leland’s Itinerary: Travels in Tudor England (Stroud: Alan 
Sutton, 1993), 106-07. 

© 2020 The Devon History Society
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produce a searchable database of ships, shipmasters, and voyages from 1400 
to 1580.3 The original documents were of four kinds:

•	 �port Customs Accounts, which generally give the fuller information on 
ships, masters, and voyages; 

•	 �Port Books, introduced in 1565, which cover the same ground as 
Customs Accounts but were part of Crown efforts to increase the yield 
and reduce the evasion of customs duties; 

•	 �Navy Payrolls representing payments by the Crown for merchant ships 
requisitioned for the navy or for troop transport; 

•	 �National Ship Surveys intended to give the government information 
about the English merchant fleet.

The Customs Accounts and Port Books detail export duties levied on goods 
leaving ports, and note the exemptions for ships sailing coastwise, however, 
many do not survive and those that do vary greatly in the quality and quantity 
of the information they contain. The series for Bristol is particularly good and 
this poses problems in any close analysis of North Devon shipping.4

The data in this study

The database was searched using the home ports for North Devon ships, 
giving all surviving records, including voyages by North Devon ships to and 
from ports outside the area. To get some idea of the total trade of North 
Devon’s ports, a second search was made using the names of the ports yielding 
information on voyages to and from North Devon made by ships based 
elsewhere. The first produced 721 for the continuous run of years 1566–1577 
with details of ships, their tonnages, masters and the ports outbound and 
inbound. The second produced 207 for the same period. So this study employs 
a part of the larger database including all voyages by North Devon ships and 
voyages to and from the area by ships from elsewhere. The Southampton 
database retains the original variation in spelling of ships’ names and their 
masters and an attempt has been made in this study to standardise the names 
in modern English. Other problems of interpretation are noted below.

  3  The project web-site is www.medievalandtudorships.org. Accessed over the period June 
2018 to May 2019.
  4  E. T. Jones, The Bristol Shipping Industry in the Sixteenth Century (University of 
Edinburgh Ph.D. thesis, 1998), 10. Jones comments that Bristol’s records are among the best 
and most complete of any English port in this period.
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Home port

The records give a home port for each ship on each voyage. However, what 
is almost certainly the same ship is frequently given different home ports, 
even in the same year. The home port, in the absence of compulsory ship 
registration, could mean four different things:

•	 the port where the ship was usually based
•	 the home port of the master
•	 the home port of the owners of the ship
•	 �the home of the merchants who commissioned the voyage and owned its 

cargoes.

In the data for Tudor North Devon, it appears that most if not all the various 
definitions may have applied.

Figure 1 shows all the places in North Devon given as the home port. In the 
cases of Chivenor and Heanton just a single mention occurs. Most of the other 
places featured in the maritime history of North Devon down to the middle 
of the twentieth century. However, two locations need some explanation. 
Torrington lies some 6.6km upstream of the present tidal limit on the Torridge, 
and the medieval Rothern Bridge would have prevented even small vessels 
from reaching the town. In the Tudor period, Torrington was a thriving centre 
of the woollen industry and had several wealthy merchant families who must 

Figure 1. Ports in North Devon. 
Key: Ab Abbotsham; Ap Appledore; 
As Ashford; Ba Barnstaple; 
Bi Bideford; Br Braunton; 
C Chivenor; HP Heanton Punchardon; 
Il Ilfracombe; In Instow; N Northam; 
T Torrington.
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have either owned or chartered ships based further downstream on the tidal 
Torridge. Abbotsham, a coastal parish, lying immediately south of Northam 
and west of Bideford, has no harbour or anchorage, although in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries small vessels did come up to the pebble beach in high 
summer to deliver cargoes of coal and limestone for the lime-kiln. It seems 
possible that Abbotsham may have become confused with Appledore, although 
it is equally feasible that shipmasters may have lived in the parish. 

How many ships?

This is difficult to establish with any certainty. The records often give 
different home ports and tonnages for a ship of the same name in the same 
year. Masters may, of course, command different ships during the same year, 
but when the same master is given for a ship of broadly similar tonnage and 
with the same name, even if the home port differs, then there is the likelihood 
that the ship is one and the same. Using this rule of thumb suggests that the 
61 names in the records actually represent 126 ships. This is more likely to 
be an underestimate, for there is no real way to tell if a ship with a particular 
name of a given tonnage and listed both in 1566 and 1577 is actually the 
same ship, or a replacement built during the interim. Given the uncertainty 
over home ports, it seems too speculative to give a table of ships, tonnages 
and home port. The problem with ships’ names was general, and Susan Flavin 
notes how three ships from Youghal in Ireland called Patrick arrived on 9 
March 1517 in Bristol, but could be distinguished from each other by having 
different masters and subsequently sailing from Bristol on different days.5

Sizes of ships

Ian Friel gives summary data drawn from the 1582 survey of shipping 
in England. This only covers ships of greater than 10 tons but is a useful 
comparison for the data on North Devon ships.6 Table 1 presents data for 
both North Devon in the period 1566–1577 and for England as a whole in 
the 1582 survey. This shows that almost two fifths of North Devon’s ships 

  5  Susan M. Flavin, The Development of Anglo-Irish Trade in the Sixteenth Century 
(University of Bristol M.A. Thesis, 2004), 24.
  6  Ian Friel, Elizabethan merchant ships and shipbuilding. Lecture given at Gresham College 
London, 29 September 2009 (available on-line at www.gresham.ac.uk/lecture/transcript/
print/elizabethan-merchant-ships-and-ship-building/p.6, accessed 24.01.2020). Friel (p.3) 
suggests that the tonnages are ‘tons burden’ and that perhaps a third should be added to these 
figures to give the deadweight tonnage. 
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would have been too small for inclusion in the 1582 survey. The medium 
sized ships of between 10 and 79.9 tons in North Devon represented a similar 
sort of proportion to the survey, but it is significant that North Devon had 
just one ship of 100 tons and more, at which size a government bounty would 
have been payable upon construction. It is instructive to compare these data 
with the tonnages of a well-known sixteenth century ship, the Matthew, in 
which the Cabots sailed to Newfoundland in 1497, which was approximately 
50 tons and had a draught of around 7 feet 6 inches (c. 2.3 metres). Thus the 
majority of North Devon ships were yet smaller again than this. 

However, an important issue was the draught of a ship. On neap tides at 
the present time, high water in Barnstaple is only around one metre, although 
it has to be presumed that one to two metres of silt would have accumulated 
since the mid sixteenth century and so the smaller ships probably would have 
been able to reach the town at high tide for most of the year.7 Ships of 50 
tons and more would probably have been confined to navigation only on 
spring tides. Bideford almost always has at least 2.5 metres of water at high 

  7  In 1967 I interviewed Captain Bill Stribling, then in his late 70s and semi-retired as the port 
pilot for Barnstaple. He told me that in his lifetime sediment had accumulated so that the 
channels on the Taw were both narrower and shallower. He added that his grandfather had 
told him much the same story at the beginning of the twentieth century. Research suggests 
that sediment accumulation rates in estuaries seems to have been around 1-2 mm per annum 
in pre-modern times and between 5 and 8 mm per annum in modern times. For the Windscale 
area of Cumbria, typical contemporary sedimentation rates of 5-8 mm per annum were found 
(S. R. Aston and D. A. Stanners, ‘The determination of estuarine sedimentation rates by 
134Cs, 137Cs and other artificial radionuclide profiles’, 529-541, Estuarine Marine Science, 
9(5), 1979). Thus an accumulation of one to two metres of sediment at both Barnstaple and 
Bideford since Tudor times seems not unreasonable, although whether the main navigable 
channels were equally affected as the sand and mud flats is more conjectural.

Table 1: Distribution of ships by tonnage.

Tonnage range
North Devon based ships England: 1582 Survey

No. of ships % %

<10 50 39.7 No data

10-19.9 37 29.4

82.8
20-49.9 33 26.1

50-79.9 1 0.8

80-99.9 4 3.2 5.0

>100 1 0.8 12.2

TOTAL 126
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tide (perhaps 3.5 or 4 metres in the sixteenth century) and thus would be 
accessible by ships of 50 tons at almost every high tide. 

Ships

As noted, there were probably around 126 ships operating in North Devon 
between 1566 and 1577. Particulars of seven of these, having four names, are 
shown in Table 2. These cover the range of sizes of the North Devon fleet. It 

Table 2: Selected ships and their voyages.

Home port Master From To Year
Henry, 30-40 tons
Torrington Thomas Upcott Barnstaple Bristol 1572
Torrington Thomas Upcott Barnstaple Bristol 1572
James (1), 4-6 tons
Northam Richard Limbury Barnstaple Bristol 1569
Northam Richard Limbury Barnstaple Bristol 1569
Northam John White Bristol Barnstaple 1569
Northam John White Barnstaple Bristol 1569
Bideford William Willett Bristol Barnstaple 1574
Bideford Thomas Green Barnstaple Bristol 1575
Bideford Thomas Green Bristol Barnstaple 1575
Northam Richard Willett Bristol Barnstaple 1576
Northam Richard Willett Barnstaple Bristol 1576
Bideford Richard Williams Barnstaple Bristol 1575
Northam Thomas Green Barnstaple Bristol 1575
James (2), 12-16 tons
Northam James Cade Ilfracombe Cardiff 1574
Northam James Cade Barnstaple Carmarthen 1574
Northam James Cade Barnstaple Bristol 1575
Northam Thomas Perryman Barnstaple Bristol 1575
James (3), 20 tons
Barnstaple David Eade Lisbon Ilfracombe 1575
Barnstaple David Eade Lisbon Ilfracombe 1576
Katherine (1), 31-50 tons
Barnstaple Neil Beckett Plymouth Barnstaple 1569
Barnstaple David Beaple Bristol St Jean de Luz 1571
Barnstaple David Beaple Bristol St Jean de Luz 1571
Barnstaple Richard Westlake Bristol Bordeaux 1576
Barnstaple Richard Westlake Bordeaux Bristol 1576
Barnstaple John Willis Bordeaux Bristol 1576
Katherine (2), 5-6 tons
Northam Thomas Westlake Barnstaple Bristol 1570
Northam Thomas Westlake Barnstaple Bristol 1570
Pelican, 40-50 tons
Barnstaple David Jones Barnstaple Canary Isles 1575
Barnstaple David Jones Ilfracombe Bilbao 1576
Barnstaple David Jones Bilbao Ilfracombe 1576
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is significant that the voyages to European ports were all made by the larger 
ships, Henry, James (3), Katherine (1) and Pelican, and that all the voyages 
of the two smaller ships, James (2) and Katherine (2) were within the Bristol 
Channel. The second ship with the name James, of 12-16 tons, was active in 
the cross-Bristol Channel trade. The table also shows how various home ports 
were given for the smallest of the ships called James, although the other six 
ships were always given the same home port. 

Masters

A total of 163 family names occur for masters, with the proviso noted 
above about spelling. For 24 family names, there are two first names, for 
nine family names there are three and for two family names there are four. 
It is always possible that men used more than one of their first names and 
equally possible that sons named after fathers and cousins bore the same 
name. So the number of different masters could reach a tentative, perhaps 
conservative, total of 211 men. The names include many still quite common 
in North Devon, such as Chapple, Darracott, Gould, Harding, Slee and Yeo. 
Table 3 shows in summary the careers of eight masters and demonstrates how 
some started with smaller ships and moved to command larger vessels as their 
career progressed, and how others had a more restricted sphere of operations 
with smaller ships within the Bristol Channel.

The career of Mark Darracott is of interest. He was most probably a 
forebear of the family prominent in Bideford’s Newfoundland trade a century 
later. Mark appeared between 1566 and 1571 as the master of the Northam 
ship Saviour, variously given as 40 or 60 tons. None of these voyages involved 
a North Devon port, for the two made in 1566 were from Cadiz to Bristol and 
the two in 1571 from French ports, Bordeaux and La Rochelle, also to Bristol. 
It seems that both ship and master were commissioned by Bristol merchants 
to import cargoes of wine. In 1574 he is master of the slightly smaller Salmon 
of Northam and once more made an inbound voyage to Bristol, this time 
from ‘St Nazaire’. In this case the port name seems to have been used more 
generally for the area around the Baie de Bourgneuf (ports such as La Baule 
and Paimboeuf), and it is probable that the cargo was sea salt.

Thomas Cornish appears as master of five different ships in four successive 
years: in 1573 he commanded the 8-ton Ilfracombe ship John on a voyage from 
Milford Haven to Barnstaple; in the following year he was master of another 
8-ton Ilfracombe vessel, the Gabriel, sailing from Bristol to Barnstaple, as 
well as the 12-ton Gratia Dei, which sailed from its home-port of Barnstaple 
to Bristol; in 1575 he was given as the master of the 10-ton Ilfracombe ship 
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Mary George on its voyage from Bristol to Ilfracombe;8 Thomas appeared 
in 1576 as master of the 9-ton Bideford ship Hope, sailing from Bristol to 
Bideford. Few masters seem to have commanded as many different ships from 
ostensibly different ports as he did. 

Edward Dyer appeared as the master of three ships, the Trinity of 
Northam (5-7 tons), the Ann Gallant of Bideford (30 tons) and the Gratia 

  8  In 1572 a Richard Cornish (possibly Thomas was meant) was master of this ship, also 
making a voyage from Bristol to Ilfracombe.

Table 3: Some masters and their ships and voyages.

Master with

Period Active

Ships 

(tonnage)

Destination ports 

outbound

Origin ports 

inbound

North Devon

ports used

James Barrow

1574–1577

Matthew (6-10) Bristol, Gloucester Bristol, Carmarthen Barnstaple

Daniel Beer

1574–1577

Ann (12-16) Aberdovey

Bristol Gatcombe 

Dover

Milford Haven 

Padstow

Tewkesbury

Barnstaple

Thomas Cornish

1573–1576

Gabriel (8)

Gratia Dei (12)

Hope (9)

John (8)

Mary George (10)

Bristol Bristol, Milford 

Haven

Bideford 

Barnstaple 

Ilfracombe

Mark Darracott

1566–1574

Salmon (30), 

Saviour (40-60)

None Bordeaux Cadiz

La Rochelle

St Nazaire

None

(all to Bristol)

Edward Dyer

1566–1575

Ann Gallant (30)

Gratia Dei (12) 

Trinity 1 (5-7) 

Trinity 2 (24) 

Bristol

London 

Southampton

Bristol

Exeter

London

Majorca 

Southampton 

Topsham

Barnstaple

Richard Harding

1566–1574

Trinity

(8-14)

Bristol, Milford 

Haven

Cork Dungarven 

Gloucester 

Tewkesbury

Barnstaple

Robert Limbury

1569–1576

James (6)

Jesus (17-26)

La Rochelle, 

Padstow

San Miguel

Ayamonte Bristol

San Miguel

St Jean de Luz

Barnstaple 

(but mainly 

Bristol)

Richard Pickard

1566–1576

Jesus (50-100) Bristol

La Rochelle Rye

Seville 

Southampton

Azores Bordeaux 

Lisbon

Puerto de Santa 

Maria Seville

Barnstaple
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Dei of Barnstaple (12 tons). The voyages in the Trinity were in 1566 and 
included outward and homeward passages between Barnstaple and Bristol. 
In 1574 with the larger Ann Gallant he seems to have been operating from 
the Exe estuary with one voyage from Exeter to Bristol and another back to 
Barnstaple from Topsham. In 1575 with the Gratia Dei he appeared to have 
been engaged in coastwise trade, with a voyage from Barnstaple to London 
and back, and then from Barnstaple to Southampton and back.

Richard Harding occurs as master of the Trinity of Ilfracombe (8-14 tons) 
from 1566 to 1577 and, with the exception of single voyages in 1569 and 
1575, both of which were returning passages to Barnstaple, all the others 
either commenced or ended in Ilfracombe. He made voyages to and from 
Gloucester and another from Tewkesbury in 1577. In 1575 he brought the 
Trinity home to Ilfracombe from Dungarvan, in County Waterford.

Robert Limbury, of Northam and Bideford, appeared in 1569 as the 
master of the Northam-based James (6 tons) on a voyage from Bristol to 
Barnstaple, and two years later, with the larger Jesus (17-25 tons) of Bideford, 
he made voyages to Bristol from Ayamonte (on the southernmost point of 
the Spanish-Portuguese border), from San Sebastian and from St Jean-de-Luz 
(both near to the Spanish-French border on the Bay of Biscay), and again in 
1576 he commanded the Jesus, this time on voyages from San Sebastian and 
Terceira (in the Azores) to Bristol. In 1572 Limbury is reported as the master 
of the Angel (20 tons) also of Bideford, on a voyage from Bridgwater to La 
Rochelle (on the western French coast). His career suggests a man learning his 
trade coastwise with smaller ships before being entrusted with larger vessels 
sailing overseas.

Richard Pickard appeared to be the master of the Jesus, one of the larger 
North Devon ships, variously given tonnages from 60 to 100. In 1571 the 
Jesus was designated as both a Barnstaple and a Northam ship, but otherwise 
is only ever given Northam as her home port. Between 1566 and 1576, 
Pickard made voyages to Bristol from Bordeaux (three times), Seville (twice) 
and one from Puerto de Santa Maria (opposite Cadiz). In 1576 he sailed the 
Jesus from the Azores to Southampton. In 1571 he is recorded as bringing the 
ship home from Bristol to Barnstaple and, in 1575, making the passage from 
Padstow to Rye.

Ports and voyages of ships to and from North Devon

One issue when using the Customs Accounts is that a customs port 
encompassed an often quite extensive stretch of coastline containing a 
number of distinct ports, which may or may not be noted in the Accounts. 
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Barnstaple was at this time a sub-port within the jurisdiction of the customs 
port of Exeter, and itself included Ifracombe and the ports on the Taw and 
Torridge estuaries. Similar problems are encountered for some of North 
Devon’s principal trading partners. In particular, the customs port of Milford 
Haven referred not to the modern town, which was not founded until 1793, 
but to the stretch of water of that name which includes the estuaries of the 
Western and Eastern Cleddau. Places such as Pembroke and Haverfordwest 
were included within the port as well as the many small quays along the 
Western Cleddau. The port’s jurisdiction extended from Worms Head in the 
Bristol Channel to Aberdovey on the Irish Sea, but Carmarthen, Pembroke 
and Tenby are frequently mentioned in the Customs Accounts.9 

The records show a total of 812 voyages either to or from North Devon 
ports. The inbound total is 48610 arriving from 34 ports, and the destination 
of outbound voyages lay in a total of 32 ports. Only 17 ports featured as both 
origin and destination of voyages to and from North Devon. These ports are 
shown in Table 4. It is noteworthy that two Spanish ports, Bilbao and Cadiz, 
feature in the list but there are no Irish ports. The majority of the other ports 
as both origin and destination lie within the Bristol Channel.

Figures 2 and 3 show the main ports trading with North Devon, and Table 
5 shows the routes of ships trading to and from North Devon. The Bristol 
Channel, sensu lato, including the North Cornish coast to Padstow, beyond 

  9  Duncan Taylor, The Maritime Trade of the Smaller Bristol Channel Ports in the Sixteenth 
Century (University of Bristol PhD thesis, 2009).
10  probably reflecting the better records available for Bristol than for the other ports trading 
with North Devon.

Table 4: Ports both origin and destination of voyages in North Devon.

Origin Destination

Bilbao, Spain Haverfordwest, Wales

Bridgwater London

Bristol Milford Haven, Wales 

Cadiz, Spain Minehead

Carmarthen, Wales Padstow

Chester Swansea, Wales

Exeter Tenby, Wales

Gatcombe (Upper Severn) Tewkesbury

Gloucester

18828 - Devon Historian 90 - 2020.indb   1018828 - Devon Historian 90 - 2020.indb   10 10/12/2020   11:23:4610/12/2020   11:23:46
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the traditional St Ann’s Head to Hartland Point line, accounts for 80.6% of 
all voyages – of the remainder, nearly half are up the Severn estuary beyond 
Bristol and as far as Worcester,11 and voyages to other English and Welsh 
ports account for another 5%. Journeys to and from Portugal and Spain are 
three times as numerous as those to and from Ireland. As the Bristol records 
are so much better than those for other ports, not surprisingly passages to and 
from the city predominate among the voyages made in the Bristol Channel. 
North Devon probably obtained much of its requirements for dyestuffs for the 
woollen industry in smaller consignments from Bristol.12 As Figure 2 shows, 
North Devon enjoyed trading links along the southern coast of the Bristol 
Channel, from Padstow in the west to Bridgwater in the east and with no 
obvious preference for voyages to and from the west over those to and from 
the east, when Bristol is excluded. Although North Devon traded with Cardiff, 
Neath, and Swansea across the Channel, far more interaction took place with 
the ports of Pembrokeshire and Carmarthen. Traffic from Pembrokeshire 
may have included goods originally from Ireland, as Taylor notes, but some 
must have been coal from the local coalfield, which outcrops at various points 
along the Western Cleddau, upstream from Pembroke itself.13

Given the importance of North Devon’s contacts with Ireland starting 
at least from the fourteenth century and extending into the early twentieth 
century, it is surprising how few Irish ports were involved in the period 1566–

11  which in Tudor times was the tidal limit.
12  Taylor, The Maritime Trade, 17.
13  Ibid., 166-224; George Edwards, ‘The coal industry in Pembrokeshire’, 33-64, Field 
Studies 1, (1963), especially pp. 39-43.

Table 5: Distribution of all voyages to and from North Devon.

Route % of total

Within the Bristol Channel 80.6

To/from Upper Severn 9.6

To/from Spain 2.8

To/from Ireland 1.1

To/from Eastern side of Irish Sea 1.1

To/from Portugal 0.5

To/from France 0.4

All other (within England) 3.9
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1577.14 This partly reflects the ambivalent status of Anglo-Irish merchants 
who, unlike the Gaelic-Irish, were not regarded as aliens, yet came from what 
was regarded as a foreign country, and so entries were not consistently made 
in the Customs Accounts. It may also reflect the deterioration of the political 
situation in Ireland as Tudor policies led to growing unrest in Munster, where 
North Devon’s trading partners were Cork, Waterford and Youghal.

North Devon’s trade with Iberia was well established by the fifteenth 
century and seems to have rested on exports of woollen cloth and imports of 
wine and iron, particularly from the north coast of Spain.15 This continued 
into the sixteenth century despite worsening political relations between 
England and Spain in the second half of the century, thus Bilbao, Santander 
and Cadiz appear as trading partners of North Devon. Taylor notes that the 

14  Wendy R. Childs, ‘Irish merchants and seamen in late medieval England’, Irish Historical 
Studies 32 (2000), 26.
15  Taylor, The Maritime Trade, 24.

Figure 2. Ports in Britain and Ireland. Key: Ah Aberystwyth; Ay Aberdovey; 
Bo Boscastle; Br Bridgwater; Bl Bristol; Bu Bude; By Barry; Cf Cardiff; Ch Chester; 
Ck Cork; Cm Carmarthen; Cn Caernarvon; Da Dartmouth; Dn Dublin; Dr Dover; 
Ex Exeter; Gr Gloucester; HW Haverfordwest; Le Lyme Regis; Ln London; 
Md Minehead; MH Milford Haven; Nh Neath; Np Newport; Pe Pembroke; 
Pl Plymouth; Pw Padstow; Re Rye; SI St Ives; Sn Southampton; Sw Swansea; 
Tm Topsham; To Truro; Tw Tewkesbury; Ty Tenby; US Upper Severn; W Worcester; 
Y Youghal.
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instances of customs evasion by under-declaration of cargoes and outright 
smuggling seems to have been more prevalent in North Devon than in 
Bristol, and some cargoes may have been shipped to North Devon, although 
ultimately bound for Bristol.16 North Devon traded with western France and in 
particular St Nazaire. The inbound cargoes were almost certainly sea salt, to 
be used by North Devon’s fishing fleets working off Ireland and increasingly 
at Newfoundland. As Taylor notes, very little of this salt was traded on from 
North Devon.17

Voyages to and from North Devon by ships from other ports

A total of 201 voyages in this period were made to and from North Devon 
by ships with home ports elsewhere – almost one in four of all voyages 
made to and from the area. Nearly a quarter of the non-local ships’ voyages 
were outbound,18 and the same amount of their inbound voyages originated 

16  Ibid., 44.
17  Ibid., 27-30.
18  the imbalance reflecting the preponderance of Bristol records in the data set.

Figure 3. Ports in Western Europe. Key: Ae Ayamonte; Be Bayonne; 
Bo Bilbao; Bx Bordeaux; C Cadiz (and Puerto de Santa Maria); 
D Douarnenez; L Lisbon; LR La Rochelle; M Majorca; S Santander; 
SJL St Jean-de-Luz; SM San Miguel; SN St Nazaire. 
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in Bristol. There were two voyages by non-local ships from Spain: the 
Angel of London inbound to Ilfracombe from Sanlucar de Barrameda and 
the Elizabeth of Fowey inbound to Barnstaple from Cadiz. Almost a fifth 
of all voyages by ships from outside North Devon were to or from Wales. 
Just five voyages by outside ships were to Ireland, adding Dublin to North 
Devon’s Irish trading partners. Almost a quarter of all voyages by ships with 
home ports beyond North Devon were to or from the Upper Severn, with 
Gloucester, Tewkesbury, and Gatcombe19 accounting for most. Thus quite a 
large part of the trade to and from the Upper Severn ports was in the hands 
of ships local to that area. Most non-local ships sailing to and from North 
Devon were confined to the Bristol Channel and Upper Severn, rather than 
having the slightly wider trading horizons of North Devon’s own ships. 
Perhaps 25 different ships from the Upper Severn ports traded to and from 
North Devon. Ships from Gloucester and Tewkesbury almost always traded 
to and from these ports, but ships from the ports on the Upper Severn, from 
the modern Severn Bridge to Gloucester, carried cargoes from the Forest of 
Dean and to and from Bristol and Gloucester. The majority of these Upper 
Severn ships were of less than 20 tons, perhaps early versions of the famous 
Severn trows. Three ports on the Wye were involved with North Devon, but 
only single voyages are recorded from each.

Voyages of North Devon ships to and from ports outside their home 
area

These comprised 13.9% of all the voyages made by North Devon ships. They 
cover all of the routes taken by North Devon ships trading from home ports 
but show a distinct trend of voyages to and from European ports. While the 

19  about four kilometres north-east of Lydney.

Table 6. Distribution of voyages made by North Devon ships to and 
from ports elsewhere.

Route % of voyages

Within Bristol Channel and River Severn 32.0

To/from Portugal and Spain 26.8

To/from France 23.7

To/from Ireland 9.3

To/from Wales (Irish Sea coast) 4.1

Others 4.1
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Bristol records are far more complete than those for other ports, it is still hard 
to dismiss the speculation that North Devon supplied shipping to meet the 
needs of some Bristol merchants, as almost two-thirds of voyages originated 
or terminated in Bristol. Table 6 shows the distribution of voyages and 
compared with Table 3, the greater emphasis on European routes is apparent, 
and Table 7 lists those European ports visited by North Devon ships sailing to 
or from ports outside their own area. 

Given this emphasis on deeper water voyages, it is hardly surprising that 
Table 8 shows that the tonnage of North Devon ships trading elsewhere was 
generally higher than the tonnage of the whole North Devon fleet. Thus only 
5.8% of the North Devon vessels overall was of 50 tons or greater, but 16.2% 
of voyages made by North Devon ships to and from other ports was of this 
size.

Table 7. European ports visited by North Devon ships 
on voyages to and from non-local ports.

Country Ports

Ireland Cork

Waterford

Youghal

not specified

France Bayonne

Bordeaux

Brittany

Douarnenez

La Rochelle

St Jean de Luz

St Nazaire

Portugal Azores

Lisbon

Spain Ayamonte

Cadiz

Majorca

San Miguel

San Sebastian
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Conclusion

North Devon had a thriving maritime trade in the later sixteenth century, 
with its ships active within the Bristol Channel, further up the River Severn 
and less often to the Irish south coast and to France, Portugal and Spain. It 
also appears that quite a lot of North Devon’s maritime trade involved Bristol, 
either as a destination or origin of voyages but also on behalf of the city’s 
merchants. It is notable that many of the voyages by North Devon’s ships not 
originating or terminating locally were on the Bristol and European routes 
and that North Devon’s ships in the deep water carrying trade were among 
the larger in the fleet. It would seem that most, if not all, North Devon’s ships 
sailed under local masters and that a few specialised in deep water voyages, 
and others apparently gained experience within the Bristol Channel before 
commanding ships outside coastal waters. 
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Table 8. Tonnages of North Devon ships trading to and from ports elsewhere 
compared to tonnages of the North Devon shipping fleet.

Size range (tons) % of voyages % of all North Devon ships

<10 16.4 39.7

10-19.9 32.7 29.4

20-49.9 34.7 26.1

50-79.9 9.2 0.8

80-99.9 5.0 3.2

>100 2.0 0.8
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The Family Background and Youth 
of Devonshire Restoration Playwright, 

Lyricist and Wit Thomas D’Urfey 
(1653–1723)

ED DUTTON

Introduction

If you’ve ever sung the nursery rhymes ‘Over the Hills and Far Away,’ 
‘Lavenders Green, Lavenders Blue’ or ‘Old MacDonald Had a Farm,’ then you 
have met the Devon-born Restoration wit, playwright, and lyricist Thomas 
D’Urfey (1653–1723). Considering the fame and influence of these three 
children’s rhymes alone, one might think that D’Urfey – who was a favourite 
of Charles II – might be at least as well known as John Gay (1685–1732), 
author of The Beggar’s Opera, an operetta which actually included a number 
of D’Urfey’s songs.1 

Indeed, Exeter-born D’Urfey was a major celebrity in England in his 
lifetime, with The Concise Oxford Companion to English Literature noting 
that he ‘wrote a large number of songs, tales, satires, melodramas, farces, 
and many adaptions,’ that he was a ‘friend of Charles II and James II, he 
was still writing in the reign of Queen Anne’ and also that he ‘was one of the 
most familiar figures of the day, given to singing his own songs in public’.2 
D’Urfey was notorious for his bawdy, comic songs, filled with innuendo, 

  1  John Gay, The Beggar’s Opera and Polly (Oxford; Oxford Univresity Press, 2013), 181.
  2  Margaret Drabble, Jenny Stringer and Daniel Hahn, (eds.), The Concise Oxford 
Companion to English Literature (Cambridge: ProQuest, 2011).

© 2020 The Devon History Society
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exemplified in his Pills to Purge Melancholy, a collection of a thousand songs 
and poems, many penned by him, with the related scores, published between 
1698 and 1720.3 Marking something of a revival of his work, in 1990 the 
English historical music band The City Waites released an album comprised 
of a selection entitled Thomas D’Urfey’s Pills to Purge Melancholy: Lewd 
Songs and Low Ballads from the Eighteenth Century.4

D’Urfey’s Life and Career

D’Urfey came to the public’s attention with his first known play in 1676. 
This was not popular, but a few months later his second play, Madam Fickle, 
was wildly successful and was watched by Charles II, to whom he was then 
introduced. Thereafter, the King began to act as D’Urfey’s patron.5 D’Urfey 
was a fascinating character: he stuttered severely, except when he sang, and he 
dressed with great flamboyance. In 1683, he changed his name from Durfey 

  3  Thomas D’Urfey, Pills to Purge Melancholy (London: for J. Tonson, 1720). All six 
volumes are accessible online at https://digital.nls.uk/special-collections-of-printed-music/
archive/91519824. 
  4  The City Waites, Thomas D’Urfey’s Pills to Purge Melancholy: Lewd Songs and Low 
Ballads from the Eighteenth Century, on Saydisc, CD-SDL 382 (1990).
  5  William Carpenter, (ed.), Thomas D’Urfey’s The Virtuous Wife: A Critical Edition (New 
York: Garland, 1987). 

Figure 1. Thomas D’Urfey 
(taken from Wit and Mirth: Or, 
Pills to Purge Melancholy, 1719).
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to D’Urfey, claiming to be related to the French aristocratic writer Honoré 
D’Urfe (1567–1625).6 He apparently used this supposed connection to claim 
that he was an armigerous ‘gentleman’, something that made him a member 
of the gentry. Being a gentleman in the eyes of the College of Arms, and thus 
armigerous, provided a man with great social respectability but also with, 
sometimes expensive, social obligations.7 As such, D’Urfey later dropped 
the apostrophe – insisting he was not gentry – to avoid paying a poll tax 
imposed on all members of the gentry to fund a war against France.8 In 1689, 
a fellow writer criticized D’Urfey’s taste, so D’Urfey challenged him to a duel 
which took place at Epsom in Surrey. It ended up being bloodless but was 
immortalized in a ballad.9 D’Urfey’s dress-sense, stutter and the prominence 
of his play Love for Money, led to the 1691 pamphlet Wit for Money, Or 
Poet Stutterer, which hilariously lampooned him.10 He would write savage 
anti-Whig satires but also alter his politics depending who was able to fund 
him. Lacking patrons for a while, in 1689, it has been argued that he taught 
singing at a girls’ boarding school in London.11 

His career has been described as ‘a curate’s egg, peppered with both 
resounding successes and disappointing failures’.12 It was these failures 
which blackened his reputation and, by the end of his life, his reputation was 
poor, leading to him being forgotten. As Restoration literature scholar John 
McVeagh has put it: 

  6  Toru Mitsui, ‘Thomas D’Urfey’, 103-110, in Katherine Williams and Justin Williams, (eds.), 
The Cambridge Companion to the Singer-Songwriter (Cambridge; Cambridge University, 
2016); Joseph Woodfall Ebsworth, (ed.), The Bagford Ballads (Hertford: The Ballad Society, 
1878), 87.
  7  See: M. L. Bush, The English Aristocracy: A Comparative Synthesis (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1984), 27-28; H. French, and R. Hoyle, The Character of 
English Rural Society: Earls Colne, 1550–1750 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2007); Penelope Corfield, ‘The Rivals: Landed and Other Gentlemen’, 1-33, in N. B. Harte 
and R. Quinault, (eds). Land and Society in Britain, 1700–1914: Essays in Honour of F. M. 
L. Thompson (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996).
  8  Manuel Gomez-Lara, Maria Jose Mora, Paula de Pando, ‘Introduction’, 15-20, in Gomez-
Lara, Mora, Pando (eds.), Thomas D’Urfey: Marriage-Hater Matched (Barcelona: Universitat 
de Barcelona, 2014), 16. 
  9  Ebsworth, The Bagford Ballads, 88. 
10  Amanda Eubanks Winkler, Music, Dance, and Drama in Early Modern English Schools 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 33.
11  Elizabeth Holland, ‘Henry Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas: A Strategy for Historically-Informed 
Role-Allocation in the Twenty-First Century’, British Postgraduate Musicology, 5 (2002), 
available online at http://britishpostgraduatemusicology.org/bpm5-strategy.html; Winkler, 
Music, Dance, and Drama, 33.
12  Gomez-Lara, Mora, Pando, Marriage-Hater Matched, 16.
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Thomas Durfey has long been neglected by scholars. In his own day he had a 
lowly reputation in the world of polite letters – before his death his plays had 
more or less ceased to be produced; his ‘serious’ poems had died long before 
that, and even his songs were soon thought of as common property or ‘folk’ 
songs.13 

The most detailed biography of D’Urfey, the only book-length treatment of 
him and his work, was published in 2000, written by McVeagh: Thomas 
D’Urfey and Restoration Drama: The Work of a Forgotten Writer.14

The Mystery of D’Urfey’s Background

One of the most intriguing aspects of McVeagh’s biography of D’Urfey is what 
it doesn’t tell us. D’Urfey is first recorded in 1676, apparently aged 23, due 
to the production of his first known play. Prior to that, he does not appear 
in the surviving records at all. He was supposedly born in 1653 in or close 
to Exeter. However, this was during the Commonwealth,15 when baptism, 
marriage and burial records often were not kept or were most unlikely to 
have survived if they were kept, so there is no record of this. For the same 
reason, there is no record of his parents’ marriage nor of the baptisms of any 
brothers or sisters he may have had. Accordingly, all we know about his early 
life and family is what his friends and acquaintances recalled that D’Urfey 
told them. McVeagh summarises, based on a rather mocking 1714 essay on 
D’Urfey by Irish playwright Richard Steele (1672–1729), what D’Urfey, who 
never married, allowed to be known about his background.16 He was born in 
1653 in or near Exeter and was descended from French Huguenot refugees 

13  John McVeagh, Thomas Durfey and Restoration Drama: The Work of a Forgotten Writer 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), cover notes. 
14  John McVeagh, Thomas Durfey. Other biographies, as chapters, articles or introductions 
to his work, include the above-mentioned: Toru Mitsui, ‘Thomas D’Urfey’; Manuel Gomez-
Lara, Maria Jose Mora, Paula de Pando, ‘Introduction,’; Carpenter, A Virtuous Wife; 
Ebsworth, The Bagford Ballads; as well as Edward Dutton, ‘Thomas D’Urfey: Earthy Elitist 
for an Extravagant Era’ in The Quarterly Review (July 2014); Jonathan Pritchard, ‘D’Urfey, 
Thomas (1653?–1723), playwright and writer’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); Jack Vaughn, Two Comedies By Thomas D’Urfey 
(Rutherford: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1976); Robert Forsyth, A Study of the 
Plays of Thomas D’Urfey (Cleveland, OH: Western Reserve University Press, 1916).
15  See David Annal and Audrey Collins, Birth, Marriage and Death Records: A Guide for 
Family Historians (Barnsley: Pen and Sword, 2012). 
16  See also: Harrison’s British Classick, Volume VIII: The Idler. Fitzosborne’s Letters. 
Shenstone’s Essays. Launcelot Temple’s Sketches. The Lover (London: Harrison, 1787), 79-
81. 
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who came to England in about 1628 from La Rochelle, which had been under 
siege from Catholic forces. The family settled in Devon and D’Urfey’s father, 
Severinus Durfey, who had supposedly been born in France and had come 
to England when he was young, married Frances Marmion, who was from a 
Huntingdonshire gentry family. 

McVeagh tells us that ‘beyond these facts information is scarce,’ although 
we might ask whether even this information is factual. McVeagh also tells us 
that: 

Frances Marmion, Durfey’s mother, was said to be connected to the dramatist 
Shackerley Marmion (1603–1639) . . . Though Marmion and Durfey did 
not overlap, Durfey may have read Marmion’s work. There are a couple of 
similarities.

Termed one of the ‘Sons of Ben,’ Shackerley Marmion was a follower of the 
dramatist Ben Jonson (1572–1637), who patronised him and whose comic 
style Marmion continued.17 McVeagh also comments that it was claimed 
by contemporaries that D’Urfey was destined for the Law – though, avers 
McVeagh, he may actually have been a scrivener’s apprentice – before 
he emerged as a playwright. Put simply, his background and early life are 
something of a mystery. All we know is what he himself claimed and this may 
have been inaccurate or exaggerated, particularly considering his penchant for 
self-aggrandisement. It seems that nobody has ever looked into the surviving 
records to test any of these claims about D’Urfey’s background. So this is 
what I propose to do.

Who Was Severinus Durfey? 

Far from having settled in Devon, the Durfey family were from London, 
the city where many Huguenot refugees initially established themselves.18 
Severinus was baptized at St Andrew’s, Holborn, on 24 July 1627. He was 
the son of another Severinus Durfey and his wife Anne, according to the 
parish register. His siblings, all christened in the same parish, were Francis 
(bap. 1634) and Edward (bap. 1637). In addition, Elizabeth, daughter of 
Severinus Durfey, was christened in Barnby Upon Don in South Yorkshire 

17  Joe Lee Davis, The Sons of Ben: Jonsonian Comedy in Caroline England (Detroit: Wayne 
State University Press, 1967), 30-31. 
18  Bernard Cottret, The Huguenots in England: Immigration and Settlement c.1550–1700 
(Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
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in 1629, while the same man had his son William baptized there in 1632. 
Considering the rareness of the name, it seems probable that it is the same 
Severinus Durfey. Certainly, there was an established Huguenot community 
in South Yorkshire by this time,19 so he may have had business connections 
there and children were baptized soon after birth at the time.20 Then, back at 
St Andrew’s, Holborn, in 1641, there is the baptism of Philip son of Severinus 
and Maudlin Durfey. This would imply that Severinus had been widowed, 
though I can find no record of his wife’s burial. 

In this regard, it is possible that Severinus was involved with two church 
organizations: the local Anglican church, in order to maintain sound 
community relations and aid his business, and his own Huguenot church. 
Sunday Anglican church attendance was compulsory at the time and recusants 
were subject to fines.21 Christenings took place after Sunday service,22 so we 
can understand how a Huguenot would show up on the baptism records, 
but not on the marriage and burial records, especially if he were a foreign 
businessman, desirous of good community relations. Many Huguenots 
could justify to themselves having their children christened Anglican due 
to doctrinal similarities, but they would often employ their own ministers 
if they could.23 The Huguenots established their own churches with their 
own Calvinist ministers, though some of these accepted ultimate Anglican 
authority. If one of these (more Non-Conformist) Huguenot ministers had 
conducted Severinus’ wife’s burial, then it would likely not be recorded in 
the parish records.24 In the 1730s, in Wandsworth, in southwest London, 
the Huguenots had their own ‘burial ground’25 and British Huguenot burial 
records have been described as ‘rare at all times’ by leading archivists.26 But, 
these issues aside, this information appears to mean that it was Thomas 

19  Samuel Smiles, The Huguenots: Their Settlements, Churches, and Industries in England 
and Ireland (Baltimore, MD: Genealogical Publishing Company, 1972), 365. 
20  E. A. Wrigley, R. S. Davies, R. S. Schofield and J. E. Oeppen, English Population History 
from Family Reconstitution 1580–1837 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 
310. 
21  Clive Field, Periodizing Secularization: Religious Allegiance and Attendance in Britain, 
1880–1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 30. 
22  Kenneth Stevenson, The Mystery of Baptism in the Anglican Tradition (Harrisburg, PA: 
Morehouse, 1998), 74. 
23  Raymond Mentzer jr. and Bertrand Van Ruymbeke, A Companion to the Huguenots 
(Leiden: Brill, 2016), 383.
24  See Georgia Cosmos, Huguenot Prophecy and Clandestine Worship in the Eighteenth 
Century: ‘The Sacred Theatre of the Cévennes’ (Florence: Routledge, 2018). 
25  W. T. M. ‘French Heraldry’ in Notes and Queries, 5th series, vol. 10 (July 1878), 34.
26  Jane Cox and Timothy Padfield, Tracing Your Ancestors in the Public Record Office 
(London: H. M. S. O., 1984), 72. 
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D’Urfey’s grandfather who came to England as a refugee and that he did not 
do so after the siege of La Rochelle, as this only began in September 1627,27 
but some time before that. Durfey’s father, Severinus junior, was born in 
England and specifically in London rather than in Devon.

Consistent with D’Urfey’s recollection that he was descended from 
Huguenots, his father appears to have been a puritan, the Huguenots having 
been strict Calvinists.28 Severinus was an officer in Cromwell’s New Model 
Army during the English Civil War, attaining at least the rank of captain.29 
During the Interregnum, all that we know is that Severinus was given official 
permission by the government to go to France on 23 March 1653/4.30 Not 
only would this imply that Severinus had relatives in France but also, possibly, 
that he was still a part of the Cromwellian military machine, requiring official 
permission to leave the country. Throughout the Commonwealth Period, up 
to 1653, Cromwell’s standing army maintained garrisons in different parts of 
England. There was definitely a garrison at Exeter in the early 1650s.31 This 
may explain why Thomas D’Urfey was, apparently, born in or near Exeter, 
despite there being scant evidence in the surviving records of anyone with that 
or a similar surname in Devon around that time. All I can find – using the 
genealogy database Family Search (which includes all of the surviving Devon 
records; both transcribed and photographs of the original documents) – is one 
‘Mr Samuel Durvee’ who died in Plymouth in 1707 and was marked as being 
a ‘Dutchman.’ If Severinus had married D’Urfey’s mother around this period 
then, as already discussed, there would be no record of the marriage, and 
indeed there is not. 

On 5 April 1662, we find a marriage, at St Katherine by the Tower in 
London, between Severinus Durfey and ‘Judith Masservy.’ Assuming that this 
is the same Severinus, it would mean that D’Urfey’s mother had died – records 
remain poor until the 1660s, so her burial may not have been recorded or 
the record may not have survived – and Severinus had remarried. However, 
I can find no record of Severinus’ burial at all. It may be that he died soon 
after marrying, with record-keeping still only just recovering at the time. 

27  Martha Pollak, Cities at War in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010), 130.
28  See Ann Dunan-Page, The Religious Culture of the Huguenots, 1660–1750 (London: 
Taylor and Francis, 2017). 
29  Mark Kishlansky, The Rise of the New Model Army (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1979), 305; Stanley Carpenter, The English Civil War (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 31. 
30  Calendar of State Papers Domestic: Interregnum 1653–4 (London: H. M. S. O., 1879), 
471.
31  Henry Reece, The Army in Cromwellian England, 1649–1660 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), 117. 
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It may even be that he was buried by a Nonconformist Huguenot minister. 
However, the church in which Severinus married opens up the possibility of an 
alternative explanation. St Katharine by the Tower was no normal church or 
parish. It was a ‘Royal Peculiar’ that was not under the authority of the local 
bishop but, rather, under the direct authority of the king. Its ‘church’ included 
a hospital and a private prison and the parish itself was a kind of ‘liberty’ 
that was substantially beyond the control of the city authorities. Accordingly, 
it was a magnet for criminals, foreigners, fugitives, oath-breakers, debtors 
escaping their creditors, vagabonds and prostitutes.32 Marriage in such a 
place, at the time, would imply anything from extreme poverty to, in effect, 
being ‘on the run.’ Perhaps, as a functionary of the Cromwellian regime in 
Restoration London, this was Severinus’ predicament. Consistent with this 
hypothesis, he simply disappears from the records after this marriage. It is 
possible that he fled to Virginia, which had a significant Puritan population.33 
His brother, Francis, appears to have emigrated to Virginia,34 and there was a 
Severinus Durfey there in the late seventeenth century according to a Durfey 
family genealogist, though this may have been Francis’ son.35 If this is what 
happened, and this is highly speculative of course, then the nine year-old 
Thomas D’Urfey was, presumably, placed with other relatives in England. 
And if Severinus was simply buried without a surviving record then the same 
would probably have occurred. This brings us on to what we can discover 
about Thomas D’Urfey’s mother. 

Who Was Frances Marmion?

As with ‘Durfey,’ the relatively unusual nature of the surname ‘Marmion’ 
makes our quest much easier than it would otherwise be. In 1659, we find the 
will of Edmund Marmion, a clerk (priest) of Gamlingay in Cambridgeshire.36 
Edmund Marmion died in 1660. In his will, he refers to his son ‘George 
Marmion at London’, his daughter ‘Frances’ and his other daughter ‘Cicely 
Marmion.’ It is noteworthy that ‘Frances,’ alone of the three children, is not 

32  Catherine Jamison, The History of the Royal Hospital of St Katharine by the Tower 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1952).
33  Thomas Scanlan, Colonial Writing and the New World, 1583–1671: Allegories of Desire 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 93. 
34  William Goodwin, Historical Sketch of Bruton Church, Williamsburg, Virginia 
(Petersburg, VA: Franklin, 1903), 134. 
35  Nexus: The Bimonthly Newsletter of the New England Historic Genealogical Society, 1:1, 
Durfey, (1985), 23. 
36  TNA PROB 11/302/364. 
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referred to by her full name. This would imply that she is married and, thus, 
no longer ‘Frances Marmion.’ This would be congruous with the evidence 
that she was married to Severinus Durfey. She must have died some time 
between 1660, when the will was proven, and 1662.

We have already discussed the suggestion that Thomas D’Urfey was 
from the Huntingdonshire branch of the Marmions and was related to 
the playwright Shackerley Marmion. I find that they were cousins once 
removed but that Frances was not from the Huntingdonshire branch. 
She was from the Northamptonshire branch of the family. According to 
Alumni Oxonienses, Edmund Marmion (1583–1660) was an armiger born 
in Aynho in Northamptonshire. He ultimately became rector of Eynesbury 
in Huntingdonshire from 1614 to 1645. He was the son of another Oxford 
alumnus, barrister Thomas Marmion (c.1535–1583), and the brother 
of Oxford alumnus Shackerley Marmion (b. 1575). Edmund’s brother 
Shackerley had a son who also went to Oxford, the celebrated dramatist 
Shackerley Marmion (1602–1639).37 It follows that the rumour of kinship 
between the dramatist Shackerley Marmion and Thomas D’Urfey is correct. 
They were first cousins once removed, Shackerley being D’Urfey’s mother’s 
cousin. However, they were from the Northamptonshire branch of the 
family, probably established by barrister Thomas Marmion who was buried 
at Aynho in 1583. The branch that were Huntingdonshire gentry, at the time, 
was led by Edmond Marmion of Eynesbury, Gentleman, who died in 1654.38 
I have not been able to establish the relationship between these two families, 
though the shared use of ‘Edmund’ and the fact of both branches being 
connected to the same Huntingdonshire parish would imply that it may be 
relatively close.

As for the rumour that Thomas D’Urfey was destined for the Law, if the 
young D’Urfey ended up living with his maternal relatives then this would be 
perfectly possible. According to Alumni Oxonienses, D’Urfey’s great uncle, 
Shackerley Marmion Senior, trained at the Inner Temple but is described as 
of ‘Clifford’s Inn.’ This was an Inn of Chancery in which people trained to 
be attorneys (later known as solicitors) and from which attorneys worked.39 
So, Shackerley Marmion senior was almost certainly an attorney. George 
Marmion, Edmund’s son, was living in London, having been born to the 

37  Joseph Foster, Alumni Oxonienses, 1500–1714 (Oxford, 1891); Dictionary of National 
Biography, Marmion, Shackerley (London: Smith, 1893), 191.
38  TNA PROB 11/236/519.
39  Anon., ‘Inns of Chancery’ in The Legal Observer and Solicitors’ Journal (20 January 
1855); Jessica Winston, Lawyers at Play: Literature, Law, and Politics at the Early Modern 
Inns of Court, 1558–1581 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), xiii.
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cadet branch of a Northamptonshire gentry family, so he may also have been 
an attorney, explaining his move to the capital. The Law, including entry via 
the Inns of Chancery, was a common career for sons of the gentry in the 
seventeenth century who needed to amass their own fortune.40 But, be that as 
it may, D’Urfey had close family connections to the legal profession through 
his mother’s family. So, if he indeed went to live with that family as a child, 
it would make sense that he may have undergone some training as a lawyer, 
such as at an Inn of Chancery. He also had relatively close family connections 
to a highly celebrated dramatist. It is possible that this helped to stimulate his 
interest in the subject and may even have assisted him in making the necessary 
contacts to launch himself as a playwright.

40  Patrick Wallis and Cliff Webb, ‘The Education and Training of Gentry Sons in Early-
Modern England’, 36-53, Social History, 36, no.1 (2011). 
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The Lousadas of Sidmouth

PETER WINGFIELD-DIGBY

Introduction

The origin of the Lousada family name is not entirely clear, but it seems to 
have come from Portugal. However, many of the Jews in Portugal who had 
the name Lousada (or Louzada) had come originally from Spain, so it is 
safest to say that the name is of Iberian origin. The branch of the family of 
interest to us is the one that moved to Barbados and Jamaica, and eventually 
settled in England. As we shall see later, the family played an important part 
in the development of Sidmouth, and it is this group that is of particular 
interest. 

Researching the Lousadas is complicated because of the use of identical 
names for different family members. Even experienced researchers living in 
Sidmouth have faced this problem. For instance, the 2014 Annual Report of 
the Sid Vale Association reported (p. 26) that ‘Julia Creeke kept the group 
updated through the year on her struggles to make sense of the Lousada 
family, confused by the fact that three Emanuel Baruh Lousadas were alive 
at the same time’. Another complication is the extent of intermarriage within 
the family. 

Study of the family is considerably eased, however, due to the existence 
online of a superb genealogical site, www.barrow-lousada.org/, assembled 
by some branches of the Lousada family. This work has drawn heavily 
on the material presented there, but even they admit to having difficulties 
in establishing beyond doubt some parts of their family tree. (A simplified 
version of the family tree is shown overleaf).

During the latter half of the seventeenth century some Lousadas started 

© 2020 The Devon History Society
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to seek naturalisation in England.1 The first two mentioned (David Baruch in 
1664 and Abraham Baruh, Merchant, in 1672) are both shown as being from 
Barbados. Four others sought naturalisation in the 1600s: Antonio and Aron 
Baron (i.e. Baruh) in 1675, James in 1687, and Moses in 1694. 

For researching the links to slavery, one major source of information is 
the Legacies of British Slave-Ownership (LBS) database of compensation 
payments made after slavery was abolished in 1833. This database was 
prepared by a team from University College, London.2 There are eight 
Lousada males recorded in that database, though only one of them, Emanuel 
Lousada (1783–1854), is listed as a successful claimant. In addition to 
the Lousada males in the LBS database who had links to slavery, their wives 
often came from slave-owning families. Thus there are several Barrows in 
the database with slave-owning connections to Barbados, several D’Aguilars 
with links to Jamaica, and several Da Costas with links to Jamaica and 
Barbados.

Jacob Baruh Lousada

The family tree begins with Emanuel Baruh Lousada (d. 1768), who was born 
in Bridgetown, Barbados, in 1682. He married Esther Lamego, whose family 
came from Jamaica. He became a merchant, probably in Jamaica, with strong 
links to London.

He had two sons, Jacob Baruh Lousada and Aaron Baruh Lousada. Both 
appear to have been merchants. Jacob was living initially in Jamaica, but in 
1743 he moved to London and married his first cousin Abigail, daughter of 
his uncle Isaac Lamego. The marriage took place at Bevis Marks synagogue 
near Aldgate, which has been described by the Sephardi Community as ‘the 
oldest and most splendid synagogue in Great Britain’.3 The wealth and status 
of the family is signified by the fact that Jacob’s two sons (Emanuel and Isaac) 
and Aaron’s two sons (Daniel and Emanuel) all had their marriage ceremonies 
at Bevis Marks. 

  1  W. S. Samuel, R. D. Barnett and A. S. Diamond, ‘A List of Jewish Persons Endenizened 
and Naturalised, 1609–1799’, Transactions & Miscellanies (Jewish Historical Society of 
England), 22, (1968–69), 111-44.
  2  The Legacies of British Slave-ownership website is at www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs
  3  https://www.jewishlivesproject.com/profiles/emanuel-baruh-lousada. See also https://
www.sephardi.org.uk/bevis-marks/ According to these websites, a person named Moses 
Baruh Lousada was prominent as an early community leader of the London Spanish and 
Portuguese Jewish congregation, and founded the Sephardi synagogue in London in the 
1660s, but he died before Bevis Marks was opened in 1701.
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Jacob was probably active as a London merchant, but died in 1752. Both 
he and his wife were buried in the old Portuguese Jewish cemetery at Mile 
End, London. In his will dated 23 February 1748, his bequests included £10 
to the synagogue at London (presumably Bevis Marks) and £10 each to the 
synagogues at Kingston and Port Royal in Jamaica.4

Jacob and Abigail had several children, including the two sons Emanuel 
and Isaac and three daughters (Esther, Rebecca and Rachel), while the children 
of Aaron Baruh and his wife Rachel Mendes da Costa included the two sons, 
Daniel and Emanuel, already mentioned. What makes the family tree rather 
complicated is the extent of the intermarriage between these two branches of 
the Lousada family. First, Daniel got married to his first cousin Rachel, but 
she died after three years of marriage. He then married another of the sisters, 
Rebecca. His brother Emanuel, for his part, married a third sister, Esther. In 
the next generation, one of the children of Emanuel and Esther, Isaac Duque 
de Lousada, married his second cousin Lydia, who was the daughter of Isaac 
Baruh Lousada. 

Although the earlier generations of the Lousada family seem to have 
been strict followers of the Jewish faith, some later descendants converted to 
Christianity and several entered the church. An example was the Revd Percy 
Lousada, a son of David Lousada (d. 1834), whose death at Queen’s Gardens, 
London, on 7 September 1859, aged 36, was reported in the Gentleman’s 
Magazine.5 Another interesting example is Mary Baru Lousada, a sister of 
John Baruh Lousada (d. 1890) of Peak House, Sidmouth, who married a 
Revd John Bacon; three of their sons became clergymen in the Church of 
England. 

Isaac Baruh Lousada

A company of West India merchants (known as Barrow and Lousada) was 
set up in London sometime in the second half of the eighteenth century. 
The founding partners were Jacob Barrow of Devonshire Square, London 
and Isaac Baruh Lousada. Jacob Barrow’s family were from Barbados, and 
according to the LBS database he was a mortgage holder for two plantations 
in Barbados: Sandy Hill (in the parish of St Philip) in 1790 and Ridgways 
(St Thomas) in 1794, but he died in 1795. The close association between 
the Barrow and Lousada families was cemented by the marriage in 1806 of 
Jacob Barrow’s daughter Bella and Isaac’s son Moses; and again in the next 

  4  ‘A record of the Jews in Jamaica, Appendix F’. Found at www.jamaicanfamilysearch.com
  5  Gentleman’s Magazine 1859, ii, 427.
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generation, Moses’s son John married Tryphena, daughter of Bella’s brother 
Simon Barrow.6 

At some stage the younger generation took over the business of Barrow 
and Lousada, with the partnership being between Simon, son of Jacob 
Barrow, and the three Lousada brothers – Moses, Emanuel and David. But in 
1823 David withdrew from the partnership, and two months later the whole 
partnership was dissolved.7 

The Lousada family were both planters and merchants in Jamaica. They 
owned large plantations, including Banks in St Ann parish and Carlisle in 
Vere, which both produced sugar and rum. Ownership of these estates 
changed hands within the Lousada family over time.8 Banks Estate, which 
had over 100 enslaved people and around 50 livestock, was initially owned 
by Emanuel Baruh Lousada of Kingston (d.1797), on the Jamaican side of 
the family, but later the ownership was taken over by Isaac, and then by 
his sons Emanuel and David, along with their associate Simon Barrow. The 
Carlisle Estate, which had around 200 enslaved people and often around 
100 stock, was initially owned by Emanuel Baruh Lousada of Kingston (d. 
1797). After his death Daniel owned it for a time, until his nephew Isaac 
Duque de Lousada (son of Emanuel, d. 1797) took it over in 1820, with his 
uncle Emanuel Baruh Lousada of Sidmouth (d. 1832) acting as the mortgage 
holder. 

Isaac had married Judith D’Aguilar in 1771. He appears to have become 
a Freemason in 1820.9 She died in 1821, and he in 1831, and they were both 
buried at the Portuguese Jewish burial ground at Mile End. His legacies 
exceeded £85,000.

Isaac’s eldest daughter, Abigail (1772–1833) – not shown in the family 
tree – appears to have been an extraordinary woman. Her obituary in the 
Gentleman’s Magazine described her as ‘a lady possessed of the best qualities 
of head and heart. She was endowed with superior talents; and her favourite 
studies were history, ancient and modern, natural history, and mathematics’.10 
She was in touch with other natural scientists of her day, and among her 

  6  Barrow was a name that Christians and Jews in Barbados shared, the latter deriving it from 
the Hebrew name Baruch, which Sephardic Jews employed as a family name. Eli Faber, Jews, 
Slaves and the Slave Trade: Setting the Record Straight (New York: New York University 
Press, 1998), 320, footnote 86.
  7  London Gazette, 14 June 1823, 967.
  8  The website www.jamaicanfamilysearch.com contains much useful information about 
Jamaica plantations.
  9  See synagoguescribes.com
10  Gentleman’s Magazine 1833, i, 283
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papers was a translation of Diophantus of Alexandria, regarded as the father 
of algebra. 

Moses Baruh Lousada

Moses was the eldest son of Isaac Baruh Lousada. Not much is known about 
him, but he appears to have been a merchant in London. He had several 
children, including John and Mary who were mentioned earlier. 

One special document of interest involving him appears on the Barrow-
Lousada website. It is a Deed of Manumission, executed in 1811, and witnessed 
by Emanuel Lousada (presumably his brother) granting freedom to ‘a brown 
girl slave named Mary Jane’, who had been consigned to Moses in 1810 by 
Mary Anne Thorne of Barbados. This is probably the same Mary Thorne in 
Barbados who, according to the LBS database, received compensation of £411 
in 1836 for 23 enslaved people.

Sadly, Moses died in February 1826 under unfortunate circumstances. 
Bell’s Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, 5 March 1826, reported:

It appears that Mr Lousada, the broker, whose death we mentioned in our 
last, put an end to his own existence by cutting his throat. The fatal act was 
perpetrated in a warm bath, at Badler’s, in St Mary Axe, whither Mr Lousada 
had gone, with a razor.

His depression at the time of his death seems to have been caused by two 
factors: the losses that he, like others, had recently sustained as a stockbroker, 
and the devastating blow to his status caused by his eldest daughter eloping 
with a clerk from his London office and getting married at Gretna Green in 
November 1825.11

The Lousadas of Kingston, Jamaica

Aaron Baruh Lousada became a major merchant in Kingston, Jamaica. 
According to the LBS database, he is listed in the Jamaican Quit Rent books 
for 1754 as the owner of 140 acres of land in St John parish, but he was 
primarily a mortgagee of ‘slave property’. 

In a recent publication, James Delle writes:

Many Jamaican planters depended on the island’s wealthy urban merchants 
to provide them with the capital and credit necessary to improve their estates, 

11  www.barrow-lousada.org.uk/mbl2.htm
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acquire manufactured and luxury goods from Europe, or to purchase land 
and slaves. Importing the goods required to run a sugar estate in the style 
required by the planters, and to lend the money required to purchase such 
items, made Kingston merchants wealthy. Indeed, according to a study 
conducted by Trevor Burnard, several Kingston merchants left huge fortunes 
at their deaths in the 1770s – including such merchants as Aaron Baruh 
Lousada, a Jewish merchant and moneylender (£151,266) … 12

Aaron Baruh Lousada died in 1768 and his wife Rachel in 1789. Both were 
buried at the Hunts Bay Cemetery in Kingston, Jamaica.13 The tombstone 
for Aaron reads: ‘Here lyeth the body of Aaron Baruh Lousada of Kingston, 
Merchant. A man so endowed by nature, so improved by education and 
experience with a singular penetration and strength of judgment’.14

His son Emanuel Baruh Lousada was a planter and merchant in Jamaica. 
According to the Barrow-Lousada website, he at one time owned several 
plantations, including Richmond, Banks, Knights and Carlisle. He had 
bought the Richmond sugar plantation in 1784, but sold it on to Jacob Israel 
Bernal in 1788. On his death in 1797 Emanuel Baruh Lousada was reportedly 
memorialized in elegiac verse published by Jamaica’s Columbian Magazine or 
Monthly Miscellany. His death was reported in the September issue of that 
magazine. He was buried at Hunts Bay, Jamaica.15

While Emanuel seems to have spent his life in Kingston, Jamaica, his 
brother Daniel Baruh Lousada appears to have moved to London, and was 
almost certainly a merchant there, while for a time owning the Carlisle estate, 
mentioned above. There is a record that a ‘Daniel B. Lousada, Merchant of 
Devonshire Street’ became a Freemason in 1813.16 He died in 1825. 

Little is known about Isaac Duque de Lousada, a son of Emanuel Baruh 
Lousada (d. 1797); apart from the fact that at one time he was owner of the 
Carlisle estate (mentioned above). He was born in 1784 but moved to England 
as a young man, marrying his second cousin Lydia Lousada in London 
in 1807. It was only in 1848 that he adopted the title of ‘Duc de Losada y 

12  J. A. Delle, The Colonial Caribbean: Landscapes of Power in Jamaica’s Plantation System 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 69-70. In 2019 Trevor Burnard was appointed 
Director of the Wilberforce Institute in Hull.
13  R. D. Barnett, P. Wright, and O. Yoffe, The Jews of Jamaica: Tombstone Inscriptions 
1663–1880 (Jerusalem: Ben Zvi Institute, 1997).
14  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00001365/00001/60j p. 28, listed as no. 158.
15  In 2017 a painting of his house in Kingston came up for sale in the United States. The 
National Gallery of Jamaica made an initial bid for it, but the painting finally sold for 
US$80,000 (https://nationalgalleryofjamaica.wordpress.com/tag/samuel-felsted/)
16  See synagoguescribes.com
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Lousada’ and obtained an elaborate document from the Spanish authorities 
with a grant of arms.17 The Gentleman’s Magazine reported in 1857 that 
on ‘September 16, at Maddox Street, aged 74, J. de Lousada esq., Duque de 
Lousada’ had died. 

The Lousadas of Sidmouth

Emanuel Baruh Lousada (d. 1832) was a West India merchant in London, but 
little is known about his activities there. He is best remembered for the part 
he played in the development of Sidmouth. In 1793 he purchased an initial 
125 acres of land on the lower slopes of Peak Hill, Sidmouth, becoming the 
second-largest landowner in the valley. This was a risky step for him to take, 
because at that time it was unclear whether Jews had a right to own property. 
It was the first of several purchases of land that he made locally, and by 1796 
he had built Peak House, a plain Regency building. A contemporary drawing 
of Peak Hill shows the house standing alone above the town. At the time 
it was described as ‘a delightful abode’ situated next to ‘a shrubbery full of 
fragrance and beauty’ which enjoyed ‘an unbroken view of the ocean’.18

Emanuel Lousada is often considered the founder of Sidmouth as a 
resort. It was previously just a small fishing port, but he set about developing 
a genteel yet exotic holiday venue. He is said to have built the first cottage 
orné, a large house dressed up as a cottage and often thatched with pretty 
bargeboards, which appealed to the holidaying aristocracy of the day. He 
was a brilliant publicist and attracted an ever-widening circle of grandees to 
build their own holiday houses a little above and away from the sea. In 1819 
the Duke of Kent, the son of George III, and his wife spent several weeks in 
Sidmouth, along with their baby Victoria (later Queen Victoria). They stayed 
at Woolbrook Cottage, now the Royal Glen Hotel.19

Emanuel appears to have become a Freemason in 1784.20 Beside residing in 
Sidmouth, he was a member of the Mahamad (governing body) of the London 
Spanish and Portuguese Synagogue.21 He had married Rebecca Ximenes in 

17  http://www.barrow-lousada.org/Notes on the Lousada Dukes by a.htm
18  Revd Edmund Butcher, Sidmouth Scenery (Sidmouth; John Wallis, 1817) at DHC SC2546. 
19  http://www.artwarefineart.com/archive/gallery/sidmouth-beach-devon-looking-west-high-
peak-and-peak-hill. Among those attracted to Sidmouth was Admiral Sir Henry Digby who 
had commanded the Africa at the Battle of Trafalgar. In 1819 he bought Woodlands Cottage 
(now Woodlands Hotel) which was previously owned by the Deputy Lord Great Chamberlain, 
Peter Burrell, Baron Gwydyr. 
20  See synagoguescribes.com
21  W. D. Rubinstein, M. Jolles, and H. L. Rubinstein, The Palgrave Dictionary of Anglo-
Jewish History (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011).
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1770, but they did not have any children. He therefore made his nephew 
Emanuel Lousada his universal legatee and sole executor.22

Emanuel Lousada (d. 1854) made his fortune as a West India merchant 
in London. Initially Cliff Cottage was built for him in 1820 on the headland 
at the western end of the Sidmouth Esplanade, but in 1832 he inherited Peak 
House from his uncle and moved in there. Cliff Cottage was renamed Sea 
View in the late nineteenth century. It was eventually bought by the Sidmouth 
Urban District Council. The house was in poor condition and was demolished 
in 1934, when the surrounding area was developed as Connaught Gardens. 
In the 1830s Emanuel Lousada enlarged Peak House into something more 
elaborate than the original design. The enlargement and beautification of the 
house and gardens received extensive praise at the time.23 

In 1836 Emanuel Lousada received compensation of £4,194 18s 1d for 
the 208 enslaved people on his Carlisle sugar and rum estate in Jamaica. He 
also received a share (with Simon Barrow) of the £2,536 18s 0d compensation 
paid for 120 enslaved people on his Banks sugar estate, also in Jamaica. His 
claim for a small amount of compensation in Barbados was also successful. 
He was also a mortgage holder for Tempe and Nursery in Berbice, British 
Guiana, though no compensation record has yet been found. 

He did much to develop Sidmouth as a popular resort. He was also 
active in public life, serving as High Sheriff of Devon in 1842/3, apparently 
the first professing Jew to serve as a county’s High Sheriff outside London. 
He supported various new railway developments, investing £5,000 in the 
Northumberland Railway, £25,000 in the Exeter Great Western, £5,000 in 
London, Chatham and North Kent railway, and a further £12,500 in North 
Kent. Emanuel had married Jane Goldsmid in 1807, but they had no children. 
During his life Peak House had become a social centre for Anglo-Jewry, 
and the vast number of bequests made in his will give a glimpse of these 
connections. When he died in 1854, he left £100,000, and his estate passed to 
his nephew, John. 

John Baruh Lousada (d. 1890) thus became the third owner of Peak 
House. In 1832 he had married Tryphena Barrow. Their marriage had taken 
place, not at the Bevis Marks synagogue in London, but at Walcot Church in 
Bath. He continued to be a strong supporter of the local community, including 

22  It seems likely that he also had Baruh as his middle name, but his name is usually written 
as Emanuel Lousada to distinguish him from his uncle. 
23  See for instance Theodore Mogridge, A Descriptive Sketch of Sidmouth (Sidmouth: J. 
Harvey, 1838), 42.
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being a churchwarden at his local church in Sidmouth.24 He had hoped to 
develop a railway line to Sidmouth, and was chair of the committee that was 
set up to promote the cause, but his proposals received limited local support 
and he gave up on the idea. John died in 1890 and Tryphena in 1881. Both 
were buried at Exeter Higher Cemetery. 

Peak House was finally sold around 1877. Sadly, the original house 
was destroyed by fire in 1903, but it was rebuilt in Beer stone on a nearby 
site by Sir Thomas Dewey. It is a Grade II listed building. The new house 
incorporated some of the Georgian features such as fireplaces and doors that 
had survived the fire.25 During World War I, the owner offered the house for 
use as a Red Cross Hospital. By 2019 it had been split into four flats. 

24  Peter Orlando Hutchinson was a frequent guest to events held at Peak House. His diaries 
(five volumes are held at the Devon Heritage Centre) refer to Lousada’s role as churchwarden 
(see entries for 28 April 1859 and 12 April 1860). 
25  https://www.sidmouthherald.co.uk/news/curious-devon-peak-house-tour-1-6301129.

18828 - Devon Historian 90 - 2020.indb   3618828 - Devon Historian 90 - 2020.indb   36 10/12/2020   11:23:4810/12/2020   11:23:48



The Devon Historian, vol. 90, 2020

A Village Epidemic in 1731 – Smallpox 
in Rackenford

SARAH CHILD

The fear and grief once so often engendered by local epidemics are currently 
easy to imagine. The parish registers and documents surviving from a probate 
dispute give a glimpse of the impact of an early eighteenth century outbreak 
on a small North Devon parish. Death rates from smallpox then were many 
times higher than from Covid-19 today.

The Reverend William Ewens, originally curate and from 1729–1742 
rector of Rackenford, made his own entries in his church registers.1 It is 
unusual to find causes of death noted in rural burial registers, and particularly 
so in Devon,2 but in 1731 he added the letters SP after 18 of the 26 burials 
recorded for that year. The number was itself extraordinary; the population 
of the parish was a little over 300 at the time3 and the average annual number 
of deaths over the previous decade had been about four. It is not difficult to 
guess what the letters stood for. Smallpox had by the start of the century 
replaced plague all over Europe as the most common form of epidemic. In any 

  1  The handwriting is distinctive and changes immediately from the record of his death in 
1742.
  2  Romola Jane Davenport, Max Satchell, Leigh Matthew, William Shaw-Taylor, ‘The 
geography of smallpox in England before vaccination; A conundrum resolved’, Social Science 
and Medicine, 206 (2018), pp. 75-85. No examples from Devon could be found for the seven 
million burial records used for this research.
  3  DHC Chanter 225 B631, Bishop’s Enquiries for 1743. Calculation based on the 
number of households estimated by William Ewens’ successor as 63, of which 34 were 
cottages surrounding the church. Rackenford is large in terms of acreage but with a small 
population.

© 2020 The Devon History Society
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case it so happens that a confirmatory record of events in Rackenford that 
year survives, in a dispute4 over the wills of two of the victims.

The possibility of prevention by inoculation was only just coming 
under consideration,5 but several physicians had begun to collect statistical 
information to underpin experiments with this. Between 1721 and 1731 there 
were at least 32 ‘censuses’ of smallpox epidemics, mainly for market towns,6 
and death rates shown in these places ranged from 9.1 to 36.4%, with an 
average of 16.5%. Revd Ewens was possibly aware of some of these censuses 
when he decided to keep a record for Rackenford. There had been no burials 
in the parish since November 1730. In 1731 there were four recorded for May, 
in itself remarkable, and suggesting that they may have been the first sign of 
the outbreak. Although none of those was marked SP, one of them was the 
sister and another the father of smallpox victims later in the year. The first 
SP burial was on July 13, with another four in July and seven in August. In 
September there were five SP burials and two which were not, and the last 
SP was on October 30 (for details see Appendix 1 at the end of this article). 
There was an ordinary burial on October 31 and another on February 27; 
burial patterns for the next year and the following decade were much as usual. 

Other register entries make it possible to estimate the ages and relationships 
of some of the eighteen who died. There are ten SP burials of ‘son of’ or 
‘daughter of’, which may refer to a child, but can also be an adult still a 
member of the parent’s household. The baptismal records make it certain 
that three of these were small children and two more were almost certainly 
twelve or under, with three young adults and two unverifiable. Other than 
these there are three middle-aged people and one elderly woman, with four 
other adults whose age cannot be identified. Among them all there are 
three pairs of siblings and one husband and wife. Since less than half of the 
total can be children, it seems likely that Rackenford lacked ‘herd immunity’ 
derived from previous epidemics. The burial registers for the previous 30 
years indeed show no marked peaks, although the early years of the century 
were evidently much less healthy, with an average number of deaths a little 
over eight.

The contagious nature of smallpox was recognized, but nothing could 

  4  DHC Moger Testamentary Causes Bundle 184, pp. 1171, 1182, 1216–1224, 1284.
  5  Lady Mary Wortley Montagu had her son inoculated in Turkey in 1717 and started a 
fashion among the English aristocracy.
  6  Peter Razzell, The Conquest of Smallpox: the impact of inoculation on smallpox mortality 
in eighteenth century Britain (Firle: Caliban Books, 1977), 131, quoting from Thomas Short, 
General chronological history of the air, weather, seasons, meteors, &c. (London: Longman, 
1749).
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have been done in the cottages to separate family members, and little on 
the farms, where sleeping space was also normally very limited. About half 
the population lived, as now, in the village, and it seems likely that most of 
these would have been infected. The rest lived at or walked daily to the farms 
which lay around it, to which the disease may not always have spread, but 
at least six of the victims were from outside the village, all from the larger 
farms occupied by well- off families. Of these Worthy, Middlecott, and Lower 
Bulworthy are all within a mile or so of the village, but Sydeham is at least 
three miles away. Church attendance, then obligatory, would have been an 
obvious source of the spread of the disease; Rackenford church is not large. In 
the village there were also two main wells, used by most households for wash 
day needs, and two ale houses. Village families affected included the Crooks, 
who were carpenters, and the Ways, who were tailors and for generations 
supplied the churchwardens; the rest are more likely to have died in the two 
room cottages of the very poor. 

On the assumption that at least half of the Rackenford population caught 
smallpox between May and October 1731, the death rate would have been 
about 12%, somewhat below the average recorded elsewhere for that decade. 
Since the register entries show only four instances of fatalities in the same 
household, it seems likely that Rackenford was fortunate in not being inflicted 
with a particularly virulent form of the disease.

The spread of infection

This epidemic predates the arrival of the turnpike roads, so that what is still a 
fairly isolated village was then only joined to the outside world by the tracks 
and narrow lanes used by walkers and pack animals. To this extent a small 
population had some protection from infection from outside, particularly 
in winter; disease would more easily have arrived after the mud dried up in 
spring. The nearest market town is Tiverton, eight miles away, where the 
larger farmers would have taken produce and bought supplies, and whence 
pedlars would have arrived periodically. It might seem the most likely source 
of the virus, but whereas smallpox had certainly arrived in Rackenford by 
June and possibly earlier, the Tiverton registers show no sign of any problem 
in March through May. In June, burials were twice as high as usual, but 5 
June 1731 was the date of one of Tiverton’s catastrophic fires, destroying 
nearly 300 houses and rendering many homeless. Smallpox may or may not 
have contributed to the 26 deaths in that month. It looks more probable in 
July, when there were also over double the number for the same month in 
the previous year, and was surely certainly present in August and September, 
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when the total for the two months was 154 as opposed to 20 for the previous 
year.

Rackenford shares its parish boundaries largely with Witheridge and 
Creacombe to the west, Knowstone, Oakford, and Stoodleigh to the north 
and Templeton to the east. Where available the burial records of all of these 
also show a marked surge in 1731, though none of them with as steep a spike 
as Rackenford. Oakford had three times its usual deaths and Stoodleigh over 
twice as much; Witheridge, a much larger settlement, had more than double 
their average burials at 38. The infection evidently spread from Rackenford 
west and northwards. Oakford and Stoodleigh saw peaks in October and 
Witheridge over November-January. This seems to have been as far as it 
travelled, as there is no indication of it in the registers of the parishes to the 
north of Knowstone – Molland and East and West Anstey. A few cases in 
Rose Ash to the west look like possibilities, but further on in South Molton 
deaths were unusually low that year at 36 rather than the usual high 50s. 

Burials in Rackenford and bordering parishes, 1721–17417

1721–30 1731 1732–40

Range Average Actual Range Average

Rackenford 1-8 4 26 3-9 5

Witheridge 9-28 17 38 13-30 20

Stoodleigh 2-10 5 12 2-10 5

Oakford 4-17 9 28 5-12 9

Templeton 4-8 6 10 2-9 5

The Gunn/Veysey probate dispute8

A year after the epidemic had faded, and over nearly three years from 
September 1732 to August 1735, the deaths of John Gunn and his wife Joan, 
born Veysey, were exhaustively revisited. Several of their relatives made 
multiple trips to Barnstaple church for this purpose. This was the venue for 
sittings of the Archdeaconry Court, the Church being responsible at this date 
for probate issues, though examinations of witnesses were also taken at a 
nearby inn, The Swan. William Veysey, Joan’s brother and executor, married 
to her sister Charity, launched an action claiming that £100 left to Joan by 

  7  Knowstone and Creacombe also share borders with Rackenford. The Knowstone records 
have not survived. The Creacombe population was so small that in most years there were no 
burials, but in 1731 there were three.
  8  Spelling is variously Veysey, Vesey or Voysey.
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her husband had never been paid by Jeffrey Gunn, John’s elder nephew and 
executor. A second action followed a month later initiated by Thomas Gunn 
the younger, aged 26, Jeffrey’s younger brother, who maintained that William 
Veysey had not paid £2 due to him under his aunt’s will.9 In their responses 
Jeffrey stated that £100 had been paid long since, while William Veysey 
claimed that Joan’s assets had not been large enough to pay all the legacies 
due.

For the Veysey action both parties were represented. The court finally 
found in favour of Jeffrey in January 1734 and in favour of Thomas in August 
1735, after a total of over 30 hearings; the judge awarded costs against Veysey 
who was to pay ‘all the expenses of this tedious and vexatious suit’. An 
attempt to appeal was apparently unsuccessful.

The Gunns had since the 1620s occupied a succession of Rackenford’s 
larger farms. John farmed Middlecott and his brother Thomas, married to 
Joan’s sister Charity, Lower Bulworthy, which lies next to it. The Veysey 
family had owned Higher Bulworthy, which shares a boundary with both 
of these, since 1627. The Veyseys were widely distributed over Rackenford, 
Creacombe, Stoodleigh and further afield, and like the Gunns often referred 
to as ‘yeomen’ in documents, indicating status as a larger farmer if rarely a 
freeholder. John and Joan Gunn had no surviving children, but they had five 
nephews and nieces in common, the children of John’s brother Thomas and 
Joan’s sister Charity. Joan additionally had at least five Veysey nephews and 
nieces, all also mentioned in her will. John Gunn made his will on August 
31 and was buried on September 20. Joan made hers on September 16 as 
‘widow of Rackenford, sick and weak’ and was buried eight days later. She 
had therefore inherited her husband’s legacy to her of £100 together with ‘that 
standing bedstead and all the bedding, both linen and woollen, belonging 
to the same, now standing in the hall chamber’, two boxes and one chest 
‘at her own choice’ and three pewter dishes and a crock, also to be chosen. 
John’s other legacies amounted to a further £100 divided in different amounts 
between their nephew Thomas and the three nieces, with 50 shillings to his 
brother in law William Veysey. Jeffrey, to receive the residue, was his main 
heir.

The wills and the subsequent arguments give a picture of a prosperous 
farming household. Joan’s clothes, left to her sister and nieces, included 
‘my best yellow poplin suit … best quilted coat, best hat … best cloth coat 

  9  Some indication of modern values for these legacies is given by the fixed wage level for an 
agricultural worker at this time, which was 11d a day in winter and a little more in summer, 
i.e. £15-£16 a year.
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with silver lace’ among several other items. Her other cash legacies, to eight 
nephews and nieces and her brothers John and William, totaled £110 apart 
from the contents, apparently including money, of various chests and boxes, 
and £5 for her funeral. According to her brother-in-law Thomas, she had told 
him shortly before her death that she had saved nearly £100 ‘unknown to 
her husband’. John’s total wealth after the payment of debts and the legacies 
was said by Jeffrey to be £200 if he could get the money due on bonds and 
notes (both Gunns seem to have engaged in money lending). Veysey witnesses 
however estimated this at up to £1,000, and Jeffrey bought the freehold of 
Middlecott for £600 some years later,10 suggesting that Gunn resources were 
indeed fairly substantial.

Various notes of evidence give a little more information on the nature of 
the epidemic. Jeffrey’s sister Elizabeth Gunn, aged 21, said that she had lived 
with her uncle for ten months, then ‘went off from his service by means of the 
smallpox, that distemper being then in the house’, evidencing awareness of the 
possibility of infection. She returned again in about three months and found 
her uncle ‘ill of the distemper, of which he soon died’. This suggests that she 
avoided the farm for June, July and August, so that the epidemic must have 
begun in May. The first member of the household to have it was evidently one 
of the resident workers, but it then took three months to reach the farmer and 
his wife, perhaps because they slept apart from the rest in the ‘hall chamber’. 

Family hostilities are clear in the deposition by Thomas Gunn aged 53, 
Jeffrey’s father. He told the court that the next morning after his brother’s 
death (who died about midnight) he took the will and read it over to Joan his 
sister in law ... the legacies were tendered to her the next day but she refused to 
take any except one box in which was a considerable sum of money. When the 
£100 came due it was paid to her executor William Veysey but …. ‘he refused 
the bed unless it had better furniture, though it was the same as belonged to 
it, as also the pewter dishes’.

Joan’s brother John Veysey of Creacombe, aged 61, said that Joan died 
within a week of John and was too ill to make any choice of the goods he 
left her, though she did take one of the boxes out of the house and went with 
him to Creacombe. This appears to show a marked lack of concern about 
infection, as she was clearly very ill, and there would have been no means of 
transport to keep them well apart; possibly he had already had the disease. 
Joan made her will as a widow, so John had died by September 16, and the 
dates of both wills and burials indicate that the illness took about two weeks 
to kill both victims. There does not seem to have been much haste over the 

10  DHC 55/8/6. Middlecott papers.
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funerals; John was buried at least five days after he died and Joan probably 
rather sooner than that, perhaps indicating that infection was even then 
thought to be reduced with time. 

That it was a relatively mild variant of the disease is further indicated by 
the fact that nobody else died of it at Middlecott, and although it reached 
Lower Bulworthy the only death was that of Thomas Gunn the younger’s 
first child, a small baby. Farm households were large, with resident labour as 
well as family, and the Lower Bulworthy family included three generations 
of family. No deaths were recorded for Higher Bulworthy, the home of the 
unsuccessful litigant, nor among the Veyseys of Creacombe, though it is 
clear from the evidence of the quarrelling relations that they were often in 
Rackenford, perhaps most often ‘at one Charity Tucker’s house in Rackenford 
who keeps a public house and sells ale.’
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Appendix 1. Burials of smallpox victims in Rackenford in 1731

Register entry Other record if any Age 
estimate

1 July 13 John Chapple of 
Witheridge

N/A

2 July 17 Robert White son of 
Elizabeth White, widow

Bap. Dec 1727, son of William and Elizabeth 
& brother of No 5.

3

3 July 25 Joan daughter of Mary 
Tucker

N/A

4 July 30 Barbara Crook Bap. June 1709, daughter of Peter Crook 
carpenter who died May 1731 and Charity. 
Sister of No 12; both survived by mother and 
four siblings

21

5 July 30 Anne daughter of 
Elizabeth White

Sister of No 2 N/A

6 August 3 Elizabeth daughter of 
Elizabeth Wood widow

Bap. August 1726. Father buried 1729. 5

7 August 3 Mary daughter of 
Robert Way

Parents married 1707.Siblings bap. 1713–19. 
Sister of No 11. Mother died 1729

10-22

8 August 13 Lewis Crook N/A

9 August 15 John son of Thomas 
Gunn jr

Bap. Aug 5 1731, of Lower Bulworthy. 
Gt nephew of No 16

10 days

10 August 19 Mary daughter of 
Thomas Crook

Bap. January 1713 18

11 August 20 Anne daughter of 
Robert Way

Bap. January 1719. Sister of No 7. 12

12 August 25 John son of Charity 
Crook

Bap. March 1707, brother of No 4, survived 
by mother, one older and three younger 
siblings

24

13 Sept 6 William son of John Gunn Not immediately related to No 16. N/A

14 Sept 9 Robert Luxton Bap. Dec 1691,will made 1731, probably 
farmer of Sydeham

41

15 Sept 11 Elizabeth Partridge aged 
76

76

16 Sept 20 John Gunn Farmer of Middlecott. Will made 1731, 
brother Thomas aged 53 in 1732

50 -60

17 Sept 24 Joan Gunn Wife of No 16. Sister Charity aged 51 in 
1731

40-60

18 Oct 30 Dorothy daughter of 
Thomas Ayre

Bap. January 1707, daughter of Thomas Ayre 
yeoman of Worthy. Sister possible additional 
victim in May. Survived by parents, brother 
and a sister

23
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Church Fees in the First Half 
of the Nineteenth Century

ANDREW JONES

One of our human characteristics is to ignore the obvious – what is 
ubiquitous tends to go unremarked. This is particularly true of the fees that 
the clergy were charged in the course of their ministry (and the fees they 
in turn charged). Clerical fees were an ever-present part of a clergyman’s 
experience, from ordination through to resignation. Fees charged by the 
diocesan registry were the life-blood of diocesan administration, as well 
as an important source of income for diocesan officials, from the bishop 
downwards. They were important, too, for the shadowy figures that surround 
clerical life – the apparitors,1 the bishop’s mace-bearer, the cathedral vergers 
and bell-ringers, the dean’s servant, the chancellor’s servant, the cathedral 
dog-whipper, the bishop’s butler. But, fees have failed to attract any 
attention from church historians. There is no index entry for them in Diana 
McClatchey’s study of the Oxfordshire clergy, in Bill Jacob’s study of the 
clerical profession, in William Marshall’s study of the diocese of Hereford 
and Oxford, in Anthony Russell’s study of the clergy, in Peter Virgin’s study 
of the ‘age of negligence’, or in Jeremy Gregory’s study of the diocese of 
Canterbury. I am not aware of any study of fees charged in another diocese. 
This is odd. Fees were hardly peripheral. On institution to a benefice, a priest 
might find himself paying approaching one-tenth of its annual value in fees 
charged by the registrar. In what follows, I shall look at some of the evidence 

  1  An officer, appointed by the chancellor of the diocese to summon witnesses and execute the 
orders of an ecclesiastical court.
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from the diocese of Exeter in the later eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries.2

The clergy paid fees at each stage of their ministry. There was the fee 
charged at ordination; the fee charged if an ordination candidate required 
letters dimissory;3 the fee charged for issuing a licence to a curate; the fee 
charged for amending that licence, whether by endorsement or by re-issue; 
the fee paid at institution to a benefice; and the fee charged for a bond of 
resignation. If appointed a public preacher prior to institution, an incumbent 
was charged a fee; so was a new rural dean on taking office; and a parish 
lecturer was charged a fee on appointment. If an incumbent was non-resident 
(that is, not occupying the parsonage), he had to pay a licence for his non-
residency, whether he was living on a separate benefice (as a pluralist) or 
simply technically non-resident (i.e. he lived on his benefice but in a house 
other than the parsonage).4

Alongside such payments, there were the fees charged at the annual 
visitation of the archdeacon and the triennial visitation of the bishop. These 
fell to the parish to pay, via the churchwardens. Notice of a visitation reached 
the clergy and the churchwardens from the diocesan apparitors. The apparitor 
had a given ‘patch’ – usually part of an archdeaconry. In the mid-eighteenth 
century, an apparitor might be responsible for between 60 and 80 parishes. For 
serving notice of an episcopal visitation, he received a fee from a clergyman 
(incumbent or resident curate) and from a parish – 1s from each.5 The fee 
charged by the apparitor for the visitation of the archdeacon of Barnstaple 
(in 1787) was half that amount (6d).6 At the visitation itself, the clergy paid 
their procuration fee to the registrar (whether diocesan or archdeacon’s).7 

New churchwardens were charged 2s 6d for their names to be ‘entered’ on 
the record and an additional 1s 6d for being sworn into office.8 All this was 
reclaimed from the parish; and the churchwardens regularly charged their 
parish for their attendance at the visitation dinner. The rural dean was also 

  2  In what follows DA = Diocesan Archive PR = Principal Registry CC = Consistory Court. 
Moger and Chanter indicate the two main series into which the Diocesan Archive falls; they 
are the names of the people who first tried to bring some order to the Augean stables.
  3  A request from one bishop to another to ordain on his behalf.
  4  There was a considerable level of such non-residency in the diocese, as the nineteenth 
century saw a great rebuilding of rectories and vicarages.
  5  Apparitors’ account-book (DHC DA Moger CC 243).
  6  DHC DA Moger PR 509 (18th century papers).
  7  Originally, a procuration was given in kind to the bishop or archdeacon for his subsistence. 
Over time, it had been commuted to a cash payment.
  8  DHC DA Moger PR 509.
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entitled to a fee to cover his expenses in his annual visitation of each parish in 
his deanery. 

Something of the scale of these charges can be gauged from the 1836 
episcopal visitation. The procurations paid by the clergy to the bishop 
amounted to £147; each of the clergy paid 3s 6d to the registrar (a total 
of £61) and a further 3s 6d to the secretary (Ralph Barnes) on exhibiting 
their documents of ordination, licensing and institution; the secretary also 
claimed from the clergy a customary 6d a parish (these two together came 
to £105). The churchwardens paid the bishop 1s per parish for procurations 
(611 parishes, hence £30 11s); they paid the chancellor 8d per parish and the 
registrar 1s 4d per parish. The apparitors claimed 4d per parish from the 
churchwardens; and the apparitors and the mace-bearer together received 1s 
per parish from the clergy.9 Alongside the supervisory role of the visitation, it 
is clear that it was also an important source of income for those receiving fees. 

The diocesan secretary, on whose shoulders fell the main administrative 
burden of the visitation, was tenacious of the fees. In 1833, Robert Anthony 
Purdon, curate of Plympton St Maurice, was expected to pay for his licence 
at the visitation that year. Two and a half years later, Ralph Barnes was 
still chasing him. In February 1836, Purdon wrote to him explaining that 
the churchwarden, who accompanied him to the visitation, had a distinct 
recollection of Purdon, purse in hand, talking with Barnes or another court 
official – ‘I still feel inclined to think that I have paid for the licence’.10 In 1834, 
the diocesan secretary of Bath and Wells wrote to Barnes for the address of 
Thomas Griffith (ordained deacon two years earlier on letters dimissory from 
Bishop Phillpotts). Griffith still owed his fee to the bishop of Bath and Wells.11 

For ordinations at the beginning of Henry Phillpotts’ episcopacy (1831), 
we have only aggregated income: £84 19s 6d in autumn 1831; £91 14s in 
April 1833; and £88 12s in October 1834. These represent about £3 a head. 
Letters dimissory were charged at £1 5s. A curate’s licence was typically £1 
10s (a charge which the curate could claim from the churchwardens).12

Fees charged on institution varied greatly. In 1833, Thomas Maitland was 
charged only £8 5s when he took up the perpetual curacy of South Molton 
(a benefice fully appropriated by the dean and canons of Windsor). Despite 
being a freehold, perpetual curates were licensed rather than instituted – 

  9  Figures, 1836 visitation (DHC DA Moger PR 516. Miscellaneous correspondence).
10  Purdon to Barnes, February 1836 (DHC DA Moger PR 516).
11  Secretary, diocese of Bath and Wells to Barnes (DHC DA Moger PR Ordination Papers, 
1834).
12  John Dunn, curate of St Ive, to the churchwardens, seeking a refund of £1 10s for his 
curate’s licence (DHC DA Moger PR D/16/12/6).
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hence the size of the fee.13 By contrast, in the same year, John Pidsley paid a 
fee of £38 for institution to the rectory of Uplowman, near Tiverton. James 
Richard Whyte was charged just over £41 on becoming vicar of Okehampton. 
Here, Whyte paid one guinea for the inspection of his title; a further guinea 
for the presentation on which he was charged stamp duty of £20 5s; he signed 
a bond to resign for which he paid another guinea, along with stamp duty 
of £1 15s; he paid 10s for registering the bond; two guineas for the fiat for 
institution; five pounds for the institution itself and further stamp duty of 
£2 5s; the mandate to the archdeacon cost him two guineas; the certificate 
of institution and the mace-bearer’s fee came to 13s 6d; the archdeacon’s fee 
for inducting him cost £1 15s; and he had to pay a fee of £1 10s to end the 
sequestration of the parish. Apart from the resignation bond, this was a fairly 
typical example of what the new incumbent faced.14

When a clergyman was honoured with a prebend in the cathedral, he was 
charged a hefty £21 4s for the privilege. In 1840, William John Phillpotts (son 
of the bishop) was charged this amount for his prebend and a further £21 4s 
for the precentorship, to which he had been collated – but it was noted that 
both sums were charged to his father’s account. In the same year, Richard 
Stephens, vicar of Dunsford and Phillpotts’ son-in-law, was charged £21 4s 
on being appointed sub-dean of the cathedral. (Barnes noted that Stephens, in 
turn, was owed £8 for preaching ‘turns’ in the cathedral.)15

Finding such sums was not always easy. At Bishops Nympton, in 1835, 
Joseph Thorne paid £20 when collated to the vicarage, with a further £14 
6s 6d to follow. Ten years later, Fitzwilliam Taylor, charged £30 3s for the 
rectory of East Ogwell, asked to be excused payment until the next tithe 
day. Some clergy simply dragged their feet. John Scott, licensed as perpetual 
curate of Holy Trinity, Barnstaple, in 1851, did not finally pay his fee until 
1857. Barnes noted that he was chased in 1852, 1854, and 1855. At the other 
end of the scale, one of the problems which many faced was simply a shortage 
of change in an economy which was still emerging into modern capitalism. In 
1781-82, one of the apparitors noted that a Mr Rodd owed him 2s on a fee of 
two guineas – Rodd had the sovereigns but not the smaller denominations.16

13  The formula (if there was one) for assessing the fee eludes us. When John Russell was 
licensed as perpetual curate of Swimbridge and Landkey, his fee was just over £20. The 
benefices were consolidated, so presumably treated as one (cash-book of Ralph Barnes, DHC 
DA Chanter 542d).
14  Presentation book (DHC DA Chanter 538).
15  Presentation book (DHC DA Chanter 542a).
16  Presentation books (DHC DA Chanter 538, 541); apparitors’ account-book (DHC DA 
Moger CC 243).
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The clergy were immersed in all of this and knew what to expect. Even 
so, it was always worth trying to temper the demand of the diocesan registry. 
From an earlier age – in 1725 – Joshua Howell wrote to the diocesan secretary, 
Edward Cooke, to explain that he was nominated to the vicarage of Pelynt 
(between Looe and Fowey) – ‘you will have me in a short time in Ex[eter] 
crying Conscience and moderate fees’.17 So, clergy stumped up but the process 
was rather resented, especially when an incumbent resigned a benefice. In 1837, 
when William Veale resigned the vicarage of Zennor, he asked Barnes: ‘could 
you not saddle the bishop with the costs as I have resigned to accommodate 
his lordship?’ A year later, William Chanter, who resigned the perpetual 
curacy of Welcombe, was annoyed to receive a request for £1 6s for the deed 
of resignation. He had already forked out 10s 6d for an affidavit: ‘I think it a 
hard case to resign the curacy and likewise to pay for so doing’. Such pleas fell 
on deaf ears. In 1835, Henry Houlditch refused to pay the sequestration fee on 
becoming vicar of Holcombe Burnell – the living had only been vacant three 
days.18 The system was not entirely heartless. In 1842, Francis Mules became 
rector of Bittadon, a very rural living in north Devon. The fee of £13 7s 6d was 
reduced to £12 11s 6d because the living was so small.19

Bishops routinely paid fees in the hundreds of pounds (if not the thousands) 
on assuming office – fees for election and for the restoration of temporalities 
often meant that a bishop was in debt for the next five years.20 The local fees 
were burdensome enough. In January 1831, Phillpotts owed a total of £93 
18s to the diocesan registry, of which the cathedral verger claimed £2 9s 2d, 
the bell-toller 12s 6d, the dog-whipper 10s, the bell-ringers £16 2s, and the 
canons and installers, £5.21

The fees that accrued to the clergy were routinely the ‘surplice fees’ – 
for baptism,22 marriage,23 the churching of women, and burial. In town 
parishes – especially Plymouth with its rapidly growing population – such 

17  Howell to Cooke, Easter Saturday 1725 (DHC DA Moger PR A/2010).
18  Veale to Barnes, 1 January 1837: Chanter to Barnes, 7 March 1838 (resignation papers, 
DHC DA Moger 325); presentation book (DHC DA Chanter 538, no. 52, for Houlditch).
19  Presentation book (DHC DA Chanter 542a, no. 79).
20  William Gibson, Church, state and society, 1760–1850 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1994), 
16.
21  Phillpotts’ expenses, January 1831 (DHC DA Moger CC 181/158/1-3). The installers are 
the two canons who ‘press’ the new canon (Phillpotts was canon-treasurer) into his stall.
22  All fees at baptism were abolished by 35-36 Victoria c.36 (July 1872) an act which Frederick 
Temple, Phillpotts’ successor as bishop of Exeter, insisted was obeyed.
23  We seldom get a glimpse of the attitude of the parishioner to the fees he or she was charged 
for their encounters with the established church. The Somerset couple who paid their marriage 
fee entirely in farthings (188) may have been making a point (Chester Chronicle, 2 September 
1796).
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fees could be substantial; in country parishes, especially the more remote 
and less-populated, they could be inconsequential. Some clergy served as 
marriage surrogates, so could supplement their income from the granting 
of marriage licences. They could be as tenacious of this income as Barnes 
was of his. In 1836, Robert Holdsworth, who was both vicar of Dartmouth 
Townstal and of Upper Brixham, just across the estuary, resigned Townstal 
and moved to Brixham. There was an immediate jostling for his position as 
surrogate at Dartmouth, but Holdsworth made it clear to Barnes that he had 
not relinquished his surrogacy and resisted attempts to muscle in on what he 
considered his preserve.24 

Alongside all of this, there was the money received in the consistory court 
and in the archdeacons’ courts for the administration of wills and the granting 
of probate. Here there were fixed tables of fees, graded according to the value 
of an estate.25 Some crumbs fell to local clergy. A will had to be proved before 
a clergyman. In the archdeaconry of Cornwall, in the 1830s, wills were 
routinely proved at Truro and it had fallen to the rector of Truro to take part 
in this. In 1835, Edward Dix, the new rector, found the archdeacon’s registrar 
had begun to use an unbeneficed clergyman. He wrote to Barnes, seeking his 
assistance. Dix needed the fees – ‘my income is so very limited’, and he felt 
that a word from Barnes ‘would set all matters right’.26

The unceasing round of ordinations and institutions depended on the good 
will of a number of otherwise unseen and unsung men: the bishop’s butler, the 
dean’s servant, the chancellor’s servant, the precentor’s servant, the bishop’s 
mace-bearer, the cathedral vergers, the cathedral dog-whipper. Barnes was 
careful to note the customary payments due to them and, on occasion, to tip 
them (10s to the bishop’s butler in 1836 at an ordination). In 1843, the dean’s 
servant was paid £3 15s for thirty institutions (a reminder of how much the 
bishop depended on his senior clergy to act as his commissaries).27

Some fees have survived – for marriage, for funeral and burial. The 
visitation fees have long since disappeared. By 1870, they had become 
increasingly difficult to enforce and many wardens simply ignored them.28 The 

24  Holdsworth to Barnes, 3 September 1837 (surrogates’ correspondence, DHC DA Moger 
C/21/39); for the earlier correspondence (DHC DA Moger C/21/37/1).
25  For example, the archdeaconries of Totnes and Barnstaple, 1787 (DHC DA Moger PR 
509); and the consistory court, 1828–29 (DHC DA Moger PR C/7).
26  Dix to Barnes, 10 June 1835 (surrogates’ correspondence, DHC DA Moger C/21/31).
27  Cash-book of Ralph Barnes (DHC DA Chanter 542d).
28  In 1872, William Heberden Karslake, rector of Meshaw and Creacombe, advised Temple 
ahead of his primary visitation and told him that it was becoming impossible to collect fees 
(‘late visitation papers’, DHC DA Chanter 11506).
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abolition of the compulsory church rate in 1868 had undermined their ability 
to pay. It would be helpful to know what happened in other dioceses. We 
can well imagine that most were very similar in experience to Exeter. Oddly, 
we know more about the fees that faced the clergy from the early sixteenth 
century than we do in the nineteenth.29

29  Peter Heath, English parish clergy on the eve of the Reformation (London: Routledge and 
Kegan, 1969); Margaret Bowker, The secular clergy in the diocese of Lincoln, 1495–1520 
(Cambridge: University Press, 1968).
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The Contribution of NUWSS 
Organisers in Devon to the Campaign 

for Women’s Suffrage 1907–1914

PENNY BAYER

Introduction

The sustained reasoning and debate led by the National Union of Women’s 
Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) has received less attention than the direct action 
of suffragettes in the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), despite its 
fundamentally important role in the campaign for constitutional change to 
enable women to vote. By 1913 the NUWSS had around 45,000 supporters 
in 460 affiliated societies including 17 NUWSS branches in Devon, whilst the 
WSPU had just 7,000.1

Whereas the role of WSPU organisers in Devon has been addressed,2 paid 
NUWSS organisers in the county have largely been overlooked.3 Of around 
350 public meetings in Devon promoting female Parliamentary suffrage in the 
years 1907–1914, 207 (59%) were arranged by the NUWSS.4 The NUWSS 

  1  The Cornishman, 6 November 1913, 3; WT, 29 November 1913, 2. For Devon branches, 
see Table 1.
  2  Tracey Glasspool, Struggle and Suffrage in Plymouth: Women’s Lives and the Fight for 
Equality (Barnsley: Pen and Sword, 2019), 81-105; Pamela Vass, The Suffragette Story in 
North Devon (Bideford: Boundstone Books, 2017).
  3  Leslie Hume, The National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies 1897–1914 (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2016, 2nd ed.). See also Mitzi Auchterlonie, Conservative Suffragists: The Women’s 
Vote and the Tory Party (London & New York: Tauris, 2007).
  4  Author’s database drawn from DHS database, local newspapers, Common Cause, Women’s 
Franchise, Votes for Women. Figures are likely to be under-estimates.

© 2020 The Devon History Society
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campaign built on previous activity, which had included 98 women’s suffrage 
meetings in Devon during the years 1870–1884.5 The Women’s Liberal 
Association and some local societies kept debate alive between 1884 and 
1907, providing helpful contacts for later incoming organisers. The NUWSS, 
formed in 1897, focussed initially on the Parliamentarian debate, but by 
1907 work shifted to the regions after the Prime Minister said the Liberal 
government would not promote women’s suffrage.6 Both the NUWSS and 
WSPU then sent paid organisers into local areas, including Devon, to convince 
voters and create branches.7

Table 1. Paid NUWSS Organisers in Devon.

Dates Length of time Name Age 

1907–? Not known Gwen Coleman (1888 – 
after 1974)

19

1907–8 For mid Devon 
bye-election

Edith Palliser (1859–1927) 48

Dec 1908 – Apr 1909 5 months Margaret Robertson 
(1882 – after 1936)

26-27

May 1909 – Autumn 1910 15 months No organiser

Autumn 1909 – Oct 1911 13 months Marguerite Norma Smith 
(1884–1979)

25-27

Nov 1911 1 or 3 months No organiser

Dec 1911 – Feb 1912 or 
later

3 months Gertrude Davenport (dates not 
known)

n/k

Mar 1912 – Oct 1912 9 months No organiser

Nov 1912 – Jun 1914 21 months Walford (dates not known) n/k

This article explores the contribution of paid NUWSS organisers in 
Devon: Gwen Coleman, Edith Palliser, Margaret Robertson, Marguerite 
Norma Smith, Gertrude Davenport and Miss Walford. Some had wider 
national roles whilst others were Devon-based (See Table 1). All needed talent 

  5  M. Rendel, ‘The Campaign in Devon for Women’s Suffrage, 1866–1908’, 111-51, TDA, 
140, (2008). 
  6  Hume, The National Union, 26. 
  7  Annie Kenney was at Plymouth, 1907: she recruited assistant organisers Mary Blaithwaite 
and Elsie Howey (Glasspool, Struggle and Suffrage).
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in organisation, reporting, convincing and working with people at all levels of 
society, from factory workers to powerfully-placed aristocrats.8 

Gwen Coleman, first steps 

In 1907 19-year old Gwen Coleman (b.1888, still alive in 1974), a feminist’s 
daughter, was NUWSS West of England organiser, based in Bristol, with 
minimal NUWSS infrastructure in place. At 86 she recalled that organisers 
were sent to areas where they were quite alone on arrival. They were expected 
to look up sympathisers, leave literature, organise a meeting, and ‘try to 
find a local chairman, some woman or man well known in the area, and 
from that form a little group and hope they’d carry on’. Gwen organised 
meetings in and near Bideford, negotiating potentially difficult relationships 
with meetings’ Chairmen, and realising that the invitation to a socialist, like 
herself, to speak in a conservative area was a mistake. Her memory of driving 
‘a suffrage caravan round the lanes of Devon’ may refer to her later role when 
she spoke along the route of the suffrage Pilgrimage from Land’s End to 
London in 1913. Gwen went on to work for the University of London. In the 
Great War she was an internationalist pacifist, and joined the Independent 
Labour Party.9

Edith Palliser, the Mid Devon by-election

In December 1907 the Newton Abbot by-election (won by the Conservatives) 
became the focus of national attention; Mrs Pankhurst also visited. Edith 
Palliser (1859–1927), Parliamentary and Organising Secretary, led the 
NUWSS campaign. The NUWSS was neutral, as neither candidate supported 
women’s suffrage: Palliser organised some 20 meetings in Newton Abbot, 
Abbotskerswell, Teignmouth, Ipplepen, Bovey Tracey, Chudleigh, and 
Moretonhampstead, supported by national activists Mrs Stanbury, whom she 

  8  Lady Balfour spoke 12 times in Devon; Lady Courtney of Penwith became President of 
the NUWSS South West Federation in 1912; Lady Lockyer was Secretary of the Sidmouth 
NUWSS branch. The article builds on the work of Elizabeth Crawford in The Women’s 
Suffrage Movement in Britain and Ireland: A Regional Survey (London: Routledge, 2006), 
and The Women’s Suffrage Movement in Britain: A Reference Guide 1866–1928 (London: 
Routledge, 2001), 440. 
  9  No evidence of her meetings has been found in local papers. Her oral history is at https://
artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/women-s-suffrage-pilgrimage-lse-library/awKCZ7Ey--
82Jw?hl=en and Amanda Sebestyen, ‘67 Years as feminist’, Spare Rib, 1974, 23: https://www.
bl.uk/spare-rib/articles/the-history-of-feminism-and-spare-rib#
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had known since at least 1906,10 and Mrs Cooper. A notable suffragist, Edith 
had been on the Credentials Committee of the International Woman Suffrage 
Alliance in 1904, and wrote about the international movement in 1907.11 
After working for the NUWSS she was Chair of the London Committee of 
the Scottish Women’s Hospitals Association and is commemorated by a tablet 
at the Royal Free Hospital.12

Margaret Robertson BA, laying secure foundations

By December 1908 the NUWSS had three national organisers,13 one of 
whom, Margaret Robertson (b. 1882, still alive in 1936), arrived in Devon 
as NUWSS organiser for the West,14 whilst also operating elsewhere. During 
the five months from December 1908 she enabled the creation of branches in 
Plymouth and Exeter, which endured as stable points in the Devon campaign, 
initiated work at Sidmouth, and spoke widely elsewhere. 

From an artistic intellectual middle class family she was one of the 
Oxbridge-educated women who passed, but were not granted, a formal 
degree – trained to argue a credible case, they were motivated by the injustice 
that their achievements were not given equal value. She achieved a first class 
degree in 1904 on an open scholarship to Somerville College, Oxford, where 
suffragist ideas were current,15 and in 1906 an ad eundem BA by Trinity 
College, Dublin. 

Prior to working in Devon she had spoken widely on suffrage: at 
Highgate, Cheshire, Cumberland, Warwick, and Bradford, Leamington and 
at the Great Procession in Manchester.16 She had written up NUWSS by-
election policy, including questions for candidates,17 worked on campaigns 
in the Hastings and Peckham 1908 by-elections, and at Macclesfield was 
‘mobbed and pelted’, along with other NUWSS speakers.18 On arrival in 

10  Women’s Library Archive (London School of Economics) GB 106 9/01/0152. Letter Mrs 
Stanbury to Miss Palliser, 13 December 1906.
11  Brougham Villiers, Case for Women’s Suffrage (London: T.F. Unwin, 1907). 
12  Common Cause, 18 October 1929, 283.
13  Women’s Franchise, 9 July 1908, masthead.
14  Hampstead and Highgate Express, 29 June 1901, 6; Women’s Franchise, 11 March 1909, 
449; Common Cause, 29 April 1909, 42. 
15  https://www.some.ox.ac.uk/about-somerville/history/somerville-and-suffrage/ accessed 
Feb 2020. Eleonor Rathbone, who later paid for Gertrude Davenport to be South West 
organiser, was also from Somerville and received an ad eundem degree from Dublin.
16  Women’s Franchise, 27 February 1908, 404, 11 June 1908, 593.
17  Women’s Franchise 27 February 1908, 404.
18  Leamington Circular, 27 October 1908.
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Devon in December 1908, she focussed on establishing branches in Plymouth 
and Exeter.19 Whilst stressing the non-political nature of the cause, the 
Independent Labour Party helped steward her meetings in Plymouth,20 
where she also opened a shop, obtained a resolution to petition the House 
of Commons,21 and found a Secretary for the Three Towns branch, Dr 
Mabel Ramsay,22 who soon also became Secretary of the Plymouth branch 
and a key figure in the Devon campaign. In Exeter ‘influential people’ 
attended a drawing room meeting, and Miss Jessie Montgomery and Miss 
Mary Willcocks BA, both of whom had supported women’s suffrage from 
the 1890s, quickly took leading roles – Mary Willcocks became the most 
prolific local suffrage speaker.23 In early 1909 Robertson broadened the 
approach, organising 17 meetings (and speaking at many of these): at 
Plymouth, Exeter, Sidmouth, Tiverton, Wellington, Hemyock, Devonport, 
Tavistock and Ford. She had a breadth of approach, from lecturing on 
‘Walt Whitman and Women’ in Plymouth, to speaking at dinner- time open 
air meetings at the Tiverton Heathcote Factory gates.24 In March 1909 the 
strenuous campaign continued with meetings in Plymouth, Exeter, Sidmouth, 
Tiverton (twice), Wellington, Hemyock, and Devonport. She reported 
branches forming in several places; Plymouth was strong with nearly 100 
members,25 and almost daily requests arrived for meetings in Devonshire 
towns and villages.26 

Robertson no doubt knew Sidmouth to be fertile ground because of 
three committed, well-connected women associated with the town who 
had promoted women’s education in London: Lady Lockyer (who became 
Branch Secretary),27 her sister Mrs Leigh Browne (a Sidmouth resident), and 
their friend Mary Kilgour (co-founder of the Union of Practical Suffragists, 
a Liberal organisation). With a list of prospective members,28 Robertson 
organised a meeting in the Manor Hall chaired by Miss Montgomery, Exeter 

19  Women’s Franchise 10 December 1908, 285, 31 December 1908, 321.
20  Common Cause, 29 April 1909, 42.
21  Women’s Franchise, 31 December 1908, 321.
22  Common Cause 29 April 1909, 42; DHS suffrage database, Ramsay. The Three Towns 
were: Plymouth, Devonport and East Stonehouse.
23  Women’s Franchise, 10 December 1908, 285; DHS suffrage database, Willcocks; Author’s 
database.
24  Women’s Franchise, 18 February 1909, 410.
25  Women’s Franchise, 11 March 1909, 449.
26  Common Cause, 29 April 1909, 42.
27  Her husband Norman Lockyer founded the observatory at Sidmouth.
28  Common Cause, 29 April 1909, 42. 
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Branch Secretary, and addressed by Lady Frances Balfour, Mrs Cooper (from 
Glasgow) and Robertson.29 Robertson habitually brought in speakers from 
a range of backgrounds, such as: Lady Balfour (a member of the NUWSS 
Executive and sister of Arthur Balfour, head of the Conservative Party)30 who 
went on to speak at least 12 times in Devon; Ethel Snowden, a former teacher, 
Socialist, member of the Fabian Society and in 1907 author of The Woman 
Socialist;31 Miss Abadam, a Welsh suffrage speaker who spoke in Devon at 
least 16 times; and a mill worker of 22 years, Miss Reddish.32 Summing up, 
Robertson wrote: ‘Very much remains to be done in the West, but we feel that 
the ground has been to some extent broken’.33

After Devon, Robertson enjoyed considerable influence in the NUWSS 
working in the North where the campaign was strong, becoming a popular 
NUWSS speaker.34 Following the defeat of the Conciliation Bill in March 
1912, local Election Fighting Fund (EFF) Committees were established in 
each NUWSS Federation, and by December she was national EFF organiser. 
The NUWSS backed Labour by-election candidates who supported women’s 
suffrage (an approach unacceptable to some NUWSS members), and as 
EFF organiser, Robertson worked closely with Labour. Pragmatically, the 
EFF employed Labour sympathisers as organisers and workers at these by-
elections. Fenner Brockway, the Labour MP, confirmed that Robertson was 
a member of the Independent Labour Party.35 Her Labour sympathies are 
evident in the 1913 pamphlet Working Men and Women’s Suffrage, which 
she produced as part of the Reform Bill campaign.36 In Bristol she argued that 
Labour took a stand for women who needed the backing of working men.37 
As Chief Organiser for the NUWSS she lectured the Blackburn Independent 
Labour Party,38 as well as chairing a Hyde Park meeting where a vast crowd 

29  EPG, 5 March 1909, 11.
30  Hume, The National Union, 38, n.37.
31  She was the wife of Philip Snowden, a prominent Independent Labour Party member who 
became Labour MP for Blackburn in 1906.
32  EPG, 13 February 1909, 1.
33  Women’s Franchise, 11 March 1909, 449.
34  Manchester Courier, 27 October 1909, 3. She was (May 1909) Organising Secretary, North 
of England Society for Women’s Suffrage’ (1911) Organising Secretary of the Manchester and 
District Federation of WSS and by described as ‘one of the most brilliant and popular speakers 
of the Union’. Sheffield Daily Telegraph 31 May 1912, 4.
35  ‘Inside the Left’, 1942, cited in Crawford, The Women’s Suffrage Movement (2001), 440; 
Hume, The National Union, 158 n. 64.
36  Common Cause, 10 January 1913, 696.
37  Western Daily Press, 25 April 1913, 5.
38  Labour Leader, 2 January 1913, 16.
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gathered.39 She returned to Exeter in 1913 arguing that the political fabric 
would be strengthened if women had the vote, and the campaign was near 
victory,40 and continued to speak on NUWSS policy.41 

In August 1912 her leaflet Women in Local Government drew attention 
to the limitations on the kind of woman who could stand for municipal posts, 
and suggested that those women willing to overcome these obstacles were 
mostly suffragistes.42 The Local Government Society describes her as ‘a very 
under-rated member of the NUWSS leadership’, noting her part in political 
delegations and developing local NUWSS branches, mentioning Sherborne.43 
To that can be added her policy work and branches at Exeter, Plymouth, 
Three Towns and Sidmouth.

She married Harold Hills, a doctor, in 1914. In the First World War, 
she was involved in the peace movement, and later became the first female 
councillor on Stroud District Council (1928–36), standing initially as a 
representative of the town’s Women’s Citizens Association,44 and eventually 
became Chairman of the Council (1935–6). Later she was a Councillor on 
Gloucestershire County Council. 

After Robertson moved on there was no organiser in Devon for over a year. 
No branches opened, but four national public speakers were active in the 
county: Lady Balfour spoke 6 times, Helen Fraser 3 times, Lady Acland 
once, Miss Abadam once. Three local women were also notably active: 
Miss Montgomery spoke at Plymouth and Topsham, Mrs Mary Willcocks at 
Exeter, and Dr Mabel Ramsay opened a shop in the Three Towns, speaking 
from the doorway – a report in the Common Cause said ‘Plymouth is so very 
backward’.45 

Marguerite Norma Smith BA, opening branches 

Marguerite Norma Smith (1884–1979) arrived in Devon as a breath of 
fresh air. A trained performer with a BA from the Royal Academy of Music 
in piano, she had given lessons in Derby on elocution and deportment, ‘at 

39  The Globe, 21 May 1913, 3.
40  WT, 24 May 1913, 4.
41  Daily Citizen (Manchester), 25 February 1914, 2. 
42  Common Cause, 15 August 1912, 328.
43  https://www.suffrage-pioneers.net
44  Common Cause, 25 April 1928, 6.
45  Common Cause, 27 January 1910, 581.
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homes’, concerts, musical recitations and lectures on topics such as ‘Physical 
Culture as an Aid to Health and Beauty’, and ‘The Woman of Today’.46 Her 
speaking skills brought the suffrage message to many corners of Devon, 
leading to a marked increase in NUWSS branches. 

When she started work as Western district organiser in the Autumn of 
1910 she visited established branches at Plymouth and Exeter.47 She spoke 
from a lorry decorated in the red, green and white of the NUWSS at St 
Sidwells, Exeter,48 and elsewhere at Exeter, Appledore, Barnstaple, Lynton, 
Combe Martin, Ilfracombe, Bideford, and the Three Towns. A focus was 
the Barnstaple by-election in May 1911, and in North Devon she reported 
speaking to people who had not previously heard about women’s suffrage: at 
Lynton a man said ‘you have talked more sense today than all the men who 
have been down here electioneering’.49 

A main objective of her post was to create new branches: in October 
1910 Miss Montgomery (Exeter NUWSS) hoped that her imminent arrival 
would lead to NUWSS branches in places such as Dawlish and Budleigh, and 
‘practically unexplored country’ would be worked.50 Smith’s combination of 
organisation and speaking ability does seem to have been pivotal in creating 
new branches by June 1911 at Barnstaple, Appledore, Bideford, as well as 
Newton Abbot for which she claimed credit: ‘As a result of my work in 
the Mid Devon by-election I am glad to report the formation of a society 
in Newton Abbot with 30 members … names to me via Miss Willcocks 
of Exeter’.51 By 1911 other branches had been formed at Ottery St Mary,52 
Teignmouth and Topsham. Sidmouth consolidated its foundation and Norma 
Smith was present at its first annual meeting in February 1911,53 as well as at 
the formation of Cornish branches at Falmouth and Penzance.54 She probably 
also organised Miss Abadam’s February 1911 speaking tour with at least nine 
speeches in Devon.55 

She was organiser when the NUWSS South Western Federation formed 

46  Derby Daily Telegraph 11 December 1903, 2; 7 March 1905; 18 March 1907, 1; 2 March 
1909, 1.
47  WT, 14 October 1910, 10.
48  WT, 7 November 1910, 3.
49  Common Cause, 11 May 1911, 84.
50  WT, 14 October 1910, 10.
51  Common Cause, 13 April 1911, 10.
52  Common Cause, 26 Jan 1911, 686.
53  Common Cause, 2 March 1911, 770.
54  Common Cause, 9 February 1911, 719; 27 April 1911, 49.
55  Common Cause, 9 February 1911, 719.

18828 - Devon Historian 90 - 2020.indb   6018828 - Devon Historian 90 - 2020.indb   60 10/12/2020   11:23:4910/12/2020   11:23:49



	 Campaign for Women’s Suffrage 1907–1914	 61

in April 1911, at which time the importance of increasing local speakers was 
made explicit. Miss Mary Willcocks of the NUWSS Exeter branch, who 
became Federation joint honorary secretary, explained that ‘the great need 
is more speakers’, urging larger societies to organise smaller towns in their 
neighbourhood and suggested that each branch have a new speakers’ class as 
Exeter planned. It was thought that when a paid national organiser arrived in 
a new place they ought to be able to draw on the nearest town for speakers, 
and then in the week after the meeting they would probably be able to form a 
branch.56 Mary Willcocks led by example and proved to be the most prolific 
local speaker for the NUWSS, giving eight speeches whilst Smith was in post 
and at least a further 26 from 1907 to 1914.57 

By October 1911 Smith had moved on to become NUWSS North Western 
Organiser, where she continued to catalyse new societies and speak to large 
audiences.58

She married Albert Barton (1861–1932) from Ulverston, Lancashire,59 
moved to Asheville in the United States in 1916, and had a family. Her 
daughter Diane Jane Barton Maupin (1917–1979) was mother of Armistead 
Maupin, the well-known American author and gay activist who wrote Tales 
of the City. Armistead wrote ‘it’s her spirit that inhabits Mrs Madrigal [one 
of his characters]. She established a model for my higher self that I’ve never 
lost’.60 After her husband died she moved in 1935 to Alexandra, Virginia, 
Marguerite taught speech at the Virginia Episcopal Seminary and the College 
of Preachers at Washington Cathedral (perhaps foreshadowed by a comment 
on her suffrage speaking: ‘the gospel of women’s suffrage preached’). In World 
War II she trained members of the speakers’ bureau of the American Red 
Cross.61

After Smith left and before Miss Davenport arrived a few more local women 
became public speakers: in addition to Miss Willcocks, the Misses Baly, 
Splatt, and Fletcher all took to the platform. External speakers included 
Miss Kilgour at Sidmouth and Revd Hatty Baker.

56  Common Cause, 4 May 1911, 63. 
57  Author’s database.
58  Common Cause, 26 October 1911, 501; 28 March 1913, 873; Derby Daily Telegraph 18 
July 1913, 3.
59  https://www.myheritage.com/names/diana_barton
60  Armistead Maupin’s Facebook post 28 May 2012, accessed January 2020.
61  Washington Post, 18 December 1979; Derby Daily Telegraph, 18 July 1913, 3.
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Miss Gertrude Davenport: Consolidating ongoing work 

After this short gap Gertrude Davenport started work in Newton Abbot 
for the South West Federation,62 her post paid for by Eleanor Rathbone, an 
independent Liverpool City councillor. Davenport’s previous experience had 
been in East Dorset.63 In Devon she consolidated earlier work, and encouraged 
existing suffrage societies to affiliate to the NUWSS. The Barnstaple branch 
(formed in 1911) needed further work and re-formed on 11 December when 
she explained the aims of the society. She addressed the Liberal Women 
Crusaders and women of the Pilton Glove Works, and it was noted ‘thanks to 
Miss Davenport’s energy many new members are being enrolled’. A branch was 
formed in Totnes on 19 December addressed by Miss Willcocks and others. 
In January 1912 she spoke with Miss Willcocks at Appledore, and probably 
wrote the report describing ‘the extreme poverty of the township’, and in the 
same month she spoke to the Sidmouth Women’s Liberal Association.64 In 
February she spent a fortnight in Exmouth ‘working up a society’ and spoke 
at the Temperance Hall.65 Although there had long been suffrage activity in 
Exmouth through the WLA and Exmouth WSS this was the first NUWSS 
branch.

For a large part of 1912 there was no paid Devon organiser. There were 
now more local groups (14 see Table 2) which, under the umbrella of 
the South West Federation, provided platforms for high quality national 
speakers. For example the Exmouth branch organised a joint meeting 
with Budleigh Salterton: the speaker, Miss Frances Sterling, was Chair 
of the NUWSS Executive Committee and gave three other speeches in 
Devon.66 Other national speakers who came to Devon were Clara Rackham 
(7 speeches in Devon) and Helen Fraser (22 speeches in Devon). However, 
local women increasingly spoke in public – in this period Miss Willcocks 
spoke 4 times, Miss Baly twice, and the Misses Ulyat, Splatt, and Fletcher 
once. 

62  Common Cause, 14 December 1911, 633. Miss Davenport followed a Miss Edwards 
(who has not been found in Devon) in Cornwall. Miss Edwards spoke at Budleigh Salterton, 
November 1909. 
63  Bournemouth Graphic, 29 September 1911, 1.
64  Common Cause, 1 February 1912, 738.
65  Common Cause, 29 February 1912, 806.
66  April Marjoram, The Women’s Suffrage Movement in Exmouth (Exmouth: Exmouth 
Historical and Archaeological Society, 2018), 5.
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Miss Walford, working in difficult areas

By November 1912 Miss Walford, daughter of a suffrage campaigner,67 
was South Western organiser, based in Exeter. During her time in office the 
NUWSS focussed on the next general election and ‘strove to make women’s 
suffrage a truly popular cause’.68

She was the longest serving NUWSS organiser in Devon and her 
appointment may have reflected a policy of putting organisers in areas 
that fitted their sympathies (as made explicit in the EFF). Before Devon she 
had been involved with the Conservative and Unionist Women’s Franchise 
Association (CUWFA). In 1911 ‘kindly [financially] provided by Mr Aubrey 
Dowson’ she had prepared meetings to start a Bromsgrove Women’s Suffrage 
Society branch.69 Mrs Aubrey Dowson was active in the Leamington 
CUWFA and co-Secretary of the Leamington WSS.70 In 1912 Walford was 
instrumental in forming a Warwickshire CUWFA branch and spoke at their 
meetings in Leamington. She also assisted at a speech by the Conservative 
peer Lord Lytton at Cirencester:71 Lytton chaired the Conciliation committee 
and his sister Lady Balfour was active in CUWFA.72

Notwithstanding NUWSS policy to adopt arguments to capture male 
working class voters,73 Walford’s longest recorded speech struck conservative 
notes. Because her mother’s generation of campaigners had not got the 
vote, they had turned their attention to further education for women and 
philanthropic work. Now suffragists were working more strenuously to get 
the vote to have greater influence with male legislators over philanthropic and 
rescue work, securing honest employment for women, and fighting the White 
Slave Trade. The argument that women had a separate sphere that should be 
increased was not solely used by Conservatives, but Walford’s presentation 
had a conservative tone: women should be allowed to take the highest paid 
work in floristry, become chefs and polish brass in factories, and domestic 
legislation (on housing, pure milk, sweated labour and ‘even war’) was best 

67  An Ellen Walford of Martins Road, Spreydon, Canterbury signed the New Zealand 
petition in 1893 (http://nzhistory.govt.nz). No Walford has been found on the UK petition of 
1866 but her mother may have used her maiden name (there is a Mrs Alford of The Deanery, 
Canterbury).
68  Hume, The National Union, 194.
69  Common Cause, 11 May 1911, 89. Mr Aubrey and Mrs Phyllis Dowson of Solihull 
gave financial support to the NUWSS: Phyllis edited a NUWSS cookbook as a fundraiser. 
(Common Cause 18 November 1909, 4 April 1912, 844).
70  Warwick and Warwickshire Advertiser, 15 February 1913, 6: she gave the vote of thanks. 
71  Gloucester Journal, 6 July 1912, 10. 
72  Hume, The National Union, 67, n.21.
73  Ibid., 194.
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in women’s hands. She reassured her audience that ‘every woman should 
thoroughly look after her house and children and be a help and companion to 
her husband, but … also have a say in the ruling of the country’.74 

Several branches opened whilst she was in post. Soon after her arrival 
Dr Mabel Ramsay announced that a Tiverton branch had opened, and 
tours arranged for national speakers Clara Rackham, Helen Fraser, Frances 
Sterling, and Miss Abadam. Walford described her work in Paignton and 
Torquay where she expected that branches would open shortly, and when 
these branches had formed, by June 1913, with a good number of supporters, 
though unaffiliated to the NUWSS, she was congratulated by the Federation 
for her work in ‘difficult’ areas.75 

Walford was asked to work in obscure and hard-to-reach places in 
Devon. She noted that there was an urgent need for work in the ‘untouched 
constituency’ of South Molton.76 She spoke at Silverton where ‘a fair number 
attended and many took part in the debate’: despite there being only two 
known suffragists, a resolution was carried by 35 votes to 13.77 By 1913 
work was in progress towards a branch at Honiton (which was formed in 
January 1914).78 She spoke at Totnes in November 1913,79 and in June gave 
a course of lectures on ‘How Legislation affects the Woman in the Home’ 
in Exeter.80 Nevertheless, there continued to be difficulties working in 
Devon. In November 1913 Miss Geraldine Cooke, former Secretary of the 
NUWSS, urged the South West Federation to be self-supporting and said that 
when organisers had been sent into this district ‘it had been difficult to get 
hospitality’.81 

Walford had to argue strongly against violent suffragette actions. In 
November 1913 she was invited back to Camborne where suffragists had 
received hostility on the Suffrage Pilgrimage. She stressed that the NUWSS 
was ‘entirely opposed to the militant tactics’ and pointed out that their funds 
and organisations were separate.82

74  The Cornishman, 6 November 1913, 3. Cowman discusses the relationship between 
conservatism and separate sphere ideology.
75  Common Cause, 29 November 1912, 592, and 6 June 1913, 146.
76  Common Cause, 6 June 1913, 146.
77  Common Cause, 28 February 1913, 810.
78  EPG, 30 January 1914, 16. 
79  WT, 24 November 1913, 4. 
80  Common Cause, 6 June 1913, 146. 
81  WT, 29 November 1913, 2.
82  The Cornishman, 6 November 1913, 3. Gwen Coleman was present on the first 
visit to Camborne. https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/women-s-suffrage-pilgrimage/
awKCZ7Ey--82Jw
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She continued Smith’s work in training local speakers by offering a 
speakers’ class,83 and these seem to have had a marked effect, with an increase 
in local speakers (Misses Willcocks, Montgomery, Baly, Ulyat and Mrs 
Knight Bruce) as well as a considerable and varied range of outside speakers 
(Miss Abadam, Lady Selbourne, Revd Hatty Baker, Mrs Corbett Ashby from 
Australia, Helen Fraser, Fru Anker from Scandinavia, and former Devon 
organiser Margaret Robertson). 

Given her previous work with CUWFA it may not be coincidental that 
during her time in post the Devon and Exeter branch of CUWFA was 

83  Common Cause, 6 June 1913, 146.

Table 2. NUWSS affiliated Branches in Devon (taken from Common Cause 
30 December 1909; 29 June and 6 July 1911; 4 July 1913; 29 May 1914)

1909 1911 1913 1914 

Plymouth

Three Towns Three Towns (inc. Plymouth) Three Towns 
(inc. Plymouth)

Three Towns 
(inc. Plymouth)

Exeter Exeter Exeter Exeter

Appledore 

Instow Instow Instow

Ottery St Mary Ottery St Mary Ottery St Mary

Sidmouth Sidmouth Sidmouth 

Teignmouth Teignmouth Teignmouth

Topsham Topsham

Newton Abbot Newton Abbot Newton Abbot

Barnstaple (forming) Barnstaple Barnstaple

Bideford (forming) Bideford Bideford

Honiton

Exmouth Exmouth

Budleigh Salterton Budleigh Salterton

Tiverton Tiverton

Paignton

Torquay Torquay

Dartmouth

Totnes

3 branches 9 branches (+2 forming) 14 branches 17 branches
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formed,84 the proposal coming from Jessie Montgomery.85 Inaugural members 
included Sir Robert Newman, who had pro-actively supported formation 
of NUWSS branches such as Topsham, and Lady Lockyer, who had been a 
CUWFA member from its formation in 1908 when the national secretary was 
Miss Edmonds of Colyton.86 

Walford was South West organiser during the 1913 Great Pilgrimage, 
speaking at Street with Frances Sterling, a dinner hour meeting,87 and 
Bath and Bristol,88 and is likely to have organised for Helena Swanwick to 
speak at Exmouth the day after the Great Pilgrimage passed through the 
town. Swanwick, educated at Girton College Cambridge, had addressed 
150 meetings nationwide in 1908, before becoming editor of the NUWSS 
newspaper The Common Cause. Mrs Jessie Montgomery presided, indicating 
a link between Exeter, Exmouth and the national NUWSS. In June 1914 a 
Miss Walford is listed as Organising Secretary for the SW Federation living 
at Frewers, Budleigh Salterton,89 by when there were 17 NUWSS branches in 
Devon (see Table 2). 

Conclusion

The NUWSS organisers’ work had cumulative impact. While in 1907 Gwen 
Coleman arrived with just a list of names, by 1914 Miss Walford drew on 
an active network of local branches. As branches developed, the campaign 
became less dependent on the organiser. Margaret Robertson and Norma 
Smith had significant impact in creating branches. Noteworthy stable 
contributions were made by the Plymouth and Exeter branches and their 
officers Misses Montgomery and Willcocks, and Dr Ramsay. Lady Lockyer, 
based in Sidmouth, also made a significant contribution.90 By 1914 there were 
good local speakers as well as high quality national speakers publicising the 
message in Devon. 

84  Conservative and Unionist Women’s Franchise Review, 1 January 1914, 19. Inaugural 
meeting, October 1913.
85  EPG, 30 October 1913, 6.
86  Women’s Franchise, 27 August 1908, 90.
87  Wells Journal, 18 July 1913, 3.
88  Cheltenham Chronicle, 12 July 1913, [n.p.].
89  Common Cause, 26 June 1914, 257. She may be the Miss K. Walford in 1914 Assistant 
Secretary of Birmingham WSS (Birmingham Daily Gazette, 24 March 1914, 6) and Assistant 
Secretary of Birmingham NUWSS (Evening Despatch, 18 May 1915, 2).
90  Leamington Circular, 27 October 1908, [n.p.].
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Organisers varied in political leanings from socialist to conservative.91 
Although the NUWSS campaign was presented as independent of party 
politics, pragmatism is evident in the affinities of Devon organisers, with 
a shift from socialist to conservative. After NUWSS by-election policy 
supported Labour candidates who backed women’s suffrage by allocating 
NUWSS organisers sympathetic to Labour, Devon received Miss Walford, 
a more conservative organiser who remained in Devon longer than her 
predecessors. 

Most organisers were single and under 30. They included exceptional 
speakers. ‘Brilliant and popular speaker’ Margaret Robertson introduced 
West Country people to new ideas. Elecutionist Norma Smith commanded 
large audiences but also convinced village people hearing the suffrage message 
for the first time. 

The Devon campaign was never easy, from March 1909 when Margaret 
Robertson said much remained to be done in the West, and highlighted 
bitterness of party and class feeling,92 to 1911 when Norma Smith faced 
indifference and apathy and found Devon and Cornwall backward,93 to 1913 
when Miss Walford worked in difficult districts.94 Despite this, it is clear that 
the NUWSS organisers made a major contribution in Devon to winning the 
NUWSS argument, developing local branches, and programming regular 
speakers, and thus helped women secure the vote. 
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91  Krista Cowman, ‘Engendering Citizenship: the Political Involvement of Women on 
Merseyside 1890–1920,’ D.Phil, Centre for Women’s Studies, University of York, November 
1994, p.9, argues that the contribution of Liberal and Conservative women has tended to be 
under-recognised in suffrage research.
92  Common Cause, 29 April 1909, 42. 
93  Common Cause, 27 April 1911, 49; 3 November 1910, 486.
94  Common Cause, 6 June 1913, 145.
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A Whole-Hogger1 in Honiton: 
How Clive Morrison-Bell Became a 

Member of Parliament in 1910

PAUL AUCHTERLONIE

About five years ago, the Devon and Exeter Institution was given ten books 
of press-cuttings about the political life of Clive Morrison-Bell, the MP for 
Honiton between 1910 and 1931.2 Morrison-Bell was a fairly undistinguished 
backbencher, whose main claim to fame now is the scale model which he 
had constructed in 1926 of international tariff barriers, and which he took 
all over Europe between 1926 and 1930. The model and its significance 
for geopolitical and economic debate has been very well evaluated by two 
historical geographers at the University of Nottingham in the only academic 
article devoted to Morrison-Bell.3 However, it can be argued that precisely 

  1  A whole-hogger is someone who supports something unreservedly; in the Edwardian 
period, the term was often applied to Conservatives, particularly young Conservatives, who 
were ultra- enthusiastic for tariff reform – for a good survey of this group, see Neal Blewett, 
The Peers, the Parties and the People: the General Elections of 1910 (London: Macmillan, 
1972) and Alan Sykes, Tariff Reform in British Politics, 1903–1913 (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1979).
  2  The press cuttings are usually undated and rarely given an indication of which newspapers 
they have been taken from. I have identified as many cuttings as I can, but those not identified 
are cited as DEI/MOR followed by the volume number of the scrapbook and the page. Late 
in life, Morrison-Bell also wrote a substantial typescript autobiography of 370 leaves, entitled 
Journey with Maps: a Back-Bencher’s Story; it is housed in the Parliamentary Archives, and 
is cited here as PA/MOR2, followed by the chapter number in Roman numerals (as in the 
original typescript) and by the page number in Arabic numerals.
  3  Mike Heffernan and Benjamin J. Thorpe, ‘The Map that Would Save Europe: Clive 
Morrison-Bell, the Tariff Walls Map, and the Politics of Cartographic Display’, Journal of 
Historical Geography, 60 (2018), 24-40.
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because Morrison-Bell was unambitious and never rose to great heights, 
details of his political life as revealed by his press cuttings give a valuable 
insight into the activities of an ‘ordinary’ MP, and that his speeches can also 
tell us a great deal about how local politicians dealt with the preoccupations 
of the day. This article will look at Morrison-Bell’s early life, his adoption as 
Conservative candidate for Honiton, his political views, and his interactions 
with the constituency as he built up his profile among the electorate, 
culminating in the election of January 1910.

He was born Arthur Clive Bell on 19 April 1871 in Hurworth-on-Tees near 
Darlington in County Durham, the son of Charles William Bell (1833–1914), 
and grandson of William Bell of Ford Hall in County Durham, the owner 
of Monkwearmouth Colliery, described as ‘the largest mine in Sunderland 
and one of the most important in County Durham’.4 His family were clearly 
well off, and built for themselves Highgreen Manor near Hexham in 1894. 
At some point in 1903, Clive’s father moved into the even grander Otterburn 
Hall in Northumbria, and in 1905 the family changed its name by royal 
licence to Morrison-Bell (the maiden name of Clive’s grandmother), while his 
father was made a baronet in the dissolution of parliament honours at the 
end of 1905.5 Like his three brothers and his father before him, Clive was 
sent to Eton, and then became a soldier, joining the Scots Guards in 1890. 
He described soldiering as not ‘over-strenuous’,6 but his life changed after an 
accidental encounter in 1898 with General Edward Hutton, the commander 
of the Canadian militia, who invited him to become his aide-de-camp in 
Canada. He spent six very happy years there, travelling the length and breadth 
of the country and developing a taste for mountaineering, interrupted only 
by brief but dramatic service in the Boer War, when he was in charge of the 
Canadian contingent’s maxim gun company and played an important part 
in the victory of Paardeberg in February 1900. Unfortunately, he contracted 
enteric fever immediately afterwards, and had to return to Canada where he 
worked as the ADC to the Governor-General Lord Minto until 1904. On his 
return to England, he rejoined his regiment and was stationed at Aldershot, 
where he admits ‘there seemed, in comparison with my last few years at least, 
very little to do, with plenty of time on my hands’.7 With leisure to spare, he 
wrote to Field-Marshal Lord Roberts in 1905 asking if he could help him 
with the Rifle Club Movement which Lord Roberts was promoting. After 

  4  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monkwearmouth_Colliery [accessed 5 May 2020]
  5  The Times, 9 December 1905 and 27 December 1905.
  6  PA/MOR2, II, 3.
  7  PA/MOR2, VI, 1.
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a considerable delay, he was appointed Organising Secretary to the Society 
of Miniature Rifle Clubs (now the National Smallbore Rifle Association) 
in 1906, and endeavoured to fit in as many visits to local clubs as he could 
while visiting country houses for a few days’ shooting. A fanatic for visual 
representation of activities and of travelling statistics, he had maps printed 
showing all the rifle clubs in England (which increased from 406 to 1,000 in 
his two years as secretary), while he worked out that he had covered 23,000 
miles between 1906 and his resignation from the Society in 1908.8

Another fortunate coincidence occurred in January 1908, when he decided 
to visit some rifle clubs in Devon while at the same time assisting his twin 
brother Ernest (1871–1960) who was fighting a by-election in the Mid-Devon 
Division (also known as the Ashburton constituency) for the Conservatives. 
Ernest had been roundly defeated in the general election of 1906, but this 
by-election was more closely contested and it became famous both for its 
rowdiness9 and as the start of the Tory fightback against the Liberals, when 
Ernest overturned the Liberal majority with a swing of over ten per cent.10 As 
Clive says in his autobiography,

owing to my brother’s sensational victory, I found myself getting pressing 
invitations from several constituencies to become their candidate. I must say 
none of them seemed very tempting propositions, but it was a compliment to 
have been asked, and it put the idea of Parliament into my head.11

However, a few months later, in June 1908, his friend from Eton and the 
Army, Raymond Marker, told Morrison-Bell that Marker’s father, Richard, 
who was Chairman of the Unionist Association in Honiton, was in a serious 
quandary about selecting a candidate to succeed the sitting MP, Sir John 
Kennaway, who wished to retire. With four or five local candidates, all of 

  8  PA/MOR2, VI, 12-15.
  9  The rowdiness is well described by Jon Lawrence in Electing Our Masters: the Hustings 
in British Politics from Hogarth to Blair (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 91-92; 
by Clive Morrison-Bell, an eye-witness to the attack on the Conservative Club in Newton 
Abbot, in PA/MOR2, VII, 8-10; by Todd Gray, who highlighted the violence directed 
against Emmeline Pankhurst in Remarkable Women of Devon (Exeter: Mint Press, 2009), 
110-112; and depicted visually by The Illustrated London News, 25 January 1908, 135. 
Clive Morrison-Bell felt that the victory was due to his brother’s hard work, popularity and 
personality rather than Tariff Reform – see PA/MOR2, VII; for other contemporary analyses 
see Blewett, The Peers, 45-47, and The Spectator, 25 January 1908, 136.
10  After the success at Mid-Devon, the Tories ‘made seven by-election gains from the Liberals 
[in a row]’, David Powell, The Edwardian Crisis: Britain 1901–14 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 
1996), 45.
11  PA/MOR2, VII, 12.
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whom were friends of his father, Raymond made the suggestion, ‘Why not go 
outside? What about Morrison-Bell’s brother? It seems a name to conjure with 
just now after Mid-Devon’.12 After the committee had made a unanimous 
decision in his favour, Morrison-Bell explained ‘this is how [the] Mid-Devon 
by-election came to alter my placid existence, and switch me off to something 
entirely new and totally unexpected’.13 

At this date, Clive Morrison-Bell claimed to ‘know practically nothing 
about politics’,14 but this is slightly disingenuous. His father, Sir Charles, had 
been a member of the Executive Committee of the Tariff Reform League, 
one of the most significant Tory ginger groups, since at least July 1906,15 his 
brothers Ernest and Eustace (1874–1947) had stood as Conservative candidates 
in the 1906 election for Mid-Devon and Durham City respectively,16 while 
in January 1910 Clive’s unmarried sister Evelyn (1869–1927) was helping 
out in her sixth election,17 so there seems little doubt that Clive came from a 
political family. Clive himself had been converted to the cause of tariff reform 
during a five-day rail trip from Vancouver to Ottawa in October 1903, when 
he read Joseph Chamberlain’s famous Glasgow speech on the subject,18 and 
he boasted in his autobiography that he had fought and won seven general 
elections all as a tariff reformer.19 

Clive was entering politics at a particularly interesting time. Although the 
Liberals had inflicted a crushing defeat on the Conservatives in 1906, winning 
399 seats to the Tories 156, the Liberals faced a hostile House of Lords, packed 
with Tory peers, who between 1906 and 1909 rejected ten Liberal bills and 
amended, sometimes to the point of mutilation, another forty or so. Lloyd 
George, a fairly radical Chancellor of the Exchequer, who had introduced 
old age pensions in 1908, was keen to bring in more social legislation while 
maintaining naval rearmament, so brought forward a ‘People’s Budget’ in the 
spring of 1909; this included proposals for higher taxation, and several land 
bills which had already been rejected by the Lords. As Roy Hattersley puts it,

12  PA/MOR2, VII, 13.
13  PA/MOR2, VII, 14.
14  PA/MOR2, VII, 6.
15  London Evening Standard, 16 July 1906.
16  PA/MOR2, VII, 4.
17  DEI/MOR, 1, 181.
18  PA/MOR2, V, 11. Chamberlain’s Glasgow speech was reported in full in The Times, 
7 October 1903, and had a huge impact – see Frank Coetzee, For Party or Country: 
Nationalism and the Dilemmas of Popular Conservatism in Edwardian England (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1990), 45 ff.
19  PA/MOR2, XXV, 7.
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It is impossible to imagine that the Lords would ever have accepted the 1909 
Finance Bill without a fight. It interfered with a part of the nation’s life which 
the peers believed was theirs to have and to hold in perpetuity – the ownership 
of the land.20 

By 1908 tariff reform and imperial preference had become official Tory 
policy. Tariff reform was designed to reduce unemployment by adding tariffs 
to selected imports, thereby preventing foreign competitors from dumping 
produce on the British market and undercutting home-based producers; it 
would also raise revenue which many younger Conservatives wanted to put 
towards social legislation, while Imperial preference, whereby the colonies 
would not levy duties on goods produced in Britain, was designed to knit 
the Empire more closely to the mother country. Although there were ‘New 
Conservatives’ and ‘Diehards’ on separate wings of the party,21 on the whole 
at this time the Conservatives, in the words of David Powell, ‘were very much 
the party of the English, Anglican establishment, rallying their supporters 
with loyalist appeals to the defence of the constitution, the Empire and the 
status quo’.22 Such a characterisation fits Clive Morrison-Bell very well; no 
intellectual,23 he believed in the core principles of traditional Conservatism, 
and was usually prepared to follow the party leader – as he said at his 
adoption speech in Exeter on 27 July 1908, ‘It took a lifetime study to master 
all the details of political life and he was prepared to sink his own judgment 
if there was any doubt and follow Mr. Balfour [the leader of the Conservative 
Party]’.24

The Honiton constituency had been Conservative since 1868, and, although 
it was primarily agricultural, it also included the seaside towns of Exmouth, 
Budleigh Salterton and Sidmouth. It had a substantial number of resident 
Conservative landowners, including the retiring MP Sir John Kennaway at 
Escot, while the chair of the Honiton Conservative Association was Richard 
Marker of Combe, who owned over 6000 acres, and the President of the 

20  Roy Hattersley, The Edwardians (London: Little, Brown, 2004), 154.
21  For more information on both wings of the party, see respectively, E. H. H. Green, The 
Crisis of Conservatism: the Politics, Economics and Ideology of the British Conservative 
Party, 1880–1914 (London: Routledge, 1995) and Gregory D. Phillips, The Diehards: 
Aristocratic Society and Politics in Edwardian England (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1979).
22  Powell, Edwardian Crisis, 6.
23  He said that when he heard his brother give a speech on Tariff Reform during the Mid-
Devon by-election, he ‘found myself really more mystified than elated after such torrents of 
statistics’ (PA/MOR2, VII, 11).
24  D&EG, 25 July 1908.
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Devon Unionist Association, Lord Clinton of Bicton, was one of the largest 
landowners in the county. The Primrose League, a powerful vehicle for 
support of the Conservatives, was very strong in East Devon, and among its 
leading members (in addition to the Kennaways, Clintons and Markers) were 
Viscount Sidmouth at Honiton, Mary, Viscountess Chetwynd at Lympstone, 
Lady Gertrude Rolle at Budleigh and Lady Peek at Sidmouth.25 It also had 
a relatively low number of nonconformists, who traditionally voted for the 
Liberal party.26 Following the example of his brother Ernest, Clive Morrison-
Bell decided both to live in the constituency (he eventually settled in Harpford 
Lodge),27 and to nurse it. As Jon Lawrence remarks,

Not all rich men chose to go into politics, but virtually all men involved in 
politics were rich … Candidates were expected to meet the full administrative 
costs of an election … Local party organization needed to be subsidized, 
full-time agents and their assistants had to be employed and potentially 
most expensive of all, constituencies had to be “nursed” through systematic 
donations to local charitable (and not so charitable) causes.28

Since he confessed that ‘he knew little about agriculture’,29 Morrison-Bell felt 
it politic to make substantial contributions to his local party; so, although 
there were many wealthy Tories in the Honiton constituency, ‘the local 
association’s largest single source of income in 1910 was £300 from its MP 
Clive Morrison-Bell’,30 and he was described in a newspaper report as ‘having 
come down handsomely with regard to the party purse’.31 Morrison-Bell 
was also energetic and thorough, and decided to follow the example of the 
MP for Exeter, Sir George Kekewich, who in the general election of 1906 
had insufficient funds to nurse the constituency and so, as an alternative, 
personally visited 9000 electors, a tactic which he claimed was ‘one of the 
principal factors of my success’.32 In a speech in Axminster in June 1909, 
Morrison-Bell was able to boast that ‘he had filled 295 engagements during 

25  WMN, 21 January 1912; Martin Pugh, The Tories and the People, 1880–1935 (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1985), 98; D&EG, 17 April 1909. 
26  Anthony Michael Dawson, Politics in Devon and Cornwall, unpublished PhD thesis, 1991, 
18.
27  PA/MOR2, XXVII, 1.
28  Lawrence, Electing Our Masters, 5-6.
29  DEI/MOR, 1, 10.
30  Dawson, Politics in Devon and Cornwall, 52 and 65.
31  DEI/MOR, 1, 2.
32  Sir G. W. Kekewich, The Education Department and After (London: Constable, 1920), 
247.
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the eight months [since his adoption as candidate for Honiton] and had 
covered an average of 700 miles a month’;33 indeed, two months earlier, at 
Branscombe, he stated that he had ‘completed the task which he had set out 
some six months ago, namely to hold a meeting in every polling district’.34

In his adoption speech at the Constitutional Club in Exeter on 23 July 
1908, Morrison-Bell outlined the issues that were of most importance to him: 
national defence, tariff reform, supporting the Tory leadership and hostility to 
Irish home rule.35 On the first matter, he believed that the issue went beyond 
party politics and he was as good as his word; in a later speech at which 
his Liberal opponent for Honiton, W. B. Luke, was present, he lent his full 
support to the proposals of Richard Haldane, the Liberal Secretary of State 
for War for the creation of a Territorial Army.36 In the same speech he praised 
the Government’s policy on India, and the following year, in February, in a 
speech at East Budleigh, he stood up to ‘congratulate Sir Edward Grey [the 
Liberal Foreign Secretary] for his conduct of foreign affairs during a time of 
exceptional difficulty’.37 The fact that both Haldane and Grey were Liberal 
Imperialists may have had something to do with his approval as he was quite 
scathing about the Labour leader, Keir Hardie, who, he said, spoke ‘twaddle 
about the Brotherhood of Man [and] shaking hands with your enemy’.38 
Indeed, Morrison-Bell actually worked for the Government by becoming a 
King’s Messenger and transporting the diplomatic bag to Berlin, Vienna, and 
Constantinople;39 the latter visit resulted in some interesting articles in the 
Devon and Exeter Gazette on the political situation in Turkey, as Morrison-
Bell was able to have a long conversation with the prominent Young Turk, 
Ahmed Riza, the first President of the revived Ottoman Chamber of 
Deputies.40 Thus, it can be seen that in foreign policy, and matters of defence, 
Morrison-Bell, though a Tory, actually supported the Liberal government, as 
long as he felt that they safeguarded the country’s security. 

On social issues, he had a more ambiguous view. In the course of his 
first speech in Exeter, he did not actually oppose the recent introduction of 
the old age pension, but worried that the age of eligibility would drop from 
70 to 65 and then 60 and would become unaffordable, saying, ‘it was very 

33  Chard and Ilminster News, 21 June 1909.
34  D&EG, 23 April, 1909. See also DEI/MOR, 1, 10 and PA/MOR2, VIII, 1-2.
35  D&EG, 24 July 1908.
36  D&EG, 28 November 1908.
37  D&EG, 27 February 1909.
38  Exmouth Journal, 17 October 1908.
39  D&EG, 27 February 1909.
40  D&EG, 31 March 1909 and 26 April 1909.
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reckless finance and it was no doubt it was partly owing to the fact that the 
government has their eye on the bye-election’.41 On the question of women’s 
suffrage, he was more supportive than Sir John Kennaway, who had resisted 
‘the entreaties of the Liberal ladies of Exmouth’,42 declaring ‘I am perfectly 
ready to give any woman the vote who has already the municipal vote, but 
strongly disapprove of the methods of the present Suffragettes who are 
trying to get the vote’.43 Indeed, his autobiography reveals that he met Mrs 
Pankhurst on a couple of occasions, after the second of which he remarked, 
‘Certainly those early pioneers of the Suffrage movement had pluck’.44 He 
spoke strongly about religious education, declaring that ‘The people of this 
country had always insisted that their children must have a proper moral and 
religious education and they would continue to do so’.45 He attacked both the 
Radicals and the Socialists (the Liberal and Labour parties) on their attitude 
to the land and to agriculture, while at the same time supporting hunting, 
which he said was ‘the keystone to the English character and the envy of every 
nation’;46 he went on to argue in a speech at Whimple, that, ‘the Conservative 
Party had done more for agriculture than the Radicals, while he challenged 
any to say that the Radicals had done more for working-class legislation than 
the Conservatives’.47

He reserved his strongest rhetoric, however, for two causes in which 
he believed with fervour and conviction, tariff reform and the question of 
Ireland. He made many, many speeches on tariff reform, where he set out the 
arguments clearly and, for many of his audience, convincingly, although his 
Liberal opponents at open meetings never ceased to claim that tariff reform 
would cause a rise in the price of food. This is an extract from a Morrison-
Bell speech in late 1908 and a good example of his views on economic policy – 

‘The trade question had altered like everything else and nothing would 
convince him that Tariff Reform was not a necessary article of faith in the 
twentieth century. The great argument of Tariff Reform was employment. 
Every labouring man depended on steady employment for his weekly wages 
and so on, or, if there was a slackening of trade it reacted at once on the 
labouring classes … Free traders might talk until they were blue in the face, 

41  D&EG, 25 July 1908.
42  Exmouth Journal, 17 October, 1908.
43  D&EG, 7 January 1909.
44  PA/MOR2, VII, 16.
45  DEI/MOR, 1, 14.
46  D&EG, 4 December 1908.
47  D&EG, 21 October 1908.
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they would never persuade him, but that if there were a chance of retaliation 
[imposing the same level of import duties as charged on British goods 
exported to certain countries] down would come the duties’.48

Morrison-Bell had gone over to Ulster in late January 1909 to see conditions 
in Ireland at first hand, and, while staying at Mountstewart with the Marquis 
of Londonderry, he witnessed in Belfast, ‘a great demonstration to protest 
against the Irish policy of the Government’,49 and may even have appeared on 
the Ulster Unionist platform. On his return to Devon, he made a number of 
speeches where he criticised what he considered to be the lax policy in Ireland, 
launching a strong attack on Augustine Birrell, the Liberal Chief Secretary 
for Ireland, whom he accused of ‘criminal weakness’,50 demanding that he 
‘put into operation the Crimes Act, to check the rule of the village hooligans 
[in Ireland]’.51 Interestingly, before he even went to Ireland, Morrison-Bell 
made a speech in Sidmouth which included the claim that, as most Irish 
constituencies were much smaller than English ones, Irish Nationalists were 
over-represented in the British Parliament. He concluded that with a more 
equitable redistribution ‘the Irish question could be settled in six months’.52 
He developed his idea of redistribution considerably in 1911 and 1912, 
having a wooden model constructed to show the varying constituency sizes 
and putting up a huge hoarding in London advertising the same idea.53

Much of the remainder of 1909 was taken up with the issue of the People’s 
Budget, which Lloyd George had introduced on 29 April 1909. It took the 
Tories a while to gather their forces to fight the budget and a Budget Protest 
League was only formed in June 1909. As the situation became ever more 
tense, Lloyd George made inflammatory speeches in defence of the budget 
and against the House of Lords at Limehouse on 30 July 1909 and at 
Newcastle in 9 October 1909, attacking the Lords as ‘five hundred men … 
chosen accidentally from among the unemployed’; he portrayed the Unionist 
opponents of the budget as enemies of the constitution, ‘Let them realise 
what they are doing,’ he warned, ‘they are forcing a revolution’, [and a voice 

48  D&EG, 24 July 1908.
49  The Belfast News-Letter, 27 January 1909.
50  D&EG, 10 February 1909.
51  D&EG, 27 February 1909.
52  D&EG, 12 December 1908.
53  The model was depicted in a cartoon by Edward Tennyson Reed in Punch, 9 August 1911, 
and the hoarding featured in a drawing by Samuel Begg in the Illustrated London News, 28 
October 1911. The whole issue of the redistribution of Irish seats takes up much of chapters 
ten and eleven of Morrison-Bell’s autobiography.
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from the audience called out], ‘And they will get it’.54 Locally, Morrison-
Bell’s opponent in Honiton, W. B. Luke, attacked the Tories at a meeting of 
the Budget League in Budleigh Salterton, saying, ‘The peers might howl, the 
brewers might scowl and millionaires might rage, but justice to the people 
must prevail in this momentous struggle on which they had now entered’.55 
Morrison-Bell countered by denouncing the budget as ‘socialistic’56 at a 
Primrose League meeting at Escot, and in a later speech at Seaton he accused 
the Liberals of trying to set class against class, claiming that ‘the House of 
Lords represented the will of the people a great deal better than the House 
of Commons’.57 It became increasingly likely that the Lords would reject the 
budget and so force an election. Morrison-Bell saw nothing wrong with this,

The cry was immediately raised by the Radicals that they were making war 
on the people, How this was made out he could not conceive, for he did not 
know how the Lords could do a more democratic action … They were willing 
to sink their own rights as a Second Chamber by leaving the decision in the 
hands of the people.58

Parliament was prorogued on 3 December 1910 and the longest election 
campaign in British history began. In a speech introducing Morrison-Bell’s 
candidature, he was praised for his assiduous efforts in the Honiton Division,

The Major has since that time [his adoption in July 1908] been ‘nursing’ the 
constituency. He has made himself master of every nook and corner in the 
division and it is said he knows his way about it even better than Sir John 
Kennaway … Morrison-Bell is a ‘whole-hogger’.59 

The most interesting article on the election in Honiton, the anonymous 
‘Position and Prospects of the Parties in the West’, also suggested that 
Morrison-Bell’s assiduity would win him the contest, 

Major Morrison-Bell makes no pretence to being an orator. But elections are 
not won on the platform, and while Mr. Luke has practically confined his 

54  The Times, 11 October 1909. The Limehouse speech was reported in full in The Times, 31 
July 1909.
55  WT, 3 August 1909.
56  D&EG, 30 July 1909.
57  D&EG, 12 October 1909.
58  D&EG, 27 November 1909.
59  DEI/MOR, 1, 176.
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efforts to this form of electioneering, his rival for political success has spent 
much of his time in getting to know the electors, which is a surer road to 
success.60

The article continues,

Inasmuch as 99% of the tenant farmers are described as belonging to the old-
fashioned school of Tories, and the constituency is chiefly an agricultural one, 
the Liberals rely almost entirely on the vote of the labourers which can carry 
the election. They are confident of securing the greater proportion of these 
believing that old age pensions are going to do them a lot of good. As they 
cannot secure the vote of the landed proprietors, they are relying on the cry of 
‘land for the landless’.61

Old age pensions did indeed become a contentious issue. A local newspaper 
article in October 1909 suggested that ‘aged pensioners and their friends 
have been waylaid by mysterious persons … who sought to persuade them 
that if the Lords rejected the Finance Bill, their pensions would be stopped’.62 
Morrison-Bell was forced to refute this, declaring, ‘the idea of thinking 
that either party would do away with the old age pension was monstrous’,63 
but the issue did not go away, and once the election campaign was underway, 
all the Tory candidates in Devon were forced to publish a letter which 
stated that ‘the national obligation to pay the old age pension under the Act 
of 1908 is one which no party would violate if it could, or could violate if it 
would’.64

Morrison-Bell’s election manifesto was published on the front page of 
the Devon and Exeter Gazette on 7 January 1910, and in it he outlined 
the themes he had developed during the previous eighteen months, namely 
tariff reform and imperial preference, no home rule in Ireland and a 
strong army and navy. On the House of Lords, he stated, ‘I welcome any 
reasonable reform of the House, but to the abolition or even the weakening 
of the Second Chamber, I should offer the most strenuous opposition’; 
he supported extending agricultural credit to allow tenants ‘to become 

60  DEI/MOR, 1, 170. I have not been able to identify in which newspaper this shrewd analysis 
was published.
61  Ibid.
62  DEI/MOR, 1, 160.
63  D&EG, 8 October 1909.
64  WMN, 10 January 1910. See also Blewett, The Peers, 123-24.
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the owners of the land they cultivate’, and ‘the right of parents to declare 
what faith they wished their children taught’; finally on social reform, 
he declared, ‘Any well thought out scheme for social reform, designed 
to benefit the working class would always share my hearty support’,65 
In a great irony for someone who had worked so hard to cultivate their 
constituency, Morrison-Bell was unable to campaign for much of December 
and January due to an eye infection66 (he spent the time in a nursing home 
in Bournemouth) and did not return to the fray until 22 January, only six 
days before the poll in Honiton, much of the electioneering being undertaken 
by the retiring MP Sir John Kennaway, and in late January, by Clive’s sister, 
Evelyn.67 In 1910, polling still took place in each constituency on different 
days, and as his brother Ernest had been defeated on 26 January in Mid-
Devon, and his brother Eustace at Chesterton on the 27th, so on polling day 
in Honiton, Friday, 28 January, the town was covered in Liberal posters 
saying ‘Two bells have fallen, the third falls on Friday’. As he says in his 
autobiography,

The reaction and tremendous relief when the figures were announced with 
a Conservative majority of 1871 were overwhelming and Honiton just went 
raving mad. I have never seen anything to equal it. I was to go through seven 
General Elections before, owing to a slight breakdown, I unfortunately had to 
resign, but there were never the frantic scenes as on that day in January 1910, 
when the riddle that was so exciting everybody, was solved, that Honiton was 
still to remain blue.68

Clive Morrison-Bell continued as MP for Honiton until 1931, and was 
created a Baronet as Sir Clive Morrison-Bell of Harpford in the 1923 birthday 
honours. He never rose to great heights, his most important position being 
Parliamentary Private Secretary to Chancellor of the Exchequer, Winston 
Churchill, during the General Strike of 1926. Churchill described him as ‘an 
impeccable Conservative’,69 while the Home Secretary, Sir William Joynson-
Hicks, under Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin, called him, ‘one of those 
quiet, influential, large-hearted Conservative Members for County seats, not 

65  All quotations from the election manifesto are taken from D&EG, 7 January 1910.
66  PA/MOR2, VIII, 5.
67  For example, at a rally in Rockbeare, Chard and Ilminster News, 22 January 1910.
68  PA/MOR2, VIII, 6.
69  Saturday Evening Post, 15 February 1930, reprinted in the News of the World, 9 May 
1938.
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particularly ambitious, always willing to help his leaders, but with no effort 
at self-advertisement’.70 He comes over as personable and hard-working, 
a modest man of modest achievements, but one who stuck to his core 
Conservative principles. He died at his home in London on 16 April 1956, 
three days before his eighty-fifth birthday.

70  Sunday Times, 3 February 1930.
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Book Reviews

Butler, Simon, A Manaton Century: a Dartmoor Parish 100 years ago 
(Wellington: Ryelands, 2019) 80 pp., b/w and colour illustrations. Softback. 
ISBN 978-1-9065514-6-9. £9.99.

Dr Samuel Johnson’s quotation, ‘Worth seeing, yes: but not worth going 
to see’, is the epigram that heads the first chapter of this book. Yet visiting 
Manaton through the pages of this beautifully produced volume is most 
definitely worthwhile. The impetus for the book was a collection of over 
400 watercolours and sketches by William Henry Jones, who lived in this 
isolated Dartmoor parish between 1904 and 1923. Simon Butler has taken 
a selection of these images and used them as a vehicle for chronicling change 
in a large, but sparsely populated, parish over the past century. The book is 
further enhanced by a delightful blend of old and modern photographs, aerial 
views and maps. Although this is ostensibly a ‘picture book’, the quality of 
Butler’s text is in no way compromised, as he describes how the parish has 
altered since Jones lived there. From the outset, the book states that it is not 
intended to be a comprehensive history, yet its text and illustrations provide 
an evocative account of a bygone way of life. 

The Foreword, which describes the genesis of the book, is followed by a 
brief biography of the artist, written by his granddaughter, Bryony Cullum. 
Jones was a professional landscape artist and an associate member of the 
Birmingham Watercolour Society, who came to Torquay to take up a teaching 
post before becoming headmaster of Manaton School in 1904. Dated sketches 
indicate that he had visited Manaton on several occasions during his time in 
Torquay.

The first chapter, ‘Visiting Fairyland’̧  uses the 1842 tithe map and 
schedule to describe the parish as it would have been then. In later 
chapters, this becomes a basis for discussing subsequent changes. There 
is a detailed discussion of field names in Manaton in general and Neadon 
Farm in particular. Throughout the book, there are interesting comparisons 
between the tithe map and modern aerial photographs. These are fascinating 
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but would be easier to follow if the numbers annotating the illustrations 
were consistent across both map and photograph, which is not always the 
case.

Transport links are discussed in Chapter 2, ‘Old Roads and Long Lanes’. 
In Jones’ time, most of the roads were still muddy tracks, hazardous for 
wheeled conveyances, especially in winter. Despite the coming of the railway 
to Bovey Tracey in 1866, Manaton was still isolated and motorised vehicles 
were rare.

In the following three chapters, each of the main settlements in the parish 
is covered in turn, beginning with the cluster of buildings around the village 
green. These include the church, the Half Moon Inn, the now demolished 
parsonage and the school and the schoolhouse in which Jones lived. Freeland, 
the subject of the fourth chapter, is a hamlet that is centred on the site of the 
former pound. The expansion of the settlement, due to ribbon development, is 
evident from the aerial photograph. Finally, the enigmatically named Water, 
once the smallest of Manaton’s settlements, is described. This hamlet has seen 
the greatest change, largely due to the construction of council houses in the 
1920s.

The outlying scattered farms are the subject of Chapter 6, ‘Farther Afield’. 
Here the impact of increasing mechanisation and improved transport links 
upon rural life is considered. The concluding chapter, ‘The Wood for the 
Trees’, comments on how the landscape has changed since Jones’ time. Many 
of his sketches would now be impossible to execute due to significant tree 
growth. The productive orchards of the early twentieth century have been 
replaced by nature-friendly, unmanaged woodland.

The text is sprinkled with names of past inhabitants, which will delight 
any family historians whose ancestors inhabited Manaton. An index would 
have been a helpful addition, as would a map showing Manaton in its wider 
geographical context but the lack of these does not detract from a high-
quality publication. The author has produced a gentle book, which showcases 
both Jones’ work and Manaton itself. It is evident that both the artist and the 
author felt a special connection to this place.

Janet Few
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Roger Claxton, Welfare in Widecombe 1700–1900: an Illustrated Journey 
through Local Archives (Widecombe-in-the-Moor: Widecombe History 
Group, 2019), 182pp., illustrations. Softback. ISBN 978 1 9162849 0 6 (print), 
978 1 9162849 1 3 (e-book). Kindle £9.99. Paperback £20.50. Flexibound 
£17.

This book looks at the welfare provision in Widecombe set against a 
legal background, and transcribed, as evidenced by the documents in the 
Widecombe Archive and the Widecombe Parish Chest. A pictorial approach 
has been taken with the documents beautifully reproduced with just a small 
criticism on behalf of those who prefer to check transcription for themselves 
that half a dozen of them are rather too small to read easily. 

Coverage is wide ranging and Claxton writes in an accessible way making 
good sense of the wealth of primary source material available to him. He 
adopts an informative approach for the new researcher whilst presenting 
invaluable raw material for the more experienced local historian. Individual 
stories are brought to life and in the first part of the book there are boxed 
‘Interesting Asides’ to throw light upon such thing as Stamp Duty, Indentures, 
Widecombe Church and the use of final J in Roman numbers. The useful place 
name and surname index works well with the more detailed Contents pages: 
The Case of George Leaman, his Wife and Three Children; Mary Hamlyn 
and her Six Children; Mary Hannaford and Ann Potts etc. Chapters cover 
the apprenticeship system, Removal Orders, Gifts and private provisions, the 
Tythe and rates system, and provision for the poor, including Church House. 

He makes us aware throughout that there is a team of skilled volunteers 
behind him. The Widecombe Local History Society is a thriving one which 
has worked extensively scanning, cataloguing and transcribing documents as 
part of the Widecombe Digital Archive project, launched in 2011. Claxton’s 
book is just part of this amazing project and although intended primarily for 
the general reader the academic will also be interested in examples of original 
material, truly representative of the welfare system at local level.

Little gems of information about the duties of specific local officials add 
to our whole picture of the welfare system, for situated where it is, the parish 
of Widecombe was responsible for recovering and burying any dead bodies 
found on the moor, and to help defray costs, they appropriated, and accounted 
for, any money found on such bodies e.g. 5/- ‘in the pocett of that man that 
was found Dead on Dartmoor’ in 1801. As an isolated community, there 
are glimpses of the wider world too: the 1821 Examination of widow Maria 
Hannaford revealed that two of her children with Charles Potts, a Private in 
the 22nd Regiment of Foot (and reputed bigamist) were born in France. Hers 
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is a story that invites the local history detective to get involved for several 
documents record that monies were paid out by officials, but then the trail 
goes cold and her final fate is not known. Where primary sources survive they 
give tantalising glimpses of the lives of our ancestors.

A nice example of a charitable bequest to the poor of Widecombe is 
highlighted by documentation showing that in 1669 Sampson Jerman, late 
of Ashburton, bequeathed 10/- p.a. from a close called Fowlaford (later 
Goosepool) to support the poor – preferably a widow, and evidence as late as 
1947 refers to a Sylvia Sayer receiving this fixed amount. 

Of particular value to the researcher are the appendices on how to access 
the full transcripts of Overseers’ and Churchwardens’ Accounts compiled by 
members of the group, and of the 1744 Episcopal Visitation of Widecombe. 
One appendix gives comprehensive instructions on how to access the extensive 
Widecombe Digital Archive itself.

Claxton finishes the book with a bank of questions for further work, 
indicating that the history of a place is never complete and that there will 
always be areas for the local historian to explore and revel in. Just one of these 
questions is tantalising enough: ‘What was the truth about 1894 the Newton 
Abbot Union scandal and what were the outcomes and recommendations of 
the local government enquiry?’

This detailed compilation is a great example of how research can present 
quality written text and open up the possibilities of the digitised archives that 
we are now so grateful to have access to, such as https://www.widecombe-in-
the-moor.com/welfare/ 

Elly Babbedge

Martin Ebdon, A Map of Braunton in 1840. Sheet 4 of the Devon in 1840 
Series, (Bradford-on-Avon: Martin Ebdon Maps, 2019). Folded map, printed 
both sides. ISBN 978-0-9930072-5-5. £19.95.
Available from www.martinebdon.co.uk 

This map, one of 15 planned or already published for northern Devon 
covering the area west from Witheridge to the Cornish border at Bradworthy 
and north to the coast, uses the Tithe Survey of 1836-1846 as its basis. It 
seems appropriate to review this map as an exemplar before offering a few 
comments specific to the area covered by Sheet 4. The Tithe Survey is a rather 
under-used resource by landscape historians, despite the fact that virtually 
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every desk-based archaeological assessment commences by reviewing the 
site as it was recorded on the Tithe Map. The timing of the Tithe Survey 
could hardly be bettered and it portrays the rural landscape before the 
great changes wrought by first the Repeal of the Corn Laws and then 
effects of the railways, increasing mechanisation and of foreign agricultural 
competition on agricultural production in England and Wales. In Devon we 
are fortunate in that very little land had seen the tithe commuted as part 
of the Parliamentary Enclosure process and there were also relatively few 
moduses, local agreements to convert the tithe to a monetary payment. The 
map and the accompanying web site resources do not mention moduses, 
and, to the best of my knowledge, the only ones in North Devon not then 
noted on the Tithe Maps and Apportionments concerned some of Earl 
Fortescue’s lands in Filleigh and East Buckland, perhaps around 2,500 
acres or about 0.5% of the total area of northern Devon. For these the Tithe 
Survey’s usual data on ownership, occupation, land use and field names are 
completely missing. Nonetheless, the Tithe Survey is a pretty comprehensive 
record of early Victorian agriculture. The South West Heritage Trust has 
made digital copies of both the Tithe Apportionments and the Tithe Maps 
available on-line, but some of the originals scanned can be extremely hard 
to read in this format and some of the maps, in particular, are now also 
in such a poor condition that parcel numbers are not really legible, so the 
prospect of having beautifully clear maps in paper format is most attractive. 
The original Tithe Maps were usually produced at a scale of one inch to three 
chains (or 1:2,760) with some then having enlargements of villages at a larger 
scale. 

Martin Ebdon has chosen to produce his maps at a scale of 1:16,000 and 
to incorporate the National Grid as well. This sounds simple, but as each 
parish Tithe Map had its own survey and used its own co-ordinates, this is 
a real tour de force for the modern cartographer. The scale used thus falls 
roughly half-way between the Ordnance Survey’s original Six Inch to the 
mile maps (1:10,560) and the more modern 1:25,000 Explorer series. When 
unfolded, each of Martin’s maps measures 120cm wide by 80cm in height. For 
the village enlargements, printed on the map’s reverse side, a scale of 1:4,000 
is used. The maps have contours in brown at 5m intervals. Field boundaries 
are shown in black, with many field names also included, although the parcel 
numbers from the Tithe Map are not included, which would be almost 
impossible for some of the very smallest parcels. On the Tithe Apportionment 
there are many parcels which are simply called ‘field’, ‘meadow’, ‘wood’, 
‘calves’ plot’, and ‘mowhay’, and so forth, and these are names not recorded 
on Martin’s maps. He has taken arable as the default land-use and the other 
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land-uses are distinguished by colour, yellow for meadow, and various shades 
of green augmented by symbols for woodland and pasture. One problem 
which Martin does not note is that some of the Tithe’s surveyor-valuers were 
extremely reluctant to include any land as meadow. In the area covered by 
the Braunton sheet, this is not an issue, as all the surveyor-valuers did use 
meadow as well as pasture. Another problem which the Braunton sheet does 
not have to address is the ‘arable occasionally’ used by some but not all the 
surveyor-valuers working on the Culm Measures. It almost certainly relates 
to the old practice of Devonshiring, of beat-burning. I wonder how this is 
treated on sheets 7 and 12, which I know do contain areas recorded as ‘arable 
occasionally’. Buildings are shown in red and many properties are named, as 
are some of the roads. Principal roads, mainly the turnpikes, are shown in an 
ochre colour, with all other roads, including some which today only survive 
as green-lanes, are shown in yellow. Parish boundaries, which at this time still 
included enclaves and detached portions, which were only tidied up in the 
1890s, are shown with red dotted lines. On the reverse side, with the village 
enlargement, there is a short text outlining the principal historical sources 
used and short place-name index.

The Braunton sheet covers an area from Baggy Point and Appledore in 
the west to Barnstaple in the east. By the time of the Tithe Survey, Braunton 
Marsh had been reclaimed and enclosed but Horsey Island was just a small 
area of marsh in the middle of the estuary and the major reclamation there and 
the canalisation of the River Caen to Vellator had yet to have been embarked 
upon. Other key modern infrastructure had yet to be built. There is no road 
west from Saunton and around Down End and Braunton village itself was a 
simple four cross way at Cross Tree, with Challoners Road and Exeter Road 
that now bisect it, still some 70 years in the future. The Braunton village 
enlargement shows how the London and South Western Railway’s Ilfracombe 
line of 1874 could reach close to the heart of the village by building on the 
orchards that lay each side of the River Caen. The River Taw is of interest 
in that the marsh reclamation triggered by the building of railways first to 
Fremington and Instow and later via Ashford Strand to Braunton, are missing 
and the original waterfront in Barnstaple is shown, again another area 
dramatically reshaped by railway construction. 

As a geographer and someone with family attachments to Braunton (my 
father was born there and his parents are buried in St Brannock’s churchyard), 
it has been a delight to see this map, which is beautifully produced. Earlier this 
year Tim Robinson, the incomparable cartographer and topographer of the 
Aran Islands, the Burren and Connemara, died, and I feel that Martin Ebdon’s 
maps although very different, are equally attractive and beguiling, and I could 
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think of no greater compliment to pay. The challenge now to Devon’s local 
historians is to produce the equivalent topographic and toponymic biography 
to complement the maps. 

John Bradbeer

David Knapman, Unsteady Progress: A History of Axminster from 1701 to 
2000 (Axminster: Axminster Heritage Centre, 2020), ix + 468pp., 2 town 
plans, 8 tables, 2 charts. Softback. ISBN 9781916376601. £16.50 from the 
publishers at Thomas Whitty House, Silver Street, Axminster EX13 5AH, or 
history@axminsterheritage.org.

The author of this latest history of the East Devon town of Axminster was 
born and raised nearby on the family farm at Middle Wastewater. Although 
his education and then work in the agricultural and environmental fields took 
him elsewhere, the author maintained a close interest in his roots. His appetite 
being whetted by investigating his forebears, on returning to Axminster 
following retirement Knapman took a keen interest in the town’s history, 
becoming a volunteer at its Heritage Centre, under whose auspices this book 
is published.

In his introduction Knapman states that his account is by an amateur 
historian aimed primarily at the general reader eager to learn more about the 
town of Axminster rather than catering to the more specialised needs of the 
professional. A particular aim is to draw attention to the various reference 
sources available to those seeking more depth or detail. As regards these, 
Knapman gives appropriate early acknowledgement to James Davidson for 
his unpublished History of the Town and Parish of Axminster, dated 1832, 
and to George Pullman for the Book of the Axe, the final version of which 
appeared in 1875. As to later sources, although published works and archive 
holdings are referred to, the bulk of the information presented comes from 
newspaper reports, a number emanating from outside of the Westcountry. 
The author is well aware of the shortcomings of press accounts, and has 
no qualms over correcting them when necessary. Despite, for example, 
Axminster’s loss of material and spiritual comfort following the Reformation 
dissolution of nearby Newenham Abbey, the large-scale destruction of the 
town in the Civil War, and many of its men being on the losing side in the 
Monmouth Rebellion, Knapman justifies his commencing in 1701. This was 
the year that began the century during which Axminster first became known 
far and wide due to its carpet manufactory, the town’s enduring claim to 
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fame. By contrast, a decision that some readers may find less welcome was to 
dispense with illustrations. In part this was due to technical reasons and in 
part to an apparent dearth of suitable material prior to the widespread use of 
photography. 

Having set the scene, the writer moves on to the first of ten chapters, 
each covering a thirty year period and divided thematically by appropriate 
subheadings. All commence with ‘External Influences’, thereby enabling 
that essential step of placing local history within a national context. With 
the exception of the first, each chapter concludes with ‘Miscellaneous Events’, 
ranging from an outbreak of smallpox in 1731 to the closure of the New 
Commercial in 1999. This layout facilitates continuity where developments, 
such as the controversial supply of clean water to every household, span 
more than the temporal confines of a single chapter. Comparable space is 
devoted, not surprisingly, to detailed accounts of the town’s carpet factory 
during its days under the Whitty family (1755–1836) and then after its 
resurrection in 1937, by which time no carpets had been produced in the 
town for over a century. On the other hand, other commercial activities are 
by no means neglected; and include the lucrative provision of butter for the 
London market during the closing years of the eighteenth century and the 
brush factory that later provided much employment. The author’s concluding 
remarks revisit and add to the geographical, societal and economic reasons 
for the slow progress alluded to in the title. A brief index follows, confined 
to selected names and places. Although this may frustrate some, the author 
believes, not unreasonably, that those interested in specific topics will find 
themselves well-guided by the chapter subheadings. The book ends with a list 
of Axminster’s main streets, referring to town plans printed on the inside of 
the back cover,

Knapman’s main intentions were to write for the general reader and to 
draw attention to the various sources of information available. In both 
respects he succeeds well, but this should not detract from the book’s potential 
academic value. Knapman has provided a well-researched record of the efforts 
of a small Devon market town to improve the welfare and prosperity of its 
inhabitants and of the factors that at times impeded this. Broad-brush in its 
scope but granular in detail, it can be recommended as of more than merely 
local interest.

Sadru Bhanji
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April Marjoram, W.J. Godfrey (1858–1927): Exmouth Horticulturalist 
(Exeter: Devon & Exeter Institution for Devon Gardens Trust, 2019), 126pp., 
105 figures and illustrations. Softback. Portrait format A5. ISBN 978 0 
9930172 3 0. £6.99

In the last two hundred years the southwest of England, and Devon in 
particular, has been home to many talented nurserymen, horticulturalists 
and professional gardeners – a welcome state of affairs which continues to 
the present day. April Marjoram’s delightful book about William Godfrey is 
well written, illuminating and well referenced. Godfrey’s career as an expert 
breeder and grower of chrysanthemums, regal pelargoniums, Oriental poppies 
and Canterbury Bells gained him an international reputation and the book 
mentions awards he received from the Royal Horticultural Society, National 
Chrysanthemum Society and from countless local shows.

Godfrey’s contributions to the economic, cultural and political growth of 
pre-Great War Exmouth were many and varied, and one wonders where he 
found the time and energy to run a thriving business, exhibit and organise 
Shows, engage with the administration of several organisations, and 
become school governor, Exmouth Urban District Council Chairman and 
magistrate. His descent into bankruptcy after WW1 is poignant and April 
Marjoram offers reasons, obvious to the reader, but not recognised, or at 
least not identified at the time, by Godfrey. April’s book includes over 100 
images – many in colour, a family tree and a map of the nurseries which I 
found particularly useful. In addition to over 160 endnotes the book includes 
descriptions of W.J. Godfrey’s Plant Introductions – almost 170 in all – which 
is a valuable source of information for garden and plant historians.

Free with his opinions, not shy from seeking publicity, yet willing to 
help growers succeed, Godfrey seems to have been generous with his time, 
influence and energy, April has captured his raison d’être. Based largely on 
catalogues, magazine and newspaper articles we don’t learn a lot about his 
domestic and social life, and there is little in the book about his propagation, 
growing, harvesting and distribution methods, but these are minor quibbles 
and do not detract from what is an interesting glimpse into a prominent local 
man. I knew nothing of Mr Godfrey before I read this book – now I wish I 
could sit with him and learn more about his passion for flowers, food and the 
town of Exmouth, his adopted home for 44 years. 

Ian Varndell
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Peter F. Mason, Clam Bridges of Dartmoor (Lustleigh: Lustleigh Society, 
2019), 54pp., period line drawings, paintings, maps, b & w and colour 
photographs. Softback. ISBN 978-0-9957122-4-9. £9.50.

Peter Mason was one of a local group who saved the historic clam bridge 
below Lustleigh Cleave on a footpath between Lustleigh and Manaton in 
2006–07. It is believed to be the last surviving traditionally built clam bridge 
and was threatened with removal and replacement with a utilitarian modern 
bridge. In the event, the clam bridge was saved and a massive and expensive 
bridge capable of carrying horses erected beside it.

This victory inspired Mason to write this very interesting and well-
illustrated monograph, which is part of the Lustleigh Parishscapes project, 
funded by the Moor than Meets the Eye scheme and the National Lottery. 
He begins by debating what a clam bridge actually is. Although clam 
has been used to refer to simple stone as well as wooden structures, the 
usual Devon reference is to a timber bridge. Generally, this is (or was) a 
modest structure, using planks or a tree trunk, plus a simple handrail. In 
a landscape criss-crossed with rivers and streams they were vital to local 
communities.

Wooden bridges generally superseded fords. In turn, many were later 
replaced by more durable stone bridges. However, both stone and wooden 
bridges are vulnerable to the frequent floods and spates of Dartmoor’s rivers; 
whilst the timber in wooden bridges needs regular replacement. Thus much 
of Clam Bridges of Dartmoor concerns former clam bridges. In this, Mason 
refers frequently to his sources, principally historic Ordnance Survey maps 
and authors such as William Crossing, which are well referenced in the text 
and the notes.

The book is very well supported by archive photographs, paintings and line 
drawing of clam bridges. These are a valuable historic record in themselves 
and, like historic illustrations and photographs in general, contain interesting 
incidental details, such as the extent of tree cover along Dartmoor’s rivers. 
Many have charm and artistic merit too – indeed, artists were drawn to clam 
bridges for their picturesque qualities. A particularly popular clam bridge at 
Holy Street Mill outside Chagford drew so many painters and photographers 
it was once described as being ‘infested with artists’!

Mason gives map references for both extant and vanished clam bridges 
included in the text, so the book can be used as a practical guide for agile 
readers equipped with the Ordnance Survey Explorer map. Helpfully, he has 
included an Ordnance Survey map showing extant Dartmoor clam bridges 
and some photographs to illustrate these, though it would have been gratifying 
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for readers who like to discover such bridges for themselves if more detail had 
been given about them.

That caveat aside, this book is to be recommended. It packs a host of 
information into its 54 pages, including some related items such as Devon 
field names containing ‘clam’. According to Mason, there are 63 on the 
Apportionments for the Tithe Maps covering Devon, 24 of which are on 
Dartmoor. Among the most common are ‘Clam Close’ and ‘Clam Park’. 

Robert Hesketh

Richard Oliver, Roger Kain and Todd Gray (eds.), William Birchynshaw’s 
Map of Exeter 1743 (Devon and Cornwall Record Society, extra series, vol. 3) 
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2019), ix + 59pp., illustrations. Hardback. ISBN 
978-0-9018539-7-4. £25.

A step or two from where I’m writing there is a copy of Hooker’s 1587 map. 
It is a commemorative edition in monochrome, produced to celebrate some 
notable event (maybe the 400th anniversary of the map in 1987?). The caption 
tells me it was ‘reproduced from the unique copy in Exeter Guildhall’. Not far 
from that is a print of the county (Fisher 1831) next to one by Robert Norden 
(undated). Stacked behind a desk awaiting a better frame, is a modern copy of 
Braun and Hogenburg’s 1618 map. In dusty box files I have smaller copies of 
various maps, almost all of them commemorative editions published locally, 
often by either the Devon Library Service or Devon Record Office. Add to 
that a stack of assorted old six inch plans of East Devon that I haven’t looked 
at for years, an OS 1:1,100,000 map of the UK (useful) and a world map. 
There are probably more – forgotten and unattended. I will lay money that 
most local historians reading this will be similarly encumbered, with maps 
collected in the way that a car windscreen collects flies, by random encounter, 
simply because you came across them or they looked interesting. I rarely refer 
to them for information, except the OS and sometimes the Hooker, where 
the detail is alluring enough to contemplate its use as a wayfinder on a walk 
around Exeter trying to ‘see’ the landscape that Hooker knew. Have I actually 
done that? No, but I can imagine it would be a pleasure. And I might do it one 
day. That’s why Hooker stays on my wall.1

  1  There is in fact such a guided walk: David H. Parker (ed.), Finding Tudor Exeter: a city 
walk with the 1587 map. (Exeter: Devon and Exeter Institution, 2018).
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The book in front of me for review is the story of another random 
encounter between a local historian and a map. The map is a town plan of 
Exeter made by William Birchynshaw in 1743, and the local historian is Dr 
Todd Gray, who, unless I am much mistaken, discovered this map and bought 
it at an auction. 

Even the slightest acquaintance with Devon history and geography will 
bring you into contact with Messrs Oliver, Kain and Gray. As a team to tackle 
the history of a newly discovered Exeter map, it would be hard to find better. 
Few publications can match Kain and Ravenhill’s magisterial Historical 
Atlas of Southwest England, for showcasing the scope and value of maps 
and mapping as historical documents and analytical tools, and for setting 
a standard for design and production of books presenting and discussing 
maps. Equally, few would contest the suitability of Dr Gray to tackle a unique 
historical aspect of the city of Exeter, a place for which he has the most 
profound affection and the most comprehensive information. 

It is a beautiful book – large format (275mm x 320mm) with weighty, 
lustrous pages between substantial board covers, generously illustrated with 
photographs of maps of Exeter through the ages. The front matter includes 
a dedication to William Ravenhill, whose name will be familiar to local 
historians and geographers, and a note about the purchase of the Birchynshaw 
map in September 2018, whence it now comes to wider public notice. The 
end matter includes reference notes, an index, a list of Devon and Cornwall 
Record Society officers and a list of that Society’s publications from 1955 to 
2018, this last serving to impress upon me how much essential reading lies 
ahead.

The main text is in two parts. The first, by Richard Oliver and Roger 
Kain, under the heading ‘Seven Maps of Exeter’, is an account of the 
development of town plans of Exeter from the time of Richard Hooker 
(1587) through various reworkings, sometimes from new surveys, sometimes 
plagiarised from earlier work and sometimes a bit of both, up to the 
productions of the Ordnance Survey mapmakers in the late nineteenth 
century. There is a wealth of contextual material covering many aspects of 
design, sources, development, production methods, distribution and usage to 
accompany the maps.

The second section, by Todd Gray, is an exposition entitled ‘Exeter in 
1743’, setting out an historical view of the city during the period Birchynshaw 
made his map. The text is subdivided into commentaries on particular topics 
– topography, society, economy, government, and religion, and the whole 
is enlivened by a collection of John Rocque’s vignettes of Exeter (from his 
map of 1744) enlarged to display their fascinating detail. The whole piece is 
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interlaced with cameos from Dr Gray’s seemingly endless collection, perfectly 
conjuring the mood of the period.

The text throughout is readable, engaging and entertaining; the 
information absorbing and enlightening. I am tempted to ask questions about 
odd points, and I will chance my arm at that later on, but first a brief note on 
the illustrations. A book about maps is always a compromise which more often 
disadvantages the maps than it does the text. Maps are of course essential in 
this instance, given that the whole point of this book is to present the discovery 
of a new map. The reproduction of one or two of the town plans was a bit 
less than optimal however – some of them quite dark and oddly coloured. The 
Birchynshaw map itself – the star turn of the publication – is among those 
diminished in this way. These are only trifling offences, but they could have 
been rectified with more careful attention to reprographic operations. Also, as 
the book will be, for the time being at least, the sole public record of the map, 
then more close ups – following the examples selected for particular attention 
in the ‘topography’ commentary (more anon) – would have been rewarding. 
Lastly, it would have been useful too if the scale at which the illustrations 
were printed had been included in the caption, rather than the reader being 
obliged to work them out from the original dimensions in the text. That’s my 
gripes done with and I hasten to add that they are not enough to undermine 
the interest and attraction of the book as a whole. There is much to celebrate 
in this elegant invitation to study old maps of Exeter, and it is to that I will 
turn now.

The ‘Seven Maps of Exeter’ starts with Hooker’s 1587 map and pays due 
tribute to it and the influence it had on nearly all following town plans of 
Exeter. The ‘Seven’ in the title refers to key development in surveying and 
mapmaking for Exeter’s town plans. There are, in fact, many more than 
seven maps illustrated and discussed in the first part of the book. Hooker is 
followed by John Speed (1611), Braun and Hogenberg (1618), Daniel Meisner 
(1631), Mathias Merian (1650), Roger Hermannides (1661), Richard Isacke 
(1677), Philip Lea (1689), Ichabod Fairlove (1709) – a round of applause 
please, for a name like that – Samuel Isacke (1723), William Stukely (1723/24), 
William Birchynshaw (1743), John Rocque (1744), Andrews and Dury (1764), 
Benjamin Donn (1765), Charles Tozer (1792), Hayman and Britton (1805), 
Brown (1835), John Wood (1839), Warren and Besley (1850) and John 
Tallis (1851). The collection is completed by a plan that appears in Murray’s 
Handbook (1863), the Ordnance Survey six inch of 1888 and a street plan of 
Exeter bus routes from 1949.

The question whether William Birchynshaw’s production (which appears 
across pages 16-17) is a true landmark amid this catalogue of worthy 

18828 - Devon Historian 90 - 2020.indb   9518828 - Devon Historian 90 - 2020.indb   95 10/12/2020   11:23:5010/12/2020   11:23:50



96	 The Devon Historian, vol. 90, 2020

mapmaking remains unclear. The geographers have set out the parameters – 
they suggest that the map is old-fashioned – drawing individual houses was so 
last century by 1743, and they cannot say for sure if the layout acknowledges 
either Fairlove or Hooker. Birchynshaw himself is almost invisible in the 
records, being identified (perhaps) as a pewterer and Freeman of Exeter at 
the time the map was drawn. The verdict is that the cartography is perhaps 
somewhat original but in any case is not very skilled, which leaves, at this 
stage anyway, many important questions unanswered. Since no other copy 
has come to light, is it unmistakably a print, or might it be an original 
drawing? Although Birchynshaw’s handiwork is a long way from Hogenberg’s 
deft burin strokes for Hooker’s map, it does have a rickety charm that might 
reflect a city in the thick of a busy cultural life. If it is a drawing, might 
it be an amateur production, made simply for the pleasure of drawing a 
map perhaps? Ottery St Mary has an amateur town map drawn in 1772 by 
Thomas Boutflower, with houses shown much as Birchynshaw’s.

With firm conclusions not yet nailed down, let us move to ‘Exeter in 
1743’. Dr Gray does not dwell much on Birchynshaw himself or his purpose 
in making his map. Instead the topography section takes a thorough look 
at Exeter as he has drawn it, and cross references that with other varied 
information about the city. This is a fascinating section and the dextrous 
weaving of Exeter’s history into Birchynshaw’s map is a good read on its own. 
I have a question on the survival of place names in the city, where Dr Gray 
claims that ‘Only a handful have retained the name given by Birchynshaw’ 
(p.38). If ‘Bear Lane’ becomes ‘Bear Street’, is that a survival or a change of 
place name? I would argue for survival on the basis that an Exonian would 
instantly know the place concerned, regardless of the ‘Lane’ or ‘Street’ suffix. 
You may disagree. It is the sort of question which the DHS place-name project 
may well have to grapple with in the future.

The rest of the commentaries, although by necessity brief, are all lively and 
provocative. The ‘Society’ commentary highlights life and times at the lower 
end of society, leaving the central role of gentry families in setting the social 
as well as the administrative environment to appear in the ‘Government’ 
commentary, in the notes on local justice and politics. This section highlights 
the usual feisty Tory/Whig shenanigans in securing personal advantage and 
financial reward, much of it behaviour that is recognisable today. ‘Economy’ 
focuses predictably on woollen cloth and its decline, Exeter as a port, 
occupations of middle class Exonians, the character of local transport and a 
footnote on slavery. The final topic ‘Religion’ has the briefest of comments, 
centred on the extent of non-conformism in Exeter. This section probably 
deserves more attention, as it colours the background of all the topics 
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discussed, which is probably why it was wise not to stray into that territory, 
given that with history, there is always more to say. As a final flourish, we are 
treated to enlarged copies of John Rocque’s vignettes, as I mentioned above, 
in which, with the help of a decent sized magnifying glass, you can insert 
yourself as a tourist in mid-18th century Exeter. Plenty of gentry strolling 
around, but also a few rustics and some naked wild swimming.

This is a marvellous and enjoyable guide to a small sub-section of Devon’s 
extensive map-lore – that of Exeter’s town plans. By this work, that ground is 
now covered as concisely as anyone could wish for.

Chris Wakefield

Douglas Rice, ‘Renegado’ John Were truly a Hero: a Devon Colonel’s Story 
of the Civil War in the West of England 1642-6 (Tiverton: Lower Hazel 
Books, 2019) 146pp. Softback. No ISBN. £7.50.

John Were (or Weare or Ware) of Halberton was in most respects an obscure 
country gentleman, whose service in the English Civil War would be very 
difficult to trace, were it not for his own writings, which form the core of 
this book. As the author makes clear, these have been available in print for 
over a hundred years, but this new account presents the context for the four 
texts, which are in any case only to be found in sources not easy to access. 
Douglas Rice’s book deserves to make Were’s story known to a wider, modern 
readership.

Devon was not a county where the Civil War took the form of pitched 
battles fought between the main field armies of King and Parliament. 
Regiments were raised by individuals in counties where fighting was sporadic 
or episodic, and it is often difficult to define and trace the history of these 
local military units. Were took up arms for the Parliament, as he tells us, as 
a reaction against ‘discourse that tended both to the dishonour of God, and 
the overthrow of the common liberty’, suggesting, as Mark Stoyle has argued, 
that concern for (Puritan) religion and liberties were important motivational 
factors in allegiance. Were joined the conflict early, in the summer of 1642, 
and took three trained band companies to the siege of Sherborne, in Dorset. 
By his own account, he raised six further units between December 1642 and 
the summer of 1644. Most of his service was in Devon and Exeter, but he 
went to the Battle of Stratton in Cornwall (May 1643) and to Lyme Regis. 
His most controversial engagement took place in 1644, when he joined the ill-
fated expedition of the Earl of Essex, which ended in surrender at Lostwithiel 
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and the ignominious flight from Cornwall by elements of the shattered 
parliamentarian army.

Were was made a fall-guy for the disaster at Lostwithiel. Essex bitterly 
denounced him as a traitor for allowing his men to abandon their posts. 
To make matters worse, Were accepted an offer to spend a night in royalist 
quarters after the battle, according to him on the assumption that he could 
re-join his comrades the following day. Instead he was detained and made to 
promise to serve the King. As a result of Essex’s hostile testimony, Were was 
arrested and imprisoned by Parliament in London. Eventually he was released, 
and in 1646 was in charge of a regiment guarding Exeter after Parliament had 
re-taken the city. Arguably the most interesting of the four documents that 
provide most of what we know about Were is his Apologie of December 1644, 
in which he vigorously defended himself against the charges against him by 
Essex and others. To vindicate himself, he produced the Apologie, a published 
pamphlet, as a means of broadcasting his innocence, and in so doing used a 
medium very restricted before 1640 but after 1642 increasingly resorted to by 
an ever-widening range of individuals in public life.

Douglas Rice evidently holds his subject in high regard, as the title alone 
suggests, and Were’s own self-exculpation was driven by a need to re-assert 
his honour. Were’s efforts notwithstanding, his reputation in parliamentarian 
circles seems never to have quite recovered after the 1644 debacle. His 
commission in Exeter in 1646 was his last, and he seems never to have held 
local office except in 1657 when he was made a tax commissioner at a time 
when the Protectorate government was making efforts to widen the basis of 
its support in the localities. He died in 1658.

This is a well-produced book, and is very good value for money. Some 
might wonder whether the structure of the book makes for the clearest 
exposition of Were’s story. The four texts are drawn upon to provide a 
biographical narrative supported by plenty of useful context, and the four 
texts themselves are provided as appendices. The result is a book that straddles 
the two genres of biography and an edition of documents: a choice of one 
or the other might have made for a more integrated volume. The standard 
of accuracy in the book is generally high, though King and Parliament did 
not issue rival commissions of array in 1642 (p. 3): Were was responding to 
Parliament’s militia ordinance, as novel an instrument in raising soldiers as 
the King’s was antique. 

Stephen K. Roberts 
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Charity Scott-Stokes and Alan Lumb (eds.), Sir Francis Henry Drake (1723–
1794): Letters from the Country, Letters from the City (Devon and Cornwall 
Record Society, new series, vol. 62) (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2019), ix + 
332pp., illustrated. Paperback. ISBN 978 0 90185 362 2. £30.

From the time that Sir Francis Henry Drake of Buckland and Nutwell in 
Devon succeeded his father as Baronet in 1740 at the age of 17, he was in 
regular correspondence with Nicholas Rowe, a close friend of the family who 
acted as an agent on the family’s behalf. Initially Rowe oversaw the political 
constituency of Bere Alston until Drake reached his majority and followed his 
father as MP for the constituency. Rowe related the political machinations 
of those at Bere Alston and reported on estate business there. He reported 
on maintenance and repairs to Buckland Abbey where Sir Francis’ mother 
lived, from the fountain outside (F219) to repairs to the rooms within the 
house. He also wrote from Buckland, Plymouth, and Tavistock, where he 
was undertaking estate business on behalf of Drake. However, the majority 
of Rowe’s letters, from June 1754 to December 1775, were written from 
Nutwell, near Woodbury, which is situated on the east side of the River Exe. 
There he acted as a project manager for the updating of the house and garden. 
It is interesting that Sir Francis employed Rowe, who was in his sixties when 
he began his role at Nutwell, especially as he was frequently out of his depth 
and many times stated that he ‘did not understand’ what the workmen were 
doing. However, Drake was a very private person and Rowe was obviously 
someone that he was able to trust. Rowe wrote affectionately as a friend and 
mentor but was always concerned to know his place.

Rowe suffered from the constraints under which the workmen operated. 
Often, they had to wait for materials, or for money from London to pay for 
them, or for their wages. Decisions from Sir Francis on what needed doing 
were often slow in coming as he frequently did not answer questions put to 
him in letters. There were problems in transporting materials for the house 
renovation and the trees and plants sent from London, the latter often arriving 
in poor condition and requiring much care to ensure their survival.

Rowe wrote in detail of the work undertaken in renovating the mansion 
and updating the garden. He was a rather tetchy gentleman and found it 
difficult to get on with a lot of the workmen and staff. Workmen were under 
threat from the pressmen looking for recruits to the navy which meant at 
times they simply disappeared inland. There was a shortage of staff to run the 
house and frequently very few working in the garden, although a specialist 
‘tree’ man, Hercules Moor, visited regularly to prune the fruit trees in orchard 
and garden. Rowe particularly took against the first head gardener Drake sent 
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from London. Prior to this, much of the work had been done by Solomon, 
gardener and general labourer first at Buckland and later at Nutwell. Here we 
see the tension between two managers who both wanted Sol’s help in different 
areas of the estate, Rowe wanting the drains sorted out and the gardener 
wanting help in the garden (F291 and F296). Sol himself, like many gardeners 
of this period, undertook a variety of roles. He worked with the tinners 
[miners] to dig drains in the winter, ditches and the ha-ha. He planted trees, 
planted the new kitchen garden, put in grass and gravel paths and created 
a new lawn. He helped with the haymaking including thatching the ricks, 
walked cattle and horses from Lympstone to Exeter or to Buckland. When a 
head gardener was not employed he took on the role. He suffered from less 
than perfect health, not helped by his alcoholic intake. 

Sir Francis obviously had extensive horticultural knowledge. He visited 
Philip Miller at Chelsea Physic Garden and had a copy of his Gardener’s 
Dictionary at Nutwell which was consulted by Rowe and the gardeners. He 
had trees, plants and seeds sent from London and elsewhere to Nutwell. The 
gardeners, including Sol, visited Exmouth and Mamhead to acquire plants 
from local gardeners. Drake also had an impressive library of books to fill 
the converted chapel, some sent to him by his second correspondent and 
knowledgeable horticulturist and apothecary, William Hudson, author of 
Flora Anglica (1762). They exchanged plants and herbs as medical cures with 
instructions for their use. Hudson was a close friend of Drake as well as his 
agent and kept him informed about life in London when Drake was in Devon. 
They shared a love of books, botany and medical matters.

The 320 letters within this volume include details of the weather, local 
gossip, news of Drake’s family, comments on national and international 
events, as well as local concerns such as flooding and the pressmen. They 
demonstrate the social attitudes of Rowe to those he came into contact with, 
the affectionate relationship he had with Drake – and his fondness for his dog. 
Throughout the letters were comments on health matters: Rowe’s health was 
poor, and he was lame; Sir Francis suffered from a variety of ills including 
depression. The letters give a clear insight into how large a part of daily life 
was concerned with the need for good health and the consequences for family, 
friends, staff and tenants who suffered accidents and illnesses. There was an 
almost callous recording of deaths of friends, neighbours and family members 
(F308). 

It would have been interesting to see more cross-referencing between the 
letters and other records, but this is already a substantial and informative 
book where the editors have made great efforts to set the letters in context. 
There are introductory articles on the authors of the letters and the major 
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themes covered by them: politics, the Devon homes of Sir Francis Drake, 
creation and change at Nutwell, and the importance of health matters during 
the second half of the eighteenth century. The letters, set out in chronological 
order, comprise the main body of the book with appropriate notes, followed 
by a biography and detailed index. For house, garden and medical historians 
these are of great interest and fresh insights are given into the social and 
political history of Devon and London.

Clare Greener

David Stone and Richard Sandover (eds.), Moor Medieval: Exploring 
Dartmoor in the Middle Ages, for the Moor Medieval Study Group 
(Princetown, Devon: Moor Medieval Study Group, 2019). xviii + 181pp. 
ISBN 9 781527 243200. Cost £15+ postage & packing.
Can be purchased by contacting Emma Stockley
emma@moorthanmeetstheeye.org.

This attractive A4 volume, illustrated throughout with colour illustrations 
and photographs, has an extensive bibliography and useful index. It has been 
produced on behalf of the Moor Medieval Study Group, a project part of 
the Moor Than Meets The Eye program, a wide-ranging undertaking funded 
by a grant from the HLF’s Landscape Partnership Scheme. The Study Group 
investigated six parishes – Chagford, Dartmoor Forest, Gidleigh, Manaton, 
North Bovey and Widecombe – on the eastern flank of Dartmoor, during the 
medieval period (1000–1525).

Following a foreword by Ian Mortimer and a preface in which Keith 
McKay acknowledges the work done by the participants who brought various 
skills to the project, the book proper begins. The work is divided into six 
chapters written by one or both of the editors, and within each have been 
placed ‘boxes’ – double-page self-contained essays on a single topic written 
by various members of the group. The subjects of these boxes include such 
specialist pieces as ‘Postulating a “local” road network’, ‘The development 
of the manor of Gidleigh c.1200–1320’, and ‘Dartmoor lives and deaths: an 
analysis of four sixteenth century wills from Chagford’. As can be seen from 
the titles, these pieces have been researched in great depth and, as such, would 
not easily fit into the text of the wider-ranging chapters.

In the first chapter, Approaching Medieval Dartmoor, the Group reveals 
the disciplines that they used. Documentary sources from the National 
Archives and the Duchy of Cornwall archives, as well as those from more 
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easily accessible repositories, have been searched, as has a great deal of 
secondary source material. Together with information from the written word 
archaeological evidence is given equal prominence: data from pollen samples 
charts landscape changes and standing buildings give an insight into the lives 
of former inhabitants. The final section of this chapter places the area within 
the context of Britain through prehistory leading up to the end of the first 
millennium.

Recreating the Medieval Landscape (1000–1239), the second chapter, 
begins by considering the place-name suffixes in the six parishes. By using 
work by people such as Oliver Padel, the Group have separated the settlements/
farmsteads into those with probable pre-, early, or late Saxon beginnings. The 
resulting map, like the others throughout the volume, is very informative, 
clear, and well-produced. Light is shone on the practice of transhumance 
and the dependant droveways and tracks up on to the moor. The remaining 
(and greater) part of the chapter concentrates on an attempt to translate the 
details contained in the Domesday Book into fields, woods, livestock and a 
rural population. This is notoriously difficult, mainly because many of the 
terms used in Domesday remain poorly understood – how big is a hide, what 
size was the medieval acre, what does the low number of animals mean, who 
worked on the lord’s demesne and how often, etc.? Despite these setbacks 
the Group have produced Domesday maps for each parish, showing their 
findings.

Chapter 3 looks at the study area Before the Black Death (1239–1348): 
a period when the growing number of documentary sources makes research 
easier and conclusions much more reliable. Manorial records, such as extents, 
have been used extensively, and the details contained with them have enabled 
the Group to chart the population and assets contained on some estates, 
such as at Spitchwick (Widecombe) in 1305. Another glimpse into life in the 
parish of Widecombe has emerged from the archaeological excavations at the 
manorial centre of North Hall, which, by the end of this period, was using 
imported French pottery. 

Embedded in this chapter are ‘boxes’ featuring Uppacott in Widecombe 
(Box 3.1) and Higher Horselake in Chagford (Box 3.2), which investigate 
the characteristic longhouse of Dartmoor and its rarer ‘relative’, the hall 
house.

The Black Death and its Aftermath (1349–1500) forms the subject of the 
fourth chapter. Evidence from institutions to benefices and from agistment 
lists show the devastating loss of life from the parishes, as does the difficulty 
for the manor reeves to chart the changes in tenancy necessitated by so many 
deaths. Yet recovery on and around the moor was surprisingly rapid – rents 
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increased and new ones introduced, the population grew, the nationwide 
demand for pewter led to an expansion in tin production.

The final chronological chapter, the Later Middle Ages, covers the years 
1400–1525. The Group confirm that eastern Dartmoor experienced a very 
large increase in population, whereas the rest of the country saw demographic 
stagnation – but how had the extra people been accommodated? Single 
homesteads expanded into hamlets, larger settlements, such as Chagford, 
added a completely new street. Some now-deserted sites survived and even 
grew – it was assumed that the inhabitants of Challacombe in Manaton had 
succumbed to the Black Death but we see that the settlement lasted until the 
early 20th century. Similarly, the abandonment of Houndtor, also in Manaton, 
was long thought to have been the result of plague, but the chance discovery 
of an account roll dating to the end of the 15th century reveals that the land 
commanded an extraordinarily high rent – for an as yet undiscovered reason.

Chapter 6, People Landscape and Communities, draws together many of 
the strands of research in this study. Using the 1523 Lay Subsidy it can be 
seen that there is both abject poverty and noticeable wealth in the area. A 
sparse population spread over a largely inhospitable landscape would appear 
to produce isolation, but evidence is produced of communal endeavour, 
especially in connection with the church.

Studies of Dartmoor usually concentrate on its prehistoric remains, so it 
is refreshing to have such an in-depth work on the moor during the medieval 
period. The range of disciplines and skills used to produce this volume has 
resulted in a very human history – we not only learn about the houses, we 
learn about the people who lived in them. This volume will appeal not only 
to those interested in Dartmoor, but also serve as a fine example of how to 
approach research and writing any history.

Mike Sampson

Derek Tait, A-Z of Plymouth: People, Places, History (Stroud: Amberley 
Publishing, 2020), 96pp., illustrations. Softback. ISBN 978 1 4456965 9 1 
(e-book); ISBN 978 1 4456965 8 4 (print). £12 (e-book); £14.99 (print).

Anyone who endeavours to write a local history book for publication should 
be commended and encouraged. New research on well-known people, 
places and subjects about an area is exciting for the author researching 
it and interesting for the reader. I was looking forward to receiving a new 
book about Plymouth’s history. Some new information and hopefully some 
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different photographs or images from previous publications that I have seen. 
On opening the package that I received through the post, I felt somewhat 
disappointed however. The three photographs chosen for the front cover are 
very familiar and regularly seen, suggesting that the information contained 
inside may well be, on the whole, familiar and already well-known too. I was 
right.

On the plus side, the book is a nice size and quality for coffee-table 
reading, although at £14.99 somewhat expensive for what it is. I might be 
happy to pay £10 for this general guide if I was new to our great city’s history. 
There is of course the argument that many people wouldn’t want to pay for 
information in a book that they can mostly find with a quick search on the 
internet. 

Having read it right through, the introduction on the reverse could have 
described the book more decisively – a miscellany of information about 
people, places and events with some link to Plymouth (although tenuous in 
some instances). ‘About the Author’ I would like to have seen on the back 
cover, rather than being tucked away on the bottom of the last page. It 
would also have been beneficial and interesting to the reader, to be given a 
little information about the author’s background, rather than just ‘based in 
Plymouth’.

Information about each section appears to have been better researched as 
the reader works through the alphabet, going into more detail about each 
subject. Many sections missed out information that Plymouth historians are 
likely to be aware of, but many locals or visitors are not. For instance, with 
reference to the section about the ‘Barbican’, I would like to have known how 
it got its name. Making reference to the long ago demolished castle is likely 
to be of interest to anyone new to Plymouth’s history, local or otherwise. 
As a visitor to the city looking out from the Hoe, I would expect to read 
some interesting facts about Drake’s Island and the Breakwater in an A-Z of 
Plymouth’s history. They are, after all, the two most prominent things you see 
in the Sound and important in the Plymouth story. On that note, has nothing 
happened on Plymouth Hoe since 1967? On the flip-side, although the few 
lines about the installation of one of the first UK telephones was interesting, 
then writing a sizeable piece about Alexander Graham Bell, not a Plymothian, 
seemed irrelevant.

I was also somewhat concerned by the limited bibliography. Reputable 
Plymouth history books, such as those by R.N. Worth, C.W. Bracken, R.A.J. 
Walling, Crispin Gill, Felicity Goodall and Ernie Hoblyn have not been used. 
Doing so would have suggested a well-rounded body of research. If the author 
had used primary sources to confirm information, which the aforementioned 
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authors have done, this would have given gravity to the informational content. 
I was also surprised that the author hadn’t made more use of the various 
online catalogues for archival material, particularly the one for the Plymouth 
Archives (The Box) – these are all free to use with extremely useful details for 
any author. The use of the limited number of online sources listed is a little 
re-assuring, particularly www.oldplymouth.uk, as the information on which I 
know has been well-researched.

The author should also be wary of making factual statements where no 
evidence exists – the Pilgrim Fathers staying at the Island House for one. Even 
the blue plaque, an image of which is in the book, states that this claim is 
disputed. Some cautious wording would have been advisable. There are also 
spelling errors suggesting that the book hasn’t been properly proof-read – the 
Bellerphon instead of Bellerophon being one. 

In conclusion, if you are looking for a little light reading to dip in and 
out of, this publication might be worth purchasing and it gives a modest 
introduction to some well-known aspects of Plymouth’s history. However, if 
you are looking for a well-researched history about Plymouth and its people, I 
would suggest purchasing elsewhere.

Debbie Thomas

Peter Wade, The Era of World War II (The Abbotskerswell Village History 
Series, 5) (Abbotskerswell: AbbPast, 2018/2019) 139 pp., b/w illustrations. 
Softback. No ISBN. No price indicated. Freely available at http://abbpast.
co.uk/doc/WW2_BOOK_v6_spd[1].pdf.

The Era of World War II is the sixth of seven historical volumes produced 
over the past few years by AbbPast, the History Group of Abbotskerswell, 
all of them supported by the Heritage Lottery Fund. AbbPast’s first book, 
Abbotskerswell During World War I: the Story of a Devon Village at War, 
1914–1920 (2014) was reviewed in TDH 84 (2015), 134-135, and the volume 
under review, is, to some extent, a companion volume, in that ‘it tells the 
story of both the [Second World] war and its impact on the next decade’ 
(p. 3). The most substantial chapter in the book (pp. 31-61) is a biographical 
survey of many of the 53 men and 21 women who served during the Second 
World War. Only one person on the Roll of Honour could not be traced, and 
the biographies vary in length from a few lines, to over six pages on Dennis 
Cowell, the second pilot on a Halifax bomber which was shot down over 
Belgium, and who, with the help of the Resistance, made it back to England, 
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and four pages on Ernest George Border, the only village member to die in 
service during the war, who was killed in an attack on a small village near 
Hamburg less than a month before the end of the war in Europe. Other 
military matters include ‘The Abbotskerswell Home Guard’ (pp. 81-87), 
which tells the story of D Company, No. 26 Platoon, where they trained, 
how they were armed, and what they did, and ‘National Service’ (pp. 112-
126), which gives us reminiscences of service in Korea, Cyprus, Malta and 
Germany, as well as England (including guard duty at Buckingham Palace).

Two chapters in the book chart significant events during the war in 
Abbotskerswell itself (pp. 18-30 and pp. 62-80); these range from the arrival 
of evacuees in 1940, and the interaction between villagers and the American 
troops at Denbury camp, to specifically village events, such as rationing, the 
local scout troop, fund-raising, and civil defence (which included such groups 
as fire-watchers, ARP wardens, special constables and the Civil Air Guard). 
The rest of the book describes celebrations for VE Day and VJ Day and how 
the village started to change in the 1950s, covering subjects such as the school, 
the church, new housing and social events. 

Outside the chapters on the military, the book to a great extent mixes 
reminiscences and anecdotes with reports from local newspapers to give 
a flavour of life in Abbotskerswell from 1939 to 1959. To help the reader 
anchor these domestic chapters in the wider history of the village, reference 
is regularly made to volumes one, two, three and four in the Abbotskerswell 
Village History Series. These do indeed offer a well-structured survey of 
different aspects of village life, and not only help to explain many of the 
references to local people and places in this particular volume, but enable one 
to fit the events of the 1940s and especially the 1950s into the wider context 
of social and economic change. The other volumes in the series, all of which 
are freely available on the Society’s website at http://www.abbpast.co.uk/roll_
of_honour_project_9.html, are: volume 1, Industry and Commerce (deals 
with occupations as determined by the census, farms, major employers, shops, 
garages and service industries); volume 2, Houses and Families (population, 
council housing, essential services, the Creed, Hare, Dence and Henley 
families, and the use made of Court Grange by national charities); volume 
3, Religion and Education (the vicars, the parish church, nonconformist 
worship, the village school and its predecessors. Abbotsleigh Priory is dealt 
with in the final volume of this series, no. 6, and is reviewed elsewhere in this 
issue of TDH); and volume 4, Pubs, Clubs and Governance (public houses, 
the Village Club, Women’s Institute, Scouts and Brownies, Football and 
Cricket Clubs, MPs for the constituency and the Parish Council). 

The biographies of, and background to, the Abbotskerswell men and 
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women who served in the armed forces between 1939 and 1960 make this 
an interesting book in its own right, while the descriptions of civilian life 
on the Home Front and during the immediate post-war period are vivid 
and colourful, and fit in well with the wider context supplied by earlier 
volumes in the series. There are some minor quibbles – it would have been 
interesting to know whether one person’s view that ‘there didn’t seem to be 
any real problem between the village children and the evacuees’ (p. 66) was 
widely shared; there are no references to the Dig for Victory campaign or 
the National Farm Survey of England and Wales (1941–1943); it was Prime 
Minister Neville Chamberlain who announced on 3 September 1939 that we 
were at war with Germany not Churchill (p. 17) and the Bismarck was sunk 
in the Atlantic about 350 miles west of Brest, not off Norway (p. 51), but 
these do not detract from another valuable contribution by AbbPast to the 
history of Abbotskerswell and its inhabitants.

Paul Auchterlonie

Peter Wade, Abbotsleigh Priory (The Abbotskerswell Village History Series, 
no. 6) (Abbotskerswell: AbbPast, 2018/2019), 86pp., b/w illustrations. 
Softback. No ISBN. No price indicated. Freely available at http://abbpast.
co.uk/doc/Vol_6_Abbotsleigh_Priory.pdf and at Abbotskerswell Model 
Stores and Orchard Café Abbotskerswell.

This is the current booklet in the excellent Abbotskerwell history series 
written by Peter Wade and his team of volunteers from Abbpast, the local 
history society.

These booklets have a winning formula. They are well researched with 
interesting photographs from family collections. The style is highly readable 
and the slim nature of the booklets means they are posted to friends and 
relatives across the world which has encouraged useful collaboration. 

The history of Abbotsleigh Priory, being a convent of the Order of St 
Augustine of the Roman Catholic Church, is of particular interest to those 
researching other sisterhoods in Devon. Although it was of a different 
denomination and an enclosed order, there are interesting comparisons to be 
made with the Devon House of Mercy in Bovey Tracey which was set up at 
the same time. This was in the era of much heated debate arising from the 
Oxford/Tractarian movement.

The booklet starts with an introduction explaining how research in the 
Plymouth Diocesan Archive in Exeter unearthed a wealth of information 
about the Priory. The first chapter describes the Augustinian Rule under 
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which the nuns in the Priory lived. Chapter 2 explains the development of 
Roman Catholic convents in England from 1795. Chapters 3 and 4 give details 
of how the order obtained land in Abbotskerswell and the building work 
which ensued. Chapter 5 places the development of the convent within the 
context of Roman Catholicism in the wider Newton Abbot area. In Chapters 
6 and 7 we learn about the hierarchy of the nuns in the Priory and of the 
lives of some of them. The garden and the farm used to support the Priory 
kitchens are described in Chapter 8. Like many other convents the number of 
professed nuns dwindled in the middle of the twentieth century and Chapter 
9 describes the end of the Priory, with the final chapter showing how it was 
then transformed into retirement flats.

Many interesting stories about Abbotsleigh Priory are told, and the care of 
those with mental health problems is one of them. 

Further research could consider how institutions with a powerful female 
head encouraged local women to take on positions of responsibility in other 
spheres. 

Now called The Priory, the building of the convent and its grounds 
are open as part of charity garden schemes and I would urge you to visit. 
The architecture and gardens are very beautiful and the nuns’ graveyard is 
poignant. I await eagerly the next volume in this history series.

Frances Billinge

Tim Whitten, The Lords of Widecombe and Farmers of Bonehill: a Dartmoor 
Story From Then ’til Now (Widecombe-in-the-Moor: Widecombe History 
Group, 2019), x +150pp., illustrations. Softback. ISBN 978-1-5272340-8-6. 
£10 plus postage. 

The hamlet of Bonehill, formerly made up of three farmsteads and now six 
habitations, nestles on a Dartmoor hillside across the valley floor from the 
centre of Widecombe-in-the-Moor. Published with the help of Moor Than 
Meets The Eye, a landscape partnership scheme supported by the National 
Lottery Fund, this attractively produced short book chronicles its story. The 
book is sweeping in chronological scope and the author has uncovered a range 
of archival material. It sketches some of Widecombe’s medieval background, 
catalogues the lords of the manor of Widecombe, highlights a wealth of local 
maps, traces the tenants and owners of the Bonehill properties, and looks at 
the architectural history of the ancient buildings that make up the hamlet.
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The first line of the book tells its own story: ‘With the publication of 
Bonehill: evolution of a Dartmoor hamlet (Whitten, 2009), it might seem 
another book about the same small part of the Parish of Widecombe-in-the-
Moor would be redundant’ (p. vii). In fact, this is not so much ‘another’ book 
as a revised and updated version of the 2009 book, but under a different title. 
Indeed, the 2019 version contains long passages and sometimes chapters taken 
from the 2009 book, while many of the illustrations and tables are identical. 
There is nothing inherently wrong with revising material in light of new 
evidence, but to acknowledge it as such would perhaps have been prudent.

The 2019 version contains three significant additions: descriptions and 
images of some splendid maps from ‘The Spitchwick Atlas’ of c.1800; archival 
information bringing the ‘story’ of the ownership of Bonehill’s properties up 
to date from the late-nineteenth century to the present day (including some 
additional photos and an extract from a lease of Lower Bonehill farmstead 
from 1883); and a short index. Although the author first drew attention to 
‘The Spitchwick Atlas’ and its maps of Bonehill and Widecombe in a 2011 
article published in the Journal of the International Map Collectors’ Society, 
it is certainly useful to have high quality images of them reproduced again 
here.

The discussion of the maps is the most readable part of the book. 
Elsewhere, the author tends to rely on the amassing of details, often culled 
from local legal documents, but sometimes from other, less reliable, sources, 
including P.F.S. Amery’s largely fictional account of the ‘recollections’ of 
Master Robert Prideaux. We are probably all guilty of sometimes adding 
more factual detail than an argument strictly requires, but some passages in 
Whitten’s book evoke a sense of detail for detail’s sake. This is not to say that 
such information is unimportant and shouldn’t be recorded – far from it. But 
facts in themselves do not make an argument and need to be carefully woven 
together to tell an engaging story.

In fact there are several themes that could have been explored more fully 
on the strength of Whitten’s research. For instance, he highlights an agrarian 
transition in 1867 from a long era of absentee landowners and tenant farmers 
to the modern age of local ownership of each farmstead. This transition, he 
contends, was a pivotal moment in the community’s history; yet, while an 
intriguing idea, it is never examined in any detail. Likewise, the persistence 
of family names – and the resilience of many families – across decades and 
sometimes centuries is a striking aspect of Dartmoor’s history. The Smerdons, 
who occupied Bonehill from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries and 
who are first identified in local records in the sixteenth century, was one such 
family. Establishing this is one thing, but herein lies a missed opportunity 
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to place local people more firmly and fully in their economy and landscape 
for, among other documentation from the early modern period, the manor 
of Widecombe has a decent run of courts rolls from the last quarter of the 
sixteenth century and a manorial survey from 1614–15.

Local history is a vital, vibrant subject that is critical to the cultural 
identity of every community, and Whitten’s work over the last decade and 
more is a worthy addition to the sum of local knowledge. Local history can 
certainly tell ‘A fascinating story … of interest to locals and visitors alike’ 
(back cover) but it benefits from asking rigorous questions of its sources, 
contextualising local information, and focusing on themes and ideas as well 
as recording detail. This, of course, is not a responsibility that lies solely 
with local authors: instead, it is up to universities in particular and academic 
historians in general to develop this ambition by engaging more fully with the 
communities around them.

David Stone

Chris Wilson, A Devon Village’s Sacrifice: Lustleigh’s Fallen in the Great 
War, with additional material by Chris Vittle (Lustleigh: Lustleigh Society, 
2019), 72pp., illustrated. Softback. ISBN 978-0-9957122-3-2. £9.50.

To some extent Chris Wilson’s book A Devon Village’s Sacrifice is a 
companion volume to Lustleigh and the First World War (Lustleigh Society, 
2015), which was reviewed in TDH 85 (2016), 106-108, and which dealt 
mostly with life on the home front, and which also examined the various 
proposals about how to remember those who gave their lives. The 2015 book 
included a brief chapter on ‘Those who went away to the War’, and the book 
under review expands on this by giving full biographies of the 21 men who 
had a connection with Lustleigh and who died on active service or as a result 
of wounds or illness. The foreword remarks that ‘between 37 and 42 percent 
of Lustleigh’s “suitable” men joined up’ (p. 5), while the 21 deaths represent 
3.4% of the village population of 620 as recorded in the 1911 census, although 
not all of those who died were living in the village in 1911.

The information for each person lists forebears, birth, education, career, 
marriage and family; it also gives as full information as could be obtained 
about the serviceman’s military service, set in the context of the general 
progress of the war, and, concludes, where possible, with details of any 
descendants who continued to live in the village after the Armistice. One 
particularly poignant episode is that of Sam Maunder’s great love, Mary 
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Mortimore, whom he had intended to marry. Sam was killed before the 
marriage took place, and although Mary did marry after the war, she was 
widowed while quite young and never forgot her first love, so much so, that 
her elderly son, although in his nineties, came to Lustleigh a few years ago to 
place a single red rose on Sam’s grave. 

Personal information has often been taken from either the parish magazine 
or the booklet produced in 1921 by Lustleigh’s vicar, the Reverend Herbert 
Johnson, which gives details of the 102 men and one woman who served 
during the war. There is a wide range of other sources listed on pages 71 
and 72, but it is not always clear which sources have been used to ascertain 
particular facts. For example, it is impossible without references to check 
whether ‘the biggest single advance since the beginning of trench warfare’ 
occurred in the wake of the German attacks of 27 May 1918 (p. 49), or if 
‘the deepest advances made by either side since 1914’ is linked to the German 
offensive of 21 March 1918 (p. 59).

This is a valuable addition to the Roll of Honour tradition, of which now 
more than a dozen have been published recently for the towns and villages of 
Devon. 

Paul Auchterlonie
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