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Brictric Son of Algar: 
An Anglo-Saxon Thegn

JOHN LEACH

Introduction
In the middle years of the eleventh century, Brictric was a leading English 
thegn, someone who was in the circle of the rich and powerful, who attested 
charters, and to whom lesser thegns commended themselves. From his 
power base in Tewkesbury, Gloucestershire, he held sway over a vast 
estate across the wider Southwest, including a major holding of manors 
in Devon. This short paper, therefore, will look briefly at his wider interests 
before considering his Devon estate. For those wishing to see Brictric in his 
broader societal context, the works of Ann Williams are recommended.1 The 
major source for this paper is, however, the Domesday Book.2 Accordingly, 
the spelling ‘Brictric’ from the Devon manuscript is used, although in other 
works the reader may find ‘Beorhtric’ and ‘Brihtric’. Occasionally, his name is 
given with its patronymic, Brictric Son of Algar [Ælfgar].

  ¹  A. Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate of the Eleventh Century: the Family, Estates 
and Patronage of Beorhtric Son of Ælfgar’, pp.41-68, in K. S. B Keats-Rohan (ed.), Family 
Trees and the Roots of Politics: The Prosopography of Britain and France from the Tenth 
to the Twelfth Century (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1997); A. Williams, The World before 
Domesday: The English Aristocracy, 900-1066 (London: Continuum, 2008).
  ²  For Cornwall, Devon, Gloucestershire and Somerset, the Phillimore editions of the 
Domesday Book have been used. For Dorset, Wiltshire and Worcestershire the Alecto 
edition has been used.

© 2023 The Devon History Society
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The Man
Little is known about Brictric; neither the dates of his birth nor his death, 
although there has been speculation concerning the latter. He was married, 
according to the Lysons,3 to Godeva, who in 1086 held two Devon manors in 
dower, namely Dodbrooke and Torbryan. There are no known children from 
this marriage.

As a thegn, he was a second rank magnate below the King and the Earls. 
He attested charters for Bishop Eadred in the 1050s, quite likely one for 
Harthacnut in 1042, and from 1043 to 1065 numerous ones for Edward the 
Confessor.4 According to Williams,

Beohrtric and his peers formed the upper stratum of the King’s Thegns, 
surpassed only by the great Earls; they appear in pre-Conqest sources as 
optimates (‘best men’) and proceres (‘chief men’).5

Spiritually, he was the patron of Cranborne Abbey founded in 980 by his 
grandparents, and Tewkesbury Minster, which at that time was a college of 
secular priests. Socially, he was closely connected with his neighbour, Odda 
of Deerhurst, who became the ealdorman of the western shires in 1051.

Due to the commonality of names, it is not easy to trace Brictric’s 
antecedents, but a consensus of the sources suggests the following: -

  ³  Rev. D. & S. Lysons, Magna Britannica, vol. 6, Devonshire (London: Cadell & Davies, 
1822). On-line at http://www.british-history.ac.uk./magna-britannica/vol6/xlix-lxxxii.
  ⁴  DNB, Beorhtric [Brihtric]. On line at http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/52347?doc 
Pos=2 
  ⁵  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate’, 50.

 

 
                                           Ælfgar             Britferth 

‘the king’s kinsman in Devon’, died 962 
 ¦ 

                 Æthelwaerd mæw = Ælfgifu 
 | 

Ælfgar mæw 
 | 

Brictric, son of Ælfgar [Algar] 
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The sources hint at royal connections, and Ælfgar’s description in the 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as ‘the king’s kinsman’6 would suggest a relationship 
with King Edgar. Ælfgar’s son, or perhaps grandson, was Æthelweard Mæw 
around whom there is some confusion. The anonymous monk who wrote the 
Tewkesbury Chronica refers to him as Haylwardus and his wife as Alviva.7 
It is a source that needs care, but interestingly he changes the nickname 
‘mæw’ (seagull) to ‘snew’ (snow) on account of Æthelweard’s fair complexion. 
He has been identified with Æthelweard the Chronicler, which would also 
give another strong royal connection as a descendant of Æthelred I. This 
Æthelweard was an ealdorman of the western shires from 977 to 998. His 
son, Ælfgar Mæw, attested charters for Æthelred II and Cnut, and fought 
with the Danes at the Battle of Sherston in 1016. The DNB entry for Brictric 
suggests that ‘Ælfgar’s support for Cnut perhaps enabled him to preserve his 
lands through the upheaval of the Danish Conquest’, and, referring to Brictric 
himself, the entry describes him as being among the richest magnates in the 
time of Edward the Confessor.8

His Estates
The greatest problem when considering Brictric’s estates is the determination 
as to which lands were his, and which belonged to someone else of the 
same name. Williams argues that his can be supported when they passed, 
post 1066, to Queen Matilda or one of her associates,9 (see ‘His Devon 
Estates’ below) or eventually formed part of the Honour of Gloucester.10 
Williams’ numbers of the Queen’s holdings in 1066 are given in Table 1. 

  ⁶  G. N. Garmonsway (ed.), The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (London: Dent & Sons, 1982), 
Parker ‘A’ manuscript, 114.
  ⁷  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate,’ 41.
  ⁸  DNB, Beorhtric [Brihtric].	
  ⁹  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate’, 47-49. See also:  C. & F. Thorn (eds.), Domesday 
Book, (J. Morris general editor), Vol. 9, Devonshire, 2 vols., (Chichester: Phillimore, 1985), 
contemporary note between entries 1.56 & 1.57, and also the ‘Notes’ for entries 24, 25 & 
24.21 (hereafter DB Devon). See also: J. Moore (ed.), Domesday Book, (J. Morris general 
editor), Vol. 15, Gloucestershire, (Chichester: Phillimore, 1982); ‘Notes’, entry 1.42 (hereafter 
DB Gloucs). See also C. & F. Thorn (eds), Domesday Book, (J. Morris general editor), Vol. 
10, Cornwall (Chichester: Phillimore, 1979), entry 1.13 (hereafter DB Cornwall). 
  10  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate’, 49, f.n. 29. See also DB Devon, ‘Notes’, entry Ch. 
24. 
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Other holdings are as follows: -
•	 Gloucestershire: Clifford Chambers (a berewick11 of Tewkesbury), and 

the manors of (Iron) Acton and Wickwar were granted by Matilda to 
Roger de Bully and to Humphrey the Chamberlain respectively.12 The 
latter being held in 1066 by ‘Three men of Brictric Son of Algar’.

•	 Dorset: Tarrant Launceston was granted to Holy Trinity, Caen, when 
founded by King William and Matilda.13

•	 Devon: Northam and Umberleigh, ‘Brictric [probably Son of Algar] held 
[them] before 1066’; later being granted by William and Matilda to found 

  11  a detached portion of land that belonged to a manor, reserved for the lord's own use.
  12  DB Gloucs, entries 1.37 & 69.7. 
  13  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate’, 48. See also DB Devon, entry Ch.12-13.

Table 1: Summary of Brictric’s estate (manors and rented lands).

County

William’s 
list of
Brictric’s 
holdingsa

Lands 
for
ploughs

Queen
Matilda’s
holdings 
1066

Brictric’s 
other
holdings
(possible)

Lands for
ploughs

Matilda’s
other 
holdings 
1066

Gloucs. 17b 196 7 3 (6) 29 3c

Worcs. 2 ---d 0 1 (2) 3 0

Somerset --- --- --- 0 (11) 0 0

Wilts. 1 7 1 0 (4) 0 0

Dorset 8 60½ 3 0 (3) 0 1

Devon 32e 377 17 6 (28) 30½ 3

Cornwall 6 128 6 0 (5) 0 0

TOTALS 66 768½ 34 10 62½ 7

a  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate’, 63-65.
b  Figure includes the twelve named berewicks of Tewkesbury manor (see f.n. 18) with the 
caput as one unit.
c  The manors of Iron Acton (69.6) and Wickwar (69.7). Also, Clifford Chambers, a berewick 
of Tewkesbury manor given by Matilda to Roger of Bully (1.37). It is therefore not listed in 
Table 2A.
d  Williams & Martin, Domesday Book: Worcestershire (Alecto), 477-478. No ploughs or 
ploughlands recorded for Barley & Bushley.
e  Williams also includes Hillersdon, (Goscelm’s) Loosedon and Poltimore manors totalling 
35. These are considered in the text and in Table 2B as being ‘possible’, and so for compar-
ative purposes, this figure is regarded as 32 manors with lands for 377 ploughs.
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St Stephen’s and Holy Trinity Churches, Caen.14 Half a virgate of land 
(possibly at Ashreigney) was given by Matilda to Alward Mart ‘in alms’.15 

Therefore, with present evidence, Matilda received 53.9% of Brictric’s certain 
estates. 

Turning to Table 1, the centre of Brictric Son of Algar’s estates was the 
manor of Tewkesbury,16 which in 1066 comprised 95 hides. Its longevity 
as a manor being suggested by the fact that it was the caput of a large 
multiple estate with twelve berewicks.17 Matilda established a market there 
and, interestingly, there is reference to the ‘aula’ or hall.18 Although they lay 
in Worcestershire, Brictric Son of Algar brought four hides of land at Hanley 
into Tewkesbury manor.19 In 1066 the manor was valued at £100 a year, but 
after 1066 it was dismembered. 

Williams records seventeen other Gloucestershire manors, including 
Acton (Ilger) held by Ebbi, a man of ‘Brictric Son of Algar’, Woolaston held 
by ‘Brictric Son of Algar,’ and Wickwar, which ‘Three men of Brictric, son of 
Algar held’.20 Additionally, Brictric very probably held the manors of (Temple) 
Guiting as a ‘thane of King Edward’, Oakley ‘from King Edward’, and 
Bishopsworth held by ‘Algar’ before 1066.21 Other possible lands formerly 
held by someone called Brictric, include Alvington, Condicote, Elmstone, 
Hasfield, Madgett and Staunton.22 Interestingly, the villagers of Alvington 
rendered ‘twenty blooms of iron and eighteen sesters of honey’, and the 
holding at Bishopsworth included ten houses in Bristol and two in Bath.

With Hanley placed in Tewkesbury manor, Brictric’s holdings in 
Worcestershire were modest, with tenancies at Barley and Bushell.23 Beyond 
these, the manor of Stanford on Teme was held by ‘Beorhtric, a thane of 
Queen Edith’.24 He may also have been a tenant of lands at Eckington and 
Longdon.25 

  14  DB Devon, ‘Notes’, Chs. 12-13 and entries 12.1 & 13.1.
  15  DB Devon, entry 52.30 and the ‘Notes’ for same.
  16  DB Gloucs, entries 1.24-25, 1.34-38 and principally 1.39.
  17  Ibid, entries 1.24 & 1.34-1,37. Aston, Clifford Chambers, Fiddington, Forthhampton, 
Hanley (Worcs.), Natton, Oxenton, Pamington, Shenington, Southwick, Tredington & Walton. 
These, as part of the manor, are not recorded in Table 1.
  18  Ibid, entry 1.24.
  19  DB Gloucs, ‘Notes’, entry 1.34.
  20  Ibid, entries 6.1, 31.5 & 69.7.
  21  Ibid, entries 39.6, 67.3 & E9.
  22  Ibid, entries 19.2, 36.2, 39.10, E4 & E8.
  23  A. Williams & G. Martin, Domesday Book: Worcestershire, Alecto Historical Editions 
(Penguin, London, 2003), 477-478 (hereafter DB Worcs).
  24  Ibid, 488. Edith was married to King Edward the Confessor.
  25  Ibid, 482.
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Williams does not consider Somerset, but there are ten possible manors 
plus the church of St Andrew, Ilchester, recorded with the words ‘Brictric 
held it before 1066’; ‘freely’ in the case of Winscombe.26 Admittedly, this 
could refer to another Brictric, but because Somerset was so central to the 
remainder of his estate it is likely that he did have some manors there. Two 
manors at Lytes Cary and others at Babcary and Sandford were held by 
Humphrey the Chamberlain (to Queen Matilda), recorded as being added to 
Brictric’s estate, but a note in Domesday states that they ‘did not belong’.27 
The links with Matilda and Humphrey however might make them worthy of 
further consideration.

One manor, Brixton Deverill, is recorded by Williams in Wiltshire. Held 
before 1066 by Beorhtric, it was given by Queen Matilda to the Church of 
‘Sainte Marie of Bec’. Additionally, someone called Beorhtric also held before 
1066 the manors at North Standen (Berkshire), Witcomb (Somerset?), 
Stanton, and leased further land at Stanton.28 These are considered as 
possible holdings.

In Dorset, Williams credits Brictric with eight manors, including Afflington, 
which in 1086 was held by Walter de Claville. This holding is of interest 
because many of his landholdings passed to him from Brictric via Queen 
Matilda and subsequently to the Honour of Gloucester.29 Other possible 
lands include Mappowder, Tarrant (Rawston?) and Uploders, which someone 
called ‘Beorhtric held it T.R.E’.30 

In Cornwall, Williams records six manors which, ‘Beorhtric held and 
afterwards Matilda’, plus a single virgate which later passed to Walter de 
Claville.31 Again, Domesday Book records five further possible manors: 
Llangunnet, Trewolland, Dawna, Penpell and Tregavethan, where for each 
‘Brictric held it before 1066’.32 

Excluding Devon, which is considered next, Brictric had an estate spread 
over six counties, consisting of 38 manors or other properties, with land 

  26  C. & F. Thorn (eds.), Domesday Book, (J. Morris general editor), Vol. 8, Somerset, 
(Chichester: Phillimore, 1980), entries 5.12-13, 8.2, 8.37, 15.1, 21.1, 21.47, 21.53, 21.69, 25.7, 
46.6 & 47.22 (hereafter DB Somerset).
  27  Ibid, entries 45.1-3 & 5. See note after 45.5
  28  Williams & Martin, Domesday Book: Wiltshire (Alecto), 167, 173, 178, 179, & 189 
(hereafter DB Wilts).
  29  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate’, 48-49 & f.n. 25. Also DB Devon, ‘Notes’, entry Ch. 
24.
  30  A. Williams & G. Martin, Domesday Book: Dorset, Alecto Historical Editions (Penguin, 
London, 2003), 211, 213 & 222 (hereafter DB Dorset).
  31  DB Cornwall, entries 1.13-1.19.
  32  Ibid, entries 5.2.31, 5.5.10, 5.5.14-15 & 5.5.18.
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available for 423½ ploughs. A plough-land, or hide, was the land which 
a plough-team could plough in one year, and its size obviously varied 
depending on the quality of the soil. Maitland considered this at some length 
and concluded ‘that the hide has had for its model a tenement comprising 
120 acres of arable land or thereabouts’.33 Many have followed his lead, 
although some have disagreed. In practical terms, good soils could perhaps 
warrant a plough-land of 120 acres, but on clay soils this would have been 
less.  Taking a range of 100-120 acres, Brictric’s estate (excluding Devon) 
could have been in the region of 42,350-50,820 potential arable acres, 
plus meadow and woodland. However, with the vagaries of recording the 
Domesday data, these figures cannot in any way be accurate, but are offered 
only to indicate the scale of Brictric’s estates.

His Devon estates
The bulk of Brictric’s holdings were in Devon. Why this is, is not known, 
but a reasonable assumption would be that he gained much land through 
inheritance from his great(?) grand-father Ælfgar ‘the King’s kinsman in 
Devon’, or from other family members. Possibly also as grants from King 
Edward for services rendered. 

Table 2 is in two parts; Part A gives Brictric Son of Algar’s holdings in 
Devon, and Part B gives a second list of estates possibly belonging to him. 
An asterisk denotes those that later descended to the Honour of Gloucester. 
These two parts are considered below. But a key to understanding Brictric’s 
holding are four secondary sources:

First, only in Gloucestershire and Worcestershire is Beorhtric regularly 
identified by his patronymic, but the fact that the bulk of his Gloucestershire 
land later belonged to Queen Matilda allows us to identify him with Beorhtric 
whose manors in Wiltshire, Dorset, Cornwall, and Devon also passed to the 
Queen.34 Why she should receive his estates is unknown. It may be random, 
or the reason may be explained by an act of vengeance recorded in a legend 
(see The ‘Roman de Rou’ below).

Secondly, Williams notes that four of the Queen’s tenants were close 
associates, Walter de Claville, his brother Gotshelm, both royal officials, 
Ansger and Odo fitz Gamelin.35 Each later becomes a tenant-in-chief in their 
own right, possibly following Matilda’s death in 1083. The suggestion being 
that their land was originally part of Brictric’s estate.

  33  F. W. Maitland, Domesday Book and Beyond (London: Collins Fontana, 1960), 564.
  34  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate’, 48. Also DB Devon, ‘Notes’ entry 24.21.
  35  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate’, 48-50.
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Thirdly, the ‘Notes’ to the Devon Domesday Book state that the former 
lands of Queen Matilda (which passed to the King following her death) and 
those of Walter de Claville, together with contributions from Aiulf, Ansger, 
Gotshelm, Morin (tenants-in-chief) and Colwin, Godric and Godwin (King’s 
thegns), all descended to the Honour of Gloucester.36 The thread being that 
Brictric’s land passed to Matilda, and on her death to the King. Her tenanted 
lands remained with the above-named individuals, and eventually they 
passed to form the larger part of the Honour of Gloucester. It is with these 
associations then that the lands of Brictric Son of Algar, can, with reasonable 
certainty, be disentangled from other persons named Brictric or Beorhtric.

Finally, in the same work, the ‘Note’ for Leigh (24.21) introduces ‘Brictric 
Son of Algar. A great English thane who held much land in the west’. The 
Note further states that, ‘references to plain Brictric … are undoubtedly to the 
Son of Algar’.37 If that is correct, Brictric’s estate becomes massive. Lands 
listed in Tables 1 and 2A are only those with another supporting association.

Returning to Table 2A, the references 1.57-71 are straightforward as 
Domesday records that ‘Brictric held the undermentioned lands, and later 
Queen Matilda’.38 

Northam and Umberleigh were held by Brictric before 1066, and later 
given by King William and Matilda to found two Abbeys in Caen as a penance 
to the Pope for breaching the degrees of consanguinity.39 

Walter de Claville’s 32 manors are believed to have come from Queen 
Matilda, and later become part of the Honour of Gloucester.40 According to 
the Domesday ‘Notes’ 18 clearly do so, but most of these however, do not 
record Brictric as holding them before 1066, so they must be left aside for 
the time being. Five manors are more certain: -

•	 24.18 & 24.19 Buckland [Tout Saints] and Pool: ‘This land [Buckland] has 
been added to Brictric’s land; it was free before 1066’. The Domesday 
Book ‘Notes’ entry for Buckland and Pool states, ‘Most probably Brictric 
Son of Algar’.41

•	 24.21 Leigh: The Exon Book ‘Note’ records that two thanes held it from 
Brictric Son of Algar … ‘they could not be separated from him’ [as their 
liege lord].

•	 24.24 Loosedon (i): The Domesday ‘Note’ states: ‘Most probably Brictric 

  36  DB Devon, ‘Notes’, entry Ch. 24.
  37  Ibid, entry 24.21.	
  38  DB Devon, see contemporary note between entries 1.56 & 1.57.
  39  Ibid, ‘Notes’, entry Chs. 12-13.
  40  Ibid, entry Ch.24.
  41  DB Devon, entry 24.18-19.
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Son of Algar’.
•	 24.29 Shobrooke: ‘Brictric, a free man, held it before 1066’. The Exon 

Book ‘Note’ comments that he ‘could go with his land wherever he 
would.’ This is almost certainly Brictric Son of Algar.

Gotshelm’s land is intertwined with that of his brother Walter de Claville. 
Of his 28 manors, nine later become part of the Honour of Gloucester, but 
Brictric is not recorded as holding them before 1066.42 Of note are three 
manors, none of which appear to have gone to Gloucester.

•	 25.20 Ash Thomas: ‘This land has been added to Brictric’s land’. The 
Domesday ‘Note’ states, ‘Probably Brictric the Son of Algar’.

•	 25.25 Buckland [Tout Saints]: ‘This land has been added to Brictric’s 
land’. The Exon Book ‘Note’ records that ‘a thane held this manor as 
free’.

•	 25.27 Vlestanecote: ‘The holder before 1066 held it freely from Brictric’. 
The Exon Book ‘Note’ comments, ‘This thane [Wulfstan]…could not be 
separated from Brictric’s lands’ (as liege lord). This implies overlordship; 
most probably by Brictric Son of Algar. The Domesday ‘Note’ suggests 
that this manor may have been in the Plymouth or Roborough Hundreds.

Regarding Sampford Peverell (27.1), ‘Queen Matilda gave it to Roger [of 
Bully] with his wife’. ‘Brictric held it before 1066’. The Domesday ‘Note’ 
states, ‘No doubt Brictric Son of Algar’.

Ansger held seven manors, all of which descended to the Honour of 
Gloucester,43 but only one was held by Brictric in 1066: -

•	 40.5, Muxbere: ‘Five thanes held it freely [and] jointly from Brictric’. The 
Exon Book ‘Note’ comments that ‘… they could not be separated from 
him’. The Domesday ‘Note’ states, ‘Brictric probably Son of Algar’. 

Odo fitz Gamelin held seven manors, including Torrington, which belonged 
to Brictric before 1066. Three Frenchmen held three virgates from the 
Torrington manor, which may later have passed to the Honour of Gloucester.44 
The Exon Book ‘Note’ names them as Gotshelm, Walter and Ansger.

A separate half virgate of land, believed to be at Ashreigney, is of interest 
because it was given by Queen Matilda to Alward Mart ‘in alms’. Alward was 
a former sub-tenant of Brictric Son of Algar.45

Godeva held Torbryan and Dodbrooke. Both entries record that ‘Brictric 
held it before 1066’, but the Torbryan entry adds that Brictric was ‘her man’. 

  42  Ibid, entries in Ch.25.
  43  DB Devon, ‘Notes’, entries in Ch. 40.
  44  DB Devon, entry 42.6. See also the ‘Notes’ for the same reference.
  45  DB Devon, ‘Notes’, entry 52.30.
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According to the Lysons (above) she was married to Brictric. Presumably 
she held these in dower with the approval of Queen Matilda. 

In Table 2B, with the exception of Loosedon (ii), Poltimore, Hillersdon, 
Bywood and Dolton, Domesday states for the remaining 24 manors that, 
‘Brictric held [or shared] it before 1066’. Again, it is possible that the Son of 
Algar held them, but it cannot be said with certainty. Loosedon (ii), belonging 
to Gotshelm in 1086, was formerly held before 1066 by Ælfric, but not Brictric. 
It may have passed to the Honour of Gloucester with Winkleigh.46 Poltimore 
was held jointly before 1066 by Brictric and Sheerwold and later descended 
to the Honour of Plympton. Hillersdon was also held by Sheerwold before 
1066, but it later descended to the Honour of Torrington. These manors 
have tenuous links to Brictric, but with Williams’ endorsement,47  these 
manors are therefore considered as possibly belonging to the Son of Algar. 
Bywood was the first recorded manor of Walter de Claville, and it descended 
to the Honour of Gloucester. However, it states clearly that, ‘Matilda held it 
before 1066’. This may be an error (perhaps before 1086?), or it could be 
another person of that name. Dolton, belonging to Ansger, also descended 
to Gloucester. Held by Edric in 1066, the Exon Book ‘Note’ suggests that 
this is an error and was held by Brictric. The Thorns are however unsure 
about this.48 These manors can therefore only be considered as possibly 
belonging to Brictric.

To conclude, it would seem that with reasonable certainty Brictric Son 
of Algar held in Devon some 38 manors with lands for 407½ ploughs (Table 
2A). Using the formulation given above, this would total approximately 
40,750-48,900 potential arable acres, plus meadow and woodland. Added to 
the non-Devon estates this would give a holding of 76 manors, with lands for 
831 ploughs, totalling approximately 83,100-99,720 potential arable acres, 
plus meadow and woodland. Additionally, if only some of the ‘possible’ lands 
in Table 2B were included, and/or more of Walter de Claville’s or Gotshelm’s 
or Ansger’s manors were added, then it would become a very large holding 
indeed. 

Williams lists a further number of Devon manors held by Walter de 
Claville (29 by number), Gotshelm (27) and Ansger (2), which she suggests 
were possibly held by Brictric.49 However, only three are included in Table 
2A. Buckland (i) and Ash Thomas were ‘added to Brictric’s lands’, and in 

  46  Ibid, entry 24.24.
  47  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate’, 65.
  48  DB Devon, Exon Book ‘Notes’, entry 40.7.
  49  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate’, 66-68.
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both cases the Domesday Book ‘Notes’ state that it was ‘probably Brictric 
Son of Algar’.50 The Exon Book ‘Notes’ for Buckland (ii) state that ‘a thane 
held this manor as free’,51 again, probably the son of Algar. Acknowledging 
that Williams may have additional information, Domesday does not state 
that Brictric held any of these additional manors in 1066, nor does it show 
any specific link with Matilda. However, eighteen of Walter’s manors and ten 
of Gotshelm’s are recorded in the ‘Notes’ to Domesday as descending to 
Gloucester. Because of the possibility that they may have received some 
of these manors from someone other than Matilda, they are not included in 
Table 2. Further research may lead to their inclusion.

Halberton
One of the manors held by Brictric Son of Algar was Halberton, recorded 
in the Domesday Book as paying tax on five hides amounting to £27. There 
were two mills and land for 28 ploughs, four of them in demesne. Gotshelm 
held one virgate (approximately 30 acres) of the villagers’ lands and paid 
10s.52 Halberton was also the head of a large Hundred with eighteen other 
manors. In his study of South Somerset, the Blackdown Hills and Mid Devon, 
Stephen Rippon considers that Halberton and Tiverton were two divided 
parts of an early folk territory.53 It may be that Halberton was originally part 
of the Tiverton estate that King Alfred left in his will of 899. A division is 
supported by the complex situations of Sampford Peverell, Uplowman and 
other local manors’ administrative and tax responsibilities to both Halberton 
and Tiverton.54 Michael Sampson suggests that Shamels End, near East 
Manley, may have been the meeting place of the adjoining Hundreds.55 
Further, in his ‘Typology of settlement patterns’, Rippon classifies Halberton 
as D2:

parishes with wholly dispersed rural settlement pattern, but also a 
substantial nucleated settlement that originated as a small medieval town …
The physical form of Halberton is so similar that although lacking a borough 
charter, it can be added to this category.56 

  50  DB Devon, ‘Notes’, Buckland  & Ash Thomas (entries 24.18-19 & 25.20)
  51  DB Devon, Exon Book ‘Notes’, entry 25.25.
  52  DB Devon, entry 1.70.
  53  S. Rippon, Making Sense of an Historic Landscape (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2012), 165-168. 
  54  DB Devon, ‘Notes’, entries 24.8-16, 25.16, 27.1, 34.43. See particularly, in DB Devon, 
‘Notes’, the ‘Appendix’ entries for the Tiverton and Halberton Hundreds.
  55  M. Sampson, A History of Tiverton (Tiverton: Tiverton War Memorial Trust, 2004), 13.
  56  Rippon, Making sense, 63.
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Table 3 describes the Hundred as it was in 1086, with the manors of 
Halberton and Sampford Peverell held by Queen Matilda.57 Fifteen manors 
were held by Walter, Gotshelm, Aiulf, Ansger and Odo who received some 
if not all of their land from Matilda.58 Ten certainly descended to the Honour 
of Gloucester, but Domesday does not record that Brictric held any of these 
manors in 1066, nor is there any certain link with Matilda.59 On the basis 
that their lands did come to them from Brictric via Matilda, Williams has 
argued that Brictric may have originally been Lord not only of Halberton 
manor, but most of the Hundred. She remarks that it was, ‘one of the few 
such [hundredal] manors in Devon not in royal or ecclesiastical hands’.60 
Canonsleigh became a monastic manor in c.1170 together with neighbouring 
Burlescombe.

Queen Matilda’s estates passed via King William to their son, William II 
who, in turn, granted them to Robert FitzHamon. With no male descendants, 
his daughter Mabel inherited these estates, later marrying Robert de Caen 
who was created the first Earl of Gloucester. Like so many Devon manors, 
Halberton therefore became part of the Honour of Gloucester. In c.1160, 
Halberton Manor and Church were granted to St Augustine’s Abbey, Bristol, 
by the 2nd Earl.61 Thereafter, until the Reformation, the manor was known as 
Halberton Abbots. With the Abbey becoming Bristol Cathedral, it became 
known as Halberton Dean. In 1491-92 and 1511-12, the manor generated a 
profit of £26 13s. 6d.62 Income in November 1542 was £14 9s. 1½d.63 At the 
heart of the village is the Grade II* Priory; the centre of the manor and home 
to a small College of Augustinian Canons. It is also a last tenuous link with 
Brictric Son of Algar. 

The ‘Roman de Rou’
Besides the known facts about Brictric, there is also a legend which has its 
origin in a verse chronicle written in the mid-twelfth century by the Norman 
poet Wace. It details the lives and achievements of the Dukes of Normandy 
and includes the Norman Conquest. Later additions to it were made by an 

  57  DB Devon, note between entries 1.56 & 1.57. See also the note within entry 27.1.
  58  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate’, 48. See also f.n.10 above.
  59  DB Devon, ‘Notes’, entry Ch. 24.
  60  Williams, ‘A West-Country Magnate’, 59-61.
  61  E. Voce, Halberton and Halbertonians, vol. 2, (Halberton: private, 2002) 17-18, 129.
  62  G. Beacham & A. Sabin (eds.), Two Compotus Rolls of St Augustine’s Abbey, Bristol, 
Bristol Record Society, 1938, 283.
  63  J. Youings (ed.), Devon Monastic Lands: Calendar of Particulars for Grants 1536-1558, 
DCRS New series, vol.1 (1955), 23.
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anonymous writer, who has become known as the ‘Continuator of Wace’. In 
1837 Edgar Taylor translated Wace’s Chronicle of the Norman Conquest,64 
and in 1876 Edward Freeman included a short section concerning the 
supposed relationship between Brictric and Matilda in his History of the 
Norman Conquest.65

In short, the story is that Brictric, being a senior thegn, was sent on 
an embassy to France in the time of Edward the Confessor. There he 
met Matilda (also known as Maude), the daughter of Count Baldwin of 
Flanders, who fell in love with him. For whatever reason, he rejected her 
advances; ‘Meis Brichtrich Maude refusa’ (for Meis read Mais = but) as the 
poem relates. Later, she married Duke William of Normandy and eventually 
became Queen of England. Her response to Brictric was to have him seized 
at Hanley in Worcestershire and imprisoned at Winchester, where he is 
supposed to have died. She then received his lands or part thereof.

Considering that she did receive a large number of Brictric’s manors and 
lands, it would seem that there may be more than a grain of truth in the 
legend. As Freeman states,

it is hard to say whether it [the legend] grew out of the fact that Matilda 
received so large a portion of Brihtric’s lands, or whether that fact is to be 
taken as any confirmation of the legend.66

Conclusion
From the foregoing it may be seen that Brictric Son of Algar, was a significant 
figure in the political and personal circles of King Edward the Confessor. He 
was also a major landowner in seven counties across the wider Southwest, 
particularly in Devon. A separation has been made between those manors 
he certainly held and a range of other possible ones. Because of his status, 
many of the Domesday Book statements that ‘Brictric held it [a manor] before 
1066’ may well apply to the Son of Algar. Revealing such a distant figure 
obviously raises more questions than it answers, but for many communities 
across Devon, there is now a glimpse of a pre-Domesday Lord of their 
manor.

  64  E. Taylor (trans.), Master Wace: His Chronicle of the Norman Conquest from the Roman 
de Rou (London: William Pickering, 1837). Electronic edition prepared by Michael Linton, 
2004, and can be accessed at www.1066.co.nz, search Library, then Master Wace.
  65  E. Freeman, The History of the Norman Conquest of England, its Causes and Results, 
vol. IV (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1876), 165, 760-762.
  66  Ibid, 761.
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The Development of the 
Manor of Gidleigh 1250 – 1386

JUDITH MOSS

This paper was researched as part of a Landscape Partnership Scheme 
called Moor Than Meets the Eye and published in abridged form in Moor 
Medieval: Exploring Dartmoor in the Middle Ages, edited by David Stone 
and Richard Sandover on behalf of the Moor Medieval Study Group in 2019.

Gidleigh was held directly of the king at a fee farm rent of 72s. 1d. from at 
least the middle of the twelfth century, this rent being continually documented 
down to 1347. To assess the development of the manor between 1250 and 
1386, both earlier and later documents have proved invaluable.

The manor was held by the Prouzes until it fell into the female line on the 
death of the last male in the senior line in 1316: this research has identified 
five generations of William Prouz and five wives and daughters named Alice.

The Prouzes accumulated land and wealth through marriage, 
commencing prior to 1200 when William Prouz II son of William I, knight, 
acquired Esterwalle (possibly being between 35 and 110 acres in that part of 
modern Chagford parish north of the River Teign), and Westerwalle (being 
about 80 acres in modern Walland in Throwleigh parish), about one and a 
half miles from Gidleigh.1 By 1242/3 William III was also holding half the 
fee of neighbouring Throwleigh,2 and had acquired Holbeton and three other 
estates through his wife. He may have died by 1254, when another William 

  1  DHC 314M/T/86, dated by John Booker. Acreages from Chagford Tithe Apportionment 
(DHC DEX/4/a/TA/96 Chagford) and Throwleigh Tithe Apportionment (DHC DEX/4/a/
TA/411 Throwleigh).
  2  O.J. Reichel (ed.), Devon Feet of Fines, Vol. 1, 1196-1272, DCRS, 6 (1912), p. 310 note.

© 2023 The Devon History Society
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(IV) and his wife Alice either paid a 50s. entry fine for the half Throwleigh 
fee, or William IV obtained this half fee upon his marriage to Alice, daughter 
of the whole fee holder, Fulk de Ferrers. William IV died in 1270, his IPM 
identifying that his son William V was born in 1245. He died in 1316 leaving 
a widow and a daughter both called Alice, but no sons. By this date many of 
the acquired estates had been divided between two of William V's brothers, 
there being a third also called William, to whom William V gave Esterwalle 
and Westerwalle sometime between 1290 and his death.3 

Tallage on Gidleigh in 1196 of 20s. and in 1199 of 26s. 8d. indicates Prouz 
wealth at an early time.4 In 1212 a William Prouz held Gidleigh:5 he may have 
been the William III who in July 1234 was the knight directed to organise the 
survey of Henry III's forest lands in Devon.6 This William III was one of four 
knights holding fees adjacent to the Earl of Cornwall's Dartmoor Forest: in 
1240 the bounds of the forest were perambulated by twelve other knights in 
order to satisfy these four knights where the boundary lay.7 William III must 
have been a person of some power and responsibility to have petitioned the 
King to issue a writ commanding the perambulation to settle their dispute. 
There are escheator's extents of Gidleigh for both 1270 and 1316, and a 
sheriff's extent made in 1319. Whilst other documents, such as the 1256 
fine regarding one sixth of Holbeton costing £12 per annum, illustrate the 
wealth and influence of the Prouzes, these Gidleigh extents could be key to 
assessing how the manor developed.

The data from the three extents are tabulated in Table 1: those for 1270 
and 1316 purport to be for the whole manor, but the 1319 extent concerns 
only the dower portion. They cover the period when Gidleigh Castle is 
considered to have been built (see below), their data implying considerable 
growth in both population and land use.

Record of ‘the revenue of the park’, 2s., is evidence for a deer park 
in Gidleigh by 1270: revenue would have been generated from timber, 
underwood, and pasturing of animals other than deer.8 Waterhouse's 2008 
archaeological study identified the outline of a deer park which tallies with 
the boundary of later enclosures in the Tithe Apportionment bearing ‘park’ 

  3  DHC 314M/T/87, dated by John Booker.
  ⁴  O. J. Reichel, ‘The Hundred of South Tawton in Early Times,’ TDA, 44 (1912), 349.
  ⁵  Liber Feodorum, 3 vols (London: HMSO,1920) i, 98.
  ⁶  Calendar of Close Rolls, 1231-1234 (London: HMSO, 1905), 576, 578.
  ⁷  Calendar of Close Rolls, 1237-1242 (London: HMSO, 1911), 196.
  ⁸  S. A. Mileson, Parks in Medieval England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 2-3. 
Modern Gidleigh Park is today known for its luxury hotel set in landscaped gardens, with 
helicopter pad and extensive woodlands.
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names: this suggested deer park outline is depicted in Figure 1. Waterhouse 
describes the park boundary as ‘cyclopean granite walls up to 2 metres 

Table 1: Comparison of the data in the Gidleigh extents for 1270, 1316 and 1319.

1270
Item

1270 
Value

1316
Item

1316
Value

1319
Item

1319 
Value

free men 
paying 
homage

63s 4d 60 free 
tenants £16 16s 

40 villeins, 
51 ferlings £12 10s 3 men at will 8s 10d

demesne 
land 50 acres capital 

messuage 4s 1 messuage 16d

50 acres 
arable 12s 6d 60 acres 

arable 10s 99 acres 
arable 16s 6d

6 acres 
pasture

30 acres 
woods & 
pasture

40s
other 
pannage & 
pasture

6d

4d
illegible 
item 3s 16½ acres 

meadow 11s

1 mill 13s 4d 2 mills 26s 8d 1 grist mill 21s 4d

common 
pasture 2s

waste/
turbary/ 
pasture

6s 8d
charcoal 
burning in the 
waste

40d

revenue of 
the park 2s

pannage, 
herbage, 
bracken, 
gorse, 
heather, and 
underwood of 
the lord’s park

6s 8d

profits of 
manor 
court

2s pleadings & 
perquisites 13s 4d

total value 
stated in 
the extent

£4 17s 
10d

modern 
calculation

£4 18s 
2d

Total 
(modern 

calculation)
£34 8s 8d Total (modern 

calculation)
£3 16s 

6d
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high, [with] fronting earth and rubble bank,’ forming the deer pale, with the 
presence of pollards being further deer park identifiers. He over-estimated 
the park to be 400 acres, whereas the illustrated park contains 140½ 
acres being the sum of the Tithe Apportionment acreages, and he gives a 
sixteenth or seventeenth century date for its construction. Gidleigh Park's 
location fits with both Mileson's and Creighton's descriptions of much smaller 
and earlier gentry parks, situated on or near the parish or manor boundary, 
on poor, steep terrain yet offering extensive vistas.9 However, the shape 
outlined in Figure 1 does not conform to the more lobed or rounded outlines 
characteristic of medieval deer parks.10 Whilst the paling on the southern 
border meets with Waterhouse's description, the northern boundary is more 
linear and consists of a simple yet substantial wall. Though neither 1840s 
field boundaries nor LIDAR offer any clues as to where a more rounded 
northerly park boundary lay, the 1319 extent records 4d. worth of gorse and 
pasture ‘to the north part of the same park’ which may refer to the two fields 
called Tar Furzens numbered 376 and 377 in Figure 1. Taken together with 
the 1270 record of ‘the revenue of the park’, it can be inferred that one of 
the Williams had Gidleigh Park constructed at some time after the 1240 
perambulation of Dartmoor: he would have been sure where the Duke of 
Cornwall's boundary lay and would be free to enclose within his own fee. 
The park lies on a steeply sloping site, which probably commanded good 
views in all directions before becoming planted and overgrown with timber: 
recent felling on the northeastern section has revealed extensive views 
over Chagford and Meldon, and the views north from Gidleigh Tor are far 
reaching over Dartmoor. 

It is likely that once William III had influenced the demarcation of the 
bounds of royal Dartmoor, he would have been certain about the land from 
which he could gain revenue and could have had the vision of setting out 
a deer park utilising the very steep land forming the southeast part of the 
manor, extremely difficult to cultivate. Such a park would have been a status 
symbol, place of entertainment, and a source of revenue. William III's date 
of death has been estimated at c.1254, when William IV paid the Throwleigh 
entry fine. Was it William III or William IV who set out the park? William III 
was a powerful man to have instigated the perambulation of Dartmoor and 
was already well married with inherited estates. He would have wanted his 

  ⁹  O.H. Creighton, Designs upon the Land: Elite Landscapes of the Middle Ages 
(Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2009), 130; Mileson, Parks, 33, 49, 67; R. Waterhouse, 
Gidleigh Park:Archaeological Notes, Devon Rural Archives, unpub. paper (2008), 4, 5.
  10  M. Aston, Interpreting the Landscape: Landscape Archaeology in Local Studies (London, 
Batsford,1985), 113; Creighton, Designs upon the Land, 129, 135.
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son to maintain or even increase the Prouz status. William IV was sheriff of 
Devon in 1269, providing him with substantial additional income, and reflects 
the continuing prestige of the Prouz family.11 

From the extents it appears that William IV had a significant income from 
Gidleigh, and that William V had become even richer by 1316. Acquisitions 
had continued through William V's wife; Alice III bringing him the Widworthy 
and Lustleigh estates c. 1275.12 The high status of the Prouzes of Gidleigh 
continued with William V being Member of Parliament for Devon county in 
1296.13 Such occasional parliaments were assemblies of prominent men of 
good standing in their local communities summoned by the King to deal with 

  11  J. J. Alexander. ‘Devon County Members of Parliament: Part 1 The Early Plantegenet 
Period 1213-1327, TDA, 44 (1912), 374; A. Emery, Greater Medieval Houses of England 
and Wales 1300-1500. Vol 3: Southern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006), 565.
  12  Calendar of Inquisitions Post Mortem, Vol. II, Edward I (London: HMSO, 1906), nos. 
154, 177, 205, 236, 237. Hereafter IPM.
  13  Alexander, ‘Devon County Members’, 374.
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matters of state and law.14 William V still held the half fee of Throwleigh in 
1284/6.15

William V died in 1316 holding also Lustleigh and Aveton Giffard,16 leaving 
widow Alice III (inheritor in 1275/6 of Widworthy and de Reigny holdings, 
including Lustleigh17) and his sole heir daughter Alice IV born 1286.18 She 
was married to Roger de Moeles; the couple may have by then produced the 
granddaughter of William V also called Alice (V). In 1316, Roger was already 
registered as holding ‘Throulegh cum Chagford’.19 He died in 1323.20

A comparison between the data in the 1270 and 1316 extents reveal the 
following:

•	 Monetary value increased seven-fold. (£4 17s. 10d. to £34 8s. 8d.)
•	 Unquantified free tenants paying £3 3s. 4d. in 1270, by 1316 60 were 

paying £16 16s.
•	 No villeins were recorded in 1270, but in 1316 40 were paying £12 10s.
•	 Arable land increased by 20% (50 to 60 acres) but the value dropped by 

20% to 10s.
•	 Pasture increased fivefold, (6 acres to 30 acres)
•	 Value of common pasture increased 3⅓-fold, (2s. to 6s. 8d.)
•	 Park revenue was 2s. in 1270, none recorded in 1316.
•	 Manor Court income increased 6⅔-fold, (2s to 13s 4d)
•	 Number of mills doubled from 1 to 2.

These data are problematical. By 1843 Tithe Redemption there were 16 
holdings in Gidleigh. At least six of these cannot be medieval, and the Devon 
Place Names volume lists only Creaber, Ensworthy, Thule, Berrydown, 
Greenaway and Moortown with medieval references.21 The location of the 
capital messuage and demesne land might be assumed to have been on a 
site near the Castle and the church. The LIDAR for Gidleigh shows just a hint 
of two other ‘lost’ houses, but even this does not provide accommodation for 
the 100 men recorded in 1316. The site of medieval Gidleigh Mill was served 
by water from the Forder Brook supplied by a leat which took water from the 
Walla Brook, deep within Dartmoor; the only other mill known in Gidleigh 

  14  S.J. Payling, Parliament and Politics before 1509, online at www.historyofparliamentonline/
periods/medieval.
  15  Feudal Aids, Vol. I (London: HMSO, 1899), 313.
  16  IPM, Vol. V, Edward I (London: HMSO, 1908), no. 572.
  17  Calendar of Fine Rolls, Vol. I, Edward I (London: HMSO, 1911), 64.
  18  IPM, Vol. V, Edward I (London: HMSO, 1908), no. 572.
  19  Feudal Aids, Vol. I (London: HMSO, 1899), 377.
  20  IPM, Vol. VI, Edward II (London: HMSO, 1910), no. 467.
  21  J. E. B. Gover, A. Mawer & F. M. Stenton, The Place-Names of Devon, 2 vols. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1932), ii, 439.
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was not constructed until the middle of the seventeenth century.22 It is most 
likely that there were two water wheels and sets of grinding machinery on 
the one medieval site.23 The 1316 extent may be regarded as suspect in 
that all the figures are ‘round’ - 100 men, acreages are neat multiples of 30, 
and court and common pasture income conveniently measured in half or 
whole marks. In 1319 the family was in dispute over the dower of Alice III. 
This involved a ‘retaliatory’ abduction: Alice IV was reputed to have been 
abducted from Lustleigh by John Daumarle (her daughter Alice V's then, or 
future, husband), her husband Roger de Moeles’ complaint bringing matters 
to a head resulting in a sheriff's inquisition which recorded the 1319 extent of 
Gidleigh.24 This is supposedly a record of the dower portion of the manor, yet 
the only amount that is one third of anything mentioned in the 1316 extent is 
the fee farm amount to be paid by the widow - 25s. 7d. Only three men are 
recorded; land classed as meadow first appears, not mentioned in either 
of the other extents, and the amount of arable is 50% greater than that in 
1316, not one third of it. Either these extents were rigged in some way, or 
they include land in adjacent holdings, i.e., the half Throwleigh fee and/or the 
Esterwalle/Westerwalle holding.

William V died at Holbeton and was buried there against the wishes 
expressed in his will; his daughter Alice IV obtained consent from Bishop 
Grandisson to re-bury him at Lustleigh in 1329, his effigy is in the church 
there.25 This indicates that William V and his daughter Alice IV preferred to 
live in Lustleigh: indeed Alice IV may well have met Roger de Moeles through 
the de Moeles family association with Wrey, an estate next to Lustleigh, and 
she continued to live at Lustleigh after her marriage.26 The events around 
1316/19 hint at a dysfunctional family. 

By 1332 Alice IV had chosen to live at ‘La Wallen’; she installed Richard 
of Chagford as priest in her chapel there, obtaining permission from 
Bishop Grandisson for him to conduct her services.27 La Wallen is at the 
far southeastern corner of Throwleigh parish, the location of Westerwalle 
in the earlier deed between William V and his brother. Alice IV's continued 

  22  DHC DD/35547
  23  M. Bodman, Mills on the Teign: A Gazetteer of Water-Powered Sites on the Teign and the 
Bovey and their Tributaries (Cullompton: Leat Press, 2015), 6-7.
  24  C. Dunn, Stolen Women in Medieval England: Rape, Abduction and Adultery, 1100-1500 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 169-171; DHC 1499M/0/4/1/33.
  25  C. Torr, Wreyland Documents (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1910), xi; IPM, 
Vol. V, Edward I, no. 572.
  26  Torr, Wreyland Documents, xi, lii.
  27  G. Whitley, Wallen: A Tale of Two Chapels, Devonshire Association AGM Paper (1991), 
2; J. Rawson, ‘The Chapel of La Wallen, Gidleigh’, DCNQ, 11, pt. 1 (1920-21), 129-130, 135. 
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substantial landholdings are reflected by her entries in the 1332 Lay Subsidy: 
6s. 8d. in Colyton, 5s. each in Stadbury, Modbury, and Holbeton, with her 
Gidleigh holding recorded under the Ancient Desmene of South Tawton, 3s. 
4d. in Upton Pyne, 2s. 6d. in Lustleigh and 12d. in Throwleigh.28

Alice IV died in 1335,29 and three married daughters were named as 
heirs, amongst whom the Prouz holdings were divided. The eldest was Alice 
V married to John Daumarle. A fine dated 1336 and a Charter Roll entry 
of 1339 demonstrate the confusion over the land holdings of these Prouz 
descendants, the latter document conceding that the escheator had to cease 
his meddling with the lands of John Daumarle who held Gidleigh by right 
of his wife Alice V. John himself died the following year, with his son John 
aged 12 being recorded as heir.30 By 1345 Alice V wife of John Daumarle 
had recourse to law to regain the manors of Gidleigh and Throwleigh, and 
100s. of rent from ‘La Walle by Chagford’.31 In 1346 she still held Aveton 
Giffard, Stodbury, Holbeton, Loventor and half a fee in Throwleigh.32 There 
were complicated trusteeships, traceable through the common names of 
John Dauney and Nicholas Tremayn. It appears that she married more than 
once to men who were also married more than once, her lands reverting 
after some stepchildren had held it ‘for life’. The Black Death is a very likely 
factor in these arrangements. In a 1347 IPM of John Dauney, Alice V was 
identified as ‘late the wife of John Daumarle’ with Richard designated as 
her son; either she was married at least twice, or Richard was a ‘right heir’ 
misrecorded as her son. Subsequent enquiries arising from Dauney's IPM 
recorded ‘Giddelegh, Throulegh and Wallon by Chagford’ the whole manor 
at fee farm for a charge of 72s. 1d., held for Dauney's life, to revert to Alice 
V.33 Since the mid-1100s 72s. 1d. had been the fee farm of only Gidleigh, 
but by 1347 the IPM enquiries were erroneously including Throwleigh and 
Wallen within the fee. Might this have been the case when the 1316 extent 
was made, the substantial increase in both population and acreages over 
the 1270 extent in fact including the half fee of Throwleigh and Esterwalle 
and Westerwalle? Alice Daumarle's trust arrangements preserved the 

  28  A.M. Erskine (ed.), Devonshire Lay Subsidy of 1332, DCRS, n.s. 14 (1969), 44, 49, 52, 
61, 96, 101, 121. 
  29  IPM, Vol. VII, Edward III (London: HMSO, 1909), no. 667. 
  30  Calendar of Fine Rolls, Vol. IV, Edward III (London, HMSO, 1913), 464, 472, 477; 
Calendar of Fine Rolls, Vol. V, Edward III (London, HMSO, 1915), 24, 45-46; IPM, Vol. VIII, 
Edward III (London: HMSO, 1913), no. 230.
  31  O.J. Reichel, F.B. Prideaux & H. Tapley-Soper (eds.), Devon Feet of Fines, Vol. II, 1272-
1369, DCRS, 6 (1939), 348.
  32  Feudal Aids, Vol. I (London: HMSO, 1899), 386, 391, 397, 399, 400.
  33  IPM, Vol. VIII, Edward III (London: HMSO, 1913), no. 230.
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inheritance of her property to Richard and his heirs, or to her right heirs: it 
appears that she married more than once as had her husbands, and she 
sought to avoid her inheritance falling into the hands of the right heirs of her 
husbands. Gidleigh was passed to John Daumarle (II), chevalier, in 1362, 
probably held in wardship since his father's death in 1340.34 When John 
Daumarle II died without heirs in 1392, Alice V's properties devolved first to 
the son of his second wife by her first marriage, and thence to Richard and 
John Prouz.35 These trusts were successful, since East and West Wallen 
and messuages in Throwleigh were still part of the Prouz estate in 1576.36 
The Alices IV and V give every appearance of being strong and capable 
women.

  34  DHC 158M/T/142.
  35  IPM, Vol. XIX, Henry IV (London: HMSO, 1992), no. 452.
  36  DHC 314M/F/9B.

Figure 2: Gidleigh Castle, October 2018 (photo 
by the author).
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Perhaps the most notable feature of the village of Gidleigh is the castle 
(see Figure 2). Amery and Worth in 1925 concluded that Gidleigh Castle, 
‘a fortified manor house’, was constructed in the late thirteenth or early 
fourteenth century - ‘perhaps absolutely contemporary’ with ‘probably’ Hugh 
de Courtenay's final phase of construction at Okehampton Castle, with the 
supporting evidence that dressed stone details are similar in form and use 
the same aplite stone from the same quarry in both castles. These authors 
consider Gidleigh Castle to be the work of William V.37 More recent authors 
have acquiesced with this dating,38 Emery favouring the early fourteenth 
century.39 He and Waterhouse put forward the likelihood of there being an 
attached older hall house to the southeast of the Castle.40

Okehampton Castle was excavated from 1972 to 1980, the results being 
published in two reports dated 197741 and 1982.42 The first notes that two 
Hugh de Courtenays were active in the rebuilding, Hugh I 1274-1292, and 
Hugh II 1297-1340.43 The second report records use of aplite as early as 1178, 
with further indications of its use in the second building phase in the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries. This second report also admits to ‘looseness of the 
dating evidence’, commenting that the rebuilding work could have started 
under Hugh I.44 The generally accepted date of construction for Gidleigh 
Castle of the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century can be questioned 
on the documentary evidence discussed above. William V would have been 
aged at least 55 in 1300: such an undertaking at this time would have been a 
huge vanity project for him. The facts that he died at Holbeton and wished to 
be buried in Lustleigh are indicators that Gidleigh was no longer his focus of 
interest. For how long might this have been the case? Many of the ancestral 
landholdings had been distributed among two of his younger brothers, and 
he himself gave away the local Esterwalle/Westerwalle holding to his third 
brother sometime after 1290. William V died in 1316 aged 71 without a 

  37  J. S. Amery & R. H. Worth, ‘Gidleigh Castle’, TDA, 57 (1925), 267-8.
  38  S. R. Blaylock, Gidleigh Castle: A Survey of the Standing Remains 1991-92, Exeter 
Museums Archaeological Field Unit Report (1993), 1; Emery, Greater Medieval Houses, 
565-6; B. Cherry & N. Pevsner, The Buildings of England: Devon (London: Penguin, 1989), 
456.
  39  Emery, Greater Medieval Houses, 565.
  40  Ibid, 565-6; Waterhouse, Gidleigh Park, 5
  41  R. A. Higham, 'Excavations at Okehampton Castle, Devon. Part 1: the motte and keep', 
DAS, 35 (1977), 3-42.
  42  R. A. Higham, J. P. Allan, and S. Blaylock, 'Excavations at Okehampton Castle, Devon: 
Part 2, the Bailey', DAS, 40 (1982), 19-151.
  43  Higham, 'Excavations at Okehampton Castle. Part 1’, 32.
  44  Higham, 'Excavations at Okehampton Castle. Part 2’, 61-64.
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male heir: it seems most unlikely that he would have commenced building 
Gidleigh Castle in the fourteenth century. It is similarly unlikely that his son-
in-law, Roger de Moeles, took on the construction as he was dead by 1323. 
The family were falling out over land ownership in 1319, and there is no sign 
of Alice V living at Gidleigh for any length of time. Castle construction in 
the early fourteenth century should be discounted and an earlier date for its 
building considered. It seems more likely that William IV at least started the 
castle, building to enhance both his deer park and Prouz status - substantial 
landholding, sheriff of Devon, Member of Parliament, etc. William V may 
have completed the castle in his youth, before lack of a male heir and family 
arguments led him to distance himself from Gidleigh.

It is apparent that the extents examined above are not giving a reliable 
picture of agricultural development or population growth for Gidleigh manor. 
Research elsewhere has shown that, whereas the extents in IPMs are quite 
numerous, and cover a much wider social and geographical range, they are 
not as reliable as those made for private landlords.45 No record of license to 
empark has been found in the Patent Rolls. Purely architectural evidence for 
the building of Gidleigh Castle gives dating which can be questioned based 
on the Prouz family history revealed by the documents examined in this 
article. The landscape itself tells a story of development, though it cannot 
provide refined dating. However, in summary, Gidleigh manor progressed 
during the thirteenth century as a place to manifest the power, wealth and 
position of the Prouzes. It is probable that lack of a male heir by the beginning 
of the fourteenth century marked the beginning of the end, exacerbated by 
the period of famine and pestilence brought on by deteriorating weather; 
the wealth of Devon as measured by the Lay Subsidies of 1313 and 1322 
dropped by 47%.46

Retiring to Devon after a career in IT and systems consultancy, Judith Moss 
became hooked on local history and took a BA and MA at Exeter University 
as a mature student. Mainly interested in the medieval and early modern 
periods, she has contributed to collaborations on Victorian Schools, World 
War I Food and Farming, and 1920s Housing. Also managing the Chagford 
Archive, her other passions are Tai Chi and Morris Dancing.

  45  See https://inquisitionspostmortem.ac.uk/contexts/the-extents-a-short-introduction. 
  46  A. & J. Mills ‘Assessing the impact of famine, pestilence and the Scots on Swaledale and 
the North Riding in the early fourteenth century’, The Local Historian, 48, (Oct 2018), 314.
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‘Ashamed to Speak Thereof’: 
Child Abuse at Dartmouth, 1623

TODD GRAY

A recently discovered coroner’s inquest into the death on 6 August 1623 
of Joan Gunne alias Collins, a six-year-old girl at Dartmouth, offers details 
which have familiar themes with modern instances of child sexual abuse. This 
article provides a contextual explanation along with the witness statements 
in order to understand similarities over the last four hundred years.

On 7 August 1623 fourteen jurors decided that the child had died ‘by 
the Visitation of God’ but they also concluded that she had been sexually 
abused.1 The jurors heard testimonies from seven witnesses who described 
the circumstances and these papers are unusual in that little comparative 
documentary evidence for this date survives.2 The only other similar 
document for Devon in this period is an allegation brought before the church 
court in which four boys, aged between six and eight, were reportedly 
assaulted in 1566 by John Carswell, curate and schoolmaster at Kenton. 
He denied that he had lain ‘with any of the said boys at any time by night 
or day neither never committed the detestable vice of buggery with any of 
them or with any other’.3 More would be known of the prevalence of such 
cases had Assize records survived for this period. However, Dartmouth’s 
seven depositions are more detailed and have a strong familiarity: the 

  ¹  DHC DD62092. Spelling has been modernised, Latin words placed in italics and first and 
second names have been made consistent. I am grateful to Dartmouth Town Council for 
permission to edit the testimonies. Each witness statement, with the exceptions of Margaret 
Collins and Charles Parsons, was signed with a mark rather than a signature.
  ²  Sarah Toulalan, ‘Is He a Licentious Lewd Sort of a Person?’: Constructing the Child Rapist 
in Early Modern England’, Journal of the History of Sexuality, 23 (1), (January 2014), 35.
  ³  DHC Chanter 855, folio 129.
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assailant was known to the family, attempted to silence his victim, and 
denied all responsibility. Moreover, the child was vulnerable in that she had a 
disadvantaged background, was not believed and her voice was suppressed. 
Finally, the incident was kept confidential because of a sense of shame.

The chronology of events in 1623 as outlined in the testimonies was:

3 March			   assault committed
first week of March	 assailant leaves Dartmouth 
second half of April	 child discovered to be unwell
about 7 May		  medical care given
5 July			   assailant denies allegations
third week of July		  child keeps to her bed
6 August 			   child dies in the evening
7 August			   coroner’s inquest held

Imperfect records prevent full background details being discovered of 
the key individuals who were involved although some specifics are known. 
For example, while it is certain that Joan Gunne alias Collins was the 
stepdaughter of a sailor, John Collins, her biological father’s identity is not 
known. The only detail known of her birth is a baptism entry in the parish 
register for Dartmouth St Petrox for ‘Joan the base daughter of Margaret 
Wood alias Gunne’ on 19 December 1616.4 This line reveals that the child 
was illegitimate. In 1616 only three of the 39 births in the parish were out of 
wedlock. 

The term ‘alias’, meaning ‘otherwise’ or ‘also known as’, indicated that the 
individual was known under two surnames. Her mother may also have been 
born out of wedlock and adopted the surname from her stepfather named 
Gunne in the same way as Joan had presumably added her stepfather’s 
surname following her mother’s marriage to John Collins. The baptism entry 
also confirms that she was aged six and a half years old at the time she was 
assaulted and died. 

Joan’s assailant was another mariner, Reuben Skinner, of whom no 
biographical details have been found other than he paid his poor rate in St 
Petrox from 1609 to 1619. This demonstrates that he returned to Dartmouth 
after the assault and continued to live there. He had been resident in the 
parish since at least 1601 when he was part of the Friday Ward.  He was 
presumably then at least sixteen years of age which would indicate he 

  ⁴  DHC, Dartmouth St Petrox Bishop’s Transcript.



34	 The Devon Historian, vol. 93, 2023

was 38 or older in 1623.5 The seven witnesses made no references to his 
character or mentioned any suspicions regarding his behaviour or motivation 
other than one witness referred to the lack of ‘evil will’ between him and the 
parents. This suggests it was questioned whether Skinner’s motivation in 
assaulting the girl arose from enmity towards the parents. Instead, the child’s 
mother indicated he had a friendship with her husband: she admitted that he 
‘did use often times to come to her house unto her husband’. Little is known 
of Skinner other than he was a lodger with James Savery, a neighbour who 
also lived in St Petrox parish.6

Five female witnesses, including Margaret Collins, the child’s mother, 
detailed the assault itself. Joan had told these women that Skinner had 
assaulted her in her mother’s bed. It was claimed that he had inserted 
his finger, and then his penis, into the girl’s vagina. At the foot of the bed 
‘he turned her head athwart the bed, and then laid her legs abroad’. He 
instructed her to keep silent afterwards.

Joan was reported to have been consistent in her account to several 
women (’it was always in one tale’) but she was not believed by her 
godmother who said ‘now God hath punished you for bringing an untrue 
report by Reuben Skinner, take heed you do not speak untruth’. The six-
year-old answered ‘Since Godmother Joan I have not spoken untruth, I have 
not told any lie’. The child had also explained that Skinner had put his ‘thing’ 
into her but, curiously, she was told by her godmother that men do not have 
‘things’. The widow who was providing medical care later admitted that she 
had not informed any of the local authorities because ‘she was too ashamed 
to speak thereof’.

Joan’s mother was also advised by Margaret Lomar, described as a 
‘healer’, to keep silent on the grounds that the assailant, Reuben Skinner, was 
not then in Dartmouth. It may have been that she was attempting to protect 
the child’s reputation or that she considered the charge as slanderous. 
Possibly she thought Skinner might not return to Dartmouth had he been 
aware that his actions were publicly known. The population of Dartmouth, 
one of the leading ports in Devon, stood at some 4,000 residents.7 In any 
case, a witness testified that in July he had confronted Skinner in Plymouth 
with the allegations, but he denied it with ‘great protestations’.  Skinner was 
reportedly en route for France, and it appears that he was still abroad at 

  ⁵  T. Gray, Devon Parish Tax Payers, 1500–1650, Vol. 3 Churchstow to Dunkeswell, DCRS, 
n.s. 65 (2022), 174, 177, 180, 183, 278.
  ⁶  Ibid., 167, 169, 177.
  ⁷  Ibid., xix.
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the time of the inquest a month later. Dartmouth then had extensive trading 
connections with France, Spain and Portugal. One witness also alluded to the 
assailant sailing in a ship 3,000 miles across the Atlantic to Newfoundland 
where hundreds of Dartmouth’s seafarers were involved each year. The port 
would be sympathetic to Parliament during the Civil War of the 1640s and 
leaned to Puritanism. This may have influenced the jury in how they viewed 
an illegitimate child.8 

The court heard details of the child’s symptoms: her stomach was 
swollen, she had excessive wind, her urine was coloured red and not only 
was her vagina ‘red with heat’ but it, along with her stomach, was sore. 
There may have been suspicions that she had been infected with a venereal 
disease but no mention of this was made. One witness saw ‘sundry waters’ 
and ‘slimy substances’ which emanated from the child.

She was visited at least once by a (male) physician, but no details are 
known of any treatment. However, Margaret Lomar, a local widow, provided 
‘medical’ care for some thirteen weeks. She was initially asked to anoint 
the stomach and provided drinks to reduce swelling. Lomar also applied a 
concoction of cream and rotten apples to reduce the heat. After the assault 
Skinner had given a rotten apple to the girl; presumably he believed that this 
would alleviate swelling or even mask injuries. It indicates that he brought 
the apple with him and thereby that this was a premeditated act. By at least 
1579 rotten apples were generally used in England in poultices; these were 
recorded mainly in treating eyesight but also for general inflammation.9

Witnesses reported that the child had been ill with an unspecified illness 
for a year before the assault and a surgeon10 examined the child’s corpse. 
He determined there was no sign that the hymen had been broken nor did 
her healer see that ‘the skin’ had been broken. The jurors cited the 1576 
statute which stipulated that 

if any person shall unlawfully and carnally know any woman child under the 

  ⁸  M. Stoyle, Loyalty and Locality: Popular Allegiance in Devon During the English Civil War 
(Exeter: University of Exeter Press,1994), 45-8.
  ⁹  T.C., An Hospital for the Diseased (London: for E. White, 1579), 43; anonymous, The 
Skilful Physician (London: for N. Ekins,1656), 117; W. Salmon, Pharmacopoeia Londinensis 
(London: for W. Battersby, 1702), 45; Robert Boyle, Medicinal Experiments, 4th ed. (London: 
for S. Smith and J. Taylor, 1703), 78; M. Grieve, A Modern Herbal (Adelaide; Jonathan Cape, 
1984), 46; Nottingham Evening Post, 15 Aug 1883; Dundee Evening Telegraph, 19 July 
1889; St James Gazette, 8 Feb 1890.
  10  In 1613 Charles Parsons of Dartmouth was licensed to practice surgery in the Diocese 
of Exeter. He lived in St Saviour’s parish where he was buried on 5 January 1628/9; Gray, 
Devon Parish Tax Payers, 207, 221, 231, 236, 252.
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age of ten years, every such unlawful and carnal knowledge shall be felony, 
and the offender thereof being duly convicted shall suffer as a felon.11

The jury concluded that Skinner had sexual intercourse with Joan against 
her will but decided her death was from the ‘Visitation of God’.  This was 
in sharp contrast to another case heard by the coroner earlier that year in 
which Agnes Efford, an impoverished elderly woman, was noted as not 
having ‘the fear of God before her eyes’ and therefore committed suicide 
through cutting her throat with a knife. The jury decided she had died from a 
‘Visitation of the Devil’.

Seven witnesses testified in Joan’s case. They were Margaret Collins 
(mother of Joan and wife of John), David Rogers (possibly a mariner), 
Elizabeth Collins (widow and neighbour), Joan Nicholls (neighbour and 
godmother to Joan), Charles Parsons (surgeon), Margaret Lomar (healer 
and widow) and Susan Anthony (singlewoman). One notable absent witness 
was John Collins, the stepfather of the child. Archaic terminology includes 
‘thing’ and ‘privy member’ (penis), ‘cunny’ (vagina), ‘grief’ (an ailment), 
‘Goodwife’ (a respectful form of address to the female head of a household) 
and ‘Visitation of God’ (an inexplicable death or one from natural causes).

The manuscript is entitled ‘Coroner’s Official Book’.  The seven 
depositions are headed 

Clifton, Dartmouth & Hardness.
Inquisition on oath held on 7 August 1623 in the 21st year of the reign of 
James King of England, France and Ireland, Defender of the Faith etc. of 
Scotland the 56th in front of William Nyell, gentleman, royal coroner within 
the said area, upon view of the body of Joan Gunne alias Collins of the said 
borough then and there being found lying dead and these testimonies are 
taken in the presence of the coroner.

It is followed by two lists of the Latinised names of fourteen jurors.

Who say upon oath, that Reuben Skinner of Dartmouth in Cou the county 
of Devon, sailor, the third day of March last past in the dwelling house of 
John Collins of Dartmouth aforesaid, sailor, with force upon Joan Gunne 
alias Collins being within then a maid within the age of ten years, made an 
assault & then & there the said Joan Gunne alias Collins [sic] feloniously, 

  11  Mortimer Levine, ‘A more than ordinary case of Rape, 13 and 14 Elizabeth I’, The 
American Journal of Legal History, 7 (2) (April 1963), 163.
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carnally knew & against the will of the said Joan Gunne alias Collins & the 
said Joan Gunne alias Collins [was] wickedly abused contrary to the peace 
of the said Lord the King etc. & contrary to the form of the statute made in 
the 18th year of the reign of the late Queen Elizabeth. And they further say 
that the said Joan Gunne alias Collins on the sixth day of this instant month 
of August by the visitation of God died & not by any other occasion nor in 
any other manner to their knowledge.

[endorsed by the same 14 male jurors with signatures of George Androwes, 
John Newman, William Kent Junior, John Rich, John Ameredeth and William 
Irish Junior and John Walter, with the initials of Thomas Harte, William 
Boden and Richard Piper, and with the marks of John Stoyle, John Davis, 
John Veale and Lawrence Brock]

1.	 Margaret Collins, wife of John Collins, sworn and examined upon her 
oath sayeth that the child now dead was named Joan Gunne alias 
Collins & was her daughter & was of the age of six years & a half 
or thereabouts. And that she hath been began sickly about a year 
& half since and hath been many times down in her bed & gone 
abroad again but fortnight since she began to keep her bed & came 
not abroad since. And that she died the last night about nine or ten 
of the clock. And she knoweth no other but that the child died of the 
Visitation of God, but that she sayeth that about a week or two before 
Whitsuntide [the week following Whitsunday, the seventh Sunday 
after Easter], she finding the child swollen at her stomach, she stroke 
down her stomach with her hand, & the said child desired her not to 
stroke her belly for she said my belly is sore & my cunny is sore, then 
she asked her how it came sore and she said that R the man that 
dwelled in the house of James Savery named Reuben Skinner did 
lay her on the bed & put abroad her hands & her legs & did put his 
thing into her & sayeth that she ha he when he had done it gave her 
an apple & charged her to tell no body & therewith it became sore & 
this examinant sayeth that the said Skinner went from hence to Dover 
to the Newfoundland to go for to go to sea to the Newfoundland in a 
ship of Plymouth London to the Newfoundland called the about the 
beginning in the [blank] day of March last past and sayeth that upon 
this complaint of the child she sent for the widow Lomar to look unto 
her & she found her privy parts sore and her belly swollen. And sayeth 
that the swelling of her body never was taken away, although divers 
things were given her to drink for assuaging thereof. And sayeth that 
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she asked the child why she had not spoken of it sooner and that the 
child answered that he willed her to tell no body. & further she sayeth 
that when the widow Lomar came to look on the child, the child did 
say as much to the widow Lomar as I in this examinant’s presence as 
she did to this examinant. & she hath also heard that the child did also 
deliver the like speeches to Mrs Anne Kent, to Mrs Winchester and to 
the wife of Alexander Cosens. And sayeth that the widow Lomar did 
first dress this child & look on the grief near about Whitsuntide. And 
this examinant further sayeth that the widow Lomar did charge this 
examinant that she should not speak of it nor tell any body of it till he 
come home again except she would tell Skinner’s wife of it.

2.	 David Rogers being sworn & examined sayeth that about the fifth 
of July last this examinant at Plymouth met with Reuben Skinner of 
Dartmouth being as he said then, belonging to a ship of London called 
the Cat bound then for [La] Rochelle, and this examinant sayeth that 
he drank with the said Skinner there at Plymouth and charged that 
there was a report that at home that he had abused the body of a 
little child & the child was sick by that means but sayeth that the said 
Skinner did with great protestations deny that day there was any such 
thing done by him. 

3.	 Elizabeth Collins, widow, being sworn and examined upon her oath 
sayeth that about a month since the child now dead came to this 
examinant, & sat by her, and sighed, and she this examinant asked 
what ailed her and she said that Reuben Skinner had laid her down 
on a her mother’s bed and laid her hands and her legs abroad & 
put his thing in her cunny. And this examinant then sayeth that then 
the said Skinner gave her a rotten apple, and then this examinant 
asked her why she had not made it known to her father & mother, she 
said that he had charged her to not to tell anybody of it. And further 
this examinant sayeth that the Widow Lomar having had this child 
in cure for her swelling in the bottom her belly, she this examinant 
asked the said Widow Lomar how how the child did, for that she had 
confessed that Reuben Skinner had abused her body, whereunto the 
said Widow Lomar answered the child had confessed so to her also, 
but said she, hold your peace & make no words of it, for the man is 
not in town, and she further sayeth that she hath heard Joan Nichols, 
one of the next neighbours to the child, say that she did charge the 
child not to speak otherwise than truth, and that concerning the said 
Skinner, and that the child still affirmed it & was always in one tale. 

4.	 Joan Nicholls, wife of John Nicholls of Dartmouth, sworn & examined 
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sayeth that she dwelleth next door to the house wherein the child 
now dead did live & that the child hath not been well this year & half 
and sayeth that near about two months since the mother of the child 
called this examinant into her house & made her aware that her child 
was sick & that she would tell this examinant a thing if she would 
not speak of it, and withal told her that the child had told her that 
Reuben Skinner had put his finger in her cunny and then went to 
his breech & put his thing in her thing but desire the said mother of 
the child desired this examinant not to speak of it. But this examinant 
sayeth that afterwards the report thereof being come abroad (as it 
seemed) by the child herself, she this examinant within a day or two 
after she had first heard of this report by the child’s mother she came 
into the mother’s house where the child lay sick in the bed. And in 
the presence of the mother said to the child, Joan, now God hath 
punished you for bringing an untrue report by Reuben Skinner, take 
heed you do not speak untruth. The child answered since Godmother 
Joan I have not spoken untruth, I have not told any lie. Then this 
examinant asked how it was, she answered that he laid her down 
upon that bed wherein she then lay at the bed’s foot & showed the 
place of the bed that it was, at the bed’s foot, and that he turned her 
head inward athwart the bed, and then laid her legs abroad and put 
his finger in her cunny and after went to his breech, put his thing into 
hers. Whereto this examinant said that a man hath no thing the child 
answered and said since he had a thing. And this examinant saith that 
she cannot anything further say the mother of the child within a short 
time after she had first discovered to this examinant as before what 
had as before is expressed. She showed to this examinant sundry 
wot waters & slimy substances matter that her mother which as the 
mother said the child voided in her water that came from her the child 
one of which being in a dish this examinant could not immediate look 
on. And sayeth that she saw the Widow Lomar came often to the 
child. & saw once one Mr Airy, a physician, come there but what or 
in we they did there she knoweth not, but hath heard by report of the 
mother that the widow Lomar had the child in cure.

5.	 Charles Parsons of Dartmouth aforesaid, surgeon, having now 
viewed the body of the dead child, sayeth he cannot perceive by 
anything he can see that the body of this child hath been abused by 
any man.

6.	 Margaret Johan Lomar of Dartmouth in the county of Devon widow 
sworn and examined upon her oath sayeth that near about thirteen 
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weeks since she this examinant was requested by the mother of the 
child now dead to come & see her said child for that it was sick & 
desired to anoint the stomach of the child for that it was troubled with 
wind and that about four days after the mother of the child told this 
examinant that the child was never well since she was thrown down, 
and further said that Reuben Skinner had taken the child and thrown 
her athwart the bed and abused her body, whereupon she asked 
the child how it was whereupon the child affirmed it to be true and 
said that the said Skinner threw her down on the side of the bed at 
the bed’s foot and kept down her shoulders and kept her back and 
thrust his privy member into her and abused her carnally her body 
and the mother of the child said that she had made it known to her 
neighbours Goodwife Symons & Goodwife Nicholls & thereupon this 
examinant sayeth that she willed her to make it known unto Skinner’s 
wife and sayeth that at this time when she heard by the child that she 
had been so abused she saw the child’s belly and her privy part and 
saw the same to be swollen and red with heat, and thereupon this 
examinant caused to be applied thereunto two rotten apples & some 
cream to allay the heat thereof. & sayeth that at that time the child’s 
water was red. & sayeth that she perceived not any skin broken or hurt 
in her privy part, other than the said swelling on each side thereof. 
& this examinant sayeth that the mother of the said child did say to 
this examinant that the said Skinner did use often times to come 
to her house unto her husband and that she this examinant never 
heard of any evil will that was between the said Skinner & the father 
& mother of the said child, & this examinant said that the child was 
much troubled with the spleen and the mother & she this examinant 
did never apply anything to the child but that one time which she hath 
before mentioned. & she also sayeth that she never made known to 
the mayor or any other officer of this town what she had seen and 
heard touching this child’s grief, for that she sayeth she was ashamed 
to speak thereof.

7.	 Susan Anthony, a single woman, being sworn & examined upon her 
oath sayeth that the child now dead did say to this Examinant, within 
these 3 months last past, that she was sick and that Reuben Skinner 
had laid her on the bed and had laid down upon her.’



	 ‘Ashamed to Speak Thereof’: Child Abuse at Dartmouth, 1623	 41

Acknowledgements
I would like to thank Professor Jonathan Barry and Professor Sarah Toulalan 
for reading an early draft of this note and Dr Helen Bradley and Dr Andrew 
Thrush for their transcription advice. I am also grateful to Elly Babbedge and 
Ian Howard for their help in untangling biographical details.

Dr Todd Gray MBE is Honorary Research Fellow at Exeter University. 
He is the author of more than forty books on Devon. Some of his works 
are challenging histories which examine black and white enslavement, the 
‘Other’ in Exeter, the rise of fascism in the 1930s and the incidence of looting 
in the Second World War. 



The Devon Historian, vol. 93, 2023

Colyton’s Contribution to Understanding 
the Nature and Causes of Pandemics

SARAH CHARMAN

The plague reached Colyton in November 1645. Within twelve months a fifth 
of the population was dead.1 As we face the consequences of the Covid-19 
pandemic today it is interesting to reflect on the impact the plague had on 
everyday life in Colyton and what lessons we can take from those times. By 
way of comparison the impact of the Spanish Flu pandemic of 1918-19 on 
the town is also examined. 

The Colyton Parish burial register declared on 16 November 1645: ‘Here 
ye plague began’ and in November 1646 ‘Here ye plague ended’. The fact 
that the outbreak was deemed significant enough for a contemporary note to 
be made of this in the town records suggests it was an unfamiliar occurrence 
in this rural community.2 That it was an unusual event may also be inferred 
from the fact that the plague did not apparently affect any neighbouring 
parish to Colyton and few other places in Devon.3 It was also a time of 
much social upheaval in the town in the immediate aftermath of the Civil 
War where Colyton had been on the front line between the Royalists and 
Parliamentarians. There had also been a recent typhus outbreak. 

Over three hundred years later a team from Cambridge University 

  ¹  R. S. Schofield, ‘An anatomy of an epidemic: Colyton, November 1645 to November 
1646’, in Local Population Studies (ed.), The Plague Reconsidered: A new look at its origins 
and effects in sixteenth century England (Matlock: Local Population Studies, 1977), 95-126.
  ²  D. R. Curtis, ‘Was Plague an Exclusively Urban Phenomenon? Plague Mortality in the 
Seventeenth-Century Low Countries’, Journal of Interdisciplinary History, XLVII:2 (Autumn, 
2016), 139.
  ³  Schofield, ‘An anatomy’, 97.
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used Colyton’s historic archives to develop a ‘family reconstitution’ model 
which has become a world standard for population studies. The meticulous 
reconstruction of Colyton families from information which the team extracted 
from a variety of documents in the town’s archives has provided a gold mine 
for academics from many different disciplines to study ever since. 

Roger Schofield, in a paper published in 1977 entitled ‘An anatomy of 
an epidemic’, forensically sought to establish the causes of the 1645 plague 
epidemic in Colyton, the mechanisms by which it was spread and the 
nature of the disease. He hypothesized that diseases like bubonic plague 
and typhus were more likely to be associated with ‘geographically clustered 
patterns of death’ while airborne infections like influenza were likely to show 
much less clustering. Analysis has revealed for example that there were five 
burials each from the Spiller and Turpin families during July 1646 and seven 
from the Bird family in August.4

Having analysed the data derived from the Colyton archives which 
involved 406 households containing 1,513 persons, 298 of whom died – an 
overall mortality rate of 20% - Schofield concluded that on the balance of 
evidence ‘person to person transmission of the disease in close physical 
proximity was not an important element in the Colyton epidemic.’ He went on 
to state that in his opinion the epidemic was ‘unlikely to have been caused 
…by an airborne disease … and that the most promising candidate would 
seem to be bubonic plague with the rat flea as the significant vector’.5 Rat 
fleas leave their rat host when it dies and alight upon a human host taking 
the plague with them.6

Schofield also found that the sex ratio of burials was similar at 93.7 males 
to 100 females and that mortality rates were higher among the very young 
and lower for those over 45 years of age. It should be noted that other studies 
give a considerably higher figure for all burials recorded in Colyton during the 
period of the Plague: an early analysis of the data derived by the Cambridge 
team as reported by Wrigley, which was published in 1968, found that 392 
names were recorded in the burial register between November 1645 and 
the end of October 1646 most probably from the plague.7 Scott and Duncan 

  ⁴  J. F. D. Shrewsbury, A History of Bubonic Plague in the British Isles (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 412. 
  ⁵  Schofield, ‘An anatomy’, 104-8.
  ⁶  S. Scott, C. J. Duncan & S. R. Duncan, ‘The Plague in Penrith, Cumbria 1597/98: Its 
Causes, Biology and Consequences’, Annals of Human Biology, 23, pp. 1-21 (1996),17.
  ⁷  E. A. Wrigley, ‘Mortality in Pre-Industrial England: The Example of Colyton, Devon, over 
Three Centuries’, Daedalus, Vol. 97, No. 2, Historical Population Studies (Spring, 1968), pp. 
546-80, p. 557.
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state that 

the plague at Colyton began on 16 November 1645 and continued to 
January 1646, which was a cold month with much snowfall. It re-erupted 
in April 1646 and then continued until the late autumn when 459 had been 
buried, a typical … epidemic with perhaps 40% of the population dying.8

The devastating impact of the plague is revealed when comparing 
these figures with the average number of deaths per year in Colyton over 
the previous decade which had been 65.5.9 Some academics vigorously 
contested Schofield’s conclusions while others just as strongly supported 
him. The debate has served to focus interest ever since on the contribution 
which the Colyton archives have made to the development of academic 
understanding of the plague.10 

In Colyton in 1645 the plague started among wool workers - many of 
whom worked in small craft workshops in their own homes - this was one of 
the reasons why commonly several members of a family household might 
be infected while close neighbours apparently went unscathed. Pam Sharpe 
used the family reconstitution model and other information contained in the 
Colyton archives to analyse the occupation and wealth of the victims.11 Her 
work revealed that all the families involved in the wool trade in the parish 
suffered the loss of members to the plague. Similar studies in other locations 
have also demonstrated the vulnerability of cloth workers to catching the 
plague.12 Within two months the plague had spread to the wider craft 
community in the centre of town. But it took several months for the disease to 
spread to other sectors of the community with agricultural workers seemingly 
far less affected. The gentry class suffered the least number of victims with 
only 20.5% affected, while roughly 30% of labourers and the poor suffered 
compared with 46.4% of the families engaged in wool manufacturing. 

So, what impact did the plague have on daily life in the parish? It seems 
likely that the community was already aware of the need for isolation and 
cordon sanitaire techniques and burning the clothes and bedding of victims. 

  ⁸  S. Scott & C. J. Duncan, Biology of Plagues: Evidence from Historical Populations 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 249.	
  ⁹  Shrewsbury, A History of Bubonic, 411.
  10  O. Benedictow, What disease was Plague? On the Controversy Over the Microbiological 
Identity of Plague Epidemics of the Past (Netherlands: Brill, 2011), 63.
  11  P. Sharpe, ‘Further Analysis of the Victims of Plague in Colyton, 1645-46’, Local 
Population Studies, 54 (1995), 66–68. 
  12  L. Bradley, ‘The most famous of all English plagues: a detailed analysis of the plague at 
Eyam, 1665-66’, in The Plague Reconsidered, 63-94.
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Marriages and fertility rates dropped for a while after the plague. Social and 
political unrest continued with the removal of the incumbent vicar, Thomas 
Collyns, in 1647, and his replacement with a Puritan, John Wilkins, who 
proved unpopular with the community.13 While the local economy suffered in 
the short term and the wool industry undoubtedly took some time to adjust to 
the loss of so many of its workers - and arguably never fully recovered - it is 
worth noting that the Feoffees’ and Churchwardens’ accounts for this period 
nevertheless show that the seasonal round of community life continued 
pretty much as before: rents were paid and properties let.14

In 1918 the Spanish Flu affected some 500 million people worldwide. It 
was so named because Spain, being neutral during the Great War and as 
such was therefore free to report on the severity of the pandemic, whereas 
countries like Britain, France and the United States, that were still fighting, 
censored reports on the outbreak to try and maintain public morale. It 
caused an estimated 20–50 (some even suggest 100) million deaths 
globally, including 228,000 Britons which was more than died in the War 
and accounted for approximately 2% of the population. Global mortality 
figures are estimated to have been between 10 and 20% of those who were 
infected.15 There are no statistics for influenza deaths in Exeter in 1918, 
but in 1919 some 76 deaths from influenza were recorded out of a total of 
807.16 516 schools across Devon were closed. Many foreign troops were still 
based in the county at the end of the War and 100 American soldiers died 
at Oldway War Hospital in a fortnight and were buried in a mass grave in 
Paignton cemetery. There is a war memorial in Torquay cemetery to New 
Zealand servicemen who came to the area to recuperate and died of the flu.

A highly infectious airborne disease easily transmitted from human 
to human - its impact was swift and devastating. People were required to 
wear face masks offering some limited protection and to keep their bedroom 
windows open and to gargle with salt water as preventive measures, but 
there was no cure and antibiotics had yet to be invented. It particularly 
affected the very young and otherwise healthy adults aged 20-40 and 
many pregnant women aborted, and their babies died. They were blamed 
for running around in thin stockings! Sufferers could die within a day of 

  13  P. Sharpe, ‘Locating the “Missing Marryers” in Colyton, 1660-1750’, Local Population 
Studies, 48 (1992), 49-59.
  14  Feoffees and Churchwardens Accounts, Feoffees Archive database 1585F_14_8.
  15  https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/1/140123-spanish-flu-1918-china-
origins-pandemic-science-health/. Accessed 17 Apr 2020.
  16  Exeter deaths from influenza. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-45097068. 
Accessed 18 Apr 2020.
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developing a fever and becoming short of breath. Lack of oxygen meant their 
faces appeared tinged with blue. Haemorrhages filled the lungs with blood 
and caused catastrophic vomiting and nosebleeds, with victims drowning in 
their own fluids. In fact, many actually died not from the virus itself but rather 
from secondary bacterial pneumonia.17

The source of the virus is still debated but a study published in 2014 by 
Humphries and reported in the National Geographic suggests it probably 
first emerged in China in the winter of 1917-18 and may have been brought 
via Canada to Europe by 96,000 Chinese labourers sent to work behind the 
British and French lines on the Western Front.18 In Britain itself it is thought 
the virus was spread by soldiers returning home from the trenches of 
northern France.

However, the Colyton Chamber of Feoffees Minute Book for the period 
from Autumn 1918 to the end of 1919 shows the pattern of regular monthly 
meetings continued unbroken throughout, with a goodly number of Feoffees 
in attendance on each occasion (the average attendance at each meeting 
in 1919 was 13 compared with twelve in 1918). There is no suggestion in 
the Minutes that the Feoffees took any particular preventive measures 
like wearing masks at their regular Board Meetings in Old Church House. 
Nor is there any reference in the Minutes to any community needs arising 
specifically from the pandemic. Indeed, life seems to have continued pretty 
much as it had before. The ending of the War was marked simply with the 
observation by the Chairman, Mr Cuming at the Chamber’s monthly meeting 
on 12 November 1918 ‘on the pleasant conditions under which they met that 
evening; viz, the Armistice signed, the War practically ended - for which he 
considered it behoved all to thank God.’ 

Certain items appeared regularly on the agenda each month during that 
period such as plans for selling some of the Chamber’s property portfolio 
and investing the proceeds, ongoing problems with the town’s water supply 
for which the Feoffees were responsible at that time. Other issues included 
the disbursement of ‘Xmas gifts to aged persons’, requests from the Devon 
Agricultural Committee for acres of corn and potatoes to be grown at various 
properties owned by the Feoffees, a contribution towards provision of seed 
potatoes for the ‘working classes of Colyton’ and grants to individuals for 
the purchase of a new set of teeth, a contribution to enable someone to 

  17  https://ourworldindata.org/spanish-flu-largest-influenza-pandemic-in-history. Accessed 
18 Apr 2020. 
  18  M. O. Humphries, ‘Paths of Infection: The First World War and the Origins of the 1918 
Influenza Pandemic’, War in History, 21 (1), (2014), 55-81.
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return to Canada, and a request from the Colyton Nursing Association for 
a contribution towards furnishing a permanent cottage for the local nurse. 
Efforts to encourage post-War readjustment also featured on the agenda, 
with the reopening of the bathing pool, along with judging and giving prizes 
for the best-kept allotments. A contemporary report in the Western Times in 
January 1919 about the unwelcome manner in which soldiers on leave were 
treated at the Social Club was discussed and dismissed by the Chairman 
(who was also Secretary to the Club) who said there were two sides to every 
story, and he gave an account of the other side.19

A century on we have once again had to face the reality of a pandemic 
which to date has caused nearly 7 million deaths globally, some 228,924 
deaths in the UK20 and local fatalities. In Colyton the community rallied 
around to support and protect its most vulnerable members and on Thursday 
evenings neighbours stood outside their houses, clapping and banging pots 
and pans, joining in the national campaign to demonstrate support for, and 
thank, the NHS and care workers. The Chamber of Feoffees fully engaged 
with the Government’s lockdown regulations for controlling the coronavirus 
pandemic: the Town Hall was closed and individual Feoffees participated 
in the lockdown and self-isolation. Yet the Chamber continued to function 
and as ever stood ready to serve the needs of the community. It held 
‘virtual’ monthly meetings using email, and ‘Zoom’ technology enabled video 
conferencing.

Looking back, it is interesting to see how everyday life in Colyton on 
each occasion has adapted to the immediate vicissitudes of the different 
pandemics while continuing to follow the regular rhythms of community life.

Armed with degrees in politics from the universities of Kent and Ohio, 
Sarah Charman spent some 30 years as a civil servant, including spells as 
Press Secretary to both Margaret Thatcher and John Major. After retiring to 
Colyton in 2011, she has become Bailiff to the Chamber of Feoffees, and is 
also a trustee of the Parish History Society and has written several books on 
aspects of Colyton’s history.

  19  WT, 16 Jan 1919.
  20  WHO Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard | WHO Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard 
With Vaccination Data. Accessed 8 Sept 2023.
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Field Sizes in Northern Devon: 
A Preliminary Survey

Using the Tithe Survey of c.1840.

JOHN BRADBEER

The distinction between Highland and Lowland England, and, within 
Lowland England, between Ancient and Planned Countryside, is familiar 
to most with an interest in rural England, especially after its popularisation 
by Oliver Rackham.1 The basis of these contrasts is in the nature and age 
of their field systems, with Ancient Countryside having achieved roughly its 
present state by c.1600, whilst Planned Countryside emerged in the two 
succeeding centuries, usually as the result of a process of enclosure by 
Act of Parliament. Analyses of these two types of countryside emphasise 
the difference in field patterns, with Ancient Countryside characterised by 
generally irregularly shaped fields and Planned Countryside having more 
uniform and regularly shaped fields. Implicit in these analyses is that Ancient 
Countryside has smaller fields than Planned Countryside, although rarely do 
authorities give acreages for typical fields.

Devon lies in the Highland Zone but is also an Ancient Countryside and 
it is generally accepted that most of its fields also were in existence by 1600. 
Devon does have some Parliamentary Enclosures, although they tend to be 
later than those that transformed the English Midlands and, crucially, also 
were almost all to enclose areas of common grazing. These fields shared 
the characteristics of other enclosure fields, usually being both larger and 
more regular in shape than the surrounding much older fields. Writers such 

  ¹  Oliver Rackham, The History of the Countryside (London: Dent, 1986).

© 2023 The Devon History Society
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as William Marshall2 and Charles Vancouver3 describing Devon agriculture 
at the turn of the nineteenth century say much about the Devon hedge bank 
but little about the size of fields and offer few comparisons about the size 
of the county’s fields with the rest of England. A primary aim of this paper 
is to establish the sizes of fields in northern Devon in the early nineteenth 
century, using the Tithe Survey with its data on field sizes. A secondary 
aim is to see whether there are any discernible patterns in field sizes when 
analysed at the parish level. Vancouver had identified three agricultural 
regions in northern Devon – (1) North Devon, (2) The Dun or Free lands, 
and (3) Moorlands, with the latter two regions lying on Culm Measures strata 
to the south and west of Barnstaple and the first lying on Devonian rocks 
north of Barnstaple.4 Northern Devon is taken as comprising the modern 
local government districts of North Devon and Torridge, which cover a little 
under a third of the historic county of Devon.

The data
The Tithe Survey of 1836 to 1845, recorded details of all parcels of land 
liable to tithe.5 These included the size of the field, in acres, roods and 
perches, and in most cases, the field name and land use. The areas have 
been converted to decimal acres for convenience of analysis. In the case of 
the three parishes of Bratton Fleming, Goodleigh, and Tetcott, the published 
Apportionments from the Tithe Survey do not give land-use and, in East 
Buckland, Filleigh, and Pilton, quite considerable areas were covered by 
existing moduses, which had converted the tithe into a cash payment, and 
so much of these parishes was not surveyed, hence only partial information 
is available on field sizes. Coverage by the Tithe Survey of parish and other 
commons was not always consistent, although in most cases information on 
the commons was appended at the end of the Apportionment. In this study 
all commons have been excluded, and a further set of exclusions applies 
to Braunton. Here the Great Field was still in multiple ownership and with 
even more occupiers. Most of the strips, nearly 1,200 of them, were very 

  ²  William Marshall, Rural Economy of the West of England, 2 vols. (London: Board of 
Agriculture, 1796).
  ³  Charles Vancouver, General View of the Agriculture of the County of Devon (London: 
Board of Agriculture, 1808).
  ⁴  Ibid, Chapter 1.
  ⁵  For general background to the Tithe Survey see Hugh Prince, ‘The Tithe Surveys of the 
Mid-Nineteenth Century’, pp.14-26, Agricultural History Review, 7(1) (1959) and Roger J. P. 
Kain and Hugh Prince, The Tithe Surveys of England and Wales (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985).
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small, and typically of 0.5 to 2 acres. It was felt that to include these strips 
would distort both the data for Braunton and for the whole study area. In 
addition, for the same reasons, the sample does not include very small plots 
around farmsteads such as rick-yards, and mowhays, and nor does it include 
orchards and gardens. Orchards were rarely more than 1.5 acres in size and 
the majority were less than 1 acre, with a mean size of 0.6 acres.6 The final 
total number of fields in the data set was 99,892, with Landcross having the 
lowest number (74) and Hartland the largest (3,723) which accords with their 
total area. In all, 10 parishes, excluding the three with extensive moduses, 
had fewer than 200 fields and 8 parishes had more than 1,750, with these 
being the smallest and largest parishes in area respectively, in the study 
area.

Field sizes

Figure 1 shows the percentage distribution of field sizes in 5 acre classes. 
It is apparent that just over three quarters of northern Devon’s fields were 
under 5 acres in area and that just under a fifth were of between 5 and 9.99 

  ⁶  John Bradbeer, ‘Orchards in Northern Devon c1840: an analysis of the Tithe Survey’, The 
Devon Historian, 85 (2016), 84.
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acres. Only slightly over 5% of the fields were greater than 10 acres in size. 
In eight parishes the percentage of fields under 5 acres in area exceeded 
85% and in Ashford, 95.63% of the fields fell into this class. In five parishes, 
excluding those only partly surveyed, the share of fields of under 5 acres 
was below 60%, with the lowest share occurring in Horwood, where 49.61% 
of the fields were of this size. At the other extreme for fields over 25 acres 
in area, there were 10 parishes where the share was 1.5% or more, with the 
peak values occurring in Cheldon (2.59%) and Bittadon (2.21%). 

There were 36 parishes which had no fields of this size. It might be expected 
that parishes fringing Exmoor, where there was much late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century enclosure of moorland commons, would have had 
more of these very large fields, but, as Table 1 shows, only five parishes 
fringing Exmoor had over 1% of their fields of 25 acres or more but 15 
parishes on the Culm Measures fell into this category and almost certainly 
reflect the efforts to reclaim wet, rush and sedge dominated pasture and 
heath moorland at the same time as the Exmoor heaths were being enclosed. 

Table 1: Parishes with over 1% of their fields of 25 acres or more. This excludes 
Filleigh and Pilton, where much land was not surveyed.

Parishes on the Devonian and 
Exmoor fringe* Parishes on the Culm Measures

Parish % of fields of 
this size Parish % of fields of 

this size
Bittadon 2.21 Abbots Bickington 1.19
Bratton Fleming* 1.23 Black Torrington 1.09
East Anstey* 1.17 Broadwoodwidger 1.54
High Bray* 1.08 Buckland Filleigh 1.23
Ilfracombe 1.14 Cheldon 2.59
Kentisbury* 1.12 Creacombe 1.76
Parracombe* 1.30 Halwill 1.50

Knowstone 1.66
Luffincott 1.94
Meshaw 1.89
Petrockstow 1.91
St Giles-on the-Heath 1.24
Tetcott 1.56
West Worlington 1.10
Witheridge 1.16
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However, it is important to note that not all the Exmoor fringe parishes, and a 
great many of the Culm Measures parishes did not have many or any fields 
of this size.

Figure 2 shows a break down by single acre classes of the fields of less 
than 5 acres. Fields of between one and two acres were the largest single 
class and accounted for slightly under a fifth of all the fields. Fields of 
between two and three acres were the next most frequently occurring class, 
with a little over 18% and the smallest fields of under 1 acre were the third 
most frequently occurring. Thus, fields under 3 acres in size accounted for 
51.85% of the fields. Tables 2 to 6 list the parishes with the highest and 
lowest percentage share in each field class. These tables show that there 
is a considerable range in the values between the ten highest and ten 
lowest ranking parishes. It is notable that in two parishes, over a third of the 
fields were under 1 acre in size and that in ten parishes fields of this size 
comprised over a quarter of the total.

The tables show a mixture of parishes with the two principal geological 
formations falling within both the highest and lowest percentage shares. The 
full listings, not presented in this paper, show no patterns of occurrence, 
and is well illustrated in Table 3 for fields of between 1 and 2 acres in size. 
Here the neighbouring parishes of Ashford and Heanton Punchardon fall 
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into the higher and lower categories respectively. The pattern is reversed in 
Table 5, for fields of between 3 and 4 acres, with Heanton Punchardon now 
occupying a place in the higher listing and Ashford in the lower listing. 

Table 2: Highest and lowest ranking parishes with fields of 0 to <1 acre. D denotes 
parish on Devonian strata.

Highest ranking Lowest ranking
Parish % of fields of 

this size
Parish % of fields of 

this size
Ashford (D) 37.96 Horwood 5.43

Newton Tracy 35.45 Huish 7.44
Northam 33.10 Luffincott 11.04
Northcott 30.47 Bittadon (D) 11.76

Georgeham (D) 28.83 West Worlington 11.88
Landcross 27.03 Arlington (D) 11.93
Abbotsham 26.92 Abbots Bickington 11.98
Shebbear 26.57 Cheldon 12.07

Goodleigh (D) 26.30 Peters Marland 12.38
High Bickington 25.93 Stoke Rivers (D) 13.03

Table 3: Highest and lowest ranking parishes with fields of 1 to < 2 acres. This 
excludes Filleigh and East Buckland, where much land was not surveyed. D 
denotes parish on Devonian strata.

Highest ranking Lowest ranking
Parish % of fields of 

this size
Parish % of fields of 

this size
Parkham 25.98 East Putford 6.96

Combe Martin (D) 25.45 Stoke Rivers (D) 7.11
Georgeham (D) 25.11 Landkey 7.15

Ashford (D) 23.36 Petrockstow 7.19
Brendon (D) 23.32 East Worlington 7.39
Lynton (D) 22.87 Horwood 7.75

Martinhoe (D) 22.22 Barnstaple 7.92
Welcombe 21.76 East Anstey 8.01
Landcross 21.62 Heanton Punchardon 

(D)
8.05

Northcott 21.03 Rackenford 8.06
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Table 4: Highest and lowest ranking parishes with fields of 2 to <3 acres. This 
excludes Filleigh, where much land was not surveyed. D denotes parish on 
Devonian strata.

Highest ranking Lowest ranking
Parish % of fields of 

this size
Parish % of fields of 

this size
Littleham 26.75 Cheldon 6.90

Huish 23.97 Bittadon (D) 8.09
North Molton (D) 22.80 Creacombe 8.82

Yarnscombe 22.78 Luffincott 9.09
Swimbridge 22.53 Countisbury (D) 9.96
Cookbury 22.46 Abbots Bickington 11.98

Bishops Tawton 21.99 Welcombe 12.97
Newton Tracey 21.82 Goodleigh (D) 13.33

Tawstock 21.56 Atherington 13.68
West Anstey 21.43 East Down (D) 13.71

Table 5: Highest and lowest ranking parishes with fields of 3 to <4 acres. This 
excludes Filleigh, where much land was not surveyed. D denotes parish on 
Devonian strata.

Highest ranking Lowest ranking
Parish % of fields of 

this size
Parish % of fields of 

this size
Landkey 21.18 Ashford (D) 7.30

Twitchen (D) 18.81 Luffincott 7.79
Mariansleigh 18.67 Landcross 8.11
Bridgerule 18.52 Bittadon (D) 8.82

Heanton Punchar-
don (D)

18.39 Northcott 9.01

North Molton (D) 17.24 Georgeham (D) 9.97
Atherington 17.10 Abbots Bickington 9.58
Creacombe 17.06 West Worlington 9.67
Barnstaple 16.83 Weare Giffard 9.83
Littleham 16.75 Romansleigh 10.05
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Discussion
Two principal conclusions can be established from the data on field sizes. 
First, fields in northern Devon in the 1840s were very small, with the 
most frequently occurring size classes being 1-2 and 2-3 acres, and that 
approximately three-quarters of the fields were under 5 acres. Secondly, 
there is no obvious pattern in the distribution of field sizes among parishes, 
with those on Devonian strata and those on Culm Measures strata having 
very similar distributions in field size classes. Thus, Vancouver’s agricultural 
regions did not vary in any significant way in the field sizes. This is perhaps 
not very surprising for Vancouver regarded his Region 1, North Devon, and 
Region 2, The Dun Lands, as being very similar, with the former having 
rather more of an emphasis on livestock in its mixed farming regime than 
the latter. Vancouver did concede that Region 3, the Moorlands, were more 
pasture orientated but that farming conditions here were more difficult 
because of wet and cold soils. As farming regimes were generally similar 
across northern Devon, then it is reasonable to assume that field sizes too 
would be similar. 

Table 6: Highest and lowest ranking parishes with field of 4 to<5 acres. This 
excludes Filleigh, where much land was not surveyed. D denotes parish on 
Devonian strata.

Highest ranking Lowest ranking
Parish % of fields of 

this size
Parish % of fields of 

this size
Goodleigh (D) 16.30 Northcott 4.72

Satterleigh 16.04 Northam 5.28
Bradford 14.60 Georgeham (D) 5.83

Virginstow 14.39 Combe Martin (D) 6.74
Meshaw 13.88 Lynton (D) 6.80

Atherington 13.82 Ashford (D) 7.30
Hollacombe 13.79 Abbotsham 7.34
Sheepwash 13.68 Mortehoe (D) 7.75
Luffincott 13.64 Parkham 7.94

George Nympton 13.51 Marwood (D) 8.13
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Very early on in the reports of the Poor Law Commissioners, there was a 
distinction drawn between open and closed parishes, with the latter having 
a single or at most a small handful of resident landowners who kept tight 
control over farm tenancies and housing, so effectively forcing the surplus 
population to move away.7 Open parishes had far more landowners so 
access to cottages was less tightly regulated and parish populations more 
likely to require relief from the Poor Law. A proxy indicator for the degree 
of openness and closedness of a parish is the owner density. Figure 3 is a 
scatter plot of parishes with percentage of fields less than 5 acres and owner 
density per hundred acres. This shows that there is a broad association 
between the two variables, and parishes with a high owner density (or open 
parishes in the Poor Law Commissioners’ terminology) had also a higher 
percentage of their fields in the size range below 5 acres. The correlation 
is statistically significant, but it is not obvious whether there is a causal 
relationship. A higher density of landowners would mean that their holdings 
or estates were smaller and that this could be reflected in the size of fields, 
but equally the existence of many small fields might make it easier for people 
to purchase single fields. In any case, it would be unwise to draw any firm 
conclusions about associations between field size and numbers of owners 
in a parish using data from the early part of the nineteenth century, for most 

  ⁷  B. A. Holderness, ‘’Open’ and ‘close’ parishes in England in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries’, Agricultural History Review, 20 (2) (1972), 126-139.

 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Owner density and share of fields on under 5 acres. 
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Figure 3: Owner density and share of fields on under 5 acres.
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of the fields would have been created many centuries earlier.
Sam Turner writes ‘the boundaries of many fields still follow the same 

lines they did 500 or even 1,000 years ago’.8 He goes on to note that most of 
the county’s fields are of medieval origin, with some being direct enclosure 
of woodland and waste, done piecemeal and usually irregular in shape and 
the rest representing the enclosure of former open fields, where some of 
the original strips are preserved in the field boundaries, and often have the 
classic ‘S’ or ‘J’ shape resulting from the plough bearing off to one side at the 
end of the furlong so that it was more readily turned. It is generally accepted 
that the acre was the area that one medieval plough team could till during a 
single day and so many of the strips in open fields were roughly of this size. 
When open fields came to be enclosed and strips amalgamated for single 
occupancy, it would be very likely that the fields created would be of 1-3 
acres and the data on field sizes as revealed in the Tithe Survey supports 
this supposition. Equally, when enclosures were being made of woodland or 
waste, these too would be of similar size, especially as the usual Devonshire 
farming systems had fields under pasture as well as being tilled for cereals, 
with only limited areas as permanent pasture. Thus, most parishes would 
have found themselves with small fields arising from these two rather 
different processes. Enclosure of woodland and heath in the post-medieval 
period continued with a marked peak in the period c.1740 to c.1830. By this 
time, there were professional land agents and surveyors, and these men 
were often called upon by landowners to direct operations. Fields tended 
to be larger, although usually in the 5-10 acres size range, and they were 
most often laid out by theodolite rather than by eye and so have regular 
outlines. The parishes affected lie across northern Devon, with the Exmoor 
fringe parishes seeing enclosure and reclamation of the parish commons 
and on the Culm Measures, many pockets of wet grassland also succumbed 
to this culture of improvement. However, opportunities to improve commons, 
heaths and moorland were not uniformly spread across northern Devon, so 
neighbouring parishes can have substantially different proportions of fields 
over 5 acres in size.

It would be wrong to assume that the nineteenth century saw no further 
changes in field sizes, as comparison of the Tithe Map and the First Edition 
Six Inch to the Mile maps of the late 1880s show alterations. In a handful 
of cases, some of the very large fields made from what were probably 
recent enclosures of commons and moorland were divided. Where railways 

  ⁸  Sam Turner, Ancient Country: The Historic Character of Rural Devon, DAS Occasional 
Paper no. 20, (2007), 28.
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and, in the Holsworthy area, the Bude Canal had been built, some fields 
were split, with small plots left separated from what had been larger fields. 
The principal changes, however, were of field amalgamations. It is easy to 
presume that field amalgamation was exclusively a product of changes after 
World War II and to be blind to amalgamations that took place in the later 
part of the nineteenth century. Around many farmsteads the very small fields 
of around 1 acre, often called ‘Calves’ Plot’ or ‘Pigs’ Plot’, or merely ‘Plot’ 
in the Tithe Apportionment, were often amalgamated to give slightly larger 
fields, typically of 2-3 acres, probably reflecting changes in farming practice 
and the tendency to keep more of the livestock under cover during the winter. 

Conclusions
Field sizes as revealed by the Tithe Survey do support the usually implicit 
assumptions by contemporary agricultural writers that Devon’s fields were 
small, and significantly smaller than those of areas of England affected by 
Parliamentary Enclosures. Around three-quarters of the fields in northern 
Devon were under 5 acres in size and the most frequently found class size 
was for fields of between 1 and 3 acres. Later enclosures of the wastes 
of moorland, heath, and marsh were generally larger, usually between 7 
and 12 acres in size. Analysis of the patterns of field size distributions for 
each parish shows simply that there was great variety but nothing with a 
geographical character and so neighbouring parishes often differ quite 
markedly, simply reflecting the areas of waste that had survived from the 
medieval period into the early modern. It certainly seems that the Devonian 
practice was to make fields of under 5 acres, whether this was by enclosing 
former open fields, or by piecemeal encroachment on the medieval waste. 

John Bradbeer lectured in Geography at Portsmouth University. He 
was originally from Barnstaple, but now lives in Shebbear. He has written 
extensively on many aspects of the archaeology and history of North Devon 
and is especially interested in agricultural and maritime history.
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Prostitutes and Petty Crime: Some 
Examples from Mid Victorian Devon

MICHAEL WELLER

On 25 September 1861 the Exeter Flying Post published a letter from an 
outraged gentleman visiting the city:

On Saturday night last, at about half past eleven … I was aroused from my 
sleep by a great disturbance in High Street, close to Queen Street. I got 
out of bed and went to the window, and I saw a large concourse of people, 
all of the lowest classes, men and women, and I fear, of the latter mainly 
prostitutes, and many in a state of intoxication … until half past one o’clock 
my ears were assailed with the most filthy, disgusting, & blasphemous 
language … Last evening, about half past ten … there was a fight just under 
my window in which drunken men and prostitutes bore a prominent part.

The gentleman’s overall object in writing was to complain that the police 
had done nothing to prevent the noise, but his letter serves to illustrate the 
problems faced by the Establishment in the Mid-Victorian period. The same 
newspaper a few years later (1865)1 suggested that there were some 187 
prostitutes within the city of Exeter. To what extent this figure was accurate 
and to what extent all of them were full-time sex-workers (to use the latest 
nomenclature) must remain a matter of conjecture. Some no doubt were full-
time, whilst some supposed prostitutes may have been merely ‘good-time 
girls’ who just liked a few drinks and creating a disturbance, whereas for 
some prostitution was something resorted to only in times of dire financial 

  ¹  EFP, 22 Nov 1865.

© 2023 The Devon History Society
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need.
Ellen Helliker, described in 1849 as ‘a brazen faced strumpet’,2 may 

have been the kind referred to by the outraged gentleman. She was found 
drunk and ‘making a great noise’ in Fore Street at 11.40 on a recent evening; 
she ran away and when cornered ‘resisted arrest’. Ellen, who came from 
Exmouth, was creating a disturbance once again in Fore Street the following 
month, and the following year on 13 March, she was fighting and using 
obscene language with one Samuel Hawkes (whether a client or possibly 
her pimp, one cannot say). She was fined ten shillings or fourteen days in 
prison. However, the first mention of Ellen, and this in the Police Charge 
books, showed her before the bench for stealing a four-pound loaf of bread 
(4 March 1848).3 If abject poverty had driven her to steal, was prostitution 
just another necessary evil?

The most common charges brought against alleged prostitutes as heard 
by the local magistrates were for being drunk and disorderly, using obscene 
language, disturbing the peace, and occasionally for theft, or for assault.4 
A study of such cases frequently reveals a pattern of similar re-offending 
punished by fines or very short prison sentences of perhaps a week, 
two weeks or thereabouts. However, it must be borne in mind that these 
‘unfortunates’ as the Mid-Victorians sometimes styled them, were not before 
the magistrates for prostitution itself, which was, and still remains, legal,5 but 
for the other petty offences just mentioned, as well as for vagrancy.

A detailed case in point reported in 18536 concerned a notorious and, as 
research suggests, probably a full-time prostitute named Elizabeth Weeks 
and one James Kemble, a 56-year old married man, who had travelled 
from Dawlish to Exeter on the train presumably with the intention of ‘playing 
away’ in the absence of his wife. In the early evening of the day in question 
he was drinking for an hour or so in the Golden Lion with Elizabeth, then 
twenty years of age, and two other females: all of them consuming gin. 
From here they resorted to the Coachmakers Arms where they continued 
drinking for some time, until, perhaps a little befuddled with drink, Mr Kemble 

  ²  EFP, 16 Aug 1849.
  ³  The Police Charge Books are held at the Devon Heritage Centre, but are, as yet, not fully 
listed.
  ⁴  Prostitutes could also be arrested under the Vagrancy Act (1824) merely for wandering 
about, especially if they had no fixed abode, and other activities (such as those now styled 
anti-social behaviour) covered by the Town Police Clauses Act (1847).
  ⁵  It is those activities associated with prostitution that are now illegal, such as ‘pimping’ and 
brothel keeping.
  ⁶  EFP, 26 May 1853.
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ordered a fly7 to convey Elizabeth and the other girls to St David’s railway 
station. He had intended that Elizabeth and another (un-named) girl should 
accompany him to his home in Dawlish. Presumably emboldened by drink 
Kemble had also asked two other prostitutes to travel over to his house the 
following day which was a Sunday and had even promised to pay all their 
expenses. These other girls also accompanied them in the fly to the station. 
On arrival Kemble discovered that he had left a parcel containing cheese 
and bacon (which he had purchased earlier) in the Coachmakers Arms, so 
back they all went, and collected the shopping. On returning to the station, 
all of them drunk, they were just in time to see the train departing. It seems 
that Kemble and Elizabeth remained in the fly whilst the other girls went 
into the adjacent Railway Inn for some wine. It then turned out that Kemble 
did not have sufficient funds to pay Richard Jordan, the driver of the fly, so 
Jordan told the girls that they would have to pay. It was what then happened 
that landed both Kemble and Elizabeth in the public limelight. Once the other 
girls had gone into the Railway Inn, according to Kemble, Elizabeth Weeks 
suddenly snatched his watch and chain and made off through an alley which 
led to the Red Cow. The publican (whether of the Railway Inn or the Red 
Cow is not clear) being alerted to the alleged theft, chased and caught the 
young woman. Kemble called a policeman and Elizabeth Weeks was soon 
arrested. When Elizabeth ended up in court, she admitted taking the watch, 
but said she had only grabbed it by way of security, until Kemble paid the 
driver. Also giving evidence in Elizabeth’s defence, a fellow prostitute said 
that she had seen the errant Kemble place the watch and chain around 
Elizabeth’s neck in the Coachmakers Arms at the time that he was asking 
her to go to Dawlish with him. 

The bench deliberated for some time but dismissed the case of theft that 
Kemble had brought against Weeks, although she did receive a caution. As 
for Kemble, the court censured him ‘for his immorality’ and distrained the 
watch and chain until he should pay the court’s expenses. It seems strange 
to us nowadays that anyone would draw public attention to themselves by 
calling the police if a prostitute had stolen from them, but in an age when 
wives had few rights and only men were seen as having a need for sexual 
gratification, such things were tacitly accepted. However, in this case, not by 

  ⁷  A fly was a horse-drawn vehicle, sometimes the term may apply to a hansom-cab.
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the magistrates.8 
Elizabeth Weeks probably had a lucky escape for she may well have 

intended to steal the watch; the magistrates already knew her well since 
a press report9 earlier the same year shows that she had been cautioned 
about being drunk and using ‘improper language’ in Exeter’s Fore Street, but 
on becoming more obscene had then been arrested and taken into custody. 
For this the magistrates had fined her five shillings and sent her to prison 
for two weeks as ‘a disorderly prostitute’. The newspaper also states that it 
was her fourth time before the Bench. A look at the Police Charge Books 
reveals the earlier offences. Elizabeth’s first, on 11 July 1852, appears to 
have been a case of drunkenness, use of obscene language and ‘behaving 
riotously’ in Longbrook Street along with another girl named Mary Ann Budd. 
This resulted in three days in prison each. Just a couple of weeks later 
(30 July) she was found drunk and asleep in North Street and, on using 
abusive language to the policeman who woke her up, she was arrested. The 
magistrate offered her a five shilling fine or one week in prison. A few months 
later (24 October) she was found drunk and incapable in Lower North Street 
which resulted in seven days hard labour. The Charge Books go on to record 
further arrests. After her arrest on 1 April 1853, this time in the High Street, 
Elizabeth was fined five shillings for being drunk and disorderly in addition to 
using obscene language and sent to prison for a month. On May Day in 1855 
she was found fighting in the High Street with a girl named Eliza Lang. She 
had again been using obscene language and both girls were imprisoned 
for a month. Elizabeth never seemed to learn, and the magistrates, by then 
almost certainly fed up with her, sent her to prison for two months following 
her arrest in South Street on 31 July when she was yet again drunk and 
disorderly and using obscene language. There appears to be a short gap in 
the series of charge books in 1856 but when the entries resume she appears 
drunk as usual and swearing in Market Street on 14 March 1857 for which 
she was sent to prison for three months with ‘hard labour’. This made no 
difference to Elizabeth as, having been out of jail for only a few weeks, she 
was arrested again on 1 August for a similar offence, this time in Bampfylde 

  ⁸  Subsequent research in the 1851 and 1861 censuses for Dawlish may in some part 
explain, although not excuse, Kemble’s behaviour. At the time of the incident the 56-year 
old Kemble, then a labourer, was married to Sarah, who was already around 67 years of 
age. Eight years later it appears by the 1861 census that Sarah had died, and Kemble had 
married Mary, 20 years his junior, a widow who had brought three teenage children with her. 
Interestingly, the 1861 census also shows that Kemble had moved up the social scale a little, 
since he is styled a ‘Freeholder and Beer Shop Keeper’.
  ⁹  EFP, 17 Feb 1853.
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Street. A further month in jail ensued. Nothing dissuaded Elizabeth it seems, 
for in the following year, on 17 April 1858, she was again arrested in one 
of her favourite haunts, South Street, the charge being ‘drunk and using 
obscene language’; and the result was another month’s ‘hard labour’.

By the early Summer of 1860 she had been before the magistrates at 
least fifteen times according to the newspaper which reported10 her latest 
crime under the heading ‘Jack Ashore’.11 The Flying Post on that occasion 
reported that Elizabeth had robbed a sailor named John Maddocks, on shore 
leave, of five shillings. Maddocks had become drunk in Exeter’s Angel public 
house whereupon Elizabeth had, so the report runs, ‘invited him’ to her room 
where he paid her ten pence to lay down on her bed for a few hours in order 
to get sober. If this was really just to get sober it seems expensive since it 
is elsewhere stated that she charged only ‘tuppence’ more (one shilling) for 
sex. However, whilst the man was lying inebriated on her bed, she rifled his 
pockets and stole five shillings. Resorting to prostitutes was no source of 
shame to many sailors so he had no qualms about reporting her to the law 
when he sobered up. In court he sadly told the Magistrates that ‘she didn’t 
leave me enough to buy even a half ounce of baccy’. Elizabeth denied the 
charge of theft but the court, fully aware of her past, did not believe her and 
sent her to prison for two weeks.

Elizabeth, aged 31, was up to her old tricks again in the spring of 1864 
when it was reported12 that she had stolen some money from a client yet 
again. The customer in this case was Thomas Adams (38), a farm labourer 
of Okehampton Street in Exeter. He may possibly have met Elizabeth at a 
nearby public house and unwarily took her to his home, his wife Mary Ann 
being absent, arriving sometime between one and two o’clock on the Sunday 
morning. He appears to have paid her a shilling for her normal services but 
discovered after she had gone, that the money which he knew to be in his 
pocket had disappeared, namely a ‘Half Crown and a Florin’.13 Adams went 
out into the street, found P.C. Gill who was on his beat, and reported the girl 
for theft. Given her infamy P.C. Gill must have known Elizabeth by sight, so 
she was quickly apprehended and taken to the cells at nearby St Thomas 
Police Station where she was searched by a Mrs Harris14 who soon found 
the two coins plus the shilling and some small change. On this evidence the 

  10  EFP, 13 Jun 1860.
  11  Jack or Jack Tar was a common term for a British sailor.
  12  EFP, 20 Apr 1864.
  13  A half crown was 2s. 6d., and a florin 2s. Respectively, in modern money this is 12½p 
and 10p.
  14  Presumably someone employed by the police to search the persons of female suspects.
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magistrates sent her for trial at the next Quarter Sessions. The case was 
heard in May15 and Elizabeth was found guilty and sentenced to nine months 
with hard labour. The indexes for the Charge Books 1862-1866 and those 
covering the period 1866-1869 both record many further brushes with the 
law.

Although Elizabeth’s criminal career is well-documented, much of the 
rest of her life is either difficult or impossible to discover. Armed with the 
fact that her age was given as 31 in 1864 (see above), a search was made 
in the census returns for Exeter. However, as someone almost certainly 
‘of no fixed abode’ often found sleeping rough or intermittently having the 
cash to rent a room in a pub, it was no great surprise that she had never 
seemed to have been enumerated. She might conceivably have had an 
alias as some prostitutes did, but nothing in the press or the Police Charge 
Books suggested this. However, the chance discovery in one of the Charge 
Books that Elizabeth had originally come from Hatherleigh seemed to be 
an important clue to her early life. An entry in the 1841 census return for 
Hatherleigh revealed an Elizabeth Weeks, aged five years,16 the daughter 
of William Weeks a farm labourer and his wife Faith, both aged around 40. 
She does not appear in any subsequent census. Elizabeth was, according 
to police records in the early 1870s, recorded as a ‘singlewoman’. In an age 
before contraception one might have expected Elizabeth to have borne some 
children but there is nothing to suggest this, although in view of her chosen 
lifestyle it is not unreasonable to presume that she may have contracted 
some form of sexually transmitted disease that had made her infertile. The 
last notice of Elizabeth so far discovered is found in the Police Charge 
Books indexes which cover the period 1869-1873. At that point, nearing 
forty years of age and likely to have been racked with venereal disease, her 
life of prostitution and petty crime was probably approaching the end. No 
registration of her death has been found.

One is perhaps inclined (mistakenly) to think of all prostitutes as single 
women, but certainly not all of them were, and in an age prior to the 
introduction of contraception, not childless. The report of a coroner’s inquest 
on Eliza Hart (42) taken from the Exeter Flying Post in 186317 paints a bleak 
picture of back street life. Eliza was actually the wife of a farm labourer from 

  15  EFP, 18 May 1864.
  16  If she was 31 in 1864 her birth year would be 1833 or 1832, but the census entry would 
indicate a birth year of 1836 or 1835. However, early censuses, especially that of 1841, are 
notoriously inaccurate in this respect, and, later, Elizabeth may not have known her own age 
with any certainty.
  17  EFP, 13 May 1863.
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Sidbury but had left him some ten years earlier taking with her a daughter, 
Phoebe, then nine years of age. Eliza then ‘lived in adultery’ in Exeter with a 
man by whom she had two illegitimate children and, at the time of her death 
(caused by ‘disease of the heart’) was ‘a prostitute on the streets, being partly 
supported by her … paramour’ and, the paper seems to suggest, also by her 
three children, one of whom Phoebe, ‘is following the same immoral example 
of her mother.’ Indeed, Phoebe had first been arrested in September 1859, 
described as a prostitute and charged with being drunk and using obscene 
language in Fore Street, Exeter.18 Then only sixteen Phoebe had, the paper 
states (under the heading Juvenile Prostitution Through a Mother’s Example) 
already been a prostitute for some time. The girl was on this occasion fined 
five shillings or, in default, was to serve a week in prison. The bench warned 
her that if she came before the court again that she would be sent down for 
three months. Whilst she was being taken back to the lock-up, her mother 
who was also in court verbally abused the bench and was herself fined five 
shillings or a week’s imprisonment for the abuse which also seems to have 
been connected to an existing but unresolved (and confusing) charge of 
theft against her which she denied. She chose the latter telling the court that 
there were two other children of hers waiting in the hall outside and that the 
Corporation could look after them - she was indeed sent to prison and the 
Corporation took the children for the week.

The two cases brought against Elizabeth Weeks for theft from ‘clients’ 
were by no means the only instances where men preferred charges for theft 
against a girl or woman whom they had ‘employed’. At South Molton Quarter 
Sessions held at the Town Hall there in April 1856 John Kingdom of North 
Molton accused Amelia Western alias ‘the Great Western,’ described as 
‘a common prostitute’, of stealing fifteen shillings from him whilst he was 
with her in a local brothel.19 The Court believed the prosecutor and ‘the 
Great Western’ was given four months with hard labour.20 Investigation of 
the 1851 census revealed Amelia as an inmate in the Union Workhouse 
at South Molton, where she is described as a married pauper with two 
children under the age of five. However, no husband is recorded so they 
may have separated. It might be that being deserted had subsequently 
led her to prostitution due to poverty, preferring this line of work to a life 

  18  EFP, 29 Sept 1859.
  19  It is interesting to note that even a small town such as South Molton, with a population 
of around 4,800 at the time, possessed at least one brothel. Brothels and brothel-keeping 
were illegal but this seems to have been largely ignored by the authorities aside from the 
occasional purge when such a house became notorious or disorderly.
  20  EFP, 24 Apr 1856.
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in the workhouse. The census records Amelia as aged 35, so she was at 
least 40 when the incident in the brothel took place. The fact that she had 
a nickname ’The Great Western’ suggests that she was well known locally, 
so prostitution seems to have become a way of life for her rather than an 
occasional supplement to a low income.

Unfortunately, it has been found almost impossible to gather further 
background details to any of the women mentioned. In Elizabeth Week’s 
case there never seems to have been any form of stability in her life. It does 
not seem that either Amelia Western or Eliza Hart actually spent a whole 
lifetime prostituting themselves, whereas for above two decades Elizabeth 
Weeks’ name was constantly before the courts. Every now and then the 
press reported other girls for similar behaviour, but never for more than two 
or three years at a time. Elizabeth was a constant and irritating presence 
for the local magistrates. She certainly slept rough some of the time, 
drunk heavily, had a foul mouth, and stole repeatedly, but neither physical 
description of her, nor evidence of her ever having a pimp and or family 
has been found. Through what personal circumstances she came onto the 
streets of Exeter and how and when she died, are also mysteries. Whatever 
the circumstances of her ‘fall’ she seems to have survived at least two 
decades of this unsatisfactory lifestyle and, it is likely that many more of her 
criminal activities went unrecorded.

Michael Weller’s interest in historical research began when his wife brought 
home a book on genealogy. He was immediately hooked, and this led him 
to reading History with Religious Studies at University. His dissertation was 
on the old Poor Law as it functioned in a local village, and he subsequently 
became a History teacher. His main areas of study have been within the 
fields of Genealogy, Victorian Church restoration and the rural poor in the 
later Georgian Age, and he has written articles for Family Tree magazine, 
Bygone Kent, The Regional Historian and The Devon Historian. He is now 
fully retired but still enjoys researching local history and volunteering at a 
local historic building.
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‘Some May Call Us Common Girls’:
Women Workers and the War Effort 

in World War One

TONY GALE

The role of women in supporting the war effort was one of many changes 
experienced by British people during World War One. Stop-gap solutions 
provided by voluntary groups early in the conflict were superseded by 
increasingly effective organisations fielding about 300,000 women workers in 
agriculture alone by the end of the war. Contemporary documents discussed 
in this article reveal how women workers recruited with appeals to patriotism 
faced prejudice, condescension and negative attitudes.

In 1914, the British Expeditionary Force of about 100,000 men went to 
fight in France – all the troops that were then available. They were massively 
outnumbered by their German opponents, who dismissed the BEF as a 
‘contemptible little army’.1 Recruiting campaigns following the outbreak of 
war were successful in bringing forward large numbers of volunteers, but 
this gave rise to another problem – how to backfill the jobs those volunteers 
had left. That problem was compounded by the additional pressure of 
resourcing the military. All those extra soldiers and sailors needed uniforms, 
equipment, munitions and other supplies in unprecedented quantities. Apart 
from military materiel, the armed forces needed food for their personnel and 
fodder for the huge number of horses they required.

Britain had no history of mobilising its civilian population in support of 
a war effort; and no experience of realising the potential of the female half 

  ¹  https://www.westernfrontassociation.com/world-war-i-articles/the-contemptible-little-
army-1914-1918/.
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of that population. The overwhelmingly male establishment may have had 
reservations about giving women a major role in devising and implementing 
strategies for mobilising substantial numbers of volunteers; but early efforts 
by the Women’s Farm and Garden Union (which had pre-war origins) and 
the Women’s Defence Relief Corps (founded in 1914) had some success 
in recruiting women for farm work such as haymaking, harvesting, market-
gardening and fruit-picking.2 Both organisations contributed hundreds of 
women workers in the first full year of the war: but it was already clear that 
the nation needed thousands.

The National Registration Act of 1915 introduced compulsory registration 
for all men and women aged between 15 and 65 years. This included a 
requirement to state ‘whether they are willing to volunteer for any special 
form of labour with which they are specially acquainted, other than that in 
which they are now engaged’.3 The scheme recognised the importance of 
retaining skilled workers on farms, who were ‘starred’ to avoid call-up to the 
forces – but this still left an unfilled labour deficit as unskilled workers and 
other volunteers left the land: a deficit to be filled, primarily, by women. The 
Board of Agriculture worked with the Women’s Farm and Garden Union and 
others to establish the Women’s National Land Service Corps (WNLSC) in 
February 1916. The WNLSC explicitly targeted educated urban women from 
middle-class backgrounds to be ‘shining examples’ to less-educated women 
in rural communities.4 An early appeal for recruits – ‘1,000 educated women 
needed at once’ – described the WNLSC as ‘the central voluntary body 
for enrolling girls and women of the professional and leisured classes for 
work upon farms’. Untrained or partially trained recruits would be expected 
to undertake a four- to six-week training course. Applicants were asked to 
pay maintenance fees of 15s. to 25s. per week during training, although, ‘a 
limited number of free trainings are available’. Once placed on farms, they 
would be paid, ‘at the local agricultural rate’.5 The WNLSC was at pains to 
explain how their arrangements would avoid concerns (real or imagined) 
about, ‘the unavoidable mixing of classes’ experienced by women who had 
registered for farm work under the National Registration scheme. A letter to 

  ²  https://www.womenslandarmy.co.uk/first-world-war-womens-land-army/other-women-
land-worker-organisations/.
  ³  https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1915/jun/29/national-registration-bill
  ⁴  https://www.womenslandarmy.co.uk/first-world-war-womens-land-army/other-women-
land-worker-organisations/
  ⁵  Women at Work Collection, Imperial War Museum Archives LAND 5.3/26B. Link gale.com/
apps/doc/SC5108121772/GDSC?u=exeter&sid=bookmark-GDSC&xid=5888e3c7&pg=1. 
Accessed 5 Jan 2022.
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headmistresses of girls’ schools stressed that

The Women’s National Land Service Corps deal almost exclusively with the 
educated class, and under no circumstances do they mix them. This fact 
naturally appeals to the women of the educated class, and still more to the 
mothers of the younger girls, who wish to be sure of their daughters being 
with carefully selected companions of their own class.6

The headteachers would have been reassured to learn that ‘candidates living 
at some distance from London are interviewed on behalf of the Corps by 
members of the Headmistresses’ Association’.7 A year’s experience of these 
arrangements prompted the WNLSC to propose a better solution. Towards 
the end of 1916, they submitted a, ‘Scheme for the Organisation of Women’s 
Service on the Land’ which began by identifying the scale of the challenge 
facing the country. ‘It is estimated,’ they said, ‘that 300,000 men have been 
called up from agriculture and the following figures give a rough estimate of 
possible substitute [sic]’.

  ⁶  As above LAND 5.4/14. Link gale.com/apps/doc/SC5108121850/GDSC?u=exeter&sid= 
bookmark-GDSC&xid=1027b7ca&pg=1. Accessed 5 Jan 2022.
  ⁷  As above LAND 5.1/3. Link gale.com/apps/doc/SC5108121523/GDSC?u=exeter&sid= 
bookmark-GDSC&xid=054721f5&pg=12. Accessed 5 Jan 2022

Men called up	 300,000
Possible substitutes
German prisoners 	 20,000
Interned aliens	  5,000
Conscientious Objectors 	 1,000
Older men from other industries 	 5,000
Farmers now working themselves 	 24,000
Part-time village women already registered 	 60,000
Released by using machinery	 5,000
TOTAL	  120,000 
	
Deficit	 180,000

Assume can increase registered village women by 	140,000
Imported women to be raised 	 40,000

Table 1
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It is striking to note just how many ‘village women’ had already registered 
for farm work - women like 18-year-old Bessie Vile, a farmer’s daughter who 
lived near Hittisleigh in Devon. Bessie’s son Neville Enderson says that while 
one of her brothers had joined the navy before the outbreak of war, she still 
had

three brothers home on the farm. The eldest was called up early in 1915 and 
because their father didn't enjoy the best of health at that time in order to 
keep the remaining brothers at home it was decided that it would be better if 
mother, who was capable of housework and farmwork, was found a suitable 
post elsewhere. The Kelly family at Spencecombe, near Crediton, who 
were apparently old family friends of my grandmother's family, provided the 
opportunity and so my mother began working there in 1915.8

Bessie proudly kept the Board of Trade / Board of Agriculture certificate 
endorsed in Mrs Kelly’s hand, ‘Earned by Miss B Vile 1916.’

  ⁸  Author’s correspondence with Neville Enderson, December 2021.

Figure 1: Certificate endorsed, ‘Earned by 
Miss B Vile, 1916’ (courtesy of Neville Enderson).
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The WNLSC ‘Scheme for Organisation’ assumed that more than twice as 
many more ‘village women’ could be encouraged to register. The scheme 
further suggested that they should, ‘be paid at the rate prevailing in the district 
and receive their pay direct from the farmer’ - but the main thrust of the 
proposed scheme was to merge the WNLSC with the Board of Agriculture 
and work with County Committees to recruit, select, train and place women 
in paid agricultural employment. Selection would include, ‘adequate medical 
examination and proof of the necessary standard of character’.9 It was 
proposed that once trained, those selected should be, ‘paid at the rate of 
a shilling a day plus billeting allowance, uniform etc … Workers should join 
up for a specified period and become entitled to increased pay as they gain 
promotion’.10 The proposed pay rate was clearly thought to be inadequate; 
by September 2016 the WNLSC Interim Report was reporting that, ‘the 
average wage now received ranges from 16s to £1 a week with lodging, but 
without board’.11 This was still very modest: but a significant change from 
the earlier WNLSC arrangements under which middle-class women worked 
for wages undifferentiated from those of the ‘village women’. The Scheme 
suggested that the prospect of improved status and guaranteed pay would 
bring forward enough ‘imported women’ by whose example and efforts the 
deficit of 40,000 places could be filled. There were obvious limitations. In 
September 1916 it was reported that

a large number of applicants were obviously unfit in terms of temperament, 
age or physique; and amongst the suitable women who remained, some 
were dependent on the work for a livelihood and were deterred from taking it 
up by the low wage and the uncertainty of future prospects.12

As of September 1916, just 791 women had been trained and a further 1,312 
had been placed, ‘either as permanent workers with previous experience 
and therefore not requiring training, or as untrained workers in gangs’.13 
There were some more positive achievements to report:

Farmers all over the country are now asking for the educated women ... One 
educated woman, by her mere example and encouragement and powers of 
organisation, has been the means of making available 20 village women, 

  ⁹  Women at Work Collection, doc/ SC5108121515/GDSC.
  10  Ibid.
  11  Women at Work Collection, doc/SC5108121523/GDSC.
  12  Ibid.
  13  Ibid.
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at the same time as she herself is also doing farm work … We want more 
educated women of the right type to take this up. We want 2,000 women, not 
merely to work for 2,000 farmers, but to be the means of making available 
the labour of 40,000 village women.14

Not everyone appreciated the advent of women workers on farms. 
An agricultural demonstration near Truro in 1916 led to a local farmer 
commenting that, ‘a good many of those [women] he saw at Truro would 
be of very little use to any farmer. He thought women’s labour was going to 
be very disappointing to the ladies and gentlemen in the county who were 
expecting so much from it’.15 At another demonstration in Cornwall that year, 

certain sections of the community had acted in a way that did not do them 
credit. Women had gone into the fields spreading manure, and at the end of 
the week had been taunted and ridiculed by their fellows for doing so. The 
consequence had been that the women had declined to go out again.16

Another (undated) report from Cornwall cited a different kind of discouraging 
behaviour. 

In one village, when the Land Service squad came down to work the greater 
part of the inhabitants spent the whole day watching them do it. Said one 
farmer, ‘It made more excitement than a Zeppelin’. Another remarked that 
the local girls would not do the same work at a sovereign a day.17

While the efforts of the Agricultural Committees and the WNLSC were 
encountering such negative attitudes, the challenges facing the nation were 
increasing. Continuing dependence on imported food had been recognised 
as a major weakness by the German war machine, which launched what 
became known as ‘The U-Boat Scourge’, targeting ships bringing supplies to 
British ports. Food was running short, and a voluntary rationing scheme was 
introduced. At the same time, the army was calling for more men. In January 
1917, the War Office withdrew a further 30,000 men from agriculture. In 
April, they withdrew all exemptions for men aged between 18 and 35 years 
who were rated A1.

  14  Ibid.
  15  Women at Work Collection, LAND 2.2/8. Link gale.com/apps/doc/SC5108119013/
GDSC?u=exeter&sid=bookmark-GDSC&xid=cd0aa93d&pg=1. Accessed 5 Jan. 2022.
  16  Ibid.
  17  Women at Work Collection, LAND 2.2/73. Link gale.com/apps/doc/SC5108119087/
GDSC?u=exeter&sid=bookmark-GDSC&xid=f8da0489&pg=1. Accessed 5 Jan. 2022.
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A new organisation, the Women’s Land Army (WLA), was established 
in March 1917 under the Board of Agriculture. It was tasked with recruiting 
and training a much larger cohort of women than had been achieved by 
the WNLSC. The principal role of the WLA was to train women for full-time 
employment in agriculture, rather than the blend of part-time and full-time 
placements which had been typical under former schemes. Between 1917 
and 1919, 23,000 ‘land girls’ were recruited to the Women’s Land Army. 
Additionally, there were two separate official corps of women workers on the 
land – the Women’s Forage Corps (employing 5,000 women in 1918; and 
9,000 in 1919) and the Women’s Forestry Corps (400 women in 1918). An 
estimated total of 300,000 women were working on the land at the end of 
the war – most of them, apparently, being the largely under-regarded ‘village 
women’.

In Devon, Seale-Hayne Agricultural College was training twenty-seven 
girls for the WLA in March 1917, with a further eighteen on the waiting list.18 

  18  Julia Neville, ‘They Women have done Well’: Sylvia Calmady-Hamlyn and Women 
working on the Land’ in Food, Farming and Fishing in Devon during the First World War 
(Exeter: University of Exeter / Devon History Society, 2016), 131.

Figure 2: ‘National Workers’ at Crediton, 1917 (courtesy of Crediton Area 
History & Museum Society)
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A notable initiative within the county was the establishment of a 130-acre 
women-only farm at Great Bidlake near Jacobstowe, set up and run by 
Sylvia Calmady-Hamlyn, who went on to become the County Organiser for 
the War Work Agricultural Committee.19 An article about Great Bidlake in the 
Landswoman magazine includes some interesting insights. 

Mrs. Hockin, a village worker who has done yeoman service on the land 
since 1915 (before which she never so much as muddied her boots) was 
engaged to instruct the trainees in field work and proved invaluable in 
teaching them not only the best methods, but also what a good day’s work 
should be.20

Something of a reversal of roles – a ‘village woman’ making available the 
labour of a number of ‘educated women’? But many of the ‘educated women’ 
themselves were rather different from their WNLSC predecessors.

The girls who have carried out the work are of different stations and 
experience. The forewoman had lived in Plymouth all her life before she 
joined the Land Army. The horsewoman is a country girl, straight from school 
– her father has a farm in North Devon. The third hand is a girl of seventeen 
of unusual physique and strength, who has done two years’ service on the 
land – too young till now to join the Land Army. The fourth, the latest comer, 
and one of the most enthusiastic of them all, is a little girl who until she 
joined the Land Army had spent all her working hours in the kitchen of a club 
in Exeter.21

The WLA was clearly recruiting from a much broader swathe of society 
than the ‘girls and women of the professional and leisured classes’ targeted 
earlier in the war – a change which was key to achieving the required number 
of recruits.

There was now more positive, if sometimes patronising, coverage in the 
press. In December 1917, the Western Weekly News published an article 
entitled ‘Some of Devon’s Patriotic Girls’.

Here is a group of ASC workers who are employed on Teignmouth Quay 

  19  Ibid.
  20  https://www.womenslandarmy.co.uk/archive-material/the-landswoman-magazine-ww1/
the-landswomanseptember-1918/.
  21  Ibid.
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in packing and removing bales of hay. These patriotic girls have thus been 
enabled to release several young able-bodied soldiers who used to be 
engaged on this work. The Teignmouth contingent of girl war workers are a 
very smart lot of young women, who do their work well and are deserving of 
all praise.22

A press report from 1918 reported that while in the ‘last quarter’ there were 
4,225 women working on farms in Devon, of whom – perhaps surprisingly 
- only 200 were members of the Women’s Land Army, suggesting that the 
deployment of ‘village women’ was by this time much more widely accepted.

These figures reveal that with just under 5% of the women working on farms 
being members of the WLA, Devon was more reliant on ‘village women’ 
than the nation as a whole, with nearly 8% of women on farms being WLA 
members.

Bessie Vile witnessed the arrival of a contingent of ‘Baler Girls’ from 
the Women’s Forage Corps at Crediton in 1918. A memorandum from the 
Government’s Food Production Department dated October 1918 advised 
that ‘the Forage Section will be formed as an independent unit and should no 
longer be regarded as a section of the Land Army’.23 The Morning Post told 

  22  Women at Work Collection, Army 2/29. Link gale.com/apps/doc/SC5108183388/
GDSCexeter&sid=bookmark-GDSC&xid=3b1c870b&pg=1. Accessed 5 Jan. 2022.
  23  Women at Work Collection, LAND 6/49. Link gale.com/apps/doc/SC5108151974/
GDSC?u=exeter&sid=bookmark-GDSC&xid=cc1731c4&pg=1. Accessed 5 Jan. 2022.

The returns from the various Unions were;

Axminster	 399
Barnstaple	 767
Crediton	 199
Holsworthy	 120
Kingsbridge	 77
Newton Abbot	 90
Okehampton	 300
Plympton	 130
South Molton	 458
St Thomas	 475
Tavistock	 176
Tiverton	 315
Torrington	 236
Totnes	 109

Table 2
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its readers that ‘the object of the Corps is to effect substitution of women for 
soldiers employed on hay baling and certain other employments’.24 Members 
of the Corps - whose full title was the Women’s Forage Corps, Army Service 
Corps - were subject to strict rules and regulations, including instructions 
such as, ‘You must not enter a public house. You must not smoke when on 
duty or in the streets’.25 This appears to be in contrast with the rules and 
regulations for men serving in the Corps. Advice to prospective recruits told 
them 

you will probably form one of a group of six girls whose work consists of 
travelling from farm to farm with a steam baling machine, baling hay and 
straw … Suitable girls can rise to become Conductresses, who accompany 
the loads of hay from the farm to the station, and also issue the food, wire 
and oil required by the balers; or to be Forwarding Supervisors who receive 
the hay at the railway station, despatch it, and advise it to its destination and 
to the Department for accounting purposes … In each gang of six there is 
a woman ‘corporal’ who has charge of the girls and is their mouthpiece and 
intermediary.26

A July 1918 cutting from the Glasgow Times includes a picture of a 
woman from the Forage Corps driving a traction engine, captioned ‘The 
accomplishments of the gang pictured here include driving the engine on the 
road. It will be observed, however, that a sturdy man soldier does the hard 
work at operating’.27

Bessie Vile’s collection of photographs preserves an image of four ‘Baler 
Girls’ and eight male soldiers from the ASC at a Crediton farm, lined up in 
front of their traction engine and (less clearly) the baler attached to it (Figure 
3). The engine bears the War Department symbol ‘W↑D’.

Bessie befriended Dolly Vanstone, one of the ‘Baler Girls’ who came to 
Spencecombe in 1918, and kept two photographs of her – one on her own, 
captioned ‘Spencecombe: Dolly Vanstone, Baler Girl, 1918’ and another of 
Dolly in a group of five baler girls.

  24  Women at Work Collection, Army 2/33. Link gale.com/apps/doc/SC5108183392/
GDSC?u=exeter&sid=bookmark-DSC&xid=0c7621a2&pg=1. Accessed 5 Jan. 2022.
  25  Women at Work Collection, Army 2/14. Link gale.com/apps/doc/SC5108183339/
GDSC?u=exeter&sid=bookmark-GDSC&xid=79b6dded&pg=1. Accessed 5 Jan. 2022.
  26  Women at Work Collection, Army 2/27. Link gale.com/apps/doc/SC5108183377/
GDSC?u=exeter&sid=bookmark-GDSC&xid=1abe398d&pg=2. Accessed 5 Jan. 2022.
  27  Women at Work Collection, Army 2/35. Link gale.com/apps/doc/SC5108183394/
GDSC?u=exeter&sid=bookmark-GDSC&xid=edcf226f&pg=1. Accessed 5 Jan. 2022.
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Figure 3: Forage Corps Baler unit at a farm near Crediton, Devon, 1918 (courtesy 
of Neville Enderson).

Figure 4: Dolly Vanstone, ‘Baler 
Girl ‘ at Spencecombe, Crediton, 
1918 
(courtesy of Neville Enderson).
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The Forage Corps unit working at Spencecombe in 1918 can be identified as 
‘Baler 37’ by a chance reference in Bessie Vile’s collection. Dolly Vanstone 
wrote in Bessie’s autograph book

37 Baler Girls
Baler girls are we

Baling hay and straw for our country
Some may call us common girls

But Patriotic Girls are we
If it wasn’t for the 37 Baler Girls

Where would Devon be?

Dolly Vanstone, 
Baler 37, F.C. A.S.C.
Devon, 23 - 7 – 18.

‘Some may call us common girls’. Women of the Forage Corps were 
apparently still encountering negative attitudes in 1918. ‘But patriotic girls 
are we’ – and they were proud to defend the contribution they were making 
to the war effort. If it wasn’t for the baler girls, where would Devon be? And 
as Dolly Vanstone might have added, if it wasn’t for the contribution made by 
300,000 women working in agriculture by the end of the war, where would 
Britain be?

Figure 5: Baler girls at Spencecombe, Crediton, 1918 (courtesy of 
Neville Enderson).
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Tony Gale is a Devonian with a lifelong interest in history. Since retiring from 
paid work, he has taken an MA in that subject at the University of Exeter and 
is working with the Crediton Area History & Museum Society, the Devon & 
Cornwall Record Society, the Devon History Society and the u3a to further 
his interest in and contribution towards local history.
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Roger Barrett, A History of Salcombe and its Surroundings (Salcombe: 
Salcombe Maritime Museum, 2022), 174 pp., illustrations. Softback. ISBN 
978 1 3999 3437 4. £12.95.

The history of Salcombe, Devon’s most southerly town, is inextricably linked 
to its situation at the entrance to the Kingsbridge estuary. Roger Barrett, 
the curator of the Salcombe Maritime Museum, has, in this new history 
of the town, distilled all the elements that have made the town what it is 
today: described on the internet as ‘an iconic seaside town renowned for its 
picturesque harbour, sun-soaked beaches and captivating coastlines’.

The town’s relationship with the sea is at the heart of the story from 
earliest times: two or three possible Bronze Age shipwrecks just off the 
coast, along with field systems and a probable settlement, provide early 
evidence of the importance of the estuary. Salcombe itself doesn’t appear 
in written records until 1244 although it is likely that there was a settlement 
on, or near, the site of the town much earlier. The settlements around the 
Kingsbridge estuary, of which Salcombe was one, supplied ships to support 
Edward the First, Second and Third in their wars with the Scots and France. 
This was repeated with contributions to the fleet that defeated the Spanish 
Armada in 1588, led by Francis Drake.

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries ushered in a time of 
privateering and the author records the reports of Salcombe ships seized 
by enemy privateers and the captured enemy ships sent into the harbour 
by their English equivalents. High custom and excise duties on imports led 
to an increase in smuggling in the area in the eighteenth century and the 
people of Salcombe, along with neighbouring Hope Cove, were well placed 
to benefit from this so-called ‘free trade’.

Two activities which have been essential to the town’s economy 
throughout most of its history have been fishing and ship building. In the 
sixteenth century, for example, Salcombe had more nets for inshore fishing 
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than any other south Devon community. Salcombe men were also engaged 
in the offshore herring fishery. Despite fluctuations in the importance of the 
trade, the fishing industry carried on into the twenty-first century with crabs 
and other shellfish as the main catch today.

Between 1785 and 1912 over three hundred merchant sailing vessels 
were built in Salcombe Haven. Nearly half of these were the ‘Salcombe 
fruiters’: clipper schooners built for speed in the triangular trade that took 
supplies to Newfoundland, saltfish from there to Spain and Portugal, and 
oranges, lemons and nuts back to England.1 Shipbuilding declined at the 
end of the nineteenth century in line with the decline in local ship-owning. 
Today boatyards service the numerous pleasure yachts based in the area.

The arrival of the railway in Kingsbridge in 1893, bringing with it a 
greater number of tourists to the area, signalled the start of a new phase 
in Salcombe’s history which has continued to this day. The Marine Hotel 
opened in 1889 and by the turn of the century there was an increase in the 
number of hotels and guest houses in and around the town. Except for the 
two World Wars, the economic importance of tourism to the town developed 
throughout the twentieth century. Today, in the words of the author, the ‘town 
centre is now almost entirely given over to serving the needs of visitors’. A 
survey published in 2019 estimated that 57% of the town’s housing were 
second homes and the author discusses the impact of this on Salcombe.

This publication, bringing together as it does all the strands of the town’s 
history, is timely and of a wider than local significance. Fully referenced with 
a comprehensive index, the book is illustrated throughout and is attractively 
produced. Succinctly written it brings together the author’s extensive 
research into Salcombe’s maritime history making it accessible.

Peter F. Mason

Penny Bayer, The Clear Countenance: The Colesworthys of Topsham 
and Exeter and the Society of Friends 1645-1755 (Topsham: Black Oar 
Publications, 2022), 178 pp. Softback. No ISBN. £9.00, available from 
Topsham Museum bookshop.

Penny Bayer lives in the old port town of Topsham and through various 
publications has demonstrated a keen interest in its social history. The 
present work represents a considerable expansion of her paper published 

  ¹  See Roger Barrett, Salcombe: Schooner Port (2018), reviewed in TDH, vol. 87 (2018), p. 
88-90 [Ed.]
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in the Devonshire Association’s 2019 Transactions and intertwines the early 
history of the Society of Friends (Quakers) with that of three members of 
consecutive generations of the Quaker Colesworthy family: John (1): 1644-
1726, John (2): 1673-1746 and John (3): 1705-77.

The introduction, preceded by a helpful list of the principal characters 
and two family trees, clarifies the book’s title. ‘Countenance’ embodies the 
social and professional dealings with others and is directed by conscience. 
In turn, this is acquired during periods of silent prayer. As the author makes 
clear, despite this emphasis on spirituality, Quakers by no means distanced 
themselves from the ways of their world. Wealth was not frowned upon, 
providing it was associated with benevolence. Despite the abhorrence their 
founder, George Fox (1624-91), felt towards slavery, a number of Quakers, 
including the Colesworthys, benefitted from this; and some merchants 
armed their ships despite their avowed pacifism. Although drunkenness was 
unacceptable, alcohol was not proscribed, and the business ventures of 
John (1) included a Topsham distillery and brewery (on or close to the site of 
the present Broadway House). 

In keeping with one of the author’s particular interests, the introduction 
ends with a segment on Quaker women and is followed by a chapter 
concentrating on Judith Holme (1641-1706), John (1)’s first wife, and her 
mother, Ann Morris (1610-64) a Quaker convert since George Fox’s visit 
to Topsham in 1655. Judith’s disrupted childhood during the Civil War and 
later tribulations during the persecution of nonconformists following the 
Restoration are well described: as is the setting up of Topsham’s first Friends’ 
Meeting in 1655 at the home of Judith’s mother and stepfather. Following his 
marriage to Judith in 1760, John (1) moved from Dartmouth to Topsham. The 
house they had built in the town still exists and forms part of what was until 
recently a branch of Lloyd’s Bank.

Although the passages concerning John (1) by no means neglect his 
marriage to Judith, his successful career and his later move to property near 
Crediton, they concentrate on his time as a Quaker during turbulent times. 
Bayer’s work is thus placed firmly within a national context. Many Friends 
suffered fines or imprisonment at the hands of the authorities, and John (1) 
was assigned to report to Meetings on the punishments meted out to Devon 
Quakers. The author describes their transgressions, including those of John 
(1) and Judith, as ‘civil disobedience based on conscience’. Their unlawful 
behaviour was not, as so often happens now, deliberate mayhem designed 
to draw attention to a cause, but rooted in faith. There is no need to swear 
on oath as Friends always tell the truth; it is wrong to pay tithes to a Church 
of England while rejecting its tenets and practices.
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The Toleration Act of 1689 introduced a more liberal attitude to religious 
nonconformity and led to the establishment of Topsham Meeting House 
(later a school building and now in residential use). Joshua Colesworthy 
(1673-1746), the eldest son of John (1), played a major role in this, but, due 
to accusations of financial irregularities, fell from favour. By contrast, the 
second son, John (2) remained a loyal and respected Quaker throughout 
his life. Having moved to Exeter to set up a drapery business that would 
expand internationally, he would place his knowledge of trade and law at 
the disposal of his fellows. As Bayer points out in considerable, but far from 
tedious, detail, his relationship by marriage to the Vigor family of prosperous 
Bristol Quaker merchants enlarged considerably his range of business 
contacts. She dismisses with ease earlier accounts of John (2) becoming 
bankrupt. He died a prosperous man, whose property portfolio included 
not only Exeter’s Mount Radford Estate, but also the lease of prestigious 
premises in the city’s Bedford House.

As John (3) was to find to his cost, having a largely faith-based network 
of commercial contacts is a two-edged sword. Although many Quakers of 
his time accepted the compromises made by their merchants over issues 
such as slavery and the carrying of lethal weapons on board ship, some 
matters were intolerable. Although his career began promisingly, John (3)’s 
involvement in high-risk international ventures would have concerned those 
Quakers who favoured a more considered approach to commerce. Due 
to a series of mishaps, misunderstandings and inept record keeping John 
(3) ran into debt. His prevarications lost him invaluable support, and it was 
the Quakers who instigated bankruptcy proceedings following the failure to 
repay £200 to a female Quaker relative of a leading Bristol merchant. Bayer 
provides a detailed account based on contemporary records of the disquiet 
over John (3), culminating in his vilification and disavowal by the Exeter 
Meeting. 

This is a well-written work drawing on a comprehensive array of primary 
and secondary reference sources. By attending to the conflict between a 
state determined to impose uniformity of religious practice and a body equally 
set on independence, Bayer offers much more than contrasting biographies 
of three Devonian Quaker merchants. A book of this length should, perhaps, 
have an index. To an extent this lack is mitigated by chapters being preceded 
by a brief introduction and followed by a summary. The impatient reader 
tempted to skip what is between could miss much of value.

Sadru Bhanji



84	 The Devon Historian, vol. 93, 2023

Buckland Brewer History Group, Buckland Brewer 1800-1970: a Rural 
Parish and its People (Ilfracombe: Blue Poppy Publishing, 2022), 216 pp., 
100 illustrations. Softback. ISBN 978-1-911438-96-0. £15.99.

The village of Buckland Brewer sits on a hilltop between the River Yeo and 
its tributary, the Duntz, about four miles south of Bideford. Much of the land 
of the parish extends up to about three miles further south. Its population 
peaked at a little more than 1,000 in the middle of the nineteenth century 
and then, as with many other North Devon parishes, fell, in this case to about 
half that level in the middle of the twentieth. Since then, it has risen again, 
as the presence of a number of recently built houses indicates. It has an 
active History Group which has produced this copiously illustrated collection 
of essays, memoirs, reminiscences, and transcribed documents, ‘to provide’, 
as the Introduction tells us, ‘a flavour of life in a rural north Devon parish 
between the years 1800 and 1970’. 

The more substantial chapters include several on farming and 
landholding. Much of Janet Few’s chapter on farming at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century is based on a careful reading of Vancouver’s General 
View of Devon agriculture, supported by data from the 1801 census and the 
1806 Land Tax return and illustrated by photographs from much later in the 
century (although they are not dated). The Land Tax data lists 55 proprietors 
of 126 holdings, whereas the Tithe Survey, about 35 years later, lists only 77 
holdings, with about four fifths of the land in the parish owned by five of the 
largest landowners in North Devon. The Rolle estate alone owned nearly half 
of the parish in 1840. There are reasons why what might at first sight appear 
to be rapid change was less so in practice. The Land Tax appears to treat 
both leaseholders and landowners as ‘proprietors’, and distinguishes them 
from occupiers, whereas the Tithe Survey lists landowners and occupiers. 
There could be further confusion resulting from the widespread practice 
(as Janet Few demonstrates) of leasing holdings for three lives and sub-
letting, but it might have been interesting if the authors of these two detailed 
chapters could have written something about the possibilities or difficulties of 
combining the apparently conflicting evidence of their two sources. Equally, 
several of the holdings mentioned in the 1806 record appear again among 
the 52 farm names listed in the 1921 census and the 55 farms noted in the 
1941 National Farm Survey, and their owners and farmers are listed here. 
Some of the complexities of their evolution and ownership over the years are 
illustrated in eight chapters on the histories of individual farms.

Part of the reason for the declining parish population in the second half 
of the nineteenth century was emigration to what were then the colonies. 
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The chapter on faith makes the point that nonconformist sects, such as the 
Bible Christians, Wesleyan Methodists, and Baptists together attracted more 
adherents than the parish church by the middle of the nineteenth century. 
Contacts in the Bible Christian community especially facilitated emigration to 
Canada from the 1830s onwards, and there is some fascinating material not 
only on those who left but also on what became of them when they reached 
Canada. Similarly, the account of the expansion of the village schools (there 
was one at Thornhillhead in the south of the parish as well as the village 
school, and several Sunday schools) is supplemented by the memories of 
pupils in the mid-twentieth century.

These more substantial essays are interspersed with transcripts of 
documents, such as the responses to the questions on labour conditions of 
the Poor Law Commissioners in 1837, extracts from local newspapers on 
farm sales, farm diaries, the Medical Officer of Health’s report on causes 
of death in 1947-8 and the state of rural housing and the conditions of the 
water supply and sewage systems at the same time. The book ends with an 
appendix which explains the meaning of pre-decimal coinage and imperial 
weights and measures such as the ounce, chain, furlong, rod, gallon, and so 
on, although without giving their metric equivalents. There is an amazingly 
detailed virtual walk round the village based on the 1851 census, and a list 
of occupations taken from the 1921 census, although apart from the remark 
that ‘the range of occupations was similar to that of 1851, showing that the 
parish was still largely self-sufficient and that almost all the inhabitants 
worked within the parish’ (p.116), the temptation to make a more detailed 
comparison of these two sources has been resisted. 

The wealth of detail will make this book attractive to anyone connected 
with Buckland Brewer; whether, given the unevenness of its referencing and 
comparative analysis, it makes a model for other parish history groups is 
more debatable.

Paul Brassley

John Callow, The Last Witches of England: a Tragedy of Sorcery 
and Superstition (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2021). xv, 333 pp., 
illustrations. Hardback and softback. ISBN: 978-1-7883-1439-8 (hardback); 
ISBN 978-1-3503-8712-6 (softback). £25 (hardback); £12.99 (softback).

In this work, John Callow charts in minute detail the events that led to the 
execution of the last three women in England for witchcraft in 1682. The 
fate of the unfortunate victims of the trial, who all hailed from Bideford in 
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north Devon, was sealed at Exeter where a memorial to their memory now 
stands near the site of their execution. The case of the three women is, not 
surprisingly, well known among historians of witchcraft if less so among 
the general public and Callow’s book does much to bring the story to life. 
The empathetic tone of the work which uses a degree of imaginative artistic 
licence in recreating the story of the three women’s lives is commendable 
and will appeal to the general reader. Less satisfactory is Callow’s failure to 
unearth anything new in terms of source material which might provide new 
insights as to why Bideford, as late as the early 1680s, was able to generate 
sufficient animosity towards the three women in order to necessitate a trial 
at the Exeter assizes in 1682.

At the heart of this story lies an anomaly. How and why did a community 
such as Bideford - a relatively prosperous town whose inhabitants’ lives were 
increasingly touched by the growing mood of cultural and scientific progress 
- come to promote witchcraft and superstition in an age in which the trials for 
such crimes had virtually disappeared elsewhere in England? Here, Callow 
does a good job in providing a rich and detailed account of the religious, 
political and cultural life of Bideford in an age of remarkable change following 
the civil wars of the 1640s. Moreover, using a wide range of sources, both 
local and national, he is able to depict the town at the time of the trials as 
suffering from a political vacuum in which there was little evidence of strong 
leadership either in church or the corporation. The witches themselves, all 
three of whom fit the stereotype as poor, aged and marginal, might thus be 
seen as lying at the mercy of forces beyond their control. However, quite 
why Bideford was unique in this sense is never adequately explained. While 
Callow does rely at this stage in the story on competing accounts of the 
political context of the trials, he never adequately explains how the trial of 
the three women at Exeter fits into a broader, explanatory picture. This may 
trouble specialists in the subject such as myself, whose recent work on this 
precise problem does not appear in the bibliography, but it will probably 
matter little to the general reader who will no doubt find the story of the 
Bideford witches, as told here, both engrossing and depressing in equal 
measure.

Dr Peter Elmer
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Malcolm Cross, A House by the River: West Indian Wealth in West 
Devon: Money, Sex and Power over Three Centuries (Oxford: Signal 
Books, 2022), xxiv, 374 pp., illustrations. Hardback. ISBN: 978-1-8384630-
07. £25.

This is the story of Maristow House, a large country house in a landscaped 
park overlooking the River Tavy in South Devon. The building has passed 
through the hands of several families: Slanning, Modyford, Heywood, and 
finally Lopes. The author has delved deeply into the history of the people 
connected with Maristow, often drawing on the information provided in 
people’s wills. These wills help us to ‘follow the money’ and discover who 
benefits financially after the death of a relative. 

Two early chapters (Plantations and Pirates and The First Plantation 
Inheritance) provide a useful glimpse into the life of white people, especially 
those engaged in politics, in the Caribbean in the seventeenth century. 
Devon men played an important part, notably in Barbados and Jamaica. A 
key player was Sir Thomas Modyford, a major plantation owner in Barbados 
from 1647, who went on to become Governor of Jamaica in 1664. His brother 
Sir James Modyford married Elizabeth Slanning, who eventually inherited 
Maristow House after her nephew died intestate and without issue. After her 
death, the property passed to a grandson James Heywood, and then down 
the Heywood line, before being purchased by Manasseh Lopes in 1798. 

Although it is not mentioned on the contents page, there is a series of five 
family trees, dotted throughout the book, that cover the whole of the period 
discussed by the author. Two of them cover the Modyford and Heywood 
families, and the other three cover the Lopes family, right through from 
the first to the sixth baronet. Without these family trees, it would be almost 
impossible to follow the intricacies in the text. The family trees show not just 
the direct lines of inheritance, but also many of the relevant siblings and 
spouses. In fact, some of the most interesting sections of the book deal with 
these other relatives and their associates. The author is able to weave in a 
variety of interesting stories about their lives. 

One story concerns the fateful voyage of HMS Bounty to the Pacific, 
to collect breadfruit plants to be used for feeding those enslaved in the 
Caribbean. Peter Heywood, one of two midshipmen on board, was distantly 
related (presumably sixth cousin, not a cousin five times removed as 
suggested by the author!) to Emma Heywood, who is shown in the family 
tree. Heywood was indicted by William Bligh for his part in the mutiny and 
was condemned to death but was finally reprieved, thanks in no small part 
to the efforts of Emma who, as the wife of Admiral Sir Albemarle Bertie, 
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probably made full use of her marital connections. There is also a mention 
of the romantic attachment that took place at Powderham Castle between 
the wonderfully gifted William Beckford and the equally gifted William ‘Kitty’ 
Courtenay, later to become the 9th Earl of Devon. William Beckford’s father 
had been Lord Mayor of London and was the owner of vast plantations in 
Jamaica. One of the most intriguing stories concerns Sophia, daughter of 
James Modyford Heywood, who was married to John Musters. She seems 
to have had several affairs, one of which may well have been with the Prince 
Regent, later to become George IV. She was certainly very close to the 
Royal Court.

When we come to the Lopes family, readers with links to the University 
of Exeter will be familiar with the names ‘Roborough’ and ‘Lopes Hall’, which 
reflect the important financial contribution made to the University College 
of the South West by Henry Yarde-Buller Lopes, president of its Court of 
Governors. He was made 1st Baron Roborough shortly before his death. 

But the real star of the Lopes family was his great great grandfather 
Manasseh Lopes. He was born in Jamaica, where his family would have 
been merchants and traders, importing the goods and materials upon which 
plantation life depended. He moved to England, where Jews had very few 
rights at that time. He married a gentile in 1795, and soon after broke with 
Judaism. That enabled him to buy a seat in Parliament, as was the common 
practice at that time, but he was subsequently singled out for corruption, 
sentenced to prison and fined. Released eight months later, he bounced 
back and became MP for Westbury. He was an exceptionally competent 
banker and financier. He had no children of his own, but through his will he 
ensured that all his nephews and nieces were provided for.

By the end of the book, the author is able to say: ‘Despite all the diversity 
revealed in this story, the one great uniting influence was slavery and the 
trade that sustained it’.

Peter Wingfield-Digby

Tony Gale (ed.), Crediton and the Great Fire of 1743 (Crediton: Crediton 
Area History and Museum Society, 2023), 208 pp., 12 plates, 77 figures. 
Hardback and softback. ISBN 978-0-9569863-6-8 (hbk.). Hardback £25.00; 
Softback £15.00.

‘The towns of Devon deserve a chapter to themselves’. Thus wrote W. G. 
Hoskins 70 years ago in his magisterial Devon. He was recognising the 
enduring role that Devon’s market and coastal towns have played in the 
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social and economic life of our county. Crediton, the seat of the Bishop until 
he moved to Exeter in AD 1050, ranks among the finest of them. 

It will perhaps surprise readers to learn that there is still no definitive 
published history of Crediton. So, this latest publication, produced by the 
Crediton Area History and Museum Society with the support of over 100 
subscribers and local businesses, is very much to be welcomed as filling in 
a significant piece of the jigsaw that makes up Crediton’s rich past. It takes 
as its subject the ‘Great Fire’ that devastated the town in August 1743. 

The reader needs to pause for a moment to really absorb the full scale 
of the tragedy that this conflagration caused as it swept through the town’s 
main street for some nine hours, fed by strong winds and the many thatched 
roofs lying in its path. On the south side of the street the fire consumed 
property over a distance of some 900 yards. Within days, first reports were 
emerging of 16 deaths and 450 families made homeless. Uninsured losses 
were put as high as £49,459 in the currency of the day. (A nationwide appeal 
was to raise £13,421 to help cover such losses). 

This well-referenced A4-format book is laid out in three Sections. The 
first, written by the editor, Tony Gale, covers ‘Crediton and the Great Fire 
of 1743: Dispute, Disaster, Recovery’. In Section 3 the editor is joined by 
Peter Child, Elly Babbedge and John Heal to address the wider context of 
‘18th Century Crediton’. This analysis includes over 80 pages charting the 
histories of Crediton people, places and businesses in the years before and 
after the fire, drawing on a wide range of documentary sources. Further 
detailed background information is helpfully presented in five appendices. 	

Section 2 will catch many a reader’s eye with its focus on something 
that makes this book appeal to everyone who has an interest in Devon’s 
urban history. In a series of colour plates this Section reproduces a detailed 
eighteenth-century map portraying Crediton as it was immediately before 
the Great Fire. This remarkable survival, now held in the Devon Heritage 
Centre, consists of three sides of parchment. As they are numbered 3, 4 and 
5, we know that there were originally two more. Hopefully sheets 1 and 2 are 
still tucked away in an archive or attic somewhere rather than being lost for 
ever. 

The map is the work of William Chapple, ‘a surveyor of land and buildings’ 
born in Witheridge in 1718. It was drawn up on the orders of the Lord of the 
Manor shortly before the Great Fire. Its primary purpose was to inform the 
resolution of disputes about building encroachments that owners had made 
into the public highway and marketplace without due consent. This explains 
the amount of architectural and ownership detail that Chapple recorded for 
individual properties. Then what started as a map to help arbitrate these 
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property disputes was subsequently annotated to record the progress of the 
Great Fire. Thus, we see bright orange flames spurting from the roof of Mr 
Francis’s house, beneath which the words ‘Here the Fire began, Aug 14th 
1743’ have been added. And ‘Here the Fire ended on this side [of the street]’ 
appears over Mr Melhuishe’s property. 

An analysis of this map’s architectural information by Peter Child, one of 
Devon’s leading buildings historians, highlights just how significant a source 
it is. As Chapple portrayed the facade of each property and distinguished 
building materials by the use of different colours, we are given ‘an 
unparalleled snapshot of a provincial town’s architecture at a precise point in 
time in the 18th century’. A fine newly commissioned reconstruction drawing 
by Richard Parker adds to this picture, bringing the street scene to life. 

The Great Fire is estimated to have destroyed over 300 buildings. 
Chapple’s map represents a unique visual record of what was lost, including 
the layout of the town’s market and the names of individual property owners 
and occupiers. Some of the buildings he portrayed on the peripheries of the 
town did escape the fire, but none still stand today. The last to survive, the 
Presbyterian Chapel opened in 1731, was demolished in the early 1970s. 

The Crediton Area History and Museum Society is to be congratulated on 
publishing this book and on linking it to Crediton Museum’s 2023 exhibition 
on the same subject. This model - of linking book and exhibition together - is 
one that has also been very well employed at Barnstaple Museum (see page 
94) and Topsham Museum (see page 99). Hopefully we will see more such 
projects by local museums in the future. After all, Devon’s historic towns are 
something special. 

Simon Timms 

Suze Gardner, The Little History of Devon (Cheltenham: The History 
Press, 2021), 208 pp., illustrations. Hardback. ISBN 978 0 7509 9053 0. 
£14.99.

The History Press claims to be the largest independent publisher of local 
and specialist history in the United Kingdom, with 70% of the UK market 
for local history. Since it was founded in 2007, it has endeavoured to make 
history accessible to all by publishing a number of books that are easy to 
read, and will, it is hoped, encourage people to want to look further at the 
subject. 

With a lifelong fascination for history, Suze Gardner has devoted herself 
to inspiring others to take an interest in the history around them. Since 
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moving to Devon she has conducted guided tours at Exeter’s Medieval 
Passages and written three other books for The History Press. Condensing 
the history of Devon into 200 pages would seem a daunting task to many, 
Suze Gardner was the ideal person to take on this challenge.

The book comprises 21 chapters, arranged chronologically. Suze 
Gardner’s approach to writing about this broad subject makes it an interesting 
and informative read. With an easy style of writing and way of conveying 
detail, she has avoided making it monotonous as some chronologically 
arranged brief histories can be. After a chapter about the geology, the next 
four chapters are devoted to the prehistory of the county. At this time in 
history, human activity was more limited than in subsequent centuries and 
it is no surprise that after Kent’s Cavern in Chapter 2, the main examples 
in the third and fourth chapters are situated on Dartmoor and Exmoor. The 
first reference to the ever-present topics of migration and trade, topics that 
resonate throughout history and will continue to do so, occur in The Bronze 
Age. It is the chapter about The Iron Age that will make people start to look 
more closely at the county as a whole as well as to consider how trade, skills, 
and artefacts evident at that time, have evolved and continue to influence life 
in the 21st century. 

The impact of the invasions by the Romans, Saxons, and Vikings are 
featured in the following three chapters. The known world was becoming 
larger and the relatively settled life of Britain was exposed to a time of turmoil 
and change. When Julius Caesar realised the wealth of natural resources 
that Britain had to offer, his relentless determination meant that he would 
fight to overcome resistance from the Britons at any cost. The county’s 
name, the city of Exeter, and many of the Roman skills, all influenced the 
development of this county, as well as the country. This is where the book 
becomes a ‘taster’, a springboard for more research, and an impetus for 
making fieldwork excursions to look for evidence of these invaders from 
whom many of us may be descended. 

From this time onwards, the choice of locations in Devon is more difficult. 
Suze Gardner gives a synopsis of the main events that happened nationally 
and then highlights places in Devon where these events had an impact, 
giving interesting facts that will both amuse and stimulate interest. From the 
time of the Norman Invasion to the end of the Tudor dynasty, the country and 
nation were expanding. During the Middle Ages power struggles inevitably 
led to internal unrest. At the same time churches and monasteries, towns, 
fishing ports, and rural communities, developed and grew, providing some 
stability. There will be some stories new to all readers. How many know 
about the fate of Brietic or of the ‘Cocky Countess’? As ever, power leads 
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to a craving for more, and those in authority had aspirations beyond these 
islands. Taxes were introduced. People started to want to have a say in how 
those in power behaved. The turbulent years of the Tudors ultimately led to 
the closure of monasteries and the founding of the Church of England. While 
the vernacular architecture of the county began to take shape, cider making 
grew, smuggling became prevalent, and both notorious pirates and renowned 
explorers were born and bred in the county. 

The mid-sixteenth century to the mid-seventeenth was to be a time when 
Devon was strategically placed. Towns had grown, influential landowners 
were playing a part in the national political arena, and the general populus was 
demanding better conditions. Emigration to lands of opportunity commenced 
with Plymouth being one of the main ports for departure, including the Pilgrim 
Fathers who sailed on the Mayflower in July 1620. With the end of the Tudor 
dynasty and the accession of James I and then his son Charles I, the country 
descended into anarchy which led to the Civil War. Devon, like other counties, 
was a county where loyalties were divided. While politically in disarray, the 
Plague descended on the country, the worst pandemic since the Black Death. 
Throughout this time of crisis, conditions did, however, improve, even if it did 
not seem so at the time. Suze Gardner writes about Lady Mary Chudleigh, 
Thomas D’Urfey, and Celia Fiennes, all of whom were writers whose legacy 
lives on. 

From the beginning of the Georgian period to the end of the Edwardian, 
the living conditions, education, and global position of the country were on the 
ascendancy once again. Writers, inventors, explorers, and military leaders 
born in Devon were to become known across the country and further afield. 
Suze Gardner mentions some of them by name with the idea that readers 
will be able to find out more about these notable Devonians. It was at this 
time that Devon became known for wrecking, smuggling, the development 
of seaside resorts, lighthouses, the theatre, lace-making, and agricultural 
changes: indeed, a truly interesting mix.

The twentieth century began with great optimism for the future, but the 
next fifty years proved to be otherwise. The political situation was unsettled 
from the start. The First World War was almost inevitable; however, few could 
have foreseen what would develop. Globally men were urged to fight for 
freedom, nowhere more so than Britain. Any who resisted were punished and 
ostracised. Devon’s young men went to war, some never returned; families 
were bereaved, farms devoid of labour, traders and artisans. It did lead to 
women being accepted in places of work which had been all male concerns. 
Immediately after the war Spanish ‘Flu decimated the population further, to 
be followed by an economic downturn on a major scale and then the Second 
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World War. Suze Gardner writes of the impact that all of this had on Devon. 
The final two chapters look at progress and events in the county since the 

Second World War, and then at the industries, pastimes and traditions that 
have shaped the county. We are living the history of tomorrow. The author 
has done well to attempt to write about this vast topic in 21 chapters. An in-
depth study it is not. It is, however, an excellent introduction to the county 
of Devon. At times the exclamation marks do seem to trivialise historical 
facts, but that is a minor point. What it does emphasise is that the cycle of 
history continues to turn, something people are not able to overcome, there 
will always be wars, pandemics and economic downturns, that is not being 
fatalistic just realistic.

Jacqueline Patten

Todd Gray (ed.), Barnstaple, 1640-1670: Richard Newcourt’s Map 
(Exeter: The Mint Press, 2022), 208 pp., numerous plates, figures, and 
tables. Softback. ISBN 978-1903-366-777. £20.00.

While the star of the book is indeed the map, reproduced at virtually full 
size on six plates, the book is also a cornucopia of information about 
Barnstaple’s archaeology, its urban fabric and life in the middle of the 
seventeenth century. The book celebrates the reacquaintance of the 
town with the map. It was not known to any of Barnstaple’s historians of 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but it was not lost but rather in the 
catalogue of the Bodleian Library, albeit as part of the Gough Collection and 
so not readily found. Richard Oliver tries to explain the circumstances of its 
compilation and the fact that it remains in manuscript form, with no known 
prints from engravings. Maps of the seventeenth century tended to be either 
strictly utilitarian, as plans of fortifications or of estates, and were retained 
in private hands, or they were commercial ventures intended to be sold to 
notables as celebrations of local topography. In the former role they usually 
showed buildings in plan and were drawn to scale. For the latter, maps were 
often bird’s-eye views, with properties drawn in perspective and prominent 
landmarks clearly identified. That Newcourt’s map exists only in manuscript 
and shows a bird’s-eye view of the town but with a carefully marked scale in 
paces, makes it very unusual. Newcourt was Royalist in his politics and so 
an unlikely candidate to map Barnstaple, a staunchly Parliamentary town. It 
has not been possible to put a precise date on the town depicted in the map, 
but it is clearly mid-seventeenth century, most likely to have been about 
1650. That it exists solely in manuscript, with the obvious landmark buildings 
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shown but not named invites the speculation that Newcourt intended to do 
this for the engraved plate but his death in 1679 prevented publication. 

Todd Gray offers an introduction to the book that more than sets the 
scene for the map and sets Barnstaple within both regional and national 
contexts. He has also written an introduction to the detailed coverage of the 
principal buildings shown on the map. Here eleven contributors write about 
the Castle, the town walls and gates, the Guildhall, the parish church of St 
Peter and St Paul, the Long Bridge, Penrose Almshouses, the Barnstaple 
waterfront, St Anne’s Chapel, and other surviving buildings contemporary 
with the map. All these contributions bring together what is known from 
documentary, archaeological, and building recording. They also underline 
just how much of medieval and Jacobean Barnstaple has been lost in the last 
two hundred years. I found myself reflecting on what has gone in my lifetime 
and how few voices were ever raised in protest but none of this is new. The 
Barnstaple improvers of the nineteenth century, if one could call them that, 
were every bit as ruthless, and the common consensus seems to have been 
that the buildings demolished were either insanitary or eyesores or both, and 
that nothing should be done to save them. Perhaps it is fortunate that two of 
the town’s leading architects, R. D. Gould in the nineteenth and Brice Oliver 
in the twentieth century recorded buildings as they were being demolished, 
and in Oliver’s case, endeavoured to give new life to some by a restoration 
that some have called pastiche but at least saved the structure, most notably 
in the former Three Tuns, now the New Amsterdam, in High Street. 

Part Two of the book has five thematic reviews of Barnstaple, some just 
confined to the seventeenth century and others taking a much longer time 
frame. Jeremy Haslam discusses the town plan and compares it to others in 
England. I was intrigued and convinced by his argument that the Saxon burh, 
which gave the town its defensive ramparts and the basic street plan, had 
also the first bridge over the Taw, principally to deny raiding Norse fleets the 
opportunity to sail well inland with minimum warning. Mark Stoyle provides a 
clear account of the travails of the town during the Civil War and shows how 
events in Barnstaple were part of the wider campaigns in the South-West. 
Stephen Roberts continues the story through the years of the Interregnum. 
Popular accounts of Barnstaple in the seventeenth century have emphasised 
derring-do against the Spaniards and the import of tobacco from America. 
John Allan and Alison Mills in their chapter show how significant the pottery 
industry was both locally and in the trade with North America, and, as much 
of the recent increase in knowledge about the industry remains unpublished, 
this account is valuable as a synthesis.

I suppose that as a Barnstaple boy (not quite a true Barumite, for I was 
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all of a month old when I first came to the town) and an Oxford geography 
undergraduate, who spent many hours in the Bodleian Map Library at Oxford, 
I both had to be the person to review the book and perhaps also to accept 
very tangentially, some of the blame for ignorance of the map in Barnstaple 
until now. I guess that some might regret that there was nothing directly 
about the cloth industry in the town, as this too is a now forgotten part of 
Barnstaple’s heritage, but that aside, there is nothing one could quibble with. 
I spotted just one oversight. On page 82, as illustration 97, the caption reads 
‘10 Cross Street in about 1900’. Comparison with the illustration on page 
124 (Paternoster Row, the Dodderidge Library) surely confirms that it is this 
building and not the long gone 10 Cross Street. To sum up: a sumptuous 
book and a real celebration of Barnstaple.

John Bradbeer

David Knapman, Axminster Legacies in Wills, Deeds & Stone: Who 
Built and Lived in Some of the Main Georgian and Victorian Buildings 
in Axminster: What Survives and What was Lost (Axminster: Axminster 
Heritage Centre, 2023), xxii, 296 pp., photographs, maps. Paperback. ISBN 
978-1-9163766-1-8. £15.00.

David Knapman, who won the DHS Hoskins Prize for his 2021 book 
Unsteady Progress: A History of Axminster from 1701 to 2000,2 has produced 
a companion to his history by looking at some of the most important post-
1700 buildings in Axminster and who lived in them over the generations. As 
the author says in his introduction (p. vii),

This book is all about people and places, and more specifically about a 
selection of the people who built the physical fabric of the town of Axminster 
as it is now, and as it was in the age of ‘street photography’ and picture 
postcards …

One of the sources which the author was able to use were the pre-1858 
wills, many of which were made available online by the National Archives 
during the lockdowns of 2020 and 2021, and, in addition, he

took advantage of the time freed up by lockdowns to go through in 
reasonable detail some of the property deeds in the collection held by 

  ²  Reviewed in TDH, vol. 90 (2020), pp. 89-90.
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Axminster Heritage Centre to see what information they might reveal when 
read in their entirety and in their proper context (p. viii).

He decided to research the families ‘whose names can be found in all 
histories of Axminster’ (p. vii) and the buildings where he ‘felt there was 
more to be discovered about their origins and history’ (p. vii). As the work 
progressed, he decided that the information he collected was more than just 
notes to be added to the Axminster Heritage Centre’s files, but would make 
substantial chapters in their own right, particularly when supplemented 
by additional biographical information ‘which had previously not been 
published at all, or was scattered all over the internet with little or no hint 
of its relevance to Axminster’ (p. x). One house not included in this book is 
Secktor House, the residence of James Davidson (1794-1864), Axminster’s 
most famous local historian, since the building lies some way outside the 
town’s boundaries.

Chapter one deals with the George Inn, and members of the Drake 
family. Knapman is able to confirm James Davidson’s statement that William 
Drake I (c. 1727-1775) did indeed build the George Inn in 1759, that his son 
William Drake II had connections with Jamaica (his widow Elizabeth received 
compensation for the freeing of her slaves in 1833), while William II’s half-
brother James settled at Cartagena in Cuba and was a member of ‘the 
upper echelons of Cuban society’ (p. 6), dying in France in 1838. Among the 
more distinguished people to stay at the George were John Adams, second 
president of the United States, and his wife Abigail, whose diary described 
it as ‘the best inn I ever saw’ (p. 11). Knapman traces all the owners and 
landlords of the George up to the present day, and these included the son 
of a German immigrant who fought for Britain in World War I and a former 
Wing-Commander and his wife.

Chapter two looks at the Tauntons of Purzebrook, and in particular 
Samuel Taunton I (d. 1762) and his eldest son Thomas (d. 1828), members 
of ‘probably the only Catholic family living in Axminster at this time’ (p. 38). 
Knapman also investigates two portraits of a Thomas Taunton and a Samuel 
Taunton, donated to the Royal Albert Memorial Museum in 1910, which ‘an 
organisation called “Understanding British Portraits” used as a case study 
as part of a research project into the dating of old portraits’ (p. 45). He does 
not agree with their findings and offers five other possibilities, which shows 
just how complex genealogical research can be when faced with multiple 
persons from the right period all bearing the same Christian names.

Chapter three looks at Terrace Lodge, Cloakham House and Hilary 
Hall, and the Catholic Knight family, one of whose prominent descendants, 
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Henry V (d. 1894), became Lord of the Manor of Axminster in 1872, after 
a lawsuit lasting for about forty years. Chapter four studies the ownership 
and residents of Loretto Cottage and Buckland House, and describes the 
strange fate of George Smith III, originally from Loretto Cottage, who, while 
working as a clerk in the Stamp Office in London in 1831, was accused 
and convicted of removing two official stamps each valued at £25 from two 
parchments. He was convicted of this capital offence, and although he was 
‘one of several “which His Majesty was graciously pleased to respite during 
his royal pleasure”’, we do not know whether Smith was eventually executed 
or pardoned. Knapman also establishes, with a fair degree of certainty, 
that Professor William Buckland (1784-1856), whom he calls ‘the most 
distinguished individual to have been born in Axminster’ (p. vii), was born 
in Loretto Cottage, and not, as some later accounts claimed, in Buckland 
House.

Chapter five covers the Dight family, and the Shrubbery, and looks in 
depth at Francis Dight I (d. 1819), since his will ‘shows how wealthy he – a 
fellmonger [tanner] and the son of a thatcher – had become and how central 
he was to the life of Axminster during the second half of his life’ (p. 122). The 
rest of the chapter tries, and generally succeeds, in identifying the eleven 
parcels of property mentioned in the will and traces the fortunes of both the 
Dight family and the Shrubbery. Chapter six deals with the Mallock and Bond 
families, and Cedar House, including William Fowler Pickering (d. 1859) who 
was a ‘member of a very exclusive club, having been married three times 
in church to two sisters, only one of whom became his wife, and that at the 
second attempt’ (p. 150).

Chapter seven covers the Hallett family, who married into the Whitty family 
of Axminster carpet fame, and follows the fortunes of Castle Hill House and 
Oak House, ‘arguably the grandest house in Axminster’ (p. 172). Chapter 
eight studies the ownership of the houses in Old North Street, and deals with 
the Tape Manufactory which was based there in the nineteenth century, and 
the Still, Gage and Stedham families, as well as continuing the story of the 
Halletts. Chapter nine deals with the buildings that the town has lost and for 
the only time goes back beyond the eighteenth century, to investigate when 
and where Axminster had a castle. Other buildings described here are the 
Castle Inn, the clink or lock-up, Paradise Lodge or House, and Furzebrook. 
Chapter ten concludes the book with a study of the town centre and Trinity 
Square and how they developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Axminster Legacies elucidates the growth of Axminster from 1750 
onwards by concentrating on its most prominent buildings and significant 
families, although it would have benefitted from an index as the same 
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families and even buildings occur in several chapters. The use of wills has 
helped to illuminate the history by providing a wealth of detail, and even some 
indication of personality and temperament; this has been backed up by the 
many deeds and indentures held by Axminster Heritage Centre, documents 
from Devon Heritage Centre and the judicious use of newspapers and 
websites. Although there is no overall bibliography, all the sources are fully 
documented in the notes which follow each chapter, and there are twelve 
black-and-white maps. This latest work by David Knapman is a worthy 
companion to Unsteady Progress, and a very interesting use of multiple 
sources to create a coherent narrative history of families and buildings.

Paul Auchterlonie

Gill McLean, with Hilary Acland, Hilary Burrow and Ian Davison, Dick 
‘Pincher’ Pym, Topsham’s Fisherman Footballer (Topsham: Topsham 
Museum, 2023), 112 pp., numerous illustrations. Softback. ISBN 978-1-838-
4283-2-7. £7.00.

In the past Devon’s sporting history has not really been given the attention 
it deserves. This is doubly unfortunate - our county has a rich sporting 
heritage and sport as a topic can introduce new audiences to the joys of 
studying history. Fortunately, this situation has changed for the better in 
recent years as this engagingly written account of the life of Dick Pym, an 
England international goalkeeper, helps to show. 

Born in 1893 into a hard-working Topsham fishing family, Pym was 
expected to work in a local market garden at the start and finish of each 
school day. Leaving school at 13, he discovered an aptitude for football and 
was soon spotted by Exeter City, for which he made his first team debut 
in 1912. This placed him in the team that went on City’s ground-breaking 
tour to Brazil and Argentina in 1914. His football career was interrupted by 
World War One service on the Somme and then in 1921 he was transferred 
to Bolton Wanderers. His wages rose from £6 to £8 per week as a result! 
No less than three FA Cup winners’ medals and three international England 
caps crowned his days with Bolton.

Throughout his footballing career Pym maintained his links with Topsham 
and with fishing. In 1931 he returned with his wife Elsie and children to 
Topsham to resume life as a fisherman. He finally gave up fishing at the age 
of 83 and died in 1988, aged 95.

The four co-authors have done the Dick Pym story proud. Drawing on 
Pym’s own reminiscences, family memories and local records, they give us a 
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vivid account of how his life and career unfolded in eleven chapters followed 
by six short appendices. The inclusion of nearly 100 very well-chosen 
illustrations adds considerably to the reader’s pleasure and understanding 
- not only about football but also about topics like fishing (p. 83) and the 
fashions of the day (p. 45). You encounter intriguing incidental details on the 
way. A local Topsham lady specially knitted Pym’s goalkeeper’s gloves. And 
even a dead parrot makes a brief appearance!

Topsham Museum has published this attractively designed book to 
coincide with the centenary of the 1923 ‘White Horse Cup Final’ that Pym 
played in at Wembley. To further mark this anniversary the museum chose 
his story as the theme for its very popular 2023 Summer Exhibition, which 
brought together family memorabilia and items loaned by the Exeter City 
Football Museum. To round things off, the Exeter Civic Society unveiled 
one of its Blue Plaques in Dick Pym’s honour in July 2023. Most blue 
plaques record that the person in question ‘lived here’ or ‘was born here’. 
Fittingly Dick Pym’s new plaque, erected on a wall overlooking the Topsham 
waterfront, states that he ‘fished from here’. 

All this serves to show just what can be achieved when a community 
comes together to celebrate its sporting heritage.
 

Simon Timms 

Alex Mettler, Devon Country Town Brewers and Public Houses: 
Tavistock 1752 to 2020 (Tavistock: Tavistock Heritage Trust and Tavistock 
Local History Society, 2022), 535 pp., numerous plates, drawings, tables 
and diagrams. Hardback and softback. ISBN 10-0-9544284-4-7 (sbk.);. 
ISBN 10-0-9544284-5-5 (hbk.). £24.99 (softback); £34.99 (hardback).

This work is a real tour de force, the product of the author’s lifetime 
fascination with beer, brewing and pubs. It is well referenced, with a 
substantial bibliography, though a list of primary sources would have been 
a useful addition. There is no general index, although there is a large index 
of brewers and innkeepers in Tavistock town and parish from 1752 to 2020, 
which forms the main part of this detailed study. 
Mettler begins with a history of ales, beers and brewing. He goes on to 
describe Tavistock brewers of the past and present, including the extant 
Dartmoor, Bere, Stannary and Morwellham breweries at Princetown, Bere 
Alston, Tavistock and Morwellham respectively.

A detailed description of Tavistock’s 56 public houses recorded from 
1752 to 2020 (with a much shorter chapter on the town’s five temperance 
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inns!) constitutes the bulk of this weighty tome – over 400 of its 535 pages 
in the softback edition. Detailed is the watchword. Twenty-eight pages are 
devoted to the Bedford Hotel in Tavistock alone – perhaps unsurprising as 
Mettler confirms it is ‘a much-shortened version of a previously published 
history of the hotel’. 

There is a considerable amount of interesting information about the 
history of the building, which is the direct descendant of the Bedford Arms 
(demolished 1821 and described at some length in the previous entry). There 
is also much about people associated with it, backed by quotations from 
original documents and reproductions of eighteenth and nineteenth century 
illustrations, as well as many photographs, newspaper clippings, diagrams 
and documents from the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 
Many people in the more recent references and photographs will be known 
to local residents.

Delve in for many telling insights, such as the ‘Workman’s Treat’ reported 
by the Tavistock Gazette in 1868, when ‘A number of artizans employed by 
his Grace the Duke of Bedford were treated to a most substantial supper by 
Mr W. R. Northway of the Bedford Hotel’. Another nugget: the Bedford Hotel 
tariff of 1916 clearly defined the social order: a double room was 8/6d, whilst 
visitor’s servants’ rooms were 2/- and dogs (kept in kennels) were charged a 
modest shilling.

There is much, much more. In 1863, the Tavistock Gazette reported a 
‘scuffle’ at the Commercial Inn, Tavistock (demolished 1895) in which William 
Baker lost an eye. The same newspaper reported how Archelaus Down, son 
of landlady Jane Down, fell asleep in front of the fire at the Cornish Arms after 
a bibulous evening in 1858 and was relieved of his pigskin purse containing 
three shillings. However, the felons were caught and were sentenced to what 
now seems a very severe four years’ penal servitude for one, and twelve 
months’ imprisonment for the other.

In sum: this weighty tome is an aficionado’s book, but anyone interested 
in the subject will find a wealth of information. Equally, there is a great deal 
for anyone hooked on the social history of Tavistock. 

Robert Hesketh

Mark Stoyle, A Murderous Midsummer: The Western Rising of 1549 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2022), 384 pp., 16 illustrations, 7 maps. 
Hardback. ISBN 978-0-300-26632-0. £25,00.

Mark Stoyle, Professor of Early Modern History at the University of 
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Southampton, has a well-deserved reputation as a serious researcher as 
well as an engaging writer and speaker. This book can only enhance this 
reputation. As with many good books, the author has a direct and personal 
connection with the topic, coming from a part of Devon with links to the 
Rising. 

Although many historians have covered the 1549 event in varying levels 
of detail, a key claim of this work is that this was an event that should perhaps 
be taken much more seriously than has often been the case by those looking 
at threats to the Tudor monarchy and especially to the religious settlement. 
It was not inevitable that the Rising was bound to fail. The rebels always had 
powerful backers. It was, claims Mark Stoyle, a movement of truly national 
significance.

The basic story is well-known. Starting at Sampford Courtenay over 
displeasure at new religious services, it took just a month for Devon and 
Cornwall to be in uproar and it needed an army to suppress it. Described as 
the most catastrophic event in the region between the Black Death and the 
English Civil War, it was enough for the government to call it a rebellion or 
insurrection although the author prefers the term The Western Rising.

The book is divided into three sections - the first setting the scene and 
expertly weaving the local into the wider picture. The distinctiveness of the 
two counties including the ethnic dimension in west Cornwall is stressed. 
The sense of suspicion, unease and resentment to the religious reforms 
is effectively described not just in Devon and Cornwall, but in many other 
places as well. Part 2 delves into the events before looking at the aftermath 
in Part 3. 

The approach is largely a sequential analysis with plenty of space 
devoted to the roles of the key local families such as the Godolphins, 
Courtenays and Carews. Throughout, Mark Stoyle argues the dominant 
role of religion and the seeming threat to old practices such as feast days 
and images. The accession of Edward compounded the dissatisfaction with 
new religious injunctions such as the Act of Uniformity and the radicalising 
agenda of Protector Somerset. Public disturbances preceded 1549 such as 
those in Exeter and Ashburton and especially in west Cornwall. The author 
acknowledges other causes of resentment such as the Relief of Sheep and 
Cloth, a tax that affected Devon hard. The tinder though was the Book of 
Common Prayer. 

Mark Stoyle is always strong on explaining the strengths and weaknesses 
of the sources he has used. The work of the Exonian, John Hooker, is an 
indispensable source even though he was an evangelical so somewhat 
partisan against the traditionalist rebels. Cornwall had no account of such 
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worth. The argument is made fairly frequently that many wrong decisions 
were made, not the least being the excessive harsh reactions from some of 
the leaders. For example, after the Sampford Courtenay spark, the rebels 
marched to Crediton where they were met with the brutal reaction of the 
evangelical loyalist leader Carew. Considerable space is given over to the 
response of Exeter. The citizens and city leaders clearly wavered at times 
and opinion was divided but the City decided to stay loyal to the government. 
That did not mean the surrounding area was secure and there were serious 
clashes at places such as Clyst St Mary. By now what had been seen as 
protest was relabelled a rebellion. Those involved in the movement probably 
did not see themselves as this, but rather loyal subjects defending the old 
traditions and supporting their king against bad counsellors. 

Cornwall soon joined the insurgents in large numbers. Events had moved 
fast. Those loyalists on the ground tried to get over the seriousness of the 
situation to the government. Their forces were heavily outnumbered at 
first. It should be remembered though that the government had problems 
elsewhere, such as Kett’s Norfolk uprising and troubles in Oxfordshire so 
spare troops were not plentiful.

So how and why did things start to turn? Loyalist troops began to 
increase with, for example, the foreign troops led by Lord Grey of Wilton and 
their leaders such as Russell stiffened their resolve. Not all the Cornish rebel 
forces in the Duchy could join up with their Devon colleagues – some were 
forced to stay to deal with loyalist resistance such as at Pendennis and the 
Mount. Exeter continued to hold out. Moreover, the loyalist armies always 
had advantages such as modern handguns and horsemen. The rebel armies 
were also more scattered.

The author makes clear that the restlessness did not disappear overnight 
even with brutal retribution. There was much summary justice doled out 
in places like Plymouth, but Cornwall held out longer and some of these 
Cornish forces continued their eastward journey including into Somerset. 
There is considerable detail about the capture and trial of the rebels including 
those sent to London. Clearly there were interrogations, use of informers 
and seemingly torture. There was much hostility to the rebels and clerics 
were amongst those singled out – they were considered to have played a 
leading role and a sizeable number were at best deprived of their livings, paid 
ransom and a fair number executed. Mark Stoyle recognises that estimating 
casualties is fraught with difficulties but calculates 3,000-4,000 may not be 
far short of the mark. The slow speed of issuing a general pardon meant 
more time for ransacking and seizing rebel possessions.

The end story with its twist is the ironic brief triumph for Somerset 
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with authority restored followed closely by his fall. This Rising plus other 
events undermined his authority. His enemies conspired against him, most 
notably Dudley - a man at first seemingly sympathetic to the adherents of 
conservative religion but soon hostile which saw the end of rebel leaders 
such as Arundell. 

This is an academic book (there are 30 pages of references and a large 
bibliography) that is also easy to read as a good story. I finished reading it on 
Christmas Day which says something about how engaging it is. Mark Stoyle 
concludes with identifying his eight changes to conventional interpretations 
or changes of emphasis. One nice touch that makes it more than a book for 
West Country historians - the care taken to locate and explain where all the 
places referred to were, along with brief contextual detail. There is also a 
series of useful maps that help cement that understanding. 

Tim Lomas

Phil Ward, Holbeton: New Perspectives on a South Devon Village 
(Exeter: Short Run Press, 2022), 146 pp., with numerous colour and b & w 
photographs and b & w illustrations. Hardback. No ISBN. £20.00.

This is a beautifully laid out volume that is enhanced by the stunning colour 
photography of Michael Patey-Ford. The images are every bit as fundamental 
to the book as the text and contribute to its appeal. This is much more than 
the story of a single, rural South Devon parish, nestled between Dartmoor 
and the River Erme. The author’s stated aim is to document millennia of 
change, focussing on lesser-known aspects of the parish’s history. This 
he achieves by firmly embedding Holbeton’s story within the context of the 
history of the surrounding area.

Although the earliest documentary record, in which reference to Holbeton 
has been found, dates from the twelfth century, the Introduction stresses the 
importance of beginning by investigating the Mesolithic and Neolithic eras 
and it considers the impact of the situation, the terrain and the geology on 
settlement in the area. Chapter Two concentrates on prehistory, discussing 
the archaeological evidence for human and animal habitation. Covering 
trade with continental Europe and the establishment of farming by Neolithic 
migrants, the chapter also touches on the significance of metalworking 
and textile production. The reader learns that Iron Age deforestation and 
changes in climate led to settlements moving from Dartmoor to the fertile 
valleys in the area round Holbeton. In addition, Holbeton’s hill fort is set in 
the wide context of hillfort construction.
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Moving to the Roman and early Medieval period, Chapter Three revisits 
the debate about the extent of Roman presence in Western Devon. Amongst 
other archaeological finds, those at Mothecombe, or Meadowsfoot, Beach 
are discussed. The coverage of the later Medieval period, in Chapter Four, 
combines documentary and archaeological evidence to tell this part of 
Holbeton’s story. Here, the reader will find an account of the church, which 
dates from this period. The economic history of Holbeton, its association 
with the woollen industry and its role in seagoing trade, form the basis 
of the fifth chapter. Devon is unequivocally a maritime county, and this is 
reflected in the author’s account of the influence of the sea on Holbeton and 
surrounding area.

The agricultural history of the community forms part of the chapter on 
the nineteenth century, with a discussion of the evidence provided by the 
tithe map and schedule. This was a time of agricultural depression and 
the implications of the decline in agriculture and rural depopulation are 
covered. There is a detailed analysis of the parish’s inhabitants and the 
occupational structure of Holbeton, based on the 1881 census. The two 
substantial properties in the parish, Flete House and Mothecombe House, 
get a particular mention.

Bringing the reader up to date, Chapter Seven covers the effect of 
agricultural change on the Flete Estate. Good use is made of an account 
of the parish, put together by the Women’s Institute in 1965; this includes 
observations about local flora and fauna. In keeping with the book’s theme 
of change, the 2011 census statistics are compared with those of 1881. The 
final chapter looks to the future, with a description of Mob Grazing, which 
has been introduced on the Flete Estate. The importance of sustainability 
and natural diversity is stressed.

Scattered through the book are contributions by archaeologists and 
historians with an interest in the area, which add different voices to the text. 
There are a number of maps and some useful references at the end. The 
book would however have benefitted from the addition of an index. 

What makes this local history stand out from many others is the way 
in which Holbeton’s story is told through an account of the history of the 
wider area. This gives this book a wider relevance, making it appealing to all 
those interested in the development of South Devon since prehistoric times. 
The author has succeeded in his aim to document millennia of Holbeton’s 
history and the finished product is informative, well laid out and beautifully 
illustrated. It would be an asset to the bookshelf of Devon historians.

Dr Janet Few


