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The Social Standing of Escheatorship 
in the 14th and 15th Centuries

CHARLES SCOTT-FOX

Introduction
The acceptance for publication of an article on escheatorship for the 
combined counties of Warwick and Leicester 1351-1500, by the editor 
of Midland History, completes a trilogy of closely related papers covering 
escheatorship in the South-west and the Midlands.1 As previously reported 
in this journal, following the Conqueror’s establishment of a feudal regime in 
England the king’s escheats, which included livery fees payable by heir(s) on 
the value of an estate and wardship of minors, had provided a major source 
of income for the crown.2 During the latter years of Henry II, Chancery was 
increasingly concerned that these monies, the crown’s rights as the ultimate 

  1  C. Scott-Fox, ‘The Role and Status of the Escheator in Late Medieval and Early Modern 
Devon’ Southern History 40, 23; C. Scott-Fox, ‘Appointments and Social Status of the 
Escheator in Somerset and Dorset 1351-1500’, Proceedings of the Somerset Archaeological 
and Natural History Society (SANHS) 164, 181; C. Scott-Fox, ‘Historiography and Social 
Standing of the Office of Escheator in the Counties of Warwick and Leicester - 1351-1500’, 
Midland History 51 (2026) (forthcoming).
  2  C. Scott-Fox, ‘The Escheators, their Duties and Role in the Heritage of Devon’s Landed 
Families’ The Devon Historian 87, pp. 1-10.

© 2025 The Devon History Society
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feudal lord, were not being properly safeguarded and paid for.3 Under feudal 
rule this was the responsibility of the holder of the chief fief or, when there 
were any doubts, justices itinerant, who investigated escheats and wardships 
and turned them over to the custody of the sheriffs.4 In 1193, Richard I 
appointed two men as administrators of land held under royal wardship in 
England, north and south of a line that roughly followed the course of the 
river Trent. In 1232, Henry III formally appointed them as escheators, with 
sub-escheators to be responsible to them in the 34 counties.5

The role and responsibility of those early escheators was, on behalf of the 
crown, to take custody and provide financial returns of the whole of any estate 
or land held ‘of the king’, or a knight’s fee, however small, until established 
to be the lawful property of the heir. Escheators, not sheriffs, were to be 
responsible for holding inquests into wards and escheats after they came 
into the king’s hands, that is, making ‘inquisitions post mortem’ (IPM) and 
‘inquests for proof of age’ (IPM POA) by minors seeking possession of their 
estates.6 Between 1232 and 1340 this office was transferred to the shires, 
individually or in groups of up to eight with a central advisor, or continued as 
a nation-wide administration, cintra or ultra Trentam, with sub-escheators 
in the shires. Finally, in 1340, Edward III determined that the office was to 
be permanently delegated to the shires, individually or combined with an 
adjacent county, and in 1341 for the first shire appointments, the sheriffs 
‘were without exception chosen as escheators in their shrievalties’; after 
1350, appointments were separated.7

  3  For further details of the history of the escheator’s office see E. R. Stevenson, ‘The 
Escheator’ in W. A. Morris and J. R. Strayer (eds.) The English Government at Work 1327-
1336, vol. II – Fiscal Administration (Cambridge, Mass, 1947), S. L. Waugh, The Lordship 
of England - Royal Wardships and Marriages in English Society and Politics, 1217-1327 
(Princeton 1999) and A. C. Wood (ed.), List of Escheators (List and Index Society No. 72, 
London, 1971), pp. 2, 3, 168-172.    
  4  Waugh, The Lordship of England, p. 106.
  5  Calendar Close Rolls (CCR), 1231-1234, pp.129-131, 419: Calendar Patent Rolls (CPR) 
1225-1232 p. 491.
  6  S. L. Waugh, ‘The Origins and Early Development of the Articles of the Escheator’ in P. 
R. Coss & S. D. Lloyd (eds.), Thirteenth Century England V – Proceedings of the Newcastle-
upon-Tyne Conference 1993 (Boydell 1995), pp. 89-113; A. L. Luders et al. (eds.), Statutes of 
the Realm, Magna Carta to the end of the reign of Queen Anne [1215-1714], 11 vols. (London 
1810-1828), http:heinonline.org/HOL/LICENSE (accessed 9 May 2016), vol. I, pp. 238-241.
  7  Waugh, Articles of the Escheator, p. 111; Luders, Statutes of the Realm, vol. I, pp. 142-
143. 
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Progression of investigations into the social status of the 
escheator
The subsequent and more detailed report into the escheator’s activities in 
Devon, combined with Cornwall (D&C), was published in Southern History. 
This covered the role, and additional responsibilities undertaken by future 
and former escheators, for all appointees from 1340 to Charles II’s 1660 
Act of Liveries and Wards that abolished feudal duties and fees. Although 
the historiography of this national official during the early Plantagenet years 
was well recorded, far less related to the post 1350 period, where opinions 
varied as to the escheator’s relative importance and position in society.  
Saul’s impression was that ‘it was not the most prestigious office in the 
shire in the eyes of the local gentry’, although, escheatorship was certainly 
an important office for the King, who needed ‘to have men in the job just 
as reliable as those who were appointed sheriff or elected to Parliament’. 
However, Carpenter’s view was that the escheator came somewhat further 
down the social scale, ‘the office of escheator [being] indubitably the least 
significant in social and tenurial terms …. ranked below the holders of the 
other offices … an apprentice post’.8

The latter judgement would seem to be contrary to the expectation of 
the crown, for whom the escheator was certainly assumed to be a man 
of influence in his shire(s). Items VII and VIII of that 1340 Statute reflect 
this by requiring that sheriffs and escheators ‘shall be appointed by the 
Chancellor, Treasurer and Chief Baron of the Exchequer taking to them the 
Chief Justices of the one bench and the other if they be present’.9 In 1368, 
that statutory provision for an escheator’s appointment was subjected to 
an additional qualification, that ‘none should be Escheator, unless he have 
sufficient Land, whereof he may answer to the King, and to his People; It is 
assented that no Escheator shall be made unless he have xx l [£20] of Land 
at the least, or more, in Fee; and that they do their office in proper person’; 
this precedes that same sum being a condition for shrievalties by three 
years. 10 At the same time, it was recorded that ‘none shall be Escheator 
unless he have sufficient land in those places where he is officer to answer 
to the king and his people in case that any will complain against him.’11

  8  N. Saul, Knights and Esquires: The Gloucestershire Gentry in the Fourteenth Century 
(Oxford 1981), p. 139; Carpenter, Locality and Polity, p. 272.
  9  Luders, Statutes of the Realm, vol. I, p. 283.
  10  Ibid. vol. I, p. 388.
  11  A. Fitzherbert, L’Office & authoritie des Justices de Peas – The Office of the Escheators 
(J. Waley 1573) – Michigan University Mich.university microfilms International 1985, p. 26; 
Luders, Statutes of the Realm, vol. I, p. 388.
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Although my D&C researches had covered a wide range of sources, 
ranging from the national and local archives to relevant publications and 
learned articles, the most informative sources relating to social status turned 
out to be an escheator’s offices and duties prior, during and subsequent, to 
his appointment, obtained from the Close, Fine and Patent Calendar Rolls. 
In both Devon and Cornwall, certainly for the first century and a half, it was 
clear that the escheator was an official of great importance, that included 
knights of the realm, sheriffs and other landed men with experience of 
service for crown or shire. As the crown had expected, for the second half 
of the fourteenth and much of the fifteenth century escheator appointments 
had been made from the higher echelons of society below the baronage, 
from influential members of the landed gentry.

Thereafter, the need for professional expertise in accountancy or law 
gradually outweighed ownership of land. The importance of the escheator’s 
primary duty to safeguard income from the king’s escheats remained but 
the crown’s increased income from subsidies approved by parliament, and 
the use of ad hoc commissions, instead of escheator writs, to investigate 
matters that the exchequer required to be resolved, combined to reduce the 
influence of the office and its status in the community.  (My use of tranches 
of fifty years has no historic significance other than being initially used as 
a suitable span of years to illustrate the trend, then later for comparison 
between shires.) 

Those conclusions for Devon and Cornwall led to the paper on 
escheatorship for Somerset and Dorset (S&D) for the Somerset Archaeology 
and Natural History Society, being restricted to the period from 1351 to 1500, 
the first century and a half of independent escheatorship, and focussed on 
the previous experience that appointees brought to the office. As Table 1 
shows, this line of research demonstrates that the S&D office was similarly 
dominated by highly experienced officials from the upper echelons of landed 
gentry to Devon, certainly for the first hundred or so years.  This established 
escheatorship in all four counties of this south-west province as an office 
whose holder was a man of great importance, second only to the sheriff.  
Thereafter, in the later Plantagenet years leading up to the Tudor regime, 
there was a noticeable change in the social calibre of appointees. Although 
still primarily taken from landed gentry, the majority were less experienced 
or even inexperienced, many with this year of escheatorship being their 
sole contribution to society and others using the office as an introduction or 
stepping stone to other national or shire appointments.
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Comparison with Warwick and Leicester (W&L)
The previously mentioned conflicting view, expressed by Carpenter, that 
escheatorship ‘was indubitably the least significant [office] in social and 
tenurial terms …. ranked below the holders of the other offices … an 
apprentice post’, warranted further investigation.12 Were there underlying 
reasons for the escheator, for this combination of two midland shires in 
the thick of national politics, being a less important official than in a distant 
province? As before, knights of the realm and men with experience of office 
before nomination as escheator, serving as sheriff, Member of Parliament, 
Justice of the Peace, on a commission of array and oyer et terminer or as 
an appointed member of a Chancery or parliamentary commission or county 
office, were chosen as the principal indicators of their standing in society. 
Family support for the office over several generations had also been useful, 
though generally considered to be less reliable, as younger members and 

  12  Carpenter, Locality and Polity, p. 272.

Table 1: Status of Escheators prior to appointment
1. Most senior appointment only for those qualifying under multiple headings.
Two knights listed under Somerset & Dorset were also Shire MPs and Sheriffs so
not included there.
2. Entry in brackets for Landed Families are number of individuals identified in
family trees.
3. Members of Parliament abbreviations:- Shire (S); City (C): Borough (B)
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scions could well be nominated for an office just to gain experience and 
assessment of suitability for other judicial and administrative duties. Though 
MPs had no judicial authority outside parliament, this important office 
was included as those elected for the shire were chosen by their fellow 
landowners, and for city and burgh by their local councils, which must be 
considered to provide evidence of status within the shire or community. It is 

Table 2: Status of Escheators prior to first appointment
1. Most senior appointment only for men qualifying under multiple headings, e.g.
Two knights listed under Somerset & Dorset were also MPs, Sheriffs and JPs so
excluded from those lists.
2. Number appointed excludes men re-appointed for a second or third time, many
of whom, like Thomas Raleigh (1378, 1388 and 1392, appointed Sheriff 1380)
had gained experience of office, but they are excluded from office numbers.
3. Entry in brackets for men listed as being from Landed Families provides number
of those identified in family trees from History of Parliament Online,J. C. 
Wedgewood, History of Parliament 1439-1509, Sir John Baker, Men of Court
1440-1550, and local county records. Additionally, for Warwick and Leicester,
advantage has been taken to include families from E. Acheson's Gentry Community,
App 1 and C. Carpenter's Locality & Polity, App 1.
4. Members of Parliament classified as elected for a shire (S), city (C) or borough (B)
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appreciated that many other sources could have been added, but a direct 
comparison was required.

Analysis of the experience of W&L escheators in the fourteenth century 
(Table 2), is notably similar to the south west counties, particularly Somerset, 
and this is evidently continued into the first half of the fifteenth, but there is 
a marked decline for the final years. When broken down for Midland History, 
the majority of the 24 men, with previous experience of office (including a 
knight and two sheriffs) served in the first quadrant, thereby continuing the 
perceived importance and status of the office established in the previous 
century. In the second quadrant, when there were only ten experienced 
appointees with previous experience (of whom two were JPs, two MPs 
and one a Burgess) there are the first indications of a noticeable declining 
trend in the calibre of nominees. This accelerates for the years to 1500 
and is dramatically illustrated by Table 3, where the relative experience 
of men appointed as escheators is tabulated.  After 1450, all six shires 
suffered a decline in the calibre of men appointed to undertake the statutory 
responsibility of maintaining dues from the king’s escheats. However, only 
one in five of W&L escheators had any previous responsibilities, compared 
with between a third and a half in the south-west shires.

This dramatic change in the standing of W&L’s office of escheatorship in 
the fifteenth century, and its comparison with south-west counties, is clearly 
shown by the calculation of relative status in Table 3. The involvement of 
upper levels of landed gentry is not dissimilar, yet in the midland shires the 
standing of the men appointed to monitor the king’s escheats and wards, 
conduct IPMs and process exchequer writs, was evidently on a downward 
trend. This raises the question: why did this trend take so much longer to 
develop in the south-west? Was it just an inevitable lag, caused by distance 
from the centre of national government, hence the continuing interest of 
provincial landed gentry to be involved in this aspect of feudal administration, 
or were there major differences in administration in shires close to the heart 
of national government, due to the presence and influence of families such 
as the Warwick Beauchamp and Neville clan?

Influence of national politics on local government
There are no known statutory reasons for any changes to the status of an 
escheator  between one shire and another. Indeed, the opposite is the case 
as Edward III’s legislation of 1340 remained in force, but it is considered 
that national politics was certainly involved. The rivalry between York 
and Lancaster from the early years of Henry VI through to 1485 and, to a 
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lesser extent, continuing throughout the reign of Henry VII, being the major 
factor. This war, with its passive and active phases of action by the nobility 
and other major tenurial landowners, affected all parts of the country to a 
varying degree. Within the midland shires, direct involvement in national 
politics by men like Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick, Viscount Beaumont 
and both Henry and Humphrey Stafford, Dukes of Buckingham, with their 

Table 3: Relative experience of men appointed as an Escheator
1. The number of Escheators appointed includes those serving more than once and 
those who died or resigned shortly after appointment so requiring two appointments 
for that year.
2. The number of escheators appointed for 1351-1400 and 1401-1450 include the 
years 1400, 1403 and 1404 when Somerset and Dorset had separate appointments.
3. Previous experience includes those who were knights, sheriffs, justices or 
national shire appointments, as listed in Fig 2, before their first appointment as an 
escheator for counties.
4. For Warwick and Leicester, five men served twice and one three times so 
adjusting entry from six to seven. John Aylesbury served twice (1444,1451) and is 
included in both tranches with his second term being included with other deductions 
from the total in 1451-1500 andWilliam Ilshawe (1404), who was removed mid-term 
is the entry in resignations for 1401-1450.
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close relationship with the crown and its contenders and with the Duchy of 
Lancashire, encouraged local government appointments that would promote 
a favourable and compliant administration in their home territory. Ross, in 
his biography of the Earl of Oxford, states that ‘retaining patronage and good 
lordship ensured that a number of the most important offices … were filled 
by his retainers or associates,’ although, as he subsequently concedes, ‘this 
is hard to substantiate for MPs, and was less likely for sheriffs and other 
local officers.’13  Nevertheless, as Carpenter affirms, 

the politics of Warwickshire were inescapably part of the politics of England, 
neither royal government nor locality could afford to ignore each other, and 
nor can the historian forget the fact that each inevitably impinged on the 
other. … There was thus, even in the operation of the king’s government, 
a large measure of delegation to both official and unofficial powers and a 
heavy reliance on the sense of mutual solidarity and co-operation amongst 
landowners. … the absolute dominance of all the local offices by Richard 
Beauchamp’s men, especially in the 1420s and 1430s must be taken to be 
politically, a significant fact … for nearly all the members of the officer class 
were in some way connected to Beauchamp.14  

This involvement of the peerage and major landowners in W&L’s local 
administration, repeated in the 1460s and 1470s by Neville, was not 
replicated in the far south-west. Its physical distance from London and 
the seat of government were undoubtedly factors, for although there were 
similarly dominating members of the peerage and landed gentry, including 
Bonneville and Courtenay in Devon, and Bluett and Beaumont in Somerset, 
they, like other leading members of society in that province, were purely 
interested in preserving or growing their family’s status and land holdings 
locally or, as with Beaumont, driving national aspirations from landholdings 
in shires closer to government. They had little interest in what was going 
on in that part of the west country, so long as their rental accounts were 
maintained. The south-west’s indifference to national government and 
antagonism to taxation created problems, especially during the final years 
of Plantagenet rule, when its distance from London provided a fertile ground 
for Margaret Beaufort and her Tudor supporters.

  13  History of Parliament Trust, History of the Commons 1422-1461. vol. 2, Constituencies, 
pp. 295-307, 554-571; J. Ross, John de Vere, Thirteenth Earl of Oxford (1442-1513), (Boydell 
& Brewer, 2011), pp. 195-198, JSTOR (accessed 6 Mar 2023).
  14  Carpenter, Locality and Polity, pp. 347, 284, 276.
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In summary, in these final years of the Plantagenet regime, there was no 
pressure from national politics to affect a change from the independence and 
social standing of south-west administrators. The Buckingham rebellion in 
1483 had no implications in the south-west so it was unlikely to have deterred 
the higher echelons of landed gentry families from nominating or accepting 
the office of sheriff, justice of the peace or escheator, thereby prolonging 
their well-established position in local society until other pressures finally 
prevailed.

Conclusion
My two studies of the standing of the escheator, and by extension 
escheatorship, in the south-west had both concluded that the escheator 
was by statute and by experience of office a man drawn from the higher 
echelons of the landed gentry, with a position second only to the sheriff. The 
opposite conclusion had been drawn from an earlier study of the gentry of 
Warwickshire in the fifteenth century, which had found the escheator’s office 
to be far inferior, comparing it to that of a coroner. The onerous role of this 
official, that required inquisition and adjudication on behalf of the crown into 
the affairs and estates of all levels of society on which the crown may have 
had a lien, is well recorded and not contentious, so played no part in this 
study of social standing or status.

The statutory provisions, which only applied to the nomination of sheriffs 
and escheators, established by Edward III in 1340 and 1368, clearly expected 
the escheator to be a man of influence from the upper echelon of landed 
gentry.  From its initiation in 1351 to around 1430 independent escheatorship 
in all six shires was found to be an important office undertaken by well-
established gentry families with a standing next to the sheriff but, particularly 
in the midlands, this was followed by a decline in standing. After 1450, 
the office was being taken by lower levels of the landed gentry, primarily 
esquires and gentlemen, and latterly, by many for whom no title or estate 
was established. Table 3 illustrates the differences in that trend between the 
midlands and the south-west for which distance from London and central 
government may well have been a factor. However, in the midlands, it is 
considered that national interests in local politics also played its part. The 
close involvement of leading noble families and upper tier of landed gentry 
in the aspirations of the Lancastrian and Yorkist holders and claimants for 
the crown, and associated positions of power and wealth, required a stable 
domestic base and acquiescent local officials. In the south-west, although 
there was a similar division within the baronage and upper gentry, between 
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supporters of the two houses, it remained local and primarily related to 
landholding. Without baronial-led involvement in national power-politics 
there was less pressure to downgrade local administrators, thereby delaying 
that decline in escheator status to the Tudor years at the end of the fifteenth 
century.

Escheatorship survived this turbulence, and its primary purpose to 
maintain income from the crown’s escheats and wards continued through 
the sixteenth into the seventeenth century, but the need for legal and 
accountancy skills dominated appointments. These were increasingly given 
to men who earned their living from those qualifications.15 Any requirement 
for holders to have fee from land was seemingly disregarded, so, although 
duties and responsibilities were unchanged, it is evident that status of the 
individual or its standing as an office was no longer relevant.

Charles Scott-Fox is a University of Exeter Hon. Research Fellow in 
History. Born in 1934, he is the eldest son of Sir Cyril and Aileen Fox, and 
retired Fleet Air Arm Commander Royal Navy. He is the author of his father’s 
biography (Cyril Fox, Archaeologist Extraordinary), and of works on Devon 
historic buildings including Devon County Prison and the DHS Hoskins prize-
winning book on Holcombe Court. He was granted life experience status by 
Exeter 2014 for a post-graduate degree, and awarded an MA and Fellowship 
in 2016 for his escheator status research.

  15  Scott-Fox, ‘Escheator in Devon’, Southern History 40, 21-23.
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Empty Vessels? The Cultural and 
Spiritual Contribution of the Collegiate 

Churches in Ottery St Mary and 
Crediton Prior to the Reformation

NICK BROWN

Introduction
This article explores the manner by which two collegiate foundations in Devon 
contributed to the spiritual and cultural lives of their communities alongside 
fulfilling their core obligation to perform the Opus Dei. Prior to the revisionist 
work of recent decades (exemplified by Haigh and Duffy), scholarship in this 
area had tended to be led by accounts, often unconsciously partisan, that 
supported the popular idea of religious institutions prior to the Reformation 
largely providing incomes for non-resident clergy (collegiate foundations 
sharing a perception with monastic houses as being ‘dens of lubbers’1) and 
wasting funds that could be better used for educational purposes than being 
wasted on the theologically deficient cult of the dead.2 As an aside, it is ironic 
that recent revisionism has shown that the reforms themselves led to a 
decline in the educational provision made.3 I shall show it is far from the case 

  1  David Loades, Revolution in Religion: The English Reformation 1530-1570, (Cardiff: 
University of Wales Press, 1992), 31.
  2  Arthur Geoffrey Dickens, The English Reformation, (London: Batsford, 1964), 206.
  3  Stanley Bindoff, Tudor England, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1950), 140.

© 2025 The Devon History Society
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that these particular institutions were lifeless, nor was ‘the whole system … 
hopelessly wedded ... to prayers for the dead’.4 This article demonstrates 
how this established revisionist thesis can be applied, by demonstrating that 
there was an equally lively tradition and spiritual practice in the collegiate 
churches examined.

That corruption, such as experienced in Winchester,5 certainly did 
impoverish institutions and put their resources to perverse means can be 
demonstrated. Within the Diocese of Exeter there were examples of such 
problems: the standard of worship in the collegiate church in Crantock 
at the end of the fifteenth  century required reform6 and the prebends 
attached to the church at Chulmleigh were treated as sinecures prior to their 
suppression in the 1540s.7 In contrast, it has long been acknowledged that 
the worship offered in cathedrals and royal foundations was well resourced, 
and constituted a lively tradition. The focus on these greater churches has 
been balanced by revisionist scholars, such as Duffy8 and Haigh,9 who have 
identified vigorous religious practice within smaller communities.10 Such 
scholars have persuasively argued that there was widespread observance 
of traditional religious activities, of real spiritual significance, within rural 
areas such as Devon.  

There has been little investigation of collegiate foundations that also 
served as parish churches for towns in rural areas. Earlier scholarship 
suggests that we might expect that such institutions were lifeless and 
moribund, and this article explores whether a revisionist approach is tenable 
in respect to foundations such as those at Ottery St Mary and Crediton. After 
outlining the history of each foundation, I will explore the remaining evidence 
of statutes; establishing the basic pattern of worship that was expected 
within the foundations. I will then look at the educational provision that was 
in place in each foundation; demonstrating that this not only provided for the 
basic educational requirements of each college but also resourced musical 
augmentation of the liturgy and wider educational provision to the local 
community. I will then examine evidence for specific musical activity within 
each foundation; building a picture of the ways in which the two colleges not 

  4  John Moorman, A History of the Church in England, (London: A. C. Black, 1954), 102.
  5  John McIlwain, The Hospital of St Cross, (Andover: Pitkin, 1999), 6.
  6  Charles Henderson, The Ecclesiastical History of Western Cornwall, (Truro: Bradford 
Barton, 1962), 112-114.
  7  Register of Lacy, II, 210.
  8  Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars, (London: Yale, 1992). 
  9  Christopher Haigh, English Reformations, (Oxford: OUP, 1993).
  10  Eamon Duffy, The Voices of Morebath, (London: Yale, 2001).
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only maintained a healthy spiritual tradition but supplemented this musically 
until they were suppressed in the 1540s.  

The history of the foundations at Crediton and Ottery St Mary
Before examining the specific educational and musical provision in each 
college it is necessary to outline the purposes of each foundation and the 
built environment in which the liturgy was performed. The appropriateness of 
the buildings and continued good repair of them until suppression provides 
important circumstantial evidence for the continued performance of the Opus 
Dei in each foundation.

With origins as a pre-Norman cathedral, from the twelfth century 
onwards Crediton was typical of many medium-sized colleges, the general 
plan of the church echoing, on a smaller scale, what would be expected of 
a cathedral. The main liturgical space of the college, the Quire (extending 
from the western end of the crossing to the east wall behind the high altar), 
contained enough seating for the whole college to meet for worship. The 
Nave was accepted as the Parish Church, forming the justification for the 
survival of the church when the college was suppressed.11 The screen 
between college and parish spaces effectively isolated them, and the Lady 
Chapel was clearly a separate physical space with its own liturgical provision 
distinct from that which took place in the Quire; evidenced by the record of 
‘a dexte for our lady messe’12 amongst the possessions at the suppression. 
The size of the chapel suggests that the music performed there was, whilst 
polyphonic, not large in scale.

The foundation at Ottery was both well developed and documented. Its 
foundation by Bishop Grandisson was modelled on the cathedral at Exeter, 
results of which are seen not only in the foundation charter but in the 
architecture and layout of the church.  The college at Ottery was used as a 
place of hospitality, in addition to providing for the souls of its founders and 
others, providing a convenient base for visiting dignitaries close to Exeter 
but not within the confines of the city itself. In this way it followed many other 
such churches in playing a role in the wider administration of church affairs.  
Knowle and Hadcock show Ottery as having supported nine prebends, 20-
16 priests, 12-14 clerks and a number of choristers and, as at Crediton, the 
pension lists indicate a normal complement until the suppression of the 

  11  Proceedings of the Devonshire Association. 1902, 560.
  12  Ibid., 560.
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college.13 The proportions of the liturgical spaces are identical to Exeter 
Cathedral and the twin towers forming transepts are copied. As with both 
the cathedral and Crediton, the Lady Chapel forms a distinct liturgical space 
extending eastwards from the ambulatory, although it is on a smaller scale 
than either Crediton or Exeter.    

From these outlines, we can see that both foundations had buildings 
suitable for the performance of the Opus Dei echoing the larger, cathedral 
foundation of Exeter. In the following sections I will outline the evidence 
for both foundations maintaining a regular routine of prayer, offer evidence 
that the musical resources employed went beyond the mere fulfilment of 
obligation, and that, as well as providing for their own needs, they offered an 
educational contribution to the towns in which they were placed.

Performing the Daily Office – the Ottery Statutes
The main spiritual contribution that both foundations made was in the 
maintenance of the Opus Dei. It was for this purpose that both foundations 
were established, though they did both participate in the later cult of prayers 
for the dead to varying degrees.  The fulfilment of the obligation to maintain 
worship was enforced by regular Episcopal Visitation and, unlike the case 
regarding Crantock,14 there is no evidence to indicate that they struggled to 
fulfil these obligations in accordance with their statutes.

The original statutes founding the college at Ottery specify the form 
and order that services were to take, demanding that the specific rules 
imposed by the Bishop of Exeter were more important than any rules or 
celebrations contained in the Use of Sarum (though that Use was to be 
used for routine services not otherwise specified in the local rites).15 These 
statutes prescribe in detail arrangements surrounding the recitation of the 
offices and celebration of masses, allowing us to draw a clear picture of the 
liturgical life of the college. As these original statutes were little altered over 
the years and reinforced by regular visitation we can assume that, given the 
lack of any complaint to the contrary, the general worship of both colleges 
proceeded in line with their respective statutes. The table accompanying 
this article summarises the information transcribed by Dalton in relation to 
Ottery.

  13  David Knowles and R. Neville Hadcock, Mediaeval Houses: England and Wales, (Harlow: 
Longman, 1996), 417.
  14  See Introduction
  15  John Neale Dalton, The Collegiate Church of Ottery St. Mary, (Cambridge: CUP, 1917), 
224.
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Whilst the location of most services is clear, it is not clear from the 
statutes where the weekly collegiate mass was celebrated on Saturdays and 
the assumption is made that the offices were sung ‘in choir’. In addition to 
singing the daily offices and celebration of daily High Mass, private masses 
were to be offered by individual priests in the time between the early morning 
mass (the “Morrow Mass”) and the next office. After Prime the college was 
to meet and run through the requirements of the following day’s liturgy 
(including any obits that required celebrating) and to rehearse unfamiliar 
antiphons or other musical items.16 As discussed in the next section, the 
statutes prescribed that all members of the college should have a good 

  16  Ibid., 139. 

Table 1: The daily pattern of services in a collegiate foundation, based on the 
statutes for Ottery St Mary. For a detailed review of general mediaeval practice 
see J. Harper, The Forms and Orders of Western Liturgy, (Oxford: OUP, 1991).
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working knowledge of the Tonale, requiring competence in singing the liturgy 
to plainsong. In addition, the presence of polyphonic music within the Lady 
Mass is implied by the requirement for the Chaplain of the Lady Chapel to 
instruct members of the college, as required, in polyphonic techniques.17 
The singing of a votive anthem to Our Lady was directed to be sung directly 
after the curfew had been rung.18 With both foundations well-staffed until 
they were dissolved, they offer examples of the best practice in late Tudor 
liturgy before the shock waves of the Reformation damaged this irreparably. 
In both foundations the liturgy has at its centre the recitation of the offices 
and celebration of masses following the Use of Sarum, unless local practice 
specifically varied from this.

Education and clerical training in a collegiate setting
Having argued that both foundations sustained a full routine of daily worship, 
I will now examine the educational provision that indicates the seriousness 
with which each foundation took the training required for the performance of 
its spiritual obligations.  The performance of the liturgy required all members 
of the community to be proficient in basic Latin and musical skills, and for 
some of the foundation to be trained in more advanced musical techniques. In 
addition, educational provision in both foundations provided more advanced 
tuition in grammar – a pre-requisite for further study and preferment. The 
statutes for Ottery outline clear requirements of training for all members of 
the community, demonstrating a clear care for the proper performance of the 
liturgy.

Notwithstanding the provision for regular rehearsal, members of the 
foundation were expected to have a working knowledge of the Tonale, a 
document that outlined the plainchant melodies for normal use within the 
liturgy.19 A similar document exists for the cathedral foundation of Hereford,20 
and knowledge of the Tonale would have allowed any member of the 
community to sing all the communal parts of the liturgy.  The widespread 
requirement for musical training to undertake the liturgy, and corresponding 
musical educational requirements for clergy, is indicated by the injunction, 
issued in 1287 by Bishop Quivil, that every parish church should have a 

  17  Ibid., 100.
  18  Ibid., 258.
  19  Ibid., 134.
  20  John Barnett,  The Hereford Breviary: a short description with an explanation of The 
Tonal, (London: The Gregorian Association, 1989).
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Venitare;21 a similar but simpler document, intended to provide the basic 
psalm chants for the liturgy in parochial use. These statutes not only 
ensured that a basic standard was attained, but prescribe definite standards 
of musical performance, and implied knowledge of liturgical texts, was 
reached before progression to higher office could be attained. Thus, we can 
see a clear method by which the progression of an aspiring cleric ensured 
satisfactory standards of both musical and liturgical literacy.

Aside from basic liturgical and musical knowledge there is also evidence 
for the development of more advanced musical skills within both foundations. 
Beyond what is mentioned in the statutes, the evidence for such polyphonic 
music at Ottery is restricted to graffiti incised into the walls leading to the 
Lady Chapel gallery – indicating at least some knowledge of such repertory! 
However, there is more certain evidence for the performance of such music 
at Crediton where there is both archaeological and musical evidence of such 
music being performed.

Some years ago, excavation of the site of the collegiate buildings to 
the north of the church at Crediton revealed a series of stones containing 
inscriptions of musical notation.22 From the location in which the legible 
musical notation was found it is likely that this had been a part of the collegiate 
buildings – possibly a rehearsal or classroom for the choristers. An analysis 
of the notation reveals that it is polyphonic mensuration, and it is more than 
likely that, rather than being casual graffiti, the music was a teaching aid 
in the education of the choristers in developing their skills at memorising 
and performing polyphonic music. Thus, archaeological evidence suggests 
the presence of polyphonic music at both foundations and, as we shall see 
below, there is a survival of one such piece of music written by the last 
Master of the Choristers at Crediton, Philip Alcock – providing a possible 
insight into the actual music performed in this, and other similar foundations. 
Such musical performance required a conscious programme of musical 
training, made possible by the employment of specialist members of each 
foundation, and indicated both by the archaeological and musical evidence 
that remains.

The high level of care and preparation that went into maintaining the 
Opus Dei is indicated by the educational efforts of both foundations. In 
common with most foundations, the education offered at both Ottery and 
Crediton covered basic Latin and musical training, to allow the performance 
of the liturgy, and more advanced grammar studies to prepare scholars for 

  21  Dalton, op. cit., 134.
  22  Uncatalogued copy of stone lintel held in Devon Record Office, viewed October 2000.
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further study and preferment. Having established the liturgical routines and 
educational provision of the foundations it is possible to develop, in more 
detail, an idea of the musical lives of both foundations – indicating the extent 
to which each foundation went beyond the basic performance of the liturgy 
and made both a broader spiritual and musical contribution to the life of the 
foundations and wider communities.

Musical activity
Having focussed largely on the fulfilment, by both foundations, of their 
obligation to perform the daily offices and celebrate masses as laid down 
in their statutes, we turn to the specific area of music within the liturgy as a 
further example of how both colleges exceeded the obligations laid on them 
by their statutes. 

Ottery St Mary 
Apart from the statutes, the other major source of information relating to the 
church at Ottery are the records made by the commissioners in connection with 
the college’s dispersal.  The most obvious evidence for musical performance 
offered is the presence of three organs situated in different parts of the 
church. These organs were described and valued by the commissioners as: 
‘a paire of organs in the Rood loft praysed at xi s; a new paire of organs in 
the quere praysed at v li; and a paire of organs in our Lady Chapel praysed at 
x s’.23 The position of these organs reflects the liturgical uses that the organ 
had at this time, with the organs respectively being used for festal or parish 
services, collegiate worship and Marian devotions where, following accepted 
practice, they would likely have been used in alternatim performances with 
plainsong. Such performances move the musical provision made beyond 
that strictly necessary to fulfil the statutory obligations laid on the college.

The list of pensions that were given at the dissolution of the college 
confirm seven vicars, seven secondaries, eight choristers and two clerks 
being among those members of the college.24 In addition, specific mention 
is made of a pension of £7 to ‘Sir Robert Peryns, clerk, chaunter there’.25 

  23  Stephen Bicknell, The History of the English Organ, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1996), 47.  
  24  Lawrence Snell, The suppression of the Religious Foundations of Devon and Cornwall, 
(Marazion: Wordens, 1967), 150.
  25  Lawrence Snell, The Chantry Certificates for Devon and the City of Exeter, (Exeter: 
Townsend, 1961) 46-47.
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Providing evidence that the foundation remained well-staffed to the end, 
these records also imply the ability to perform music beyond basic plainsong 
through the presence of choristers (with a Master) and secondaries. It is 
reasonable to state that the prime liturgical function of the secondaries 
was that akin to the modern lay clerk, performing the normal daily round 
of services. Although the performance of this task alone would not, by 
necessity, require the singer to be able to perform polyphonic music, it is 
probable that, given the educational provision already explored, some were 
capable of such. The presence of graffiti on the stairs leading to the loft of the 
Lady Chapel provides further evidence for the singing of polyphonic music, 
whilst the continued presence of choristers is implied by the inventory listing 
of vestments for their use, including in the ‘North Vestre…Item xij copes for 
the coristors praysed at xvs’.26 We can see the college remained well-staffed 
throughout its existence, with resources for the regular performance of the 
Daily Office to plainchant and for its augmentation by the use of organs for 
alternatim performance and choral polyphony.

Crediton
In contrast to Ottery, what remains from Crediton is largely musical in nature – 
providing evidence as to what was actually performed in the liturgy.  Aside from 
a surviving plainsong manuscript fragment, there is architectural evidence of 
polyphonic notation, mentioned above, and the survival of polyphonic music 
composed by Philip Alcock, the last Master of the Choristers.27 These musical 
survivals connected with Crediton allow provisional conclusions about the 
worship at Crediton, noting that this goes beyond basic performance of the 
core liturgy.  

Of these musical survivals, that with the strongest link to the regular 
liturgical worship of the community is a fragment of a plainsong manuscript 
that, through sheer luck, survived as the cover to a later printed Sarum missal 
that is now in the possession of the Devon Record Office in Exeter.28 The 
most complete section of the manuscript indicates that it is an antiphonal, 
containing music for the offices of the feast of St John the Baptist according 
to the Sarum Use. The printed missal covered by the manuscript dates from 
1521 and, therefore, the manuscript probably dates towards the end of the 

  26  Proceedings of the Devonshire Assoc. 1902, 563.
  27  Philip Alcock, edited by Nick Sandon, Salve Regina, Unpublished transcription from GB 
Lbl Add 17802-5, 1980.
  28  Devon Record Office, Document Crediton 1660 A/1
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previous century. From this we can make two assertions:  firstly, that the 
college at Crediton had, for some period of time, been celebrating the regular 
liturgies to plainchant in accordance with the Sarum Use; and, secondly, 
that the purchase of printed material took place at least as late as the 1520s 
– indicating lively liturgical practice well into the period of early reforms, at a 
time when collegiate foundations might be assumed as entering decline.

Archaeological and manuscript evidence indicates choristers at Crediton 
were trained to sing polyphonic music from notation. The performance of 
such music is likely to have taken place in the liturgy of the Lady Chapel 
and it is significant that a setting of the Salve Regina by Philip Alcock 
remains in manuscript form.29 Worship in the Lady Chapel consisted largely 
of devotional masses and services devoted to the worship of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary. At the suppression of the college, the investory lists ‘vj little 
copes vere olde for the coristors praysed at x,s’30 indicating the provision of 
six choristers within the college. The scoring of Alcock’s antiphon setting 
for three upper voices and a lower voice suggests that this repertory was 
written for the six choristers singing polyphonic music with their Master in 
the Lady Chapel. These survivals relating to Crediton allow us to conclude 
that, whilst the music for the Daily Offices was regularly chanted, polyphonic 
music was a part of the Marian liturgy within the foundation.  

As with Ottery, we can also find information in the records made by the 
Commissioners responsible for accepting the surrender of the college. These 
inventory records contain fairly detailed valuations, allowing comparisons 
of size and quality, both within and between similar foundations. Of direct 
relevance at Crediton, we can see that Crediton possessed two organs: ‘In 
the Quere…a great paire of organs praysed at vjli Xiijs iiijd;’; and ‘…In our 
Lady Chapel…Item a payre of organes praysed at iiijd.’31 Not surprisingly, 
the organs were located in the main liturgical spaces, and that in the Quire 
was larger. This difference relates both to the sizes of the respective spaces 
and the liturgical requirements expected within them. The presence of both 
these organs, as at Ottery, suggests that alternatim performance took place 
at Crediton; supporting the thesis that the musical provision for the liturgy 
went beyond the basic requirements and extended to musical elaboration.

We gain a tantalising insight into a possible relationship between college 
and parish by looking at one situation that arose as a result of the Marian 
restoration of worship and consequent changes during Elizabeth’s reign. This 

  29  Alcock, Salve Regina.
  30  Proceedings of the Devonshire Association, 1902, 560.
  31  Proceedings of the Devonshire Association, 1902, 560.
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is provided by the employment of Hugh Dean as ‘Chapel Clerk’, responsible 
for the worship of the Lady Chapel, during Mary’s reign. Interesting (and 
possibly revealing cross-fertilisation between college and parish), is Dean’s 
continued employment during Elizabeth’s reign. At this time seven psalters 
were bought, together with two ‘bought th’on for the parson and t’other 
for the chapell clerk, vs.’32 Tantalisingly, the purchase of seven psalters 
matches the provision of six choristers and a Master in the pre-suppression 
Lady Chapel. This may indicate possible musical elements to the liturgy in 
the period of the Elizabethan Settlement, but is also suggestive of earlier 
relationships between the practice of the collegiate foundation and parish 
worship – relationships witnessed not only by the restoration of worship in 
the Lady Chapel during Mary’s reign but by the movement of personnel from 
serving one to the other in Elizabeth’s reign.

Conclusions: Empty vessels?
Until the recent revisionism of scholars such as Scarisbrick, Haigh and 
Duffy, scholarly consensus held that religious reform was much needed in 
the late mediaeval church and that, through reformation of doctrine and use 
of vernacular liturgy, reformation brought alive for the laity a religion that 
had been clericalised within the mediaeval church. In recent years a number 
of studies have led revision of this assumption; identifying lively and well-
grounded practice of religion across a range of communities.  Such studies 
have tended to focus on the life of the ordinary parish church,33 leaving a 
gap in our knowledge of those formally constituted institutions that were 
larger than ordinary parish churches but not of the same status as cathedrals 
and greater abbeys.  In the absence of other evidence the assumption has 
remained that, in line with reforming polemic, such institutions were both 
lifeless and corrupt; they were ‘Empty Vessels’.  

This article aims to fill this gap by identifying possible evidence within two 
such foundations; those at Crediton and Ottery Saint Mary. Focussing on 
these two foundations in the period immediately prior to their suppression 
has sought to identify the evidence for a revisionist approach within these 
contexts. In support of this, we have found that they remained faithful to 
their founders’ intentions as places of prayer, retaining a vitality indicated 

  32  Cresswell, B. F., (Trans.), Accounts of the Wardens of The Corporation of Crediton 
Church, 1551-1599, (Devon Record Office, Crediton PW1), 50.
  33  e.g. Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars; Duffy, The Voices of Morebath; and Nicholas 
Orme, Going to Church in Mediaeval England, (London: Yale 2021).
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by staffing levels that were maintained to the very end of their formal lives, 
and that they developed, through their musical and educational efforts, a 
cultural heritage that lasted beyond their suppression. This continuity is 
indicated both by the retention of some staff but, of more historical import, 
through the continuance of their schools and probable echoes of musical 
provision within the new liturgies – transmitted to the present day in musical 
traditions that consciously draw on this heritage. This continuity can also be 
seen in the cultural, educational legacy that these foundations have offered 
to the present day; in the form of The Kings School in Ottery and Queen 
Elizabeth’s School in Crediton.

Far from being empty vessels, we can say that the collegiate foundations 
at Ottery and Crediton contained a vigorous spiritual and musical life 
that spiritually and culturally informed their communities on the eve of 
the Reformation. This influence was not only present during their formal 
existence but has shaped the subsequent practice both of the churches and 
communities they continue to serve, offering a lasting tribute to the spiritual 
and cultural effect they had in their pre-Reformation lives.

Nick Brown studied Music at Royal Holloway University of London and 
Theology at the University of Oxford before undertaking doctoral research at 
Durham University. He is a priest in the Church of England and is currently 
a Canon of Windsor, contributing to the life and work of the College of St 
George in Windsor  Castle. Until taking up that role he was Precentor of 
Lincoln, in which role he was responsible for the musical and liturgical life of 
Lincoln Cathedral.
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Degory Wheare’s Dumnonian Friends: 
A Literary Circle in 1590s Oxford

JAMES DOELMAN

In July of 1593 five young men of the Tamar Valley went up together to 
Oxford, all matriculating at Broadgates Hall: Degory Wheare, Charles 
Fitzgeffry, and three Rous brothers, Robert, Richard and Francis.1 Their 
activities over the next decades provide the opportunity for a case study 
of a flourishing literary and social circle, rooted in their shared past in the 
Cornwall-Devon border area and developed by the broader context offered 
by Oxford. Although Wheare’s group was only one of many such literary 
circles, the survival of two volumes – Fitzgeffry’s Latin epigram collection 
Affaniae (1601) and Wheare’s manuscript letterbook of 1595 onward (Bodl. 
MS Selden Supra 81) – provides us with a more complete picture than usual 
of the university culture in which poetry was written and circulated amongst a 
group of friends.2 Their poetic activity reflects  a sense of provincial identity, 
which they construed as ‘Dumnonian’ and based in eastern Cornwall and 
western Devon. Thus, these poems and letters provide an opportunity to 
probe how men from the Tamar Valley established their regional identity in 
a framework that did not emphasize a Celtic origin or the Cornish language.

The reality of the Wheare ‘circle’ or ‘network’ is not merely a trick of the 

  1  Although there is no surviving poetic work in his name, George Spry (matr. Broadgates 
1594), of the Roseland Peninsula in Cornwall, was also a close member of this circle.
  2  The manuscript letterbook has only received scholarly attention in Goodwin F. Berquist, 
Jr., ‘The Wheare Letterbook: Further Insight into the Life of John Pym’, Speech Monographs, 
33 (1966), 102-13, which provided English translation of the letters to Pym.

© 2025 The Devon History Society
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light: the young men clearly shared poems, addressed one another in their 
poems, and at times self-consciously refer to themselves as a group with 
a common heritage.3 At the same time, our sense of a network may be 
fragmentary because of limited evidence: that is, there may be members 
whose literary activity was substantial but does not survive. Moreover, 
letters preserve only the evidence of connection for when the members 
were not in close physical proximity to one another, when the friendships 
were in fact strained by separation and distance. A much more ongoing 
process of poetic sharing probably went on in immediate circumstances for 
which there will be no surviving evidence. While Timothy Raylor suggests 
that the term ‘literary circle’ is used ‘to explain a wide range of complex, 
often messy, social interactions’,4 the Wheare group would fall on the intense 
end of the spectrum he outlines: they share ‘dense social, geographical, 
and intellectual bonds’.5 Such circles have been identified in the milieus of 
the Inns of Court, London taverns, and, to a lesser degree, the universities, 
but scholars have been slow to consider those that were rooted in more 
provincial localities, or how such roots might continue to be significant even 
as the individuals moved away from their place of origin. This gap in literary 
studies is in contrast to the emphasis on localities in historical studies of the 
past few decades, which have more thoroughly considered the relationship 
between county communities and the centres of power.

Arriving together at Broadgates, the older figures, Wheare (aged twenty) 
and Fitzgeffry (eighteen), would have partly functioned as guardians to 
the younger, but socially superior, Rous brothers (aged fifteen, fourteen 
and twelve). In addition, other younger figures came to Broadgates in 
subsequent years, to whom Wheare served in the role of tutor and mentor 
– most prominent among these was the Rouses’ stepbrother, John Pym, 
who matriculated in 1599. Thus, Wheare and his friends did not form a 
static group: the contacts, circumstances and vocational roles changed 
significantly over the decade 1593 to 1602. Two of them later went on to 
considerable prominence: Wheare became the first Camden Professor 
of History at Oxford and the principal of Gloucester Hall; Francis Rous 

  3  Wheare at one point refers to Fitzgeffry’s poems being seen by ‘comitia nostra’, (Bodl. 
Supra Selden 81, fol. 19r). [Unless otherwise noted, all subsequent references for Wheare’s 
letters are to this manuscript.]
  4  Timothy Raylor, ‘Newcastle’s Ghosts: Robert Payne, Ben Jonson, and the “Cavendish 
Circle”’, pp. 92-114, in Claude J. Summers and Ted-Larry Pebworth (eds.), Literary Circles 
and Cultural Communities in Renaissance England (Columbia and London: University of 
Missouri Press, 2000), 92.
  5  Raylor, ‘Newcastle’s Ghosts’, 92.
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became a prominent Parliamentarian, serving as Speaker in the Barebones 
Parliament of 1653 and on the Privy Council of Oliver Cromwell in the mid-
1650s. He also published a large number of works of religious devotion and 
controversy from the 1620s on. However, this study is primarily concerned 
with the group’s activities and writings in the 1590s and very early 1600s, 
the time of their shared university studies and literary endeavours, and a 
period when their social connections were still dominated by their common 
roots in the Tamar Valley.

The Circle’s General Characteristics
The members of this group shared three major connections: geographical 
roots in eastern Cornwall and western Devon, attendance at Broadgates 
Hall (which became Pembroke College in 1624), Oxford, and an inclination 
to the more Puritan or godly end of the Protestant spectrum. These three 
common elements were not coincidental: Broadgates was a traditional 
college choice for men from Cornwall and Devon, and the East Hundred 
of Cornwall did tend to a more continental Protestantism than the western 
parts of the county.  

This sense of community is frequently reflected in Wheare’s letters: he, 
like Fitzgeffry in his epigrams, refers to himself and his friends as ‘Danmonii’ 
[Danmonians],6 after the ancient people that had inhabited Devon and 
the eastern part of Cornwall.7 While the people were more often called 
‘Dunmonii’, ‘Dumnonii’, or ‘Damnonii’, Camden’s Britannia offers ‘Danmonii’ 
as most correct, and this is the likely source for Wheare and his friends.8 
(In his The Survey of Cornwall Richard Carew also follows Camden in 

  6  Wheare to Francis Rous, 4 Non. Mai. 1601 [May 3], fol. 18r. Similarly, when he is in 
Dorset, he refers to being in a village among the ‘Durotriges’. (Wheare to Spry, pridie Kal. 
Dec. [Nov. 30] 1601, fol. 29v.)
  7  The Roman civitas Dumnoniorum was followed by the post-Roman kingdom of Dumnonia, 
which Malcolm Todd identifies as among the least Romanized of the British kingdoms of the 
late imperial period (The South West to AD 1000 (New York: Routledge, 2014), 216-7). See 
also C. A. Ralegh Radford, ‘The Dumnonii’, Journal of the Royal Institution of Cornwall, n.s. 
2 (1953), 12-24.
  8  Daniel Lysons and Samuel Lysons, Magna Britannia (London: T Cadell and W 
Davies,1814), 3:3-10. There is debate over whether they were of Celtic or Belgic origin. The 
earliest British source for ‘Damnonia’ is Gildas, De Excidio, 28 and 31 (Francis Haverfield, 
The Roman Occupation of Britain: Being Six Ford Lectures (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1924), 276). Gildas was incorporated into Nennius’s Historia Brittonum. VCH Cornwall, vol. 
2, pt. 5, p. 25, notes that ‘Damnonia in the fifth century became a kingdom whose rulers 
bore Roman names and called themselves “Gwledig” or Emperor’.
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using ‘Damnonii’).9 The Welsh antiquary Humphrey Llwyd’s The breviary 
of Britayne (1573) associates the Damnonii with Devon, centred on Exeter 
(which was ‘Isca Dumnoniorum’), with the Cernico living further west; his 
identification of the Cernico focuses on their language and its kinship to 
Welsh.10 In Affaniae Fitzgeffry identifies figures of the Tamar valley (and even 
John Jewel, born on the north coast of Devon at Berrynarbor) as ‘Danmonii’, 
but uses ‘Cornubia’ in reference to where he himself grew up near Fowey. 
Wheare and his friends do not share the sense of a Celtic Cornish identity 
that has been described by Mark Stoyle in West Britons;11 overall, their self-
understanding is closer to the non-Celtic sense of Cornish identity described 
by John Chynoweth.12 However, it is not strictly Cornish, but focused on 
the Tamar valley and the surrounding areas of both Cornwall and Devon. 
Overall, Wheare and his friends’ view of themselves as ‘Danmonian’ seems 
to have been more geographical than racially or linguistically based – more 
to do with soil than blood. I have found no evidence of any of the circle 
knowing Cornish.

Such an understanding of their region was not exceptional in the period; 
Michael Drayton’s geographical epic poem Poly-Olbion (1612), which 
throughout is focused upon rivers as the chief topographical identifiers, 
describes the kinship of those who lie on either side the Tamar:

But Tamer takes the place, and all attend her here,  
A faithfull bound to both; and two that be so neare  
For likeliness of soile, and quantitie they hold,  
Before the Roman came; whose people were of old  
Knowne by one generall name, upon this point that dwell,13

  9  Richard Carew, The Survey of Cornwall (London: Printed by S. Stafford for Iohn 
Jaggard,1602), 54.
  10  Humphrey Llwyd, The breviary of Britayne (London: By Richard Iohnes, 1573), sig. D2r.  
  11  On the question of Cornish identity in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, see also 
Philip Payton, The Making of Modern Cornwall (Redruth: Dyllansow Truran, 1992), John 
Chynoweth, Tudor Cornwall (Stroud: Tempus, 2002), James Vernon, ‘Border Crossings: 
Cornwall and the English imagi(nation)’, in Geoffrey Cubitt (ed.), Imagining Nations 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998), 153-72, and Bernard Deacon, Cornwall: 
A Concise History (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2007), 72-77. Amy Hale notes that ‘It 
is not until the very late seventeenth century that the term Celtic is being used to describe 
living populations’ (‘Rethinking Celtic Cornwall: An Ethnographic Approach’, in Philip Payton 
(ed.), Cornish Studies: Five (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1997), 87).
  12  Chynoweth, Tudor Cornwall, 21-23.
  13  Michael Drayton, Poly-Olbion (London: Printed by Humphrey Lownes for M Lownes, 
1612), 6. Although he points to the shared name, Drayton does not actually include 
‘Dumnonian’ or its variants.
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Similarly, in his The Survey of Cornwall Carew reminds readers that in 
the past Cornwall extended far beyond the Tamar, as Brute was said to have 
landed at ‘Totnes in Cornwall’.14  In this framework, then, the Tamar is not so 
much a dividing line as a defining centre or focus.15

The Rous and Fitzgeffry families had come to Cornwall only in the 
previous generation, and settled along the west bank of the river Tamar, 
its most heavily anglicized area.  Furthermore, along with adjoining areas 
of Devon it was marked by a much more Puritan Protestant identity than 
the rest of Cornwall. Wheare’s family was based in Jacobstow, an area of 
northeastern Cornwall also dominated by non-Cornish place names, so he 
too may not have identified at all with the Celtic aspect of Cornwall.16 Given 
the Wheare circle’s focus on Latin culture, they also may have been attracted 
to the more Roman identity of the ‘Danmonii’, a people who, according 
to some accounts in the sixteenth century, were neither strictly Celtic nor 
Anglo-Saxon. Questions remain: was their ‘Dumnonian’ identity more 
broadly shared by others from the same area? Did it constitute a substantial 
sense of distinctiveness or was it more of a youthful, and possibly playful, 
scholarly affectation?

The association of these figures (and possibly their poetic interaction) 
predates their arrival in Oxford. As a group, they were much dependent on 
Sir Anthony Rous (the father of the Rous brothers), whom Wheare refers 
to as ‘equite[m] inter Danmonios nostrates’.17 He was a leading figure in 
the Tamar Valley, a client of the power-broker the Earl of Bedford,18 and he 
served as Justice of the Peace, M. P. for East Looe in 1584, and sheriff of 
Cornwall on a number of occasions.19 Wheare relates how his own father 
was ‘non infimae plebis sortisve despicatae’ [not of the lowest folk or most 
despised sort], but because of a large family he was hard-put to support 
Degory’s education;20 Rous then played a substantial role in furthering 

  14  Carew, The Survey of Cornwall, 2.
  15  Such is supported by Chynoweth’s description of interaction between Cornwall and 
Devon (Tudor Cornwall, 22-23).
  16  O. J. Padel, ‘Place-Names’, in Roger Kain and William Ravenhill (eds.), Historical Atlas of 
South-West England (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2000), 88; and Philip Payton, ‘The 
Retreat of the Cornish Language’, in Historical Atlas of South-West England, 267-8.
  17  Wheare to Hannibal Gamon, 3 Kal. Jan. 1626 [Dec. 29, 1625], Degorei Wheari Prael. 
Hist. (1628), 90.  The manuscript version of this letter does not use the term ‘Danmonian’ 
here, but describes Rous as ‘equitem inter nostrates clarissimum et pietatis plenum’.
  18  John C. Street, A Genealogy of the Rouses of Devon (Madison, Wisc.: J. C. Street, 
2002), 74.
  19  The fullest biography of Rous is found in P. W. Hasler, The House of Commons, 1558-
1603, 2 vols. (London: H. M. Stationery Office, 1981), ii, 305-6.
  20  Wheare to Gamon, 3 Kal. Jan. 1626 [Dec. 29, 1625], Degorei Wheari Prael. Hist., 90.
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Wheare’s education and career. In Affaniae 1:23, Fitzgeffry mentions that 
he lived for some time with the Rouses, and later he would receive a church 
living (St Dominic, Cornwall) in the gift of Rous. Finally, in his funeral sermon 
on Sir Anthony, Fitzgeffry describes him as one who ‘hath beene unto me in 
love and affection, not so much a Patron as a Father’.21 

Both Wheare and Fitzgeffry had their elementary education closer 
to home (Wheare with Robert Harding,22 Fitzgeffry under Rev Richard 
Harvey).23 After this, it seems that Wheare, Fitzgeffry, and Francis, Richard, 
and Robert Rous were educated together in Cornwall under the tutelage 
of ‘Henricum Wallisium venerandum nunc senem & clari nominis fideiq[ue] 
Ministrum’ [the venerable, now old Henry Wallis, a minister of shining 
reputation and faith].24 Wallis, a priest in St Dominic’s, Cornwall, and later in 
Plymouth, seems to have had a lasting influence upon Wheare. Repeatedly 
in Wheare’s letters Wallis is referred to as ‘nostro Vallesis’ and at one point 
as ‘mecenate meo’ [‘my Maecenas’],25 and he describes their youth under 
the patronage of Rous and the tutoring of Wallis as a ‘consortio studiorum’.26 
There was a grammar school at Saltash on the west side of the Tamar in the 

  21  Charles Fitzgeffry, Elisha, his lamentation, for his owne, and all Israels losse, in Elijah 
(London: Printed by William Stansby for Iohn Parker, 1622), 38. Micheline White, ‘Women 
Writers and Literary-Religious Circles in the Elizabethan West Country: Anne Dowriche, 
Anne Lock Prowse, Anne Lock Moyle, Ursula Fulford, and Elizabeth Rous’, Modern 
Philology, 103 (2005), 187-214, explores a circle of women with significant connections to 
that under discussion here: Elizabeth Rous was the wife of Sir Anthony Rous, the central 
patron of the group, and Anne Lock Moyle was married to Robert Moyle of Bake, Cornwall, 
who was among the friends of Fitzgeffry and Wheare.
  22  Wheare to Gamon, 3 Kal. Jan. 1626 [Dec. 29, 1625], Degorei Wheari Prael. Hist., 88. 
This was likely the Robert Harding who later (1602) became rector of Boconnoc, Cornwall, 
the parish of which Fitzgeffry’s father, Alexander, had been rector in the 1580s. The living 
was in the gift of the Mohuns, Fitzgeffry’s stepfamily. William and Thomas Mohun were 
also educated with Fitzgeffry in his youth (Charles Fitzgeffry, Affaniae (Oxford: Excudebat 
Josephus Barnesius, 1601), 3:39).
  23  Fitzgeffry addresses ‘Rev. Richard Harvey, Cornishman’ with the words ‘you who have 
shaped me from my earliest years’, and ‘You once gave me to my studies’, in Affaniae, 
3:19 (translated by Dana F. Sutton, “Affaniae Book II”, Charles Fitzgeoffrey: Affaniae and 
Cenotaphia (1601), The Philological Museum, 18 February 2006, http://www.philological.
bham.ac.uk/affaniae/2eng.html.) [All subsequent translations from Affaniae are from 
Sutton’s edition]. William and Thomas Mohun were also educated with Fitzgeffry in his youth 
(Fitzgeffry, Affaniae, 3:39).
  24  Wheare to Gamon, Degorei Wheari prael. Hist., 90.
  25  Wheare to Fitzgeffry, 9 Sept. 1595, fol. 4v. Fitzgeffry mentions in Affaniae, 1:23, that 
Wheare and he were joined ‘from our earliest years in an auspicious bond’. 
  26  Wheare to Gamon, 3 Kal. Jan. 1626, Degorei Wheari Prael. Hist., 90.
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sixteenth century,27 and from Henrican times it had a reputation for advanced 
Protestantism, but we cannot be certain that this was where Wheare and 
his friends studied with Wallis.28 Chynoweth notes that in Cornwall, ‘The 
services of private tutors were sometimes shared by several families’,29 and 
this may have been the case with Wallis. 

Both tradition and statute encouraged a continuity between students’ 
homes and their life at Oxford, as some colleges restricted fellowships 
to those of a certain diocese or who had attended a particular school.30 
Thus, study at Oxford continued and fostered local associations, while also 
exposing the young men to a broader society.31 Mark Stoyle’s statement, ‘in 
Stuart Oxford, undergraduates from Devon and Cornwall banded together 
against the rest of the world’32 is not fully borne out by the evidence of the 
Wheare circle: while they had a clear sense of identity it was neither exclusive 

  27  A. R. M. Stowe, English grammar schools in the reign of Queen Elizabeth (New York: 
Teachers College, 1908), 166. 
  28  Nicholas Orme, Education in the West of England 1066-1548 (Exeter: University of 
Exeter Press, 1976), 169. Carew, The Survey of Cornwall, sig. 112v, describes what were 
clearly ‘prophesying’ gatherings there: ‘It was not long since, that the neighbour-ministers 
successively bestowed their paines in preaching there, on the market daies, and the 
bordering gentlemen yeelded their presence. Sermon ended, the Preachers resorted to 
one ordinary, and the Gentlemen to another. This affoorded commendable effects to many 
works of love [113r] and charity: but, with the retorted blame, from one to another, it is now 
wholly given over’. Similarly, a letter of December 1585 is from ‘the brethren of the exercise 
of Saltayshe’ (Annie I. Cameron (ed.), The Warrender Papers, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: Scottish 
Historic Society, 1931), ii, 203-5); included among the signatories is Henry Wallis. 
  29  Chynoweth, Tudor Cornwall, 63. This supposes that Wheare had already as a boy come 
into the Rous circle at Halton in the southeast of Cornwall; however, it is also possible that 
his early education took place in the vicinity of his birthplace in Jacobstow.
  30  On the relationship between particular colleges and counties, see Victor Morgan, 
‘Cambridge University and “The Country” 1560-1640’, in Lawrence Stone (ed.), The 
University in Society, 2 vols. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), ii, 183-245, 
which, while focused on Cambridge, notes that the same pattern was found at Oxford. 
This essay reappears in a slightly revised form in Christopher Brooke (ed.), History of the 
University of Cambridge, 4 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988-2004), ii, 
181-240. See also J. K. McConica, ‘The Social Relations of Tudor Oxford’, in Transactions of 
the Royal Historical Society, 5th series, 27 (1977), 115-34.
  31  Warren Boutcher, ‘Pilgrimage to Parnassus: Local Intellectual Traditions, Humanist 
Education and the Cultural Geography of Sixteenth-century England’, 110-47, in Niall 
Livingstone and Yun Lee Too (eds.), Pedagogy and Power: Rhetorics of Classical Learning 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 124. Morgan, ‘Cambridge University and 
“The Country” 1560-1640’, 231-32, notes how men situated at the universities often played 
the role of disseminating family and political news to a range of associates scattered across 
the country. They would also frequently circulate books, especially more scholarly ones, 
among a wide range of acquaintances. 
  32  Mark Stoyle, West Britons: Cornish Identities and the Early Modern British State (Exeter: 
University of Exeter Press, 2002), 10.
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nor articulated as oppositional. The regional association seems to have 
been stronger than that of the College in general or that which may have 
been inspired by a shared religious sensibility: in the first part of Wheare’s 
letterbook there are few letters to men of Broadgates Hall or advanced 
Protestants who were not of the West Country.33 Regional connections 
continued to be fostered even at Broadgates: the choice of a tutor was 
often based on local associations, and arranged before the student went 
up to Oxford,34 and holidays seem largely to have been spent in Cornwall 
and Devon. However, as years passed Wheare’s letters reflect a broadening 
social circle.

Broadgates Hall: ‘novensilium domus dearum’
At Broadgates Hall this group found a rich literary environment, with an 
established tradition of Latin versifying among friends. Fitzgeffry refers to 
it as ‘novensilium domus dearum,/Phoeboque hospita, vatibusque semper/
Aula’, [‘this house of the nine goddesses, always a residence for Phoebus 
and his bards’,] of which he hopes to be remembered as an alumnus.35 In 
an epigram on his own birthday (3:44), Fitzgeffry laments that he is far from 
the Muses and Wheare, suggesting that for him poetic composition is rooted 
in the Broadgates social setting. Wheare, writing to Richard Carpenter who 
had briefly returned to Cornwall, refers to Broadgates as a place of poetic 
inspiration: ‘Hic domus hic sedes, hic sunt penetralis musis’ [this house, 
this seat, these are the shrines of the muses].36 Such gestures were not 
merely biased self-congratulation: the late sixteenth and early seventeenth-
century saw what Douglas Macleane calls ‘a brilliant list of scholar-poets 
and statesmen, men of action and of letters’, educated at Broadgates, 
including John Heywood, Sir Edward Dyer, George Peele, and (probably) 
Fulke Greville.37 The circles at Christ Church, Oxford, are well-known for 
having produced many manuscript poetry miscellanies in the 1620s and 

  33  There were a few exceptions: Marmaduke Ingram of York, and later a priest in Shropshire, 
became a fairly central member of the group, largely it would seem through his presence at 
Broadgates.   
  34  C. M. Dent, Protestant Reformers in Elizabethan Oxford (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1983), 184.  
  35  Fitzgeffry, Affaniae, 3:141.
  36  Wheare to Richard Carpenter, fol. 4v.
  37  Douglas Macleane, History of Pembroke College, Oxford, Anciently Broadgates Hall 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1897), 96. At the end of his long epigram to Sommaster (Affaniae, 
3:141), Fitzgeffry lists the great names of Broadgates, and hopes that he might find a place 
among them.  
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1630s; these same circles brought forth predictable collections of Latin verse 
marking royal events. As an adjunct to Christ Church, Broadgates seems to 
have shared that college’s emphasis on poetic activity.38

While the poets of this circle began their Oxford education at Broadgates, 
a number moved on to Exeter College, which also drew its students largely 
from the southwest and played the role of contributing ‘godly, learned, 
and resident ministers’ to the same area.39 Looking back years later, John 
Prideaux, rector of Exeter College, remarked on the impressive cohort 
of scholars who emerged from the college in the 1590s and early 1600s. 
Similarly, in a memorial volume on the death of John Petre in 1613, Nathaniel 
Carpenter acknowledges the patronage of poetry in Devon and at Exeter 
College.40

The last decades of the sixteenth century saw a mingling of different types 
of students at Oxford colleges and halls: the traditional students, studying 
for the ministry, were still a large part of the student body, but increasingly 
gentlemen with the very different aims of a life of administration at home 
or court, or legal studies at the Inns of Court, were attending as well, often 
without taking a degree.41 Broadgates attracted a higher percentage of such 
gentleman commoners than other Oxford halls and colleges.42 The Wheare 

  38  Christ Church’s poetic culture was to bring forth a rich crop of verse miscellanies in 
the 1620s and 1630s; see Mary Hobbs, Early Seventeenth-Century Verse Miscellany 
Manuscripts (Aldershot, U. K.: Scholar Press, 1992), 116-23.
  39  Dent, Protestant Reformers, 167. Until the late 1570s, Exeter College had been very much 
associated with recusants. Under the successive rectorships of Thomas Glasier (from 1578) 
and Thomas Holland (from 1592), the college was transformed into the strongly Protestant 
institution experienced by Wheare’s generation. (John Maddicott, Founders and Fellowship: 
The Early History of Exeter College Oxford, 1314-1592 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2014), 299-307.)
  40  Nathaniel Carpenter, Threni Exoniensium in obitum illustrissimi viri D. Iohannis Petrei 
(Oxford,  1613), 5-11. John Petre (1549-1613) was the son of Sir William Petre (1505/6-
1572) who had established the Petrean fellowships at Exeter College, which were reserved 
for scholars from the West Country; John continued his father’s patronage of the college 
(Maddicott, Founders and Fellowship, 283-307).
  41  Dent, Protestant Reformers, 196. See McConica, ‘The Social Relations of Tudor Oxford’, 
122. He points back to the important work by Mark Curtis, Oxford and Cambridge in 
Transition, 1558-1642: an essay on changing relations between the English universities and 
English society (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965). 
  42  J. K. McConica, ‘The Rise of the Undergraduate College’, 1-68, in The History of the 
University of Oxford (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), iii, 40; MacLeane, History of 
Pembroke College, 95. Broadgates published its own volume of Latin verse on the death of 
Prince Henry in 1612, Eidyllia in obitum fulgentissimi Henrici Walliae Principis duodecimi, 
Romaeq[ue] ruentis terroris maximi. The ascription of this to Broadgates scholars is based 
upon Leicester Bradner, Musae Anglicanae; a history of Anglo-Latin poetry, 1500-1925 
(New York: Modern Language Association of America, 1940), 352. 
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circle included about equal numbers of these two types, and while there 
is a sense of social obligation owed by Wheare and Fitzgeffry to the Rous 
family, their writings reflect an intimacy of friendship that transcends class 
differences.

In terms of religion, Wheare and his Broadgates circle in the 1590s 
can best be described as typical conforming Calvinists. While the Cornish 
principal of Broadgates, George Summaster, ‘encouraged the admission of 
students of advanced protestant tendencies’,43 it was never the site of the 
hottest Protestantism in Oxford, a role taken by Magdalen College in the 
1570s, and then Queen’s College from the 1580s on.44 Broadgates students 
remained largely peaceable in religious matters; there is little evidence of 
the more radical non-conformity that stirred controversy. Consistent with 
this relative moderation, Fitzgeffry and Wheare celebrated worthy men 
who did not share their own godly roots: unsurprisingly, Fitzgeffry honours 
the Puritan John Reinolds, but also praises Archbishop Whitgift. Affaniae 
2:106-14 presents a series of anti-Roman Catholic poems, but Fitzgeffry 
also celebrates Robert Turner, a Broadgates alumnus who became a Jesuit, 
in Book 3 of Affaniae. Both he and Wheare deeply admired the Catholic 
Michelborne brothers, whom they perceived as poetic forebears. 

In later years, particularly after Wheare’s return to Oxford to take on 
the role of professor of history in 1622 (and in 1626 the principalship of 
Gloucester Hall), his circle of correspondents markedly widened; while he 
maintained earlier contacts, he now also exchanged letters with a range 
of scholarly figures at Oxford and beyond. Many of these figures leaned 
in the direction of advanced Continental Protestantism, but Wheare also 
corresponded with men like William Smyth, later a noted Laudian. Of the 
circle of friends, Francis Rous was to become the most notably ‘Puritan’, 
and he published a large body of religious writings from the 1620s through 
1650s. He also figured prominently in the Parliaments of the 1640s and 
1650s, including as the Speaker of the ‘Barebones’ Parliament. However, 
during their Oxford time, even for him such radicalism was far in the future.   
A Wheare letter of 1596 that describes a weekend of revelry with one 
Barnfield (whom I believe is the poet Richard Barnfield)45 captures the tension 
between godly personal piety and conviviality. Wheare and his friends 
participate with Barnfield (whom he ultimately finds a tiresome guest) in what 

  43  Dent, Protestant Reformers, 78. Dent also notes (86n) that Broadgates employed French 
religious refugees as catechists.
  44  Dent, Protestant Reformers, 67.
  45  Foster, Alumni Oxonienses, lists no other Barnfield at Oxford in this period.
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he calls ‘pauxillam compotationem’ [a little drinking party] on the Saturday 
night, but for Barnfield that is not enough: the next day is also devoted to 
revelry.  Wheare writes, ‘ubi diem illum sacrum divinis exercitiis dicatum 
(O DEOS ILAEDETI EMIN) lautis coessationibus, largis compotationibus, 
laetis commentationibus laceramus, corrumpimus perdimus’ [that sacred 
day devoted to holy exercises (O God be merciful to me!) we squander 
with fine delays, large drinking gatherings, with pleasant meditations, we 
corrupt it, we ruin it, as we pleasantly give up sermons amongst our cups]. 
Despite Wheare’s guilt-filled  neglect of religious duties, Barnfield still insists 
on calling Wheare ‘another Cato, and indeed a severe Puritan’ [alterum 
Catonem reperturum, et nimis severum puritanum]. Wheare responds that 
he is simply a figure of moderation: ‘pietati[s?] [6r] semper amans, comitatis, 
(praesertim inter amicos comes,) et omnis generis humanitatis, iocari 
libet ridere libet et genio aliquantisper indulgere, salva interim conscientia 
modestia et constantia’ [I was always loving of piety, of courtesy (especially 
among obliging friends) and of all humanity; it is permissible to joke, to laugh 
and to indulge the spirit for a time, meanwhile with a sound conscience, 
modesty, and constancy].46 Ultimately, Wheare captures well the tension 
within this circle of friends – they were trying to combine the humanist (and 
even Anacreontic) embracing of celebration and poetry with a commitment 
to the personal and corporate piety of the Calvinist tradition.

Literary Works
In 1596 the poetic activity of this group first made its way into the public realm 
of print, with Fitzgeffry’s English poem, Sir Francis Drake, His Honorable 
Lifes Commendation, and His Tragicall Deathes Lamentation. Fitzgeffry 
had immediate access to information about the naval hero’s voyages 
through his patron, Anthony Rous, who had been a close friend of Drake, 
and who accompanied him on his 1585 expedition and served as executor 
of his will.47 Furthermore, another friend of Wheare, the scholar and poet 
Thomas Farnaby, had been on Drake’s fateful final voyage of 1595.48 Like 
many gentlemen of the West Country, Fitzgeffry felt a strong kinship with 
such naval heroes, but this particular composition may have been a way of 

  46  Wheare to Marmaduke Ingram, 7 Oct. 1596, fols. 5v-6r.
  47  Street, A Genealogy of the Rouses of Devon, 75. Hasler, The House of Commons, 1558-
1603, iii, 306.
  48  Wheare to Thomas Farnaby, 15 July 1599, fol. 8r. In the later 1590s Farnaby served as 
a schoolmaster in Cornwall, a situation which might constitute a further link to the Wheare 
circle.
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honouring his patron Anthony Rous as well. (The poem also offers extended 
praise of Sir John Hawkins of Plymouth, who died on the same voyage.) 
Fitzgeffry’s main goal is to celebrate Drake as a modern hero, worthy of the 
poetic treatment that has been afforded the great of both classical and more 
recent times. There is also an air of apology about the work, as it defends 
the memory of Drake against both Spanish lies and English neglect. The 
volume is prefaced with verses by Fitzgeffry’s Broadgates friends: Wheare, 
Francis Rous, and Richard Rous.  

Sir Francis Drake is written in lofty rhyme royal stanzas; the language and 
references are heavily classicized and somewhat burdened with ink-horn 
terms like ‘orbicular’.  However, it has a rich density often lacking in such 
commemorative verses and is worthy of George Saintsbury’s description of 
it as Fitzgeffry’s ‘remarkable poem on Drake’.49 The early stanzas manifest 
a powerful use of enjambment, but this gives way to more static, end-
stopped lines as the poem continues. Drake is the earliest surviving work by 
Fitzgeffry, but a reference in that poem to his Muse having learned ‘A note 
above her rurall minstralsie’ suggests that earlier he had composed some 
non-surviving pastoral works.50 The volume was successful enough for a 
second edition in the same year, in which Fitzgeffry added a preface ‘To 
the Reader’, where he defended himself against some who had attacked his 
overly ambitious poem.51 That numerous passages from it were included in 
Robert Abbot’s anthology Englands Parnassus (1600) is further evidence of 
its success.

Fitzgeffry’s Drake was followed two years later by Francis Rous’s 
Thule, or Vertues History (1598), an ambitious, if unsuccessful, attempt at 
Spenserian allegory by an eighteen-year -old. It rejects the usual apologetic 
notes of the young writer, confident in its ‘bolder Muse’, while recognizing 
that he is like Phaeton in his daring youthful flight. Rous specifically 
identifies Sidney, Ariosto, and King James as his literary forebears, and the 
Spenserian influence on diction and allegorical action is evident throughout. 
Like Fitzgeffry’s poem, Thule occasionally turns to thundering Senecan 
passages describing dark, hellish scenes. The poem itself is set in Iceland, 

  49  George Saintsbury, A History of Elizabethan Literature (London: Macmillan and Co., 
1891), 131.
  50  Charles Fitzgeffry, Sir Francis Drake, His Honorable Lifes Commendation, and His 
Tragicall Deathes Lamentation (Oxford: Printed by Ioseph Barnes etc., 1596), sig. A2r. There 
are two short passages by Fitzgeffry in the anthology Englands Parnassus (1600) that are 
not from Drake, which suggests that other English poems of his were in circulation.
  51  Fitzgeffry directly quotes one in particular who has maligned his poem, but I have not 
been able to track this down.
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and it is possible that Rous had heard descriptions of it from seafarers of the 
Plymouth area.52 Unlike Drake, Rous’s poem cannot be considered a poetic 
success: awkward grammatical construction is frequent, and Rous struggles 
with the confines of both the ottava rima stanza and the short cantos he had 
chosen for the poem’s organization. The incessantly end-stopped lines are 
ultimately stultifying. The published Thule consists of only two books and 
a conclusion, by which point a number of interlaced Romance narratives 
have been initiated, but few completed. There is no evidence that Rous ever 
wrote more of the poem: a fulsome letter of praise from Wheare in its year of 
publication encourages him to complete it,53 but at that time Rous had gone 
to Leiden and seemed engaged in a new phase of his life.

Like Fitzgeffry’s Drake, Rous’s poem may have been written to serve a 
more personal function, as it is dedicated to one ‘Amy Audley’. This is very 
likely Anne, the eldest daughter of George Touchet, 11th baron Audley, of 
Stalbridge, Dorset, to whom Rous was related through his grandmother, 
Eleanor Mervyn.54 (Wheare later served this family as a tutor, as will be 
explored below.) A passage in Thule directed towards Audley suggests that 
Rous composed it while living with, or in the vicinity of, the family, and that 
there was some romantic connection with Audley: it was ‘Where love enjoynd 
him for a while to dwell’.55 Audley would seem to be personated in the poem 
as ‘Bellamy’ [beautiful Amy], the description of whose funeral ends the 
poem. It seems likely that this fictional death of ‘Bellamy’ marks not the literal 
death of Amy/Anne, but allegorically represents her marriage to Edward 
Blount in 1599, which ended Rous’s own hopes and made it pointless to 
continue the poem. Little is known of Rous’s poetic activity in the next few 
years, beyond that letters from Wheare in 1601 praise Rous’s ‘songs’ and 
predict poetic fame for him.56 His later writings, both verse and prose, were 
of a very different flavour from Thule, in their zealous pursuit of a Puritan and 
Parliamentary agenda. Thule stands, then, as a marker of the ambition, if not 
fulfillment, of poetic activity fostered by Wheare’s Dumnonian circle. 	

  52  McConica, ‘Elizabethan Oxford: The Collegiate Society’, pp. 645-732, in The History of 
the University of Oxford, iii, 717, notes the intense interest in geography at Christ Church/
Broadgates and Exeter College in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. 
  53  Wheare to Francis Rous, 12 June 1598, fol. 7r.
  54  This Anne was commonly referred to as ‘Amy’ by her immediate family (W. Drake, 
Fasciculus Mervinensis: Being Notes Historical, Genealogical, and Heraldic of the Family 
of Mervyn (London: Metchim & son, 1873), 34). She married Edward Blount of Arleston in 
Derbyshire in 1599 (IGI).
  55  Francis Rous, Thule, or Vertues History (At London: Printed by Felix Kingston, for 
Humfrey Lownes, 1598), sig. A3v.
  56  Wheare to Francis Rous, 26 Aug., 1601, fol. 26v.
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Fitzgeffry, Affaniae
The most significant publication of this group of friends was Fitzgeffry’s large 
collection of Latin epigrams, Affaniae, which appeared in 1601. Like most 
collections of epigrams, Fitzgeffry’s Affaniae is replete with brief, mocking 
portraits of fictionalized contemporaries.  However, it also richly records the 
friendships shared within the group that I have been describing – such is a 
typical but often overlooked dimension of the epigram tradition.57  Fitzgeffry 
repeatedly refers to his epigrams as ‘Phaleuci’, that is, hendecasyllabic 
poems traditionally associated with levity, friendship and ease,58 and more 
reflective of the epigrams of the Greek Anthology than of Martial.59 Their 
difference from other genres is made clear in one addressed to Degory 
Wheare: 

Si nil blanditiis, papyri, si nil 
Blanda profueris precatione,  
Iras adsere mox, minaciasque, 
Et post molliculos leves phaleucos,  
Expectet tetricos truces iambos,  
Sed plures, sed amarulentiores, 
Sed quales socero ferox Lycambri  
Spartani rabies dedit poeta.

[If you achieve nothing with pleasant and friendly entreaties, my papers, 
then soon introduce wrath and threats, and after your light, soft little 
Phaleucians, let him expect harsh savage iambics, more numerous and 
more bitter than those the fierce poet gave to his father-in-law, Lycambrus 
the Spartan.]60 

The friends so addressed most often share Fitzgeffry’s Cornish roots; 
most telling in this regard is his poem, ‘Ad Amicos Oxonienses’, which 
begins,

  57  For further discussion of Affaniae and the epigram tradition, see my The Epigram in 
England: 1590-1640 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016), 262-66.
  58  William Melmoth, in a footnote to his edition of Pliny, suggests that the term 
‘hendecasyllabics’ ‘became a synonym for erotic poetry’ (William Melmoth (trans.), Pliny 
Letters, 2 vols., 4:14 (London: William Heinemann, 1915), i, 319); while this may be true of 
the Italian sense of the term, in England its use seems to have been wider.
  59  Two volumes of Latin hendecasyllables by the late fifteenth-century Italian humanist 
Giovanni Pontano (Ioannis Pontani) proved to be of great influence on the poets that 
followed.
  60  Fitzgeffry, Affaniae, 2:5. The ‘fierce poet’ referred to is Archilochus, who famously 
brought about the death of Lycambes and Neobule through his biting iambics.
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Vere, o mi coryphae amiculorum,  
Rousaei gemini pares gemelli, 
Stacte et lacte aliti piae Thaliae, 
Tuque, o More, pater ioci salisque, 
Praedulcis chorus Aeneique Nasi, 
Cycni pectora molliora pluma,  
O Vernone Phillippidesque chare,  
Charior mihi pectoris medulla, 
Vosque o corda nivis colore tincta,  
O Rashlaee, Bohune, tuque Traefri,

[O Vere, the choir-leader of my dear friends, and you brace of Rouses, 
fed on pious Thalia’s juice and milk, and you, More, father of wit and mirth, 
sweetest chorus of the Brass Nose, breasts more tender than swans’ down, 
o Vernon and dear Phillipps, dearer to me than the marrow of my breast, and 
you, o hearts as white as snow, o Rashley, Bohun, and Treffry,]61

While he calls them his ‘Oxford friends’, these are also predominantly his 
‘Danmonian’ friends from Devon and Cornwall.62 

The process by which Affaniae came into print also reflects its basis in 
this circle of friends. In the weeks leading up to publication Fitzgeffry went 
to Cornwall, leaving the manuscript with Wheare in Oxford, who describes 
himself as the ‘corrector’ of Affaniae, and it is clearly he who saw it through 
the first part of the printing process.63 In turn Wheare sent it to Francis 
Rous and George Spry in London for comment; they responded with some 
concerns about individual satiric poems, and Wheare’s reply shows that they 
have also asked whether the book might be published overseas.64 Later in 
the fall of 1601, when Wheare has gone to his tutoring position at Stalbridge, 
Dorset, the final steps in overseeing the printing seem to have fallen to 
Francis Rous.65 

Published by the Oxford printer Joseph Barnes, Affaniae seems intended 
for a largely Oxford readership. Near the opening of Book 1, Fitzgeffry 
writes, ‘I am not so bold as to dwell in St. Paul’s bookstalls’, and ‘I am not a 

  61  Fitzgeffry, Affaniae, 3:131. 
  62  The only exceptions are Vernon, who was of Cheshire, and possibly More, who cannot 
be certainly identified: it is most likely, but not certainly, Richard More of Devon, who 
matriculated 16 March 1592/3, aged eighteen, at Broadgates Hall. Fitzgeffry addresses him 
in Affaniae, 2:101; however, another epigram is addressed to Eustace More of Warwickshire. 
  63  Wheare to Francis Rous and George Spry, 7 May 1601, fol. 19r. 
  64  Wheare to Francis Rous and George Spry, 22 Apr. 1601, fol. 15v.
  65  Wheare to Francis Rous, 17 Nov. 1601, fol. 28v.
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product of Bishop’s press’.66 The London printer George Bishop had recently 
issued the Workes of Chaucer, the impressive Britannia by William Camden 
(1600), and Frances Godwin’s Catalogue of Bishops (1601). Fitzgeffry’s 
newfound reticence signals something of a retreat from his earlier poem on 
Drake, which, while also printed by Barnes, was ‘to bee solde [by J. Broome, 
London] in Pauls Church-yard at the signe of the Bible’. This change in 
expected bookseller may largely reflect the very different subject matter of 
this work. The poems are, after all, ‘Affanie’, – that is, ‘trifles’ – rather than a 
work commemorating a figure of national (if unjustly ignored) significance. 
The Latin composition of the work also committed it to the more learned 
readers of Oxford: in ‘To his Book’ he notes that his audience consisted 
of people ‘Ad unguem similes mei tuique’ [‘who are to their fingertips like 
you and like me’].67 It is also likely that the bulk of satirical portraits are of 
individuals (whether of town or gown) who might be recognized by an Oxford 
readership.68 

The association of Affaniae with Fitzgeffry’s West Country roots is also 
clear, especially in The Cenotaphia, a collection of epitaphs that ends the 
volume. While Fitzgeffry honours a range of continental and English figures, 
at least a third of them are from Cornwall and Devon.  In a number of places 
it is also clear that West Country figures are the subject of Fitzgeffry’s satiric 
epigrams, as in the poem ‘To Aldus’, who was ‘born atop St. Michael’s 
Mount’.69 The rural countryside of the Tamar valley is also invoked: in Affaniae 
2:99 he calls Spry away from his mourning for his sister to once again take 
delight in ‘squamivestes Lennari mei greges/Et Rousaeanum combibunt qui 
Tamarum’ [‘the scale-wearing schools of my Lynher, and those who drink 
Rous’s Tamar’]. Fitzgeffry was also concerned to praise famous alumni of 
Broadgates, most of whom had West Country roots: in a poem addressed 
to George Sommastre, President of Broadgates Hall, he hails Bishop John 
Jewel, Edward Grenville, and Richard Carew, and hopes to be found worthy 
to join them, if at a humbler level.70 

While this discussion has emphasized the connection of Affaniae to 
Broadgates and Fitzgeffry’s friends from Devon and Cornwall, there are 
also significant ways in which the volume reaches out to broader literary 
communities. It is dedicated to Laurence, Edward, and Thomas Michelborne 

  66  Fitzgeffry, ‘The Book Speaks’, in Affaniae, 1:7.
  67  Fitzgeffry, ‘To his Book’, in Affaniae, 1:8.
  68  For further discussion of this volume’s place in its literary context, see my ‘Charles Fitz-
Geffry and the “Wars of the Theatres”’, Early Theatre, 11 (2008), 99-106.
  69  Fitzgeffry, Affaniae, 3:105.
  70  Fitzgeffry, Affaniae, 3:141. 
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– ‘ille Triumvirum nostratium poetarum’ [‘that Triumvirate of our native 
poets’].71 While expressions of poetic indebtedness are conventional in such 
dedications, this case is supported by references in Wheare’s letters to the 
Michelbornes as important contacts and poetic mentors. In a 1601 letter 
to Fitzgeffry, Wheare recalls their friendship with Edward Michelborne: he 
is one “quicum toties bibere videre et jocari solitus sumque ille cui tu tot 
carmina dicasti” [‘with whom often I was accustomed to drink, to see and 
make merry, and to whom you have dedicated so many songs’].72 Wheare 
and Fitzgeffry have been part of a ‘societas’ with this older man whom 
they revere as a godfather figure; he is ‘Barbatus ille Aristarchus’ [‘that 
bearded Aristarchus’].73 They clearly had seen the Michelbornes’ poetry – 
Wheare praises Thomas’s ‘jocos sales et facetias’ [‘jokes, salty things and 
trifles’]74 – and aspired to more work of the same. A poem by Wheare to 
Edward Michelborne describes Fitzgeffry as ‘tuus ....  Carolus meusque’ 
[‘your Charles and mine’],75 and that he asks Michelborne once again to 
consider the epigrams of Affaniae suggests that he saw them previously in 
manuscript. Michelborne responds in a way that affirms the judgement of 
Wheare’s circle: ‘Vera quibus censura favet, Ralaeaque parcit/Virgula, quid 
vates punctula nostra petit?’  [‘Why does he seek my critical notes for work 
which Vere’s censure approves, and Raleigh’s rod spares?’].76   

As adherents of the old faith, the Michelbornes were likely to have 
remained at Oxford in an unofficial capacity, and there is some suggestion 
of attachment to Gloucester Hall, where Thomas Allen, among others, 
fostered a comfortable situation for Roman Catholics.77 The poetic milieu of 
Gloucester Hall is noted by Campion in his epigrams on Edward Michelborne 

  71  Wheare to Fitzgeffry, 30 Apr. 1601, fol. 17r. 
  72  Wheare to Fitzgeffry, 30 Apr. 1601, fol. 17r.
  73  Wheare to Thomas Michelborne, 5 Feb. 1600/01, fol. 14v.  
  74  Wheare to Thomas Michelborne, 5 Feb. 1600/01, fol. 14v; all three terms were frequently 
used in reference to epigrams in the period.
  75  Fitzgeffry, ‘To Edward Michelborne’, in Affaniae, sig. A2r. 
  76  The Raleigh mentioned here is not Sir Walter, but William Ralegh, also addressed by 
Fitzgeffry in a preliminary poem. He was of Buckinghamshire and matriculated at St Mary 
Hall in 1581 (Foster, Alumni Oxonienses 1500-1714); hence, like the Michelbornes, he was 
of a slightly older generation. 
  77  ODNB. See Michael Foster, ‘Thomas Allen (1540-1632), Gloucester Hall and the Survival 
of Catholicism in Post-Reformation Oxford’, Oxoniensia, 46 (1982), 99-128. Wheare later 
made Gloucester Hall his academic home, and he became principal there in 1626.
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(1:192) and in that to Percy (2:40).78 In the latter he recreates an anacreontic 
atmosphere where such poetry is closely associated with wine and leisure. 
The Michelbornes were of an older generation than Wheare and his friends, 
with a wide circle of poetic acquaintances that included Barnabee Barnes, 
Thomas Campion, William Percy, Thomas Farnaby, and Thomas Bastard.79 
Thus, it is clear that by the late 1590s the Cornwall and Broadgates-rooted 
circle of Wheare had cultivated connections with a broader range of figures 
at Oxford who shared their poetic interests.

A second aspect of Affaniae also points beyond the West Country-
Broadgates circle of friends: its stylistic features reflect the humanist 
collections of Neo-Latin epigrams that were a pan-European phenomenon, 
and individual poems (and the letters of Wheare) show a keen interest in 
current developments in Neo-Latin poetry of the Low Countries. Near 
the end of the third book of his Affaniae, Fitzgeffry presents about fifteen 
poems celebrating such continental neo-Latin writers as Paul Melissus and 
Joseph Scaliger.80 Richard and Francis Rous spent time at the University of 
Leiden in the late 1590s, a hotbed of both advanced Protestantism and Neo-
Latin culture.81 Such was in fact a reflection of their father’s connections: 
the advanced Protestants of the Tamar valley, including Anthony Rous, 
maintained contacts with like-minded figures in Leiden, and C. W. Bracken 
suggests that they ‘sent their sons, after education in the local Grammar 

  78  Percy produced a large body of rather unpolished epigrams that survive in manuscript: 
Huntington MS 4 and Alnwick Castle MS F392 509. He was tutored by Dr John Case, who 
seems to have been intimate with the circle of Christ Church poets of the previous generation 
that included Richard Edes, William Gager, Tobie Matthew (later Archbishop of York), and 
the dramatist George Peele. Suspicion of Roman Catholic sympathies persisted throughout 
his life and at his death. (Edward A. Malone, ‘John Case, (1539/40?–1599)’, in ODNB).
  79  Bastard’s  Serenissimo potentissimoque monarchae Iacobo (1605) includes a 
commendatory poem by Edward Michelborne. Bradner, Musae Anglicanae, 81, speculates 
that two later Oxford epigrammatists, John Stradling and John Owen, must also have known 
the Michelbornes.
  80  Similarly, a letter of Wheare to Richard Rous in Leiden envies his contacts there: ‘clara 
illa literarum pietatisque lumina Junium dico et Scaligerum quotidie oculis intuemini saepe 
etiam et eorum colloquio fruimini’ [‘how daily you contemplate with eyes Junius and Scaliger, 
those clear lights of letters and beautiful piety, and you enjoy their talk’] (15 July 1598, fol. 
6v). Affaniae, 2:100, embraces the model of Dousa’s mild iambics.
  81  Wheare’s letters are addressed to them there in the late 1590s. Melissus was the Latinate 
name of Paul Schede; while of German rather than Dutch origin, he was well known to those 
in the Leiden circle (J. A. van Dorsten, Poets, Patrons, and Professors: Sir Philip Sidney, 
Daniel Rogers, and the Leiden Humanists (Leiden: Published for the Sir Thomas Browne 
Institute at the University Press, 1962), 30).
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School, to the famous University of Leyden to complete their studies’.82 At 
Leiden the Rous brothers rubbed shoulders with men such as Jan Dousa 
the younger, librarian of Leiden University, famous Dutch patriot, renowned 
Protestant scholar, and Latin poet.83 Back in England, Wheare and Fitzgeffry 
anticipate the return of the Rous brothers, eager to hear of the humanist 
poets for which Leiden was famous.84 

This cross-fertilization with continental Neo-Latin culture was far 
from unique: C. A. Upton, in discussing John Jonston’s time at German 
universities in the 1590s, suggests that no Scottish writer of Neo-Latin 
verse ‘rose above the ephemera of obituary verse or panegyric without 
some direct contact with the continent’.85 Upton is writing specifically about 
Scottish writers, and while such a sweeping statement might not be accurate 
in reference to English poets, the Neo-Latin epigram was a highly influential 
pan-European phenomenon, within which Leiden functioned as a significant 
centre.86 English poets who wrote Latin epigrams would also be read within 
this wider context: John Owen was famous as a Neo-Latin epigrammatist 
across Europe, and Thomas Campion anticipated a continental readership 
for his Poemata.87

Fitzgeffry’s Affaniae stands out because it reached print, but the practice 
of writing topical epigrams was widespread within this circle of friends. 
Wheare’s letters are filled with references to the exchanging of such Latin 
verses: in some cases, verses are embedded within the letters themselves, 
but more often they were folded within the letter on separate pieces of 
paper. At least some of these poems are gathered at the end of Wheare’s 
letterbook in Bodl. MS Selden Supra 81. While these mostly date from the 
period 1597 to 1604, the years of the cohort’s studies at Oxford and their 
immediate aftermath, he continued to write occasional verses into the 1620s, 
when he had become Professor of History at Oxford. Like Fitzgeffry, he also 
presented a collection of poems to Edward Michelborne,88 and a group of 

  82  C. W. Bracken, A History of Plymouth and her Neighbours (1931; rpt. Wakefield: S. R. 
Publishers, 1970), 121-2.
  83  van Dorsten, Poets, Patrons, and Professors, 1-8. Dousa the younger had succeeded 
his father in the position of librarian in 1593.
  84  Fitzgeffry, Affaniae, 3:38; Wheare to Francis Rous, 12 June 1598, fol. 7r.
  85  C. A. Upton, ‘John Jonston and the Historical Epigram’, pp. 638-44, in Acta Coventus 
Neo-Latini Bononiensis: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies (Binghamton, N. Y.: 
Center for Medieval & Early Renaissance Studies, 1985), 643n.
  86  John Walter Stoye, English Travellers Abroad, 1604-1667 (London: Cape, 1952), 295n, 
suggests that there are few papers surviving of these English students at Leiden.
  87  Thomæ Campiani poemata  (1595), 2:3.
  88  Bodl. MS Selden Supra 81, fol. 94r.
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poems of religious controversy were offered by him to Thomas Sommaster, 
the Archdeacon of Cornwall, from whom Wheare received some support.89

The Dispersal of the Circle
The late 1590s and early 1600s saw the undoing of the physical proximity of 
this circle as its members moved beyond Oxford. However, they continued 
to exchange verses and maintain contact even as some went to the Inns of 
Court, others to country parishes, and a few to the life of country gentlemen. 
Most of the evidence for this period of transition is found in Wheare’s 
letterbook, and thus from the vantage point of the one who largely remained 
in Oxford and kept in touch with all. In 1601, Francis and Richard Rous 
entered the Middle Temple, the favoured Inn of Court for men of Cornwall.90 
Fitzgeffry had left Oxford some time before, and would soon accept the living 
of St Dominic, Cornwall, under the patronage of Anthony Rous. George Spry 
returned to his family lands in Roseland, Cornwall. Even Wheare, very likely 
through the influence of the Rous family, went at first to serve as tutor to 
the children of the Audley family;91 best-known of these children are Eleanor 
(Davies, later Douglas), famous as a prophetess, and Mervin, later earl of 
Castlehaven, who was executed in 1631 for his role in the sexual attacks 
on his wife. After less than a year, however, Wheare returned to Oxford to 
pursue higher studies. Wheare’s letters in these years offer a strong sense 
of a community or brotherhood that is slowly dissolving, but one which he 
strives to maintain through epistolary means.92 These letters, along with 
many of Fitzgeffry’s epigrams, offer variations on the refrain of absence, 
especially the loss of witty conversation and conviviality. While serving as a 
tutor Wheare complains to one friend that ‘jactamur nunc huc, nunc illuc, nec 
certam sedem habemus usquam; in motu semper sumus’ [we are thrown 
now here, now there, never with a fixed place],93 and that ‘distracta tamen 
est familia nostra’ [‘however, our family is broken up’].94 This dispersal did 

  89  He also mentions offering ‘trifles’ to Sommaster in his letters to Henry Wallis of 7 Sept. 
1600 (fol. 10v) and 7 Kal., Dec. [Nov. 25] 1600 (fol. 13r). Thomas was the brother of George 
Sommaster, Master of Broadgates Hall.  
  90  Chynoweth, Tudor Cornwall, 64.
  91  As discussed above, the Rouses were related to the Audley family through their mother. 
Wheare’s letter to Francis Rous, 10 June 1601, fol. 23r, suggests that Francis has played 
a role in furthering Wheare’s opportunity in this position. A more polished (and general) 
version of this letter is found in Degorei Wheari Prael. Hist., 49.
  92  Wheare to Fitzgeffry, 28 Oct. 1601, fol. 27v-28r.
  93  Wheare to Robert Bonithon, 12 Oct. 1601, fol. 27r.
  94  Wheare to Fitzgeffry, 28 Oct. 1601, fol. 27v-28r.
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not end the exchange of verses; repeatedly the letters of Wheare make 
reference to the ‘sales’ that he both composed and received.95 However, 
poems that had formerly been shared through direct personal contact are 
now circulated by post.  

While Wheare complained that Stalbridge was ‘ignobilis hic terrarum 
angulus’ [‘an obscure corner of the earth’]96 and that teaching his charge was 
‘littus arare’ [to plow the sandy seashore],97 his short time there, isolated from 
others of the Broadgate circle, established a new connection with Richard 
Birkbeck, rector of a neighbouring parish, with whom he began to exchange 
hendecasyllabics and to whom he gave a copy of Fitzgeffry’s Affaniae.98 
Birkbeck was a generation older than Wheare and, it seems, from the north 
of England, but his relation with Wheare mirrors the earlier patterns of poetic 
friendship cultivated at Broadgates Hall. This exchange does represent, 
however, an aspect of the dissolving of the Dumnonian-Broadgates circle as 
the focus of literary activity.

Beyond Poetry
After 1601, the poetry writing of this circle seemed to decline to far more 
occasional productions. Wheare apologises in 1604 for not sending 
epithalamic verses to John Pym’s new bride: ‘my Muses neglected me and 
they do not even look at me any more’.99 Wheare’s letterbook does include 
at its end some poems that clearly date from subsequent decades, but in 
general they are infrequent. Although Fitzgeffry did make substantial Latin 
contributions to the Oxford volumes marking Queen Elizabeth’s death (STC 
19018) and King James’s accession (STC 19019), for the most part the 
poetic period of his life was over, as he settled into his role as parish priest. 
The single surviving literary work from his later life is a set of English poems 
on the nativity that appeared in 1634: The blessed birth-day celebrated in 
some pious meditations, on the angels anthem (including some versification 
of early Church fathers in the second 1636 edition).100 A number of his 

  95  See, for example, Wheare to Francis Rous, 15 April 1601, fol. 15r.
  96  Wheare to Richard Carpenter, 17 Nov. 1601, fol. 28v.
  97  Wheare to Francis Rous, 14 Feb. 1602, fol. 33r. The expression is proverbial for a 
fruitless endeavour.
  98  Fol. 101r. Further poems exchanged by Wheare and Birkbeck are found in fols. 89v-90r, 
100v-102r, and 108r. On the flourishing of such local communities of clergy, see Rosemary 
O’Day, The English Clergy: The Emergence and Consolidation of a Profession, 1558-1642 
(Leicester:Leicester University Press, 1979), 159-71.
  99  Berquist (trans.), ‘The Wheare Letterbook’, 1 Nov. 1604, 108.
  100  A further edition of the volume appeared in 1654.
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sermons were published, including those on the deaths of Sir Anthony Rous, 
his patron (1622), and Philippa, Sir Anthony’s wife (1620). Nevertheless, a 
surviving elegy on his death in 1637, by the Cornish poet John Polwhele, 
commemorates him as a ‘Poet-Laureat’ and ‘Poet-Preist’,101 rather as 
Thomas Carew had recognized Donne in his funeral elegy from a few years 
earlier: ‘Apollo’s first, at last, the true Gods priest’.102  

It is Fitzgeffry then, of the whole circle, who most fully maintained the 
connection between his Danmonian roots and the broader literary realm. 
While Francis Rous achieved fame as a Puritan leader and writer, and 
Wheare rose to the lofty academic roles of principal of Gloucester Hall and 
Camden Professor of History at Oxford, neither manifest a deep connection 
to their West Country origins in later life. In contrast, Polwhele concludes his 
elegy on Fitzgeffry by connecting the dead poet with the area whence he 
came: he is now ‘bedfellowe wth Phoebus in the west’.
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the “madness” of George Buc, Master of the Revels, and George Herbert’s 
poem on Elizabeth, Queen of Bohemia.

  101  ‘To Mr Ri: Eveleigh the Carefull Collector of Elegies on the death of Mr Ch: ffitzgeafrye 
parson of St domin[ic]’, Bodl. Eng. poet. f. 16, fol. 43r.
  102  ‘An Elegie upon the death of the Deane of Pauls, Dr. John Donne’, in Rhodes Dunlap 
(ed.), The Poems of Thomas Carew: With His Masque Coelum Britannicum [sic] (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1949), 74.
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The Farms of Broadwoodwidger 
1700-1850

DAVID WILLEY

This paper provides an account of land acquisition undertaken by the 
Eastcott family in the village of Broadwoodwidger in West Devon in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The acquisitions were revealed in 
a set of about 40 handwritten large format documents that were given to 
the Broadwoodwidger Local History Society in June 2022 and are now 
held in the Devon Heritage Centre.1 The documents relate to properties 
sold by Richard Eastcott to John Gubbins Newton in 1836 and specify the 
provenance of the leases and sales of nine tenements and the mortgages 
associated with them. They describe a period of gradual acquisition of the 
leases during the eighteenth century from the Harris estate and then in 
1819 these leases were consolidated and refinanced before an agreement 
to buy the nine tenements was made in 1827. The documents for the 1827 
sale contain a schedule and a map describing all the fields including their 
locations, sizes and names. After the sale the tenements were reconfigured 
and sold on to John Gubbins Newton and John Smith2 c.1836.

This paper explores three issues. The first is the generational acquisition 

  1  Devon Archives and Local Studies Services, ref. ZBJX: D2024/1. There are multiple 
different spellings in the documents for the people and places described in them. The text 
here generally follows the names recorded in the documents under discussion.
  2  A Map showing Nedwood, the land sold to John Smith, is held in Plymouth Archive, The 
Box, Reference number 1228/411, Map Book of Edmund Pridham of Plymouth, solicitor.

© 2025 The Devon History Society
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of the tenements by the Eastcott family. Williamson has suggested that some 
landowners preferred as tenants ‘men with capital, able to stock a farm well 
and maintain it in reasonable heart’.3 The Eastcotts could have been such 
men and the Harris family such landowners. The second theme concerns the 
farms themselves, their leases, purchase and rent, and includes discussion 
of their inheritance. Examining the families of the tenants creates a context 
in which the leases can be interpreted. The final theme is concerned with 
the farm field names, preserved in a map to the sale schedule of 1827, which 
allows demesne land, common field and ley husbandry to be tentatively 
located and hill meadows to be identified.

Broadwoodwidger
In 1989 Hugh C. Prince wrote in the first chapter of the sixth volume of 
the Agrarian History of England and Wales ‘In no part of Devonshire were 
hedges removed or small farms merged before 1850’.4 He went on to 
characterise the settlement pattern of Devon between 1750 and 1850 by 
writing that ‘Devonshire, in the main, was a country of hamlets, of small 
groups of three or four farmhouses with their yards and cottages, some 
with an inn or a smithy, some dignified by the presence of a parish church’.5  
Whilst Prince would seem to be wrong in his first assertion in the second he 
could be describing the village of Broadwoodwidger.

The Parish of Broadwoodwidger is approximately eight and three-
quarter thousand acres located along the west bank of the River Wolf but 
the area discussed in this paper is just four hundred acres surrounding 
the village of Broadwoodwidger itself. The Census of 18416 included 
seventeen households within the village. There was a church, two farms, a 
pub, a blacksmith’s shop, a shoemaker, a schoolmaster and a carpenter. It 
was a village of a kind that was relatively common in the region known as 

  3  Tom Williamson, The Transformation of Rural England: Farming and the Landscape 1700-
1870 (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2002), 16.
  4  H. C. Prince, ‘The Changing Rural Landscape, 1750-1850’ pp. 7-83, in G. E. Mingay, (ed.), 
The Agrarian History of England and Wales, Vol. VI 1750-1850, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989),  23.
  5  H.C. Prince, op. cit. 23.
  6  https://search.findmypast.co.uk/search-united-kingdom-records-in-census-land-and-
surveys/ (accessed between 01/06/22 and 01/06/24). Census information is available from 
1841. Any subsequent discussion of Census information is based on the same source. 
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Churchtowns.7
Figure 1 shows the 

distribution of farms as 
it was recorded by J. 
Kittow of North Petherwin 
in 1841 for the tithe 
assessment.8 There were 
three farms. The largest, 
Broadwood Town Estate, 
was about two hundred 
and fifty acres and 
positioned to the west and 
north of the village green. 
It was leased to John 
Thorne and owned by 
John Gubbins Newton. A 
second farm of about fifty-
six acres was positioned 
mainly to the east of the 
village green and leased 
by John Gubbins Newton 
to Christopher Vickery. 
The third farm, Nedwood, 
located to the south of 
the village, was owned by 
John Smith and occupied 
by Walter Bayley.

The tenements
Fifteen years before the tithe assessment the allocation of land around the 
village consisted of ten tenements. This arrangement is shown in Figure 
2. Nine tenements were named in the documents - Home and Dean’s, 
Crossman’s, Rowse’s (later in the possession of Johan Drown), Pote’s, 

  7  Philip William Treveil,  Local and Regional Variation In Landscape Character: The 
significance of the Tamar Valley to the Historic Landscape of East Cornwall and West 
Devon,  (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Exeter, November 2019), 125.
  8  devon.gov.uk/historicenvironment/tithe-map/broadwoodwidger/ (accessed between 
01/06/22 and 01/06/24). Any subsequent discussion of the 1842 tithe assessment and map 
is based on the same source.

Figure 1: Farms in the Tithe Assessment 1842.
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Kellacott, Shallaford, the 
Barton Lands, Town (also 
known as Courtice’s and 
later called Coomb’s), 
and Nedwood. The tenth 
tenement was described 
on the 1827 map as 
Mr Eastcott’s but is not 
mentioned elsewhere in 
the documents.

The Eastcott family
The Eastcott family tree 
is illustrated in Figure 
3.9 For clarity it has 
been heavily edited, not 
recording female lines 
or male branches that 
moved away and played 
no part in the acquisition 
of the Broadwoodwidger 
properties. The head of 
the family is shown in 
bold. Thomas Eastcott ( 
-1707) was the founding 
member. There is no 
record of the birth or 
marriage of Thomas or 
of his wife Grace but 
there is a record of their four daughters and four sons who were born in 
Broadwoodwidger between 1665 and 1678. Thomas died in 1707 and 
Grace in 1713. Their children were Thomas, Rychard, Mary, Grace, Johan, 
Rebekah, William and John.

  9  https://search.findmypast.co.uk/search-united-kingdom-records-in-birth-marriage-
death-and-parish-records/ (accessed between 01/06/22 and 01/06/24). All subsequent 
information about individual lifespans, marriages and offspring are based on this source. 
Parish records for Broadwoodwidger are available from 1654 while some surrounding 
parishes, such as Bratton Clovelly, have records from as early as 1600. The oldest records 
locally are for Lezant and commenced in 1539. 

Figure 2: Farm tenements in 1827.
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Thomas Eastcott’s second 
son Rychard (1667-1723) 
married Charity Soper in 1700 
and they had three sons. 
Thomas Eastcott's third son, 
William (1676-1725), would 
appear to have moved away 
from Broadwoodwidger to 
North Devon and to have 
married Mary Cornish. 
Thomas’s fourth son, John 
(1678-1729), married Elizabeth 
Sanford, the daughter of a 
Launceston apothecary, and 
they had two daughters and 
six sons. After 1707 the head 
of the family was the eldest 
son, Thomas (1665-1740), who 
did not marry his wife Martha Legge until he was forty-seven and they had 
just three children.

When Thomas (1665-1740) died Rychard’s eldest son William (1706-
1763) became head of the family. He married Mary Crocker and they 
had three children. In 1742 Rychard’s second son, Thomas (1708-1787), 
married his cousin Grace Eastcott and they had two daughters. Thomas 
was responsible for acquiring the majority of the Broadwoodwidger leases. 
Degory, Rychard’s third son, moved to London and married Elizabeth 
Grimsdale. They had two daughters who came to Broadwoodwidger with 
their mother on Degory’s death in 1749. The fifth of John and Elizabeth’s 
sons, Richard (1720-1789), married Jone Wevill and they had two daughters 
and two sons, the youngest of whom, William (1764-1822), married Sarah 
Palmer. They had four children but Sarah died giving birth to Charity (1796-
1876) who went on to marry John Gubbins Newton in 1822.

Head of the family William died in 1763. His son William (1740-1814) was 
only twenty-three years old when he took on the role of head of the family. 
Eight years later on 10 July 1771 William married his cousin Anne Eastcott 
and they had four sons: Thomas, William, Richard and John. With the death 
of William in 1814 his son William (1774-1851) became the family’s head. 
William and his brother Richard were active in the consolidation of the leases 
in 1819 and the financing, purchase and resale of the tenements in 1827 
and 1836. Richard seemed to take the lead in these transactions. Richard 

Figure 3: Eastcott Family Tree.



Figure 4: Sequence of 
lease acquisition.
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married Emlin Rowe and they had seven children, four of whom survived 
to adulthood. William had seven children with his wife Elizabeth Rowe, the 
eldest of whom, Richard (1805-1864), eventually became the owner of the 
tenement at Kellacott.

The accumulation of leases
The sequence of acquisition described by the documents is illustrated in 
Figure 4. In 1700 the Kellacott tenement and Mr Eastcott’s land together 
amounted to about forty acres. The acquisition in 1736 of the lease for 
Home and Dean’s increased the Eastcott’s acreage to about one hundred 
and thirty acres and provided them with a farmhouse in the centre of 
Broadwoodwidger. The lease for the Barton Lands in 1771 almost doubled 
the family’s landholding.

Kellacott
The Eastcott’s first lease was for a nineteen acre tenement in the village of 
Kellacott. In 1700 Sir William Courtney of Powderham Castle, acting as a 
trustee for the estate of John Clobery, assigned three tenements at Kellacott 
to Sir John Rolle of Stevenstone.10 One of those tenements was in the 
possession of a Thomas Eastcott. In 1710 the Manor of Broadwoodwidger 
and the land at Kellacott were conveyed to Christopher Harris of Hayne.11

In the surrender and release of the nine tenements in 1819 Kellacott was 
recorded as having a lease from 13 May 1771 that indicated it was formerly in 
the possession of Thomas Eastcott. In 1771 the tenant was Thomas Eastcott 
(1708-1787), the grandson of Thomas Eastcott the occupant in 1700.

Home and Dean’s
A lease was made on 16 June 1774 by Christopher Harris of Haine for 
Thomas Eastcott to farm the ninety-four acres of Home and Dean’s 
tenement in Bradwood Town. The 1774 lease replaced a lease for these 
properties granted to Thomas Eastcott on 2 July 1736 for 99 years making it 
the second lease obtained by the family. This earlier lease was determinable 
on Thomas’s death and that of Grace Eastcott, the daughter of his brother 
William. Grace married Roger Palmer of Germansweek on 12 September 

  10  Devon Heritage Centre, 2527M/TB/168.
  11  Devon Heritage Centre, 2527M/TB/147-148.
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1756. The new lease was determinable on the death of Thomas Eastcott 
and then of his grandson, William.

The documents describe the Home and Dean’s tenements as being 
formerly in the possession of John Pomery. There are no records for a John 
Pomery in Broadwoodwidger but a John Pomroy was buried at Lifton on 1 
July 1735 having been born there in 1694, so it is possible that he was the 
John Pomery referred to in the lease.

Crossman’s
On 2 November 1781 William Harris of Kenegie leased Crossman’s tenement 
in Broadwoodwidger for 99 years to Thomas Eastcott. This lease was a 
reassignment of an earlier lease made on 14 November 1749. Crossman’s 
would seem to be the third tenement leased by the Eastcotts. The lease 
was on the lives of Richard and John Eastcott, the sons of William Eastcott 
with Thomas’s daughter Anne. There are several records for the surname 
Crossman in the Broadwoodwidger parish register before 1749 but none can 
be associated with the tenement.

Rowse’s
The fourth tenement leased to the Eastcotts was Rowse’s. The lease is 
dated 13 July 1753 and was made for ninety-nine years by John Harris of 
Hayne to Thomas Eastcott for the twenty-three acre tenement that had 
been in the possession of the widow, Johan Drown, who had died four 
months earlier. The lease was for the lives of Anne, Thomas’s daughter and 
Rebecca and Elizabeth the daughters of his brother Degory. Johan (Joan) 
Drown was buried on 20th March 1752. She was born in Lifton in May 1680, 
the daughter of Roger and Mary Harry, and it was where she died. She was 
married in September 1719 to John Drown of Broadwoodwidger and had a 
son, William, born in November 1720.

There are no parish records for Broadwoodwidger before 1654 but the 
records for Lezant show that two families of Drownes lived there until the 
close of the sixteenth century and on 8 January 1591 John Drowne, who 
was born in 1565, married Elizabeth Rowe or Rowse. This very tenuous 
connection may account for the description of the tenement as ‘Rowse’s 
tenement’. There were no baptisms, marriages or burials recorded for 
anyone with the family name of Rowse in the Broadwoodwidger parish 
register but there was a will dated 1622 for a John Rowse so it may be that 
he or a relative were the tenants whose name was attached to the tenement 
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before it was occupied by the Drown family.

Town
The lease held by the Eastcotts was described in the 1827 sale schedule as 
Town tenement  ‘late Coombes’ and in 1819 it was described as being known 
as ‘Courtice’s’ tenement. A lease for the forty-five acre Town tenement dated 
18 September 1767 showed it being taken up by William Courtice from his 
father Richard whose burial was recorded in the Broadwoodwidger parish 
register for 1767. William Courtice was born in Broadwoodwidger in 1712 
and in 1736 married Joan Maynard who was born in Milton Abbot in 1713. 
They had three children between 1737 and 1740: Joseph Maynard, Richard 
and John Maynard. Joan died in 1742.  William Courtice remarried in May 
1744. His wife was Margaret Breyley. They were married in Halwill on the 
same day that Margaret’s sister, Grace Breyley, married Richard Palmer. 
William and Margaret had three children: Grace, Mary and Oliver. Richard 
Palmer died in 1760 leaving four daughters: Elizabeth, Grace, Charity and 
Sarah. In securing the succession in the lease in 1767 William Courtice 
took the needs of his extended family into account and chose to place his 
sister-in-law’s second daughter, Grace Palmer, before his own children John 
Maynard and Grace.

William Courtice died in 1768 and the lease may have been taken up by 
Margaret but on her death in 1771 it presumably passed to Grace Palmer 
who married Samuel Trible in 1778. She went on to have seven children with 
him but on marriage she would have lost the lease. Next in line was John 
Maynard Courtice but he had died not long after his father in 1771 leaving 
his half sister Grace as the third life. However, in 1777 she had married John 
Prout, forfeiting her access to the lease. It remains unclear how the name 
Coombe was attached to the tenement. Mary Courtice, who was William’s 
second surviving daughter by Margaret Breyley, married William Coombe in 
1779 at Broadwoodwidger and the family may have arranged for him to take 
up the lease. It is not clear how the Eastcotts acquired tenement.

Barton Lands
A lease for ninety-nine years was signed on 13 May 1771 between 
Christopher Harris and Thomas Eastcott for the one hundred and eleven 
acre Barton Lands. The lease was for the life of Grace, Thomas’s wife, and 
then that of his daughter Ann and then of Richard Eastcott, the eleven years 
old son of Richard Eastcott of Upton. In general, a Barton is another name for 
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a manorial lord's demesne land that was retained for the benefit and upkeep 
of the household. With the development of a money economy these lands 
were worked by labourers or rented out to tenants on time limited contracts. 
This tenement’s name seems then to indicate the retained memory of the 
land’s former status.

Shallaford
A lease was made on 11 December 1797 between William Harris of Keneggy 
and William Eastcott for the twenty acre Shallaford tenement to supersede 
an earlier lease to William Eastcott by John Harris made in 1761. The lease 
was for ninety-nine years on the lives of Anne, William’s wife and of his two 
sons, Thomas and John.

Pote’s
On 29 September 1790 William Harris of Keneggie leased one third of the 
Barton Lands in Broadwoodwidger Manor, previously in the possession of 
John Moors, then Henry Newborough and finally of Stephen Poat, to William 
Eastcott for 99 years and the lives of his younger sons Richard and John. 
The twenty-eight acre tenement was previously under a lease of 1747 to 
William Guard of Virginstowe and was determinable upon the death of 
Stephen Poat, a yeoman aged about 72 years. William Guard was the vicar 
of Broadwoodwidger in 1747, having taken the position in 1726 on the death 
of the previous vicar, Henry Newborough, who arrived in 1702.12 William 
Guard died in 1751. The tenement seems to have been used to support 
Broadwoodwidger vicars in the first half of the eighteenth century but it is 
unclear how this relates to either John Moor or Stephen Pote.

Stephen Poat was buried at Broadwoodwidger on 13 May 1803. There is 
no record of his birth in Broadwoodwidger. However there was a Stefen Pole 
born in Bratton Clovelly in 1718 which would have made him 72 in 1790. 
Stefen’s parents, John and Mary, had ten children between 1701 and 1720. 
The parish register for the marriages of these children shows that the family 
were then known by the name of Pote. 

Nedwood and Mr Eastcott’s land
There is no record of a lease for the twelve acre tenement of Nedwood 

  12  Plaque in South aisle of Broadwoodwidger Parish Church showing a list of its vicars.



56	 The Devon Historian, vol. 96, 2025

in the John Gubbins 
Newton documents but 
its fields were described 
in the map and schedule 
to the 1827 sale. Mr 
Eastcott’s tenement was 
not mentioned in the 1827 
agreement but his land 
ownership was indicated 
on the schedule’s map.

Consolidation of the 
leases
On 24 June 1819 William 
Arundell Harris and 
Richard Eastcott renewed 
the leases on nine 
tenements in the parish 
of Broadwoodwidger 
for a period of ninety-
nine years. The nine 
tenements amounted to 
three hundred and eighty-
seven acres. The new 
lease was for the lives of 
Richard’s sons, Thomas, 
John and Richard aged 
seven, five and two 
respectively. It seems that 
financial agreements were made between various members of the Eastcott 
family at this time but these are not the subject of this paper.

Land Use
In the tithe assessment almost all the Broadwoodwidger fields were given 
the land use of ‘arable’ with the exception of orchards and gardens. This 
may well reflect the continued use of ley farming. Figure 5 shows the land 
use indicated by the field names on the 1827 map and schedule. These field 
names would seem to reflect eighteenth century usage as the 1827 map 

Figure 5: Land Use indicated by field names.
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was based on an earlier 
version made in 1808. 
They show that to the 
north of the village green 
were arable fields with 
names that included ‘field’, 
‘acres’, ‘ley’, ‘grattner’ and 
‘park’ - all on land that, by 
and large, was not steeply 
sloped. To the west of the 
green there was pasture 
with the field name ‘down’. 
Along the margin of the 
River Wolf were many 
meadows with the field 
names ‘meadow’ and 
‘ham’.  

The lease documents 
also allow the identification 
of the land originally held 
as the demesne or barton 
lands. Figure 6 shows 
the location of the fields 
belonging to the Barton 
Lands tenement and to 
Pote’s tenement.

Common Field
The dominant boundaries of the arable fields to the northwest of the village 
green were oriented north-east to south-west and further to the north-east 
there were fields with names like moor, marsh and meadow suggesting 
a natural boundary of water retentive ground. These long narrow, later 
subdivided fields, indicate an enclosed mediaeval common field. To the 
south of these fields is an area of hilly downland where there would have 
been common grazing. It could be supposed that the Broadwoodwidger 
common field was enclosed at an early date and that the Barton’s arable 
fields, concentrated to the north-east of the village close to the church, 
were later converted to ley farming. They would never have been subject to 
common field management. The Barton fields share the names of Park and 

Figure 6: The Barton Lands.
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Close indicating that they were created in the same time period and many 
are about four acres in size, an area well suited to ley farming.

Staines suggested that ‘ley farming had indeed mediaeval and perhaps 
had immemorial, beginnings’.13 The Barton Lands and the common field 
have areas of 29 and 56 acres respectively. The 1086 Domesday Book14 
shows the Lord and the Men had plough teams of 1.5 and 2.5, that is a 
3:5 ratio which would seem to be a reasonable match for the Barton and 
common fields concealed in the late eighteenth century field system. It might 
be surmised that after enclosure there was some local bargaining which 
allowed the Barton to gain access to the old common field and the village 
farmers to obtain access to some of the Barton’s ley fields.

Hill meadows
There are seven fields to the south of the village that have a meadow 
field name but they are not adjacent to the River Wolf. It would seem that 
these are hill meadows that were irrigated by channels.15 The easternmost 
meadow is adjacent to an area described on the 1827 map as a watering 
place for livestock and today is close to where the small stream that skirts 
the graveyard emerges to the road. Figure 7 shows one of several historic 
Google Earth images that show traces of irrigation ditches, one of which is 
almost two hundred metres long, emerging at the northeast corner of the 
easternmost meadow following the contours to the west.16 A letting notice for 
the Broadwood Home Estate in August 1834 describes the farm as having 
‘6 acres of watered meadow’ indicating that it was still serviceable at that 
time.17 Subsequent sale and letting notices fail to mention it,18 suggesting 
that the watered meadow was abandoned with the arrival of the new owners 
and tenants.

  13  Robin Stanes, ‘The Husbandry of Devon and Cornwall’, pp. 1-29, in Robin Stanes, 
Andrew Jewell and Richard Bass (contributors), The Husbandry of Devon and Cornwall, 
(Exeter: Stanes, 2008), 19.
  14  Anna Powell-Smith, Open Doomsday,  https://opendomesday.org/place/SX4189/
broadwoodwidger/ (accessed 13 January 2024).
  15  Stanes, ‘Husbandry’, pp. 21-22.
  16  Google Earth Historical Imagery for December 2002 (accessed May 2024).
  17  Woolmers Exeter and Plymouth Gazette, 2 August 1834. https://www.findmypast.co.uk/
image-viewer?issue=BL%2F0000267%2F18340802&page=1&article=017&stringtohighlight
=%27broadwood+home+estate%27 (accessed 12 September 2024).
  18  The Western Times, Saturday 27th July 1844. 
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/image-viewer?issue=BL%2F0000265%2F18440727&page=1
&article=027&stringtohighlight=broadwood+estate (accessed 12 September 2024)_.



	 The Farms of Broadwoodwidger 1700-1850	 59

Reflections
The information held in the tithe assessment is a rich source for local 
historians. This study has, however, shown the tithe assessment has 
limitations when attempting to project land ownership and occupation back 
through time. The tenements in this study were erased between 1827 and 
1841 in terms of their names and boundaries although it is also true to 
say that the field boundaries shown in the tithe assessment were, by and 
large, still visible in 2002 and were described in the tenement documents 
in the mid eighteenth century, and some of the dominant boundaries must 
have been present in the mediaeval field layout. With new owners and new 
occupiers it was inevitable that traditional names for locations would be lost. 
It is also clear that the process of compiling the tithe assessment impacted 
on the quality of the information gathered. The surveyor was based in North 
Petherwin and having little local knowledge he recorded, it would seem, 
what he heard rather than what he was told. Thus, for example, he recorded 
the family names of Pote and Cole as Poet and Coal.

Figure 7: Irrigation ditches as traces on a Google Earth historic image 
from December 2002.
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There are a number of issues that relate to the roles of women. First it 
would seem likely, though not inevitable, that two of the Eastcott women 
undertook marriages which were not love matches but were family 
arrangements. Grace Eastcott (1713-1772), the daughter of Thomas Eastcott 
and Martha Legge, was born in April 1713. Grace married her cousin 
Thomas (1708-1787) on 5 September 1842 and her only surviving child, 
Anne, was born in 1743. Anne was married on 10 July 1771 to her cousin 
William Eastcott.

When Thomas Eastcott died in 1740 as head of the family he probably 
owned the land near Nedwood and held the lease to Kellacott. It is probable 
that the lease would have been taken up by his wife Martha and she could 
retain it unless she remarried. If Grace inherited the Nedwood land it would 
be passed to her husband, should she marry. With Thomas’s death his 
brother Rychard became head of the family. His eldest son William was 
already married to Mary Crocker. Grace married William’s second son, 
Thomas, who, it would seem, already held the lease to Home and Deans. 
Grace and Thomas had two daughters. Only Anne (1743-1801) survived 
childhood and in 1771 she married her cousin William who in 1763, on the 
death of his father, had become head of the family. This marriage ensured 
that when his uncle Thomas died the Nedwood land and Home and Deans 
would revert to the head of the family.

The second issue concerning women in the family is the efforts that 
were made to ensure that they retained a means of support before they 
were married and in the event of their husband’s death. Almost all of the 
leases included the wife of the lessee as the first life onto which the lease 
would revert. Many leases also included daughters as the second and third 
lives ensuring their support should both parents die. This was particularly 
the case where the daughters were still very young. This support was not 
necessarily confined to the immediate family. Thomas Eastcott (1708-1787) 
in 1736, when still a bachelor, included two years old Grace, the daughter 
of his elder brother William, in the lease for Home and Deans and in 1753 
he included eight years old Rebecca and three years old Elizabeth, the 
daughters of his recently deceased younger brother Degory, after his own 
ten years old daughter Ann, in the lease for Rowse. Clearly Thomas was 
concerned to protect the interests of his widowed sister-in-law’s children 
once he had provided for his own daughter.

Postscript
The ten tenements of the eighteenth century were merged into three 
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substantial farms by 1836. After the land was sold to John Gubbins Newton 
and John Smith only Kellacott remained with Richard Eastcott. With 
Richard’s death the Eastcott’s association with Broadwoodwidger ended as 
before the end of the century his sons had left Broadwoodwidger to farm in 
the USA.19 

David Willey studied Architecture and then obtained a Doctorate in 
Automated Computer Aided Design from Liverpool University before 
teaching at Liverpool and Plymouth Universities. On retirement in 2007 he 
took a Master’s Degree in Critical Photography at Falmouth University. He 
moved to Broadwoodwidger in 2017.

  19  Memorial stone in Broadwoodwidger Church graveyard.
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Waterborne Diseases in 
Nineteenth-century Devon

DREW CAMPBELL

When we consider the nineteenth century epidemics (especially those 
caused by poor water management), we normally think of high urban 
concentrations such as London, the Midlands and Merseyside, yet the rural 
county of Devon was also greatly impacted by diseases such as cholera 
and typhoid.1 Following on from the recently published Drinking water in 
nineteenth century Devon,2 this paper will take a more detailed look at the 
outcomes of consuming polluted water and attempt to answer the following 
questions: What were the differences between the waterborne diseases? 
Which condition resulted in the greatest loss of life? Is it possible to calculate 
how many people died due to waterborne disease nationally and locally? 
How were those who attempted to help those who were afflicted by the 
diseases perceived by the public and what was the impact of outbreaks on 
individuals, their families and the wider communities? 

  1  During the nineteenth century, respiratory diseases such as tuberculosis were by far the 
biggest killers. However, waterborne diseases, also made a significant contribution to high 
mortality rates.  
  2  D. Campbell, ‘Drinking Water in Nineteenth Century Devon’, pp. 14-28, Devon Historian, 
94 (2024).
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Cholera
Prior to the first outbreak in 1831-2, people in Britain knew that cholera was 
heading to Britain, as its journey from India through Asia and Europe was 
widely reported in newspapers,3 and while this allowed some preparations 
to be made, there was much uncertainty (and denial in some quarters) as 
to when and how it would affect the country.4 Robert Morris makes the point 
that: ‘Although the cholera epidemics of the nineteenth century can in no way 
be called demographical crisis, the approach and arrival of these epidemics, 
especially that of 1832, created a crisis atmosphere in the country quite 
unlike that produced by any other threat apart from foreign invasion.’5

In October 1831, the disease took hold in Sunderland,6 and in the following 
18 months Britain was gripped with panic as the disease spread, killing more 
than 50,000 people.7 It entered Devon via Plymouth in July 1832,8 and quickly 
moved through the county to the extent that the county was ‘second only to 
London in its casualty rate’.9 Doctor Thomas Shapter’s The History of the 

  3  George M. Young, Portrait of an Age: Victorian England, 2nd edn. (Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 1953), 23. 
  4  Imogen Anderson (1993), ‘The decline of mortality in the nineteenth-century: with special 
reference to three English towns’, 34-5, unpublished masters theses, Durham University. 
For an excellent overview of the cholera epidemics in Britain, see E. A. Underwood, ‘The 
history of cholera in Great Britain’, The Proceedings of the Royal Society of Medicine, pp. 
165-173, 41 (1948).
  5  Robert J. Morris, Cholera 1832: The Social Response to an Epidemic (New York, Holmes 
& Meier Publishers ,1976), 14. Morris further states that ‘Cholera was a shock disease. It 
demanded and got attention from everyone’. S. J. Snow, ‘Sutherland, Snow and water: 
the transmission of cholera in the nineteenth century’, pp. 908-91 International Journal of 
Epidemiology, 31 (2002): ‘In terms of overall number of deaths…cholera claimed only 6% of 
the total for 1832. This put it no higher than third in the table of leading causes of death’, 908.
  6  Amanda J. Thomas, Cholera: The Victorian Plague (Barnsley, Pen and Sword, 2015), 
38-9: It has long been considered that William Sproat a keelman from Sunderland was the 
first to succumb to the disease, however, Thomas claims that it was 12 year old Isabella 
Hazard who died in Sunderland on the 17 October 1831. See Morris, Cholera 1832, 11, for 
an account of William Sproat’s death on 26 October 1831.
  7  Morris, Cholera 1832, 11-13. Thomas Shapter, The History of the Cholera in Exeter in 
1832, 2nd edn. (Wakefield, S.R. Publishers Ltd, 1971). In Robert Newton’s introduction he 
points out that when cholera arrived in Britain in 1831 ‘there was no general registration of 
deaths’. Nevertheless, ‘the imperfect returns suggest that well over fifty thousand people 
died throughout the British Isles’, v.
  8  Royal Devonport Telegraph, and Plymouth Chronicle, 30/6/1832, 3. See R. M. S. 
McConaghey, ‘Epidemiology in Devon’, pp. 1296-9, British Medical Journal, 2 (1957).
  9  Muriel Brine, ‘Cholera in Devon’, https://www.devonheritage.org/Places/DevonCounty/
CholerainDevon.htm. Shapter, Cholera, 17: The delay of over six months in reaching Devon 
gave local authorities time to prepare. The Local Board of Health, knowing that the disease 
spread in squalid areas, printed a handbill ‘To the Inhabitants of Exeter’ on 12 November 
1831, instructing people to clean and ventilate their homes and comply with all rules issued’.
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Cholera in Exeter in 1832, described in the British Medical Journal as ‘one 
of the best descriptions extant of an historical epidemic’,10 describes how the 
disease, between 19 July and 24 September 1832, spread through Devon’s 
capital, taking the lives of at least 402 people.11 Shapter and his colleagues 
were on the ‘front line’ battling the disease – bravely visiting victims in their 
homes and trying to save lives.12 The doctor’s published work provides us 
with an invaluable description of the complexities of dealing with the disease 
in Exeter, especially regarding its symptoms and the application of a variety 
of remedies used to try and save lives such as: drinking lime and milk or 
ammonia combined with julep, taking mercury internally and externally, a 
saline treatment, bloodletting with leeches and blood transfusions, enemas 
and opium.13 

The account also provides an insight into how local authorities in Exeter 
organised themselves before and during the outbreak. Decisions made at 
this level could mean the difference between life and death and some of the 
measures taken included the imposing of quarantine regulations on ports, 
clamping down on smugglers who were considered to be likely carriers of 
the disease, the procuring of flannel belts sometimes referred to as cholera 
belts,14 raising the necessary finances to tackle the disease, attempting to 

  10  E. Underwood, ‘The cholera epidemic in Exeter, 1832’, pp. 619-20, British Medical 
Journal, 1 (1933), and G. D. Smith, ‘Commentary: Behind the Broad Street pump: aetiology, 
epidemiology and prevention of cholera in mid-19th century Britain’, pp. 920-32, International 
Journal of Epidemiology, 31 (2002). See also William G. Hoskins, Two Thousand Years in 
Exeter, 2nd edition (Chichester, Phillimore, 1963), 104-6.
  11  Shapter, Cholera, 216. This does not include the parish of St Thomas where an additional 
38 lives were lost, 273. 
  12  Shapter volunteered his services on 20 July 1832, a day after the first case was reported. 
See Shapter, Cholera, 123-9, for how doctors, assistants, nurses, runners, druggists, 
beadles and runners were employed and organised by the authorities. 
  13  Shapter published an updated version of this book where he also provides an account 
of the 1849 outbreak, and further observations on the lessons learnt form the first attack 
of cholera. See Thomas Shapter, Sanitary Measures and Their Results Being a Sequel to 
‘The History of Cholera in Exeter in 1832’: To Which is Now Added a Short Account of Its 
Occurrence in 1849, 2nd edn. (Exeter, William Clifford,1866).
  14  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 115-9. Shapter also addresses the political clashes between 
the Local Board of Health and the Corporation of the Poor.
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build a hospital for cholera sufferers,15 and 
the establishing of soup kitchens and food 
tickets for those who were struggling to feed 
themselves.16 

Shapter (see Figure 1)17 paints a vivid 
picture of the challenges faced by those 
employed to tend to the sick, whose 
workload was so intense it warranted paying 
a full-time assistant just to provide coffee.18 
Cholera causes diarrhoea and vomiting, 
leading to severe dehydration, which can be 
fatal. It is unimaginable the conditions the 
doctors, nurses, assistants and the druggists 
faced as they attempted to save peoples’ 
lives, especially when there were multiple 
cases.19 Their bravery seems even more 
remarkable when we consider the accepted 
belief that cholera, and many other diseases, 
were caused by a noxious form of ‘bad air’ 
(miasma) which, considering the nature of 

  15  Initially the Board asked Lord Hill, the Commander of the Forces, to use the Cavalry 
barracks, but his permission was denied, Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 131. They then made 
applications to numerous public bodies and private individuals, but no one wanted to be seen 
bringing the ‘dreaded pestilence’ to their locality, 133. A certain Mr Pearse entertained the 
idea of having the hospital on his premises but at a late stage he pulled out of the negotiations 
stating ‘I have received so many and various communications and remonstrance’s from the 
neighbours … that I am reluctantly compelled to decline any further treaty on the subject’, 
139-40. The Board were further hampered by the reluctance of the Corporation of the Poor 
to support them build a hospital. The Corporation did however, agree to set up a station 
house in each quarter of the city, where medical equipment, blankets and medicine could be 
stored and easily accessed,’ 122.
  16  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 185-7.
  17  P. J. Selley, ‘Thomas Shapter (1809–1902) of Exeter: Nineteenth century epidemiologist, 
physician, psychiatrist and author’, pp. 248-55, Journal of Medical Biography, 30 (2022). 
For another image of Shapter see Cholera in Exeter, 241.
  18  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 126: Three medical assistants resigned due to fatigue. 
However, the doctor suggests that these individuals were also frustrated that the Corporation 
of the Poor did not allow them to issue sick tickets which gave the sick access to whatever 
medicine was needed. 
  19  At the beginning of the outbreak the victim’s possessions such as clothes and bedding 
were burned, but this policy led to riots. The practise of burying them was then was adopted 
and towards the end of the outbreak the clothes were simply washed in the river. See 
Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 247 and 179-82.

Figure 1: Thomas Shapter 
(Courtesy of the Royal Devon 
and Exeter Hospital).
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the disease, would have been in abundance in the victims’ homes.20 At least 
two medical workers lost their lives. One was believed to have been infected 
when an undertaker and a grieving relative wrestled over a soiled blanket 
which the undertaker was trying to put in the coffin with the body. During the 
altercation the contents of the blanket where thrown across the room and 
covered the assistant who died soon after.21

Surprisingly, their efforts were not appreciated by everyone. Shapter 
describes in detail how the disease was perceived by the public, with 
some people’s response to the outbreak switching from denial to panic and 
then finally to anger. Accounts are provided of doctors and nurses being 
threatened and abused: ‘the medical attendants ministering to its necessities 
were accused of being murderers of the people,’ which led to drunken rioting 
and the singing of ‘derisive, blasphemous and wanton songs’.22 These 
acrimonious scenes were being played out throughout the country as there 
was as a degree of distrust concerning some doctors who were perceived 
as ineffectual and at odds with one another concerning how to treat the 
disease. There was also dissatisfaction, in some quarters, that those in the 
medical profession were financially benefiting from people’s suffering, which 
was not helped by The Times reporting that doctors working for the Central 
Board of Health in an advisory role, were being paid excessive sums of 20 
guineas a day for the duration of the epidemic.23 Furthermore, there were 
unproven accusations that some of the afflicted were being buried alive 
because doctors were mistakenly pronouncing people dead, when they were 
actually unconscious due to being given excessive amounts of laudanum.24 
Contemporary images capture dark humour and fear: a gruesome and 

  20  S. Halliday, ‘Death and miasma in Victorian London: an obstinate belief’, British Medical 
Journal, pp. 1469-71, 323 (2001). 
  21  See Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 247.
  22  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 235-40. The situation improved after the Mayor, William 
Kennaway published a handbill in which he reiterated his support for the medical workers, 
thanking the ‘men who risk their lives and sacrifice their comfort’, further adding that those 
found guilty of offences concerning medical workers would be ‘fined or imprisoned’. The 
abuse continued for a number of weeks until many of those involved in the protests began to 
require medical assistance themselves.
  23  M. P. Park and R. H. R. Park, ‘Fear and humour in the art of cholera’, pp. 481-3, Journal 
for the Royal Society of Medicine, 103 (2010).
  24  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 172. One possible explanation for this rumour could be 
reports by undertakers that following death from cholera, people’s limbs occasionally went 
into spasm. Considering the newly adopted practise of burying people the same day they 
died, it is plausible that banging noises may have been heard coming from coffins. One 
Exeter undertaker who witnessed this phenomenon stated that when this occurred as a 
precaution he would put off the burial for a further 24 hours, 247.
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satirical etching called A Cholera Doctor, by the cartoonist R. Cruickshank in 
around 1832, depicted a doctor benefitting from the cholera outbreak,25 and 
The Premature Burial, by Antoine-Joseph Wiertz, 1854, (Figure 2) depicted 
a cholera victim placed in a coffin prematurely.26

For the medical workers in Exeter the situation was made worse by the 
disorderly behaviour of some people, many of whom were intoxicated.27 
An idea had circulated that brandy could keep the disease at bay and this, 
according to Shapter, greatly increased the ‘desolation, the profligacy and 
drunkenness of the lower orders’.28 Such were the concerns over excessive 
drinking, the Local Board of Health persuaded employers to pay its workers 
on a Thursday rather than a Saturday, to give the wives a chance of procuring 
food from the Friday Market before the money disappeared.29

  25  Park, ‘Fear and humour in the art of cholera,’ 481–483. 
  26  The Latin inscription of the side of the coffin translates as ‘death from cholera – certified 
by our doctors [signed] without doubt’. There were concerns throughout Europe that cholera 
sufferers were being buried prematurely. See Park, ‘Fear and Humour’, 482. See also Jan 
Bondeson, Buried Alive: the Terrifying History of our Most Primal Fear, (London, W. W. 
Norton & Company, 2002), where the Wiertze’s painting is used for the front cover. 
  27  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 258-60: Once the disease had disappeared the Local Board 
asked the public to subscribe to a fund which would reward the doctors who risked their 
lives in treating the sick (no mention of the nurses or assistants). They aimed to raise £500; 
however, just over £200 was collected. 
  28  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 241. Some producers of brandy advertised that it cured and 
prevented the disease. See Saunders’s News-Letter, 27/4/1832, 3, where the headline is 
‘Cholera Brandy’. The newspapers advertised many other remedies, for example see 
Plymouth and Devonport Weekly Journal and General Advertiser for Devon, Cornwall, 
Somerset and Dorset, 24/5/1832, 2, where the makers of an enema kit described as ‘Wright’s 
relaxing apparatus’ states that in addition to curing piles and constipation the equipment will 
prevent that ‘awfully dreadful malady the Asiatic Cholera’.
  29  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 201-2.

Figure 2: The 
Premature Burial 
by Antoine-Joseph 
Wiertz (1854): 
A depiction of a 
cholera victim 
placed in a coffin 
prematurely 
(Wikimedia 
Commons).
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Burying the dead in Exeter also became a contentious issue. Clergymen 
refused to inter cholera victims in city graveyards (which were close to 
capacity anyway). Therefore, the Local Board of Health attempted to 
establish a burial ground outside the city walls, but finding someone willing 
to sell their land was problematic as nobody wanted the pestilence in their 
area. Eventually the authorities entered into negotiations with a certain Mr 
Tucker, who stood to make £200, but the deal fell through with the landowner 
complaining: ‘I have been abused, threatened and insulted for the offer’.30 
Clearly his neighbours were not keen to have a cholera burial ground close 
to home. It was finally agreed that an area known as Little Bury Meadows 
was to be used, but as soon as work started, locals protested and a riot 
broke out, which resulted in the grave diggers being attacked and having 
their tools scattered.31 Despite this, the site was eventually adopted as were 
other burial grounds such as at Southernhay which also resulted in violent 
opposition from local residents. Ironically, the leader of the rioters, who 
was described as being of ‘drunken and dissipated habits’, fell ill during the 
conflict and was quickly laid to rest in the burial ground he opposed.32 

Further objections were made about the practise of putting lime on top 
of the burials. Locals complained that the white of the lime gave a startling 
effect to the mounds and as it could be seen from a distance it acted as 
constant reminder of the increasing number of deaths. The authorities, who 
were desperate to keep the public on their side, responded by instructing 
the newly recruited gravediggers (who were bribed with brandy to continue 
working), to instead just place the lime directly on top of the coffins.33 

The undertakers (who were working day and night to meet demand) 
also became unpopular with the public as they struggled with a shortage 
of coffins.34 As with doctors, there was a degree of resentment that funeral 
providers were financially benefitting from people’s misfortune. From the 
onset of the epidemic undertakers were instructed, if possible, to inter the 
dead within twenty four hours, which often resulted in night time burials, but 
this practice was unpopular with many of the grieving relatives who thought 
that it was too quick.35 Things took a turn for the worse when it began to 
circulate that some undertakers had arrived at the home of a husband 
and wife (who were close to death) and rather than wait for their inevitable 

  30  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 148-9.
  31  The burial ground is now a public parklands known as Bury Meadows Park.
  32  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 142. 
  33  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 173. 
  34  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 247.
  35  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 174.
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demise, they sped up the process by killing them. Such accusations were 
never proven; nevertheless the rumours were sufficient to incite yet another 
riot.36 

Undertakers were also criticised for carrying coffins underhand rather 
than on their shoulder, as they considered it safer having the coffin a distance 
from their face. Such was the unrest over this new practice (which was 
considered disrespectful), that the authorities stopped coffins being carried 
from people’s houses to graveyards and instead provided (free of charge) 
horse-drawn hearses to carry the dead to their final resting place. Shapter 
recounts how on arriving at the burial ground a driver of the hearse (who 
was either a ‘jobsworth’ or fearful for his safety), refused to get down from 
his seat and open the door to access the coffin. One of the undertakers took 
umbrage that a ‘lowly’ cab driver (in his eyes) had refused his instructions 
which then led to a fight between the two men in front of grieving relatives.37 

An even more personal and detailed account of the outbreak is provided 
by the Revd William Coppard who lived in Plympton, just outside Plymouth.38 
The reverend’s diary provides a frightening insight into how the disease 
affected a small rural community during a two and half month period, 
which resulted in the deaths of 30 residents mostly from Underwood. The 
clergyman describes in vivid detail the suffering of the Tretheway family, 
whose daughter Anne was seriously ill with the disease, and how on 
returning to the household he found her still gravely ill, but then suddenly she 
appeared to improve: ‘I took her hand, which she held out to me. The icy chill 
seemed to have yielded in a slight degree’. The reverend adds: ‘We thought 
the crisis was over, and that she was on the recovery; but, in an instant — 
without a sigh — without even a lengthened breath — her eyes were glazed! 
and her gentle spirit winged its flight, I trust, to that blessed Lord, who said, 
“Suffer little children to come unto me, and forbid them not; for of such is the 
kingdom of heaven.”’39 Anne Tretheway was buried the next day. 

These scenes were played out in thousands of households, often 
because the only accessible water was contaminated. The second outbreak 
of Cholera of 1848-9 brought the largest loss of life, most of it in 1849 (Table 
1). Examining the numbers of cholera deaths recorded by each county 

  36  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 237.
  37  Shapter, Cholera in Exeter, 172. Originally the undertakers managed with one carriage, 
but such was the workload an additional hearse was brought in to service.
  38  William Isaac Coppard MA, was from the south east of England. In 1817 aged thirty-one 
he was appointed to St Mary’s Church in Plympton and remained there for forty eight years, 
He married a Plympton women and lived in Dark Street Lane.   
  39  Coppard, Cottage Scenes, 19.
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during this outbreak in 1849, we can see that Devon had the fifth worst death 
rate for cholera, with 19.5% of all deaths in Devon being attributed to the 
disease (Table 1), and the Annual report of the Registrar-General of births, 
deaths, and marriages in England for 1849 summary for Devon makes 
numerous references to the pestilence being especially bad in Newton 
Abbot, Torquay, Plymouth (and its surrounding areas) and the Tavistock 
District.40 It is further worth noting that, while Lancashire in 1849 reported 
the highest number of deaths with 8,182, this amount is dwarfed by the 
London’s returns, where 14,137 fatalities are recorded. It has been estimated 
that throughout the United Kingdom the cholera outbreak of 1848-9 took 
the lives of approximately 125,000 persons, while later outbreaks in 1853-
1854 resulted in c.30,000 deaths (188 in Devon), and 1866 took the lives 
of c.18,000 people (525 in Devon).41 See Table 1: The top five counties for 
cholera deaths excluding London: 1848-1849.42

Typhoid 
Observing and reporting on the cholera outbreaks was the Devon-born 
physician William Budd, (Figure 3),43 described by his biographer as having a 

  40  Annual report of the Registrar-General of births, deaths, and marriages in England for 
1849, 71-2.
  41  A. Hardy, ‘Cholera, Quarantine and the English Preventive System’, Medical History, 37 
(1993), 251. Shapter’s excellent Cholera map (attached to the front of the book) records 
additional cases in 1833 and 1834 (however, these numbers were low).
  42  George Graham, Report on the mortality of cholera in England, 1848-49 (London, W. 
Clowes, 1852),1-6. Historians often refer to the 1848/49 outbreak. However, observing the 
figures for both years it is clear that 1849 was by far the worst. In fact for Devon during 1849, 
cholera was the largest cause of death. 
  43  [50] Wikipedia, ‘William Budd’. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Budd#/media/
File:William_Budd.jpg (11/06/25).

Table 1: The top five counties for cholera deaths excluding London: 1848-1849.42
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‘mind preoccupied with enquiry into all 
aspects of medicine, with a profound 
social awareness of the divide between 
rich and poor, and a keen desire to relieve 
suffering’.44 Michael Dunnill also suggests 
that William Budd had already formed the 
opinion that some diseases were spread 
through infected water long before John 
Snow, whose name is inextricably linked 
to improving sanitation.45 While Budd’s 
research made major contributions to the 
cholera debate, he was also a leading 
authoritative on another waterborne 
disease: typhoid.46 Unlike cholera, where 
death or recovery would occur within 
days, people with typhoid usually suffer 
for many weeks.47 Their symptoms and 
additional complications included: a headache, nausea, stomach cramps, 
high temperature, aches and pains, a cough, rose spots on the chest, either 
diarrhoea or constipation, nose bleeds, delirium, pneumonia, septicaemia, 
dehydration and exhaustion.48  

  44  Michael S. Dunnill, William Budd, Bristol’s Most Famous Physician: Pioneer of 
Preventative Medicine and Epidemiology (Bristol, Redcliffe Press, 2006), 32. See also M. 
S. Dunnill, ‘Commentary: William Budd on cholera’, International Journal of Epidemiology, 
42 (2013),157: ‘It is fitting that, as one of the founders of modern epidemiology, the name of 
William Budd should be celebrated along with that of John Snow’.
  45  Dunnill, William Budd, 85. E. W. Goodall, ‘William Budd: a Forgotten Epidemiologist’, 
Proceedings of the Royal Society of Medicine 25, (1932), 290: ‘Budd was the first to show 
that the infection of typhoid fever could be conveyed by water, and he was nearly the first 
to demonstrate the same fact in respect of cholera, in which he was anticipated by Dr. 
John Snow by only four weeks. I think that there can be little doubt that Snow and Budd 
independently arrived at this conclusion.’
  46  It was the French physician Pierre Louis who coined the phrase Typhoid in 1829. 
Previously cases of the disease were recorded as typhus. Although there are similarities 
between the two illnesses, the differences include the fact that typhus is spread by fleas, 
whereas typhoid is a waterborne disease. In 1837 the American, William Gerhard, published 
his research on how the two diseases differed and this was later supported by Sir William 
Jenner’s monograph in Britain in 1850. See Dale C. Smith: ‘Gerhard’s distinction between 
typhoid and typhus and its reception in America, 1833-1860,’ Bulletin of the History of 
Medicine, 54 (1980), 376. 
  47  Typhoid was finally added to the Annual report of the Registrar-General of births, deaths, 
and marriages in England in 1869. Previously it had mistakenly been grouped with typhus, 
therefore we cannot ascertain the number of death from the disease until this year.
  48  For a more detailed description of the different stages, see Dunnill, William Budd, 104-5. 

Figure 3: William Budd (courtesy 
of the Wellcome Collection).
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In 1872 William Budd published Typhoid Fever, its Nature, Mode of 
Spreading, and Prevention, which provided a detailed account of the 
disease’s symptoms, causes, possible cures and studies into how a number 
of communities were affected, including North Tawton in Devon, where he 
was raised and practised medicine.49 Budd begins his account of the outbreak 
in his home village, describing its lack of sewers and poor sanitation, yet he 
notes that, despite the filth and smell of human and animal waste, people’s 
health had not been affected. But on 11 July 1839 he records the first case 
of typhoid in North Tawton. Within a week the numbers had increased to 
80 cases.50 Much of Budd’s report emphasises the virulent nature of the 
disease. He also describes how one infected person can wreak havoc on 
communities, as was the case of Mrs Lee. An edited version of his accounts 
follows:

Mrs Lee a widow from North Tawton became ill. The following day she 
went to stay at her brother’s farm a short distance away in the hamlet of 
Chaffcombe near Morchard (a place with no reports of the disease), where 
she knew her sister in-law, Mrs Snell, would care for her.

Mrs Lee suffered with a fever for many weeks but survived, however Mrs 
Snell who had nursed her became sick and died. Her husband Mr Snell who 
having nursed his wife then became ill, but survived. 

A farm apprentice working for the Snells was next to succumb to the disease, 
then a day labourer working on the farm, followed by the Snell’s daughter, 
another apprentice, a servant boy, a servant girl, and then the daughter of 
Mrs Lee (the lady who had begun the infection) who had come over from 
North Tawton to look after the sick. 

At this point Budd notes that for many years after the malady, the people 
of Morchard referred to typhoid as the ‘North Tawton Fever’. He then explains 
how the disease continued to spread:

In order to lighten the burden of so heavy a sick list, the servant girl, already 
referred to as one of the sufferers, was sent to her own home (a small 

  49  William Budd, Typhoid Fever, its Nature, Mode of Spreading, and Prevention (London, 
Longmans, Green, and Co, 1873). The book was based on his research published 1857-
1860.
  50  Budd, Typhoid Fever, 9.
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cottage in the hamlet of Loosebeare, about four miles away) as soon as the 
first symptoms of illness appeared. Here she lay ill for several weeks under 
my care. Before she had recovered, her father, a farm labourer of the name 
of Gibbings, was likewise seized, and narrowly escaped with life. A farmer, 
named Kelland, who lived across the road, and who visited this man several 
times during his illness, was the next to take the disorder. His case was, in 
turn, followed by others under the same roof; and the fever, spreading from 
this to other houses.51

In addition to providing numerous case studies, Budd’s report reveals the 
desperate toll that typhoid was having on the nation. Typhoid was not an 
occasional visitor like cholera – its outbreaks killed many people year in, year 
out. Whereas nineteenth century cholera mortality rates wildly fluctuated, 
typhoid mortality numbers are less dynamic but overall higher.52 In Budd’s 
opening paragraph he states: ‘Every year, on an average - take the United 
Kingdom through - some fifteen thousand or more of their number perish 
prematurely by it: a population equal to that of a considerable city every 
year swept into the grave by a single, and, as I hope to show, a perfectly 
preventable plague.’53

Analysis of The Annual report of the Registrar-General of births, deaths, 
and marriages in England reveals fluctuations within the numbers of fatalities 
from typhoid in Devon, London and England 1869 and 1900 (see Table 2). 
However, despite these ‘ups and downs’, there was clearly a downward 
trajectory in deaths, and again we must acknowledge that this occurred 
during a period where the population had increased by approximately nine 

  51  Budd, Typhoid Fever, 13-14. See also 14-15 for an account of scores of other people 
contracting the disease from one of the day labourers listed in the first outbreak in the 
Chaffcombe hamlet.
  52  University of Portsmouth, ‘A Vision of Britain through Time’. http://www.visionofbritain.
org.uk/unit/10061325/cube/TOT_POP. (12/6/2025) : From the census returns the population 
numbers are as follows: 1871- 21,361,235, 1881- 24,397,385, 1891-27,231,229, 1901- 
30,072,180.	  
  53  Budd, Typhoid Fever, 1. Table 2 suggests that his estimate of number of deaths was 
correct as in England alone in 1872 (the year the report was printed), 8741 people were 
recorded as dying from the disease, and when we consider the populations of the other 
home nations (approx. a third of the UK), plus the cases that don’t get recorded, it brings us 
close to the figure of fifteen thousand. The Census of 1871 revealed that the UK consisted 
of Wales 1,412,583, Scotland 3,360,018 and Ireland 4,405,137 (collectively 9,177,738) and 
England 21,361,385.    
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Table 2: Typhoid deaths in 1869-1900, taken from the Annual report of the 
Registrar-General of births, deaths, and marriages in England.
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million.54 It is also worth noting that when an increase or decrease at a 
national level occurred in typhoid deaths, the numbers for London or Devon 
don’t always follow. For example, in 1872, while the numbers of typhoid 
deaths increased in England, they fell in London and Devon and if we look 
at the pattern for the 1871-1880 decade it was more likely that the London 
and Devon figures would do the opposite to what was happening nationally. 
To understand the reasons for this, clearly much more research is required. 
Nevertheless, it does initially suggest that outbreaks were more localised 
events than national epidemics.55 See Table 2: Typhoid deaths in 1869-1900 
taken from The Annual report of the Registrar-General of births, deaths, and 
marriages in England.

Contemporary accounts such as those by Thomas Shapter, Revd 
Coppard and William Budd provide us with invaluable eye-witness account of 
how diseases such as cholera and typhoid ravaged communities. However, 
of the three men, William Budd was much more involved in promoting the 
necessary changes to fight waterborne disease, through his published work 
and correspondence with colleagues such as John Snow and members 
of the Central Board of Health – many of whom held on to the miasmic 
explanations.56 

Dysentery
Of the three main waterborne diseases, dysentery caused the lowest loss of 
life in Devon, London and England (see Table 3). Dysentery, which affects 

  54  Budd, Typhoid Fever, 12-13. Association of Public Health Laboratories. ‘Lab Blog.’ http://
www.aphlblog.org/the-diseases-of-the-oregon-trail/ (4/5/2020): ‘Typhoid fever is caused by 
Salmonella Typhi, a bacterium that is contracted by consuming contaminated food or drink. 
Once a person has Typhoid fever, they can shed the bacteria in their stool or urine for days 
to weeks and potentially make others ill’.
  55  I am grateful to Dr Romola Davenport for the following comments, ‘Typhoid outbreaks 
are caused by both contaminated water and infected food, and the balance seems to have 
tipped, in towns at least, towards mainly food-borne outbreaks by the end of the 19th century 
(as water supplies improved). Some of these food-borne outbreaks were though still due to 
contamination of water, as when shellfish were contaminated by sewage in the seawater’. 
  56  John Snow wrote numerous reports arguing that cholera was spread through 
contaminated water including a paper in 1857 to the British Medical Journal, yet his findings 
were dismissed by the review committee. See J. Snow, ‘Cholera, and the Water Supply in 
the South Districts of London’,  pp. 864-5, British Medical Journal 42 (1857).  See also S. 
Johnson, The Ghost Map: A Street, a City and the Hidden Poor of Urban Networks (London, 
Penguin, 2006): The ‘miasmatic theory’, whose supporters included Edwin Chadwick and 
Florence Nightingale continued to prevail until 1876. See P. Vinten-Johansen, Chloroform, 
and the Science of Medicine: A Life of John Snow (New York, 2003).
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the colon and can result in fever stomach cramps and passing blood, is not to 
be confused with the condition of diarrhoea which affects the small bowel.57 

  57  Diarrhoea has been omitted from this list as recent research questions whether 
diarrhoeal mortality especially in infants was due to polluted water. I am extremely grateful 
to Dr Romola Davenport for helping me on this issue. See Romala J. Davenport, M. Satchell 
and L.M.W. Shaw-Taylor ‘Cholera as a “sanitary test” of British cities, 1831–1866’, The 
History of the Family, pp. 404-38, 24 (2019).

Table 3: Dysentery deaths, 1851-80, taken from the Annual report of the Registrar-
General of births, deaths, and marriages in England.
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In 1851, some 2,185 deaths in England were attributed to dysentery and by 
1880 the number had fallen to 686 with the average yearly number for 1851-
80 being 1,259.58 In Devon, the yearly numbers for the same duration were 
the highest in 1853 (35) and by 1880 they had fallen to ten (see Table 3). 
Clearly, dysentery in England during this period was having a minimal impact 
on the mortality rates.59 The compilers of the Annual report of the Registrar-
General of births, deaths, and marriages in England certainly thought so, as 
from this point (1880) they stopped recording cases of dysentery separately 
and instead put them in the diarrhoea column, now labelled as ‘diarrhoea 
dysentery’. (See Table 3).

Conclusion
Unfortunately it is not possible to calculate the exact number of people who 
died locally or nationally due to waterborne diseases during the nineteenth 
century as much of the data is incomplete or flawed. The decades prior to 
1870 witnessed a greater number of deaths, especially from 1830 to 1860 
during the cholera epidemics. Between 1871-80 there were no outbreaks of 
Asiatic Cholera, yet still over 90,000 lives were lost in England alone (see 
Table 4, Deaths from waterborne diseases in England, 1871-1880, taken from 
The Annual report of the Registrar-General of births, deaths, and marriages 
in England). With such considerations in mind I believe it is a fair assumption 
that during the nineteenth century waterborne diseases resulted in over a 
million deaths in Britain alone.60 In addition to the loss of life we must also 
acknowledge the effect on those who were taken ill, but didn’t succumb to the 
disease. Estimates vary regarding survival rates. With cholera, it is believed 

  58  As table 3 shows, dysentery deaths peaked the next year in 1852 at 2759. Association of 
Public Health Laboratories. ‘Lab Blog.’ http://www.aphlblog.org/the-diseases-of-the-oregon-
trail/.
 (4/5/2020): ‘Dysentery is also a diarrheal illness and is often caused by Shigella species 
(bacillary dysentery) or Entamoeba histolytica (amoebic dysentery). Like cholera and Typhoid 
fever, dysentery is contracted when people consume food or water that is contaminated with 
infected faeces’.  
  59  I. Anderson, ‘The decline of mortality in the nineteenth century: with special reference to 
three English towns’ (unpub. thesis, Durham University), 1993, 35.
  60  Unfortunately we only have complete figures for the years 1871-80, as typhoid was 
grouped with typhus prior to 1871 and after 1880 dysentery was grouped with diarrhoea. 



78	 The Devon Historian, vol. 96, 2025

that for every death one or possibly two people would survive.61 More people 
caught typhoid and died from it than cholera but typhoid had a much higher 
survival rate, with William Budd claiming that from his observations ‘nine or 
ten recover for everyone that dies’.62 Many poor households, where fatalities 
occurred, would have struggled to financially recover, as the loss of a family 
member often resulted in less income being generated. Many widowers and 
widows with children suddenly found themselves not only the sole earners, 
but also the sole care providers, and in cases were both parents died, 
children were either taken in by family or friends, lived on the street, were 
taken by an orphanage or entered the workhouse. We must also consider 
that observing the suffering and death of loved ones would have left many 
people (especially children) traumatised.

The threat of both diseases would have made many families and 
communities anxious, distrustful and wary of outsiders. However, there was 
almost a weary acceptance to typhoid whereas Asiatic Cholera epidemics 
often caused panic, uncertainty and occasionally led people to riot. Thanks 
to the eye-witness accounts provided by the likes of Budd, Shapter and 
Coppard, we can begin to understand that it wasn’t just the victims of 
waterborne diseases that suffered, as the contagions caused a ripple effect 
that spread wide and far, affecting numerous people and many aspects 

  61  Davenport, Satchell and Shaw-Taylor ‘Cholera as a “sanitary test” of British cities’, 412: 
The authors state that ‘although contemporaries considered the case-fatality rate of cholera 
to be almost 50%, based on medical reports of cases and deaths, it is likely that the true 
case-fatality rate was rather lower because not all cases of infection were detected or 
reported’.
  62  Budd ‘Typhoid Fever’, 1. Typhus has the ability to kill large numbers of people and has a 
mortality, if untreated, between 10% and 60%.

Table 4: Deaths from waterborne diseases in England, 1871-1880, taken from the 
Annual report of the Registrar-General of births, deaths, and marriages in England.
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of normal life.63 The data reveals that the death rate due to waterborne 
diseases in Devon was high, especially regarding cholera. This is surprising 
as the county was mostly rural and had a low population. As to why this was 
the case, more research is clearly needed. 

Dr Drew Campbell lives in Lydford and is the author of Powdermills: The 
Story of a Gunpowder Factory. He is interested in all aspects of water 
management especially those found upon Dartmoor, and he is currently 
attempting to map and research the miles of leats on the moor whilst writing 
a book about Burrator reservoir.

  63  For another contemporary source see A.C. MacLaren, ‘On the origin and spread of 
cholera in the Eighth District of Plympton St. Mary, Devonshire’, Journal of the Statistical 
Society of London, 13 (1850),103-4. While there are a number of sources which inform us 
how Devon was affected by water borne disease, to date, we still know have few sources on 
the impact the disease had on communities on Dartmoor. 
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The Battle for Birth Control 
in North Devon

PETER CHRISTIE

Exploring the history of sexuality has never been easy in that few records 
exist, and theories often rest on circumstantial evidence. One aspect, 
however, can be addressed more directly – birth control – because 
supporters and opponents left written records and government became 
involved in the often heated debate.

The spur to this public tussle can be traced back to the idea of eugenics, 
a word coined by Francis Galton in 1883 following publication of Charles 
Darwin’s theory of natural selection. Galton advocated a social system 
allowing ‘the more suitable races or strains of blood a better chance of 
prevailing speedily over the less suitable.’1 These ideas became known as 
‘Social Darwinism’. Galton endowed a fellowship in Eugenics in 1904 and 
in his will left funds to establish a Chair of Eugenics at University College, 
London. Both were occupied by Karl Pearson who ‘felt that the high birth 
rate of the poor was a threat to civilization.’2 His views took hold in America 
where there was concern at the numbers of poor immigrants arriving. This 
led to involuntary sterilization of those in institutions - with more than 30,000 
thus treated by 1938. Nazi Germany began to adopt the same policies 

  1  https://collections.countway.harvard.edu/onview/exhibits/show/galtonschildren/sir-
francis-galton
  2  https://www.britannica.com/science/eugenics-genetics

© 2025 The Devon History Society



	 The Battle for Birth Control in North Devon	 81

and a popular backlash against both this 
procedure and eugenics in general saw 
the idea become unacceptable to many. 
The idea that uncontrolled reproduction 
led to poverty and the passing on of 
congenital illnesses was still common, 
however, and birth control was heralded 
as a personal way out of these problems.

The history of practical contraception 
is again beset with lacunae in the records 
but in recent years research has revealed 
the outlines. Potts and Campbell have 
published an excellent paper dealing with 
the main ideas.3 Abortion and abstention 
had been the main way of controlling 
family size until the spread of cheap 
and available condoms following the 
invention of rubber vulcanization around 1840.4 The idea that contraception 
would both reduce poverty and the harmful impact of multiple pregnancies 
was enthusiastically accepted, notably in Britain by Dr Marie Stopes who 
opened her first clinic providing advice in 1921 in London. Stopes was also 
a supporter of eugenics and her books Married Love and Wise Parenthood, 
both published in 1918, essentially promoted what might be termed ‘eugenic 
birth control’.5 Opposition came from religious groups and those who 
believed that national strength depended on population growth.

Both sides mounted campaigns with proponents securing a victory when 
in July 1930 the Ministry of Health issued a ‘Circular’ allowing local councils 
to provide advice about contraception  to married women in maternity 
clinics.6 Exeter had pre-empted this by deciding to dispense information from 
its clinic in December 1928, though ‘enthusiastic supporters of birth control 
in Devon almost invariably extended their analysis from the health benefits 
of fewer pregnancies, and the economic case for smaller families, to a clear 

  3  M. Potts and M. Campbell, ‘History of Contraception’, pp.1-23, Gynecology & Obstetrics, 
6  (2002).
  4  Aine Collier, The Humble Little Condom. A History, (Buffalo: Prometheus Books, 2010).
  5  britannica.com/biography/Marie-Stopes
  6  M. Simms, ‘Parliament and birth control in the 1920s’, pp.83-88, Journal of the College of 
General Practitioners, 28.187 (1978).

Figure 1: Marie Stopes (courtesy 
of the Wellcome Collection).
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preference for preventing the reproduction of the 
unfit.’7

The first champion of advice in North Devon 
was Mrs Hilda Clifford of Beaford House, 
Beaford, daughter of J. Davis, a county councillor 
and one time Deputy Lieutenant of Devon, and 
great niece of R. D. Blackmore of ‘Lorna Doone’ 
fame.8 In one of her letters to the local press 
she recorded that ‘I am a wife and mother, a 
Churchwoman and a Communicant, and I have 
worked recently in the East-end of London as a 
pupil midwife ... I have also the honour of being 
on the voluntary staff of the Princess Elizabeth 
Orthopaedic Hospital, Exeter.’9 In March 1933 
she wrote to both the Liberal-supporting North 
Devon Journal and the Conservative-supporting 
North Devon Herald starting her letter ‘The 
general public, medical world, and public 
authorities are not generally aware that the 
Ministry of Health has recently sanctioned the use of municipal maternity 
and child welfare clinic premises, at a separate session, for the purposes 
of giving women scientific advice on contraception … on strictly medical 
grounds.’10

She pointed out that two clinics existed in Exeter and Plymouth but none 
in the north of the county. She invited Mrs Pyke, Secretary of the National 
Birth Control Association, to give two talks in Barnstaple, the first for women 
but the second a public discussion ‘as to the advisability of a central clinic 
for North Devon.’ The public meeting was reported in the newspapers, which 
noted it was ‘sparsely attended.’11 It was chaired by J. Wade, a former Mayor 
of Barnstaple, who admitted he had only ‘been tempted’ to attend as Mrs 
Clifford was the daughter of his old friend J. Davis. Mrs Pyke started by 
saying that infant and maternal mortality could be reduced by lowering birth 
rates. She linked unemployment with overpopulation and reckoned that 

  7  P. Dale and K. Fisher ‘Contrasting Municipal Responses to the Provision of Birth Control 
Services in Halifax and Exeter before 1948,’ pp. 567–585, Social History of Medicine, 23.3 
(2010), 571. 
  8  North Devon Journal (NDJ) 8.3.1934 5e
  9  NDJ 27.4.1933 8f
  10  NDJ 16.3.1933 3b-c + North Devon Herald (NDH) 16.3.1933 3f
  11  NDJ 23.3.1933 2c-d

Figure 2: Hilda Clifford 
(courtesy of the North 
Devon Journal).
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whereas the rich could pay for information 
on birth control the poor could not – which 
led to large, poor families becoming a 
burden on the public purse. As to religious 
objections she said that man ‘interfered 
with many laws of nature’ so why not human 
fertility? She countered the objection that 
‘birth control would tend to cause the 
spread of immorality’ by claiming that most 
women who visited clinics were married 
and ‘no immoral women’ went to them. Mrs 
Clifford listed those supporting her new 
North Devon Birth Control Association, 
including Lady Acland and Sir Basil Peto 
MP, although she admitted Barnstaple’s 
Medical Officer of Health was opposed.

The editor of the North Devon Journal 
penned a piece in which he acknowledged 
‘a prejudice against the birth control 
method of dealing with poverty, overcrowding and disease.’12 The editor of 
the North Devon Herald took a slightly different view.13 He remarked that 
‘it is only within recent times that a false modesty that is an unfortunate 
characteristic of the British race has shown signs of breaking down so that it 
has been possible to bring the question into the light of day.’ He expressed a 
view seemingly derived from eugenicists writing ‘The bringing into the world 
of human beings who are obviously destined to nothing but misery through 
congenital inability to become normal members of the community cannot be 
justified.’ In the same issue the editor quoted the Revd Father Owen Dudley, 
who had led Catholic missions in Barnstaple and considered birth control 
‘a foul practice’ and that ‘The pronouncement of the Anglican bishops on 
birth prevention, not so long ago was little less than amazing, revealing a 
tragic ignorance of the moral laws of God, as well as incompetence to teach 
them.’ The next week, two letters appeared in the Journal, one by F. Hayes 
opposing birth control which ended ‘It is to be hoped that intelligent people 
will know when they are being insulted.’14 The second was from Mrs Clifford 
pointing out the lack of advice for girls until they had married and become 

  12  NDJ 23.3.1933 5b
  13  NDH 23.3.1933 2c
  14  NDJ 30.3.1933 4h

Figure 3: Sir Basil Peto 
(Peter Christie collection).



84	 The Devon Historian, vol. 96, 2025

pregnant, adding that she welcomed donations ‘from 3d upwards.’
Clearly on a mission, Mrs Clifford had another letter published a week 

later where she included a poem by ‘a sympathiser’ from Barnstaple.15 

The Weariness of the Working Women.
We have husbands, we have children,
We have homes and fires to tend:
We have house-work, washing, cooking,
Clothes to make and socks to mend.
We are tired and do not show it,
We are ill, and do not grouse;
For there’s husbands, duties, babies,
And above all there’s the house.
Men get out and work and gossip
With their pals in sun and air:
We, if virtuous, stay and labour
In the kitchen, up the stair.
We have ill-health forced upon us,
Pregnancies all undesired:
And if e’er we’ve voiced a protest
We’ve been hushed up and be-mired.
Priest and doctor look upon us
As their prototypes before
Looked on Him, the one who travelled
Into Jericho of Yore.
We are sisters, we must rally,
Say “These things shall not be so.
“Children? Babies? Yes, in reason,
So they’ll flourish as they grow.”
We are women, we will rally;
We will purify the air.
We love Life and we love Love,
Not the hell of sheer despair
Which so often life and love bring.
There’s a clinic coming here.
St.Matt. XXV., 31-46.’
(Signed ‘Fig Leaf Barnstaple 1-4-33’)

  15  NDJ 6.4.1933 3e
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In the same issue as this poem was a report on a speech given by 
Charles Dart, the Mayor of Barnstaple, to the Bideford Chamber of Trade.16 
In it he noted that ‘Overcrowding and the alarming number of our mental 
deficients were arguments being widely used in favour of the Birth Control 
movement’ but he believed its supporters didn’t address the major problem 
– slums.

By the end of April 1933 Mrs Clifford could write to the newspapers 
saying she was to be the Secretary of The Women’s Welfare and Advice 
Centre to be established in Barnstaple.17 This was to have a ‘fully qualified 
medical woman’ and a nurse who would ‘in cases deemed advisable by the 
doctor, and to married women only, advice on clean and scientific methods of 
birth control.’ Another article listed her supporters, with Countess Fortescue 
heading the list. The same paper carries an advertisement for books by Dr 
Marie Stopes including Wise Parenthood – A practical handbook on Birth 
Control.18 

Directly below Clifford’s letter in the North Devon Herald was an article 
based on what the Bishop of Exeter, Lord William Cecil, had written in 
The Exeter Diocesan Gazette for April. The Bishop had apparently heard 
rumours that unnamed individuals were trying to establish clinics ‘which 
shall encourage that terrible race suicide which has already reduced France 
to comparative impotence and now threatens our beloved country.’ He 
airily dismissed ‘a small section of Christians who have, only in my lifetime, 
changed over to believing in race suicide’ before going on to express his 
admiration for those making ‘great sacrifices to raise a numerous family’ – 
any one of whom could be ‘useful to humanity’.

An editorial in the Journal in the same week explains how Barnstaple 
town council had been approached to give their backing to the scheme but 
had not given it, and that both pro- and anti- birth control advocates had 
asked to speak to the council.19 When the application by Mrs Clifford came 
before the Health and Highways Committee the town clerk was initially 
instructed to reply ‘no useful purpose would be served by such meeting’.20 
Councillor Dunn, however, pointed out that ‘whether they liked it or not, they 
knew that there was going to be a birth control clinic started in Barnstaple’ 
and he didn’t want it to be ‘a hole and corner business’ but thought the council 
should exercise some control. He was supported by Alderman H. Ashton 

  16  NDJ 6.4.1933 7c
  17  NDJ 27.4.1933 8f + NDH 27.4.1933 5e
  18  NDJ 27.4.1933 4f
  19  NDJ 27.4.1933 5b
  20  NDJ 4.5.1933 2c-d
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who had heard that women at the town’s Maternity Centre ‘were practically 
unanimous in their desire that the Council should seriously consider this 
question.’ He considered the Bishop of Exeter’s ideas about race suicide 
were as a result of his being misled. After further discussion, councillors 
invited both sides to put their views to the council.

This happened a few days later with Mrs Clifford speaking for an hour 
with the Revd J. Harrison, vicar of Pilton, the Revd F. Maydew, vicar of 
Newport in Barnstaple, the Revd H. Kirby of the Methodists and the Revd 
Father Hayes of the Barnstaple Roman Catholics putting the opposite view 
– with a letter from the local Congregational minister also being presented.21 
The report noted that the opponents were organising a ‘public demonstration 
of protest’ to be addressed by the Bishop of Exeter.

The following week the editor of the Journal wrote denying any ambiguity 
in the newspaper’s reporting of the issue though he did note ‘the steps 
taken at Plymouth and Exeter to ensure that the special sort of information 
given at these clinics is not turned to immoral uses.’22 The ‘protest meeting’ 
referred to previously was held on May 23 ‘under the auspices of the League 
of National Life’ at the Parish Church Rooms in Barnstaple.23 The League 
had been launched in 1928 to combat the spread of birth control saying 
it ‘leads to immorality lowers the moral tone of public and private life, and 
disintegrates the family.’24 On the platform along with the Bishop of Exeter 
were four clergymen and two women speakers although the Mayor, who had 
agreed to chair the meeting, backed out saying that ‘I feel that at this early 
stage the Barnstaple town council should not have been asked to express 
an opinion on such a controversial and far reaching matter’.

G. Lefroy took the chair and explained that the League of National Life 
was set up to combat the spread of contraception and ‘uphold the honour 
and blessing of parenthood’. He read out a letter from the Devon County 
Medical Officer of Health which announced that the county council had 
agreed to fund the clinic at Exeter thus, in his view, making the one proposed 
for Barnstaple unnecessary. He was followed by a League speaker the Revd 
Eustace Hill who characterised birth control as morally wrong, adding ‘there 
was no association of doctors that had ever certified that birth control was not 
physically harmful.’ Mrs Wynne, ‘wife of a former headmaster of Blundell’s 
School’ then spoke, stressing ‘the essential wrongness’ of contraception 

  21  NDJ 11.5.1933 5f + NDH 11.5.1933 8c
  22  NDJ 18.5.1933 5b
  23  NDJ 25.5.1933 8d-e
  24  Barrier Miner 28.3.1928 via Trove website
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which she thought people only sought as they were selfish and self-seeking. 
Her fellow female speaker Mrs Remfry said birth control would lead to ‘a 
race of men and women not worthy to be called Britons.’

The Bishop of Exeter in his speech announced that the Church of England 
had always fought against what was wrong – and drew attention to Bolshevik 
Russia where in every town there was a clinic ‘where mothers were taught 
the art of abortion.’ Whether he equated birth control with abortion is unclear 
but he contended that the only reason for contraception was ‘to avoid 
the people who were defective, who were below mental standard, having 
children.’ Unfortunately, he was positive these were the very people who 
would not come to any clinic. He finished by linking population growth to 
economic and military power, putting forward the example of Australia where 
birth control had been introduced to its seven million strong population and 
now they had massive unemployment and stood in peril from Japan with 
its population of 80 million. Interestingly, the Journal’s editor noted that no 
resolution was put to the meeting – and no questions allowed, which seems 
odd for a public meeting.25 Commenting on this meeting the Herald’s editor 
deplored the ‘assumption that irresponsible people will be enabled to make 
use of the resources of the clinic.’26 After pointing to the members of the 
Clinic’s committee who were a ‘guarantee of the integrity of purpose that 
animates the movement’ he challenged those opposed to birth control to 
‘point out concrete cases of abuse’ if they wanted to be taken seriously.

Nonetheless, Barnstaple town council, having listened to both sides, 
then met in a closed session and accepted the recommendation that the 
proposed clinic should be allowed to start in the building housing the town’s 
Maternity Child Welfare Centre in Boutport Street.27 This struck the editor 
of the Journal as surprising ‘because it has all the appearance of ignoring 
altogether the substantial proofs of very considerable opposition to the 
project.’28

Having been given the go-ahead by the council, Mrs Clifford used 
the correspondence column of the newspapers to renew her request for 
sympathisers to help meet the expected annual running costs of £3,000, 
adding a list of those who had already done so, which featured two 
clergymen and ‘Messrs Woolworth’s’ amongst many others.29 She added 
that ‘Birth control advice will be given to married women only.’

  25  NDJ 25.5.1933 5a-b
  26  NDH 25.5.1933 2c
  27  NDJ 1.6.1933 2d
  28  NDJ 1.6.1933 5a
  29  NDJ 8.6.1933 5f + NDH 8.6.1933 5a
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The same week that this appeal appeared, the Journal carried two letters. 
The first was from the Secretary of the League of National Life offering 
assistance to those ‘who are anxious to resist this growing menace and to 
defeat traditional morality’ by challenging birth control.30 The second was 
an ‘Open Letter to the people of Barnstaple’ from the vicar of Frithelstock, 
the Revd A. S. Rankeilor31, who characterised the council’s decision as 
one that would hasten the decline of the birth rate and put the country at a 
disadvantage compared to nations like Germany, Russia, Italy and China 
where populations were increasing rapidly.32 He was also upset that the 
views of the Bishop of Exeter had been ignored. He believed birth control 
was ‘utterly disgusting, morally deadening, and an insult to true womanhood’ 
though he doesn’t explain what he meant by this. He recorded his work with 
the urban poor where ‘the baby is often the slum-mother’s salvation’ though 
this is not elaborated on. He ended with an attack on how the Barnstaple 
councillors had taken the decision behind closed doors.

This diatribe saw five answering letters the next week, three of which 
attacked his stance.33 Two pointed out that other Bishops supported birth 
control so why should they listen to the Bishop of Exeter? The other 
was from a Barnstaple ‘Working class mother’ with six children and an 
unemployed husband who was trying to live on 33/- a week. She recorded 
‘I am compelled to live in one room, eight in family, with daughter of thirteen 
and a boy of eleven. Is it good enough? Am I justified I ask you in having 
more children?’ It was signed ‘From one who has six children, and young 
enough to have six more.’

    The fourth letter was from W. Hoad, a Barnstaple town councillor, 
defending the right of his fellow councillors to exercise ‘freedom of thought 
and action’, something he trusted Rankeilor’s fellow clergy would be allowed 
to enjoy. The final letter was from J. Dunn, another town councillor, decrying 
Rankeilor’s abuse of those whose views differed from his.34 He also pointed 
out that the claim by the vicar that his position was supported by ‘the highest 
medical and clerical’ authorities was inaccurate, in that the Bishops meeting 
at the Lambeth Conference had decided that contraception ‘was a matter for 
the individual conscience’.

    This backlash against the Frithelstock vicar didn’t stop the vicar of 
Pilton the Revd J. Harrison from attacking the council’s decision from his 

  30  NDJ 8.6.1933 2c
  31  NDJ 8.6.1933 2c
  32  NDJ 8.6.1933 2c
  33  NDJ 18.6.1933 3a
  34  NDJ 15.6.1933 5g
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pulpit. He characterised the decision as ‘disgraceful and short sighted and 
being inimical to the morality of the neighbourhood’ adding that in both 
France and Belgium anyone advocating birth control ‘were subject to six 
month’s imprisonment as traitors.’35

    The Revd Rankeilor replied to his critics the next week in a long and 
slightly odd letter.36 He once more attacked the ‘secrecy’ surrounding the 
town council’s decision and went off on a tangent quoting figures about the 
shrinkage of ‘British Stock in Canada’ which would see the country ‘lost 
to the Empire’. He went on to cite the six [sic] million people in Australia – 
a country ‘which some day, not very far distant will support 200 millions. 
English or Japanese?’ His letter appeared in the same column as one from 
the Revd E. Thornton of Parracombe who also saw birth control as a threat 
to national power. He wrote that ‘no-one who has lived, as I have, for more 
than 30 years in the East, face to face with the growing peril of Western 
civilization being entirely swept away by the annually increasing hordes of 
Japanese and Chinese’ could fail to be worried.

    The Journal’s editor added that he would allow just one more letter from 
Rankeilor in answer to the ‘Mother of Six’ before closing the correspondence. 
This didn’t happen and Rankeilor’s letter the following week began with 
him claiming to have received ‘information’ as to the bona fides of the ‘sad 
story’ of the ‘Mother of Six’.37 He wrote bathetically, ‘Life is a sore struggle 
on a very small income for such a family’ and returned to attacking other 
correspondents in terms of generalised economics, ignoring the major points 
made in her letter. His final paragraph records how a ‘business man recently 
said to me with considerable emphasis in talking of this subject “What this 
country needs more than anything else is discipline, discipline, discipline!”’ 
Rankeilor clearly saw this in terms of sexual self-discipline and wrote ‘The 
use of contraceptives is a confession of moral and spiritual weakness,’ 
ending his letter with a Christian homily.

The editor did publish two more letters just below Rankeilor’s. One came 
from Alica Acland of Onslow Square, London, who had been a ‘social worker’ 
for at least 60 years. She wrote that birth control wasn’t just about preventing 
births but also ‘to help to assure the production by healthy mothers of 
healthy children.’ She knew that large numbers of women attending clinics 
‘are suffering from the terrible consequences of indescribable attempts 
to destroy the child before birth because they know their inability to fund 
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child after child on dwindling incomes.’ As to contraceptive clinics leading to 
immorality, she made the blunt assertion that ‘It is observed that prostitutes, 
or would-be evil livers know all about it, and do not come.’ The second 
letter was from C. Mortlock-Brown of Braunton who shared Rankeilor’s view 
that ‘Self-control is better than birth control, better morally, surer and more 
hygienic.’ His unusual suggestion of ‘continence in married life save for 
procreation’ probably didn’t attract many supporters.

These letters opposing the Clinic were rather late, as at the same time 
as they were appearing the town council had agreed to the opening of the 
Clinic every Tuesday afternoon – but had decided that the ‘Nurse Midwife’ 
would not be in attendance ‘in view of the possibility of infection’ though it is 
unclear in which direction this infection might be expected.38 After this last 
exchange of letters everything went quiet, but Mrs Clifford does reappear in 
a newspaper report in November of the same year.39 This covered a meeting 
in Bideford Town Hall of the Eugenics Society where the local MP Sir Basil 
Peto spoke as did Mrs Clifford and Miss Hilda Pocock, a lecturer from the 
Society. Peto said he had reached the conclusion that in a few years ‘we 
should as soon think it was immoral and wrong to help to instruct people in 
the hygiene of the home as it would be to limit the spread of the necessary 
knowledge to the mothers if they were to have healthy babies for a start.’ 
Miss Pocock referred to ‘the question of the sterilisation of the defectives’ 
saying ‘we were doing much for the survival of the unfit at the expense of the 
fit.’ Mrs Clifford’s contribution didn’t mention eugenics, being limited to giving 
a brief history of the birth control movement in Devon. She was, however, 
glad that ‘we were beginning to outgrow our false modesty and the ridiculous 
way we had of regarding sex matters as absolutely taboo.’

Having launched the clinic, Mrs Clifford announced in February 1934 
that she was going to stand for the Torrington division in the county council 
elections, her opponents being Mrs O’Flaherty, a former Mayoress of 
Torrington, and G. Ford of Alverdiscott and J. Millman.40 The result saw 
Mrs Clifford becoming the county council’s second female member, having 
secured 534 votes against Ford’s 431, O’Flaherty’s 353 and Millman’s 341.41

In August 1934 the first AGM of the ‘North Devon Women’s Welfare and 
Advice Centre (the Married Women’s Clinic)’ was held where it was reported 
that eleven patients had been seen in the ‘gynaecological conditions, heart 
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disease, kidney disease, tuberculosis, varicose veins and other disorders’ 
whilst one women aged under 30 had ‘eleven children’ and a weekly 
income of 25/- whilst another 42 year old with nine children had a ‘disabled 
and unemployed husband.’42 The clinic didn’t just treat physical conditions 
but attempted to tackle ‘mental worries and anxieties’ claiming that ‘some 
women are happy for the first time in many years.’ Three months later Mrs 
Clifford made a presentation of a fruit bowl to Miss Crawford, the Honorary 
Sister of the Centre, in gratitude for her devoted service.43

In June 1935 the editor of the Journal visited the clinic and reported 
on his findings.44 His invitation had come from Mrs Roff, the Honorary 
Secretary, who had evidently replaced Mrs Clifford in the previous six 
months. He wrote ‘Never again can I read about, hear about or talk about 
the Centre without feeling stirred by a sense of admiration for those who are 
its life and soul.’ He learnt how the clinic was the largest of its kind in Devon 
and on talking to the doctor on duty heard how both babies and mothers 
had become healthier. Attendances had risen to an average of 74 mothers 
per week, many of whom also attended the dental suite in the clinic where 
treatment was provided at cost and paid for by membership of a Thrift Club. 
By the time of the second AGM in October 1935 the cumulative number of 
cases treated had more than doubled from the year before to 242.45 The 
1936 AGM heard that the number had again risen to 32546 which increased 
to ‘over 400’ by the next year.47 At this AGM Dr Margaret Jackson, the clinic’s 
medical officer, ‘stressed the national value of the work of the Birth Control 
Clinics throughout the country in combating the ever-increasing menace of 
abortion, and in helping married couples to space their families’ all of which 
went ‘to produce an A1 population.’

Looking back from the twenty-first century this record of opposition might 
strike us as odd  – but the story is indicative of how new ideas spread from 
outright condemnation, through grudging acceptance, to becoming the 
norm. Hilda Clifford believed in contraception and through her indefatigable 
efforts it became part of the lives of her fellow North Devonians.

This article by the late Peter Christie is published with the kind permission 
of his family. Peter, who died in 2024, had a BA and MA from the now 
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University of Portsmouth; lectured at North Devon College; served as Mayor 
of Bideford (and as Britain’s first Green Party mayor); wrote, co-wrote or 
edited 41 books on North Devon history; and was reviews editor for  the 
Local Historian magazine.



Book Reviews

John Allan (ed.), Archaeological Studies at Exeter Cathedral, Volume 
1: The Cloister and Chapter House, (Devon Archaeological Society 
Monograph 3) (Exeter:  Devon Archaeological Society and The Friends of 
Exeter Cathedral, 2024), xiv+308 pp., 257 line drawings, photographs and 
tables. Hardback ISBN 978-0-9527899-7-0 £30.00; Softback ISBN 978-0-
9527899-6-3 £25.00.

This book is the first in a planned series of reports on the archaeology of 
Exeter Cathedral. The refurbishment of the Chapter House in 2020–22 
and the building of the new ‘Friends Cloister Gallery’ in 2023–24 provided 
the catalyst for this first volume, on the programmes of investigation that 
preceded the works, as well as many previous episodes of research in these 
areas. Further volumes are in preparation on the Norman cathedral, and on 
the eastern and western arms of the later church.

The scope of the book is vast. Although the research on the Chapter 
House and medieval cloisters form the core of the book (chapters three 
and four, and just over half of its 308 pages), there is much else besides: 
glimpses of the earlier archaeology examined in trenches provide important 
new information on the Roman and earlier medieval town, notably three 
middle Saxon burials (radiocarbon dated to the seventh and eighth centuries) 
and a fresh analysis of the post-Roman dark soils (the first in Exeter since 
the 1980s). Later chapters deal with the post-medieval development of the 
cloister area, including the serge market constructed on the south and west 
arms of the cloister site in the Commonwealth period, and the dwellings 
that clustered around the walls of the cathedral. These were memorably 
described by Revd George Oliver as ‘the most miserable hovels’, and this 
phrase has stuck, being taken up here in the relevant chapter title and in the 
text. The book is rounded off by chapters on John Loughborough Pearson’s 
unfinished cloister of 1887–88 (by Jo Cox) and on the new building of 2023–
24 (by Camilla Finlay).
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Chapter three reminds us that the first phase of the Chapter House is 
probably the most important piece of Early English style architecture in 
Devon and Cornwall; its details are reviewed and a reconstruction proposed, 
with a timber vault. Traces of decorative schemes are discussed, particularly 
the early fourteenth century scheme in the wall arcades (which survives 
beneath later plaster) and the fifteenth century paintings on the east and 
west walls (which were inexcusably ‘scrubbed off’ in 1969!). The rebuilding of 
the upper stages of the Chapter House in the fifteenth century is extensively 
described with revealing discussions of the roof carpentry, and carved 
and painted decoration (both medieval and nineteenth century), beautifully 
illustrated in colour images.  Tree ring analysis has yielded a felling-date 
range of 1456–81, broadly matching that suggested by the painted heraldry.

The marshalling of evidence for the form of the cloisters in chapter four  
is masterly, and leads to very convincing accounts of their interpretation 
and reconstruction. The work of two of the most important medieval master 
masons in the country is represented here: Thomas Witney in 1328–42 in 
the north walk, and Robert Lesyngham in the late fourteenth century (1377–
96) in the south and west walks. The discovery of a respond pier and a 
number of roof bosses on the demolition of later houses on the south side of 
the cloister in 1887 enabled Pearson to reconstruct Lesyngham’s vault with 
some accuracy and the account of this, the parallels at Wells and Worcester 
and the question of why Lesyngham did not use a fan vault here (as he had 
done in the cloisters at Gloucester, and on a small scale in the north porch of 
the Image Screen at Exeter) are of great interest. The account of Pearson’s 
skill at interpreting and incorporating the rediscovered fragments into his 
design (pp. 146–50, 156–57) is a revelation.

Among many other interesting details is the extraordinary method devised 
for drainage of the high roofs of the nave (Figs 4.31 and 4.44). Rainwater 
was directed through pipes built into the masonry of the flying buttresses, 
via a zig-zag arrangement of counter-sloped lead roofs to the aisle and 
cloister, and conducted back through the roofs via internal lead-lined timber 
launders or gutters. This over-ingenious system (which can only have been 
as effective as the next dead pigeon blocking a pipe or gutter!) was devised 
to permit the double crenellated parapets of the aisle and cloister, complete 
with cruciform arrow loops (Fig. 4.46 and the cover), the fortified appearance 
of which is suggested (p. 141) as an allusion to the Heavenly Jerusalem. A 
similar idea was proposed for the west front by Edith K. Prideaux in 1912.

The book is a model of what can be done with the variety of evidence 
in the archaeological study of buildings (in its widest and most general 
sense): combining below-ground excavated material, architectural analysis, 
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documentary and pictorial evidence, plus analysis of finds, paint samples, 
mortar and soil types, petrology, dendrochronology, and so on. The drawings 
alone provide a meticulous record of observation and analysis and are 
exemplars of their type. Elevations are systematically presented in two forms: 
the first showing the stone types; the second the analysis and phasing of the 
masonry. Thus observation and analysis are scrupulously separated in the 
established archaeological tradition. The twenty or so figures of this sort, 
spread through the book, cover all the significant elevations of the cloister 
area. These drawings collectively encapsulate the meat of the various 
recording programmes, and will be of lasting value in the future study and 
interpretation of the cathedral.

Of course, the work is the result of wide collaboration, as is stated by 
the editor in the first line of his acknowledgements (p. xi) and contains 
contributions by multiple authors (29 individuals are listed on the title page). 
Notable among these are, inter alia, Peter Stead for his work on the initial 
archaeological evaluation of the site and Richard Parker for his studies of 
the buildings and reconstruction drawings, both going back to the 1990s; 
Stewart Brown for much of the detailed analysis of the nave fabric; and 
Hugh Harrison and Ruth McNeilage for the analysis of the Chapter House 
roof and its polychromy. But, in the end, the book is very much the work 
of John Allan as editor and chief author, and testifies to his enormous 
contribution to the study of the cathedral building over a period of more than 
50 years as consultant archaeologist to the Dean and Chapter. Moreover, 
the appearance of this book is a tribute to his drive and commitment to see 
the results of an enormously wide range of work suitably published. John 
Allan and all his contributors are to be hugely congratulated on this very 
impressive achievement. The fact that the book is beautifully printed and 
bound, in Exeter, by Short Run Press also deserves recognition.

Stuart Blaylock

Gillian Allen, Slavery and a Countess Wear Family: the Davy Family in 
Devon and Jamaica (Exeter,: the author, 2024), 96 pp., profusely illustrated. 
Softback. ISBN 978-1-0369-0222-3. £10.00.

As Gillian Allen sets out in her introduction, some years ago she left her home 
in Countess Wear to work as a teacher in the Jamaican parish of Manchester. 
However, it was not until after her return to Devon that she discovered at a 
talk on the Davy family that not only did they have links with slavery, but also 
that within Manchester were abandoned plantations known as Topsham, 



96	 The Devon Historian, vol. 96, 2025

Heavitree and Wear (the old name for Countess Wear). Recalling that she 
knew a lady in Jamaica known as Mrs Davey, she tracked her down, and 
through the internet made contact with a Davy descendent in Australia. Her 
interest piqued, Allen returned to Jamaica intent on exploring the matter. 
Guided by her, the Australian Davy also made a visit and photographs taken 
then form the bulk of the book’s illustrations.

Allen then moves to an account of the Davy family; beginning with Gaius, 
who following the unsuccessful Monmouth Rebellion of 1685 moved from 
Dorset to Devon. Three generations later, James Davy (1729-1813) settled 
in Countess Wear and raised eight children. The eldest son, Robert (1762-
1862) was one of England’s leading shipbuilders and a major Westcountry 
limeburner and coal merchant. He was also part-owner of ships bearing 
goods from the West Indies, but does not appear to have benefitted directly 
from either the employment or transportation of slaves. The same cannot be 
said of some of his siblings.

Of these, the author concentrates on James (1765-1825) and Edward 
(1778-1803). Both arrived in Jamaica during the 1790s; James to acquire 
Wear Pen and Heavitree plantations and Edward, Topsham. As their lands 
were unsuitable for growing sugar cane, the brothers reared cattle and 
grew coffee and pimentos. Allen provides compelling evidence that both 
relied on enslaved Africans. Following Edward’s death, his plantation and 
slaves passed to his brother, Thomas and sister, Rebecca. Both remained in 
England as absentee owners. Two years before he died James handed the 
management of Wear Pen and Heavitree to his second son, John. 

After a general description of the work expected from the slaves and 
the punishments meted out if they proved troublesome, Allen concentrates 
in detail on those held by the Davys. Comprehensive demographic data 
is presented, but there is description also of individual slaves. Allen’s 
investigations suggest that the Davys occupied the middle ground between 
brutality and paternalistic benevolence. The compensation received 
following emancipation indicates a similar middling position in relation to the 
numbers held. In addition to their plantation responsibilities the Davys took 
part in civic affairs. James and two of his sons James Lewis and John were 
magistrates and officers in the local militia. The prospect of a slave rebellion 
would have played a part in both positions. Both these sons were involved 
in banking and John managed a number of properties. The third, George 
Thomas, became a prosperous businessman involved in the Chile guano 
trade.

The Slavery Abolition Act was passed in 1833, but the slaves did 
not obtain unrestricted freedom until after a four-year period known as 
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Apprenticeship, designed, in theory, to prepare them for independent working 
lives. The writer then concentrates on the subsequent fates of the released 
slaves and of the Davy family. Probably because of the wide disparity in 
the archival material available, the latter predominate. Nevertheless, that of 
the Jamaican slaves as a whole is well dealt with and illustrated by the few 
slaves and descendants that Allen was able to obtain reliable information on.

To be frank, the reviewer took on his task with some trepidation, fearing 
yet another diatribe against our forebears for not living according to present 
day values. Although the abhorrence towards slavery is by no means skirted 
around, this is a refreshingly even-handed account. It is engagingly written 
and draws on a number of archival sources, including those from the West 
Indies. The illustrations are clear and apt, as are the various tables. Allen’s 
study is of particular interest as it covers the transition from slavery being 
socially acceptable (albeit within a rapidly declining minority) to the ending 
of the practice within the British Empire. It is of interest also in that she deals 
not with the rich and famous who built grand buildings on the backs of their 
slaves, but with a middle-class commercial family. Allen also goes beyond 
and discusses the aftermath of emancipation, interlacing the subsequent 
fortunes of the enslaved and the Davy family, epitomising her view that 
‘black and white histories are intertwined’. She goes further: ‘we should not 
be afraid of confronting this past but understand and grow from it’. A more 
hope-laden approach than destroying statues.

Sadru Bhanji

Richard Batten, For King and Country: The Role of Patriotism in 
Mobilisation in the First World War (Barnsley: Pen and Sword History, 
2025), xxvi + 229 pp., illustrations. Hardback. ISBN: 978-139906-002-8. 
£25.00.

In 2018 Richard Batten published A Lord Lieutenant in Wartime: the 
Experiences of the Fourth Earl Fortescue during the First World War, a 
reflective use of the papers of Earl Fortescue, Lord Lieutenant of Devon, to 
illustrate the breadth of activities in which county Lords Lieutenant became 
involved. Now he has singled out one particular theme to explore in depth: 
the role of Devon’s local elite in the use of ‘patriotism’ to rouse the county to 
action.

With the benefit of more extensive research Batten sets Fortescue 
amongst other members of Devon’s social elite to explore their role in 
mobilising the county. He uses the term ‘mobilisation’ to describe not only 
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the efforts to recruit young men to serve in the fighting forces, but also 
to explore, not in so much depth, other facets of ‘mobilisation’: charitable 
support for the troops, for food production, for the war savings movement 
and the concerns about the risk posed by aliens, even when these were the 
members of the monastic order at Buckfast Abbey.

Batten’s research into this theme is based on a wide range of source 
material from official papers to private diaries, making full use of the 
wide range of local newspapers published at the time. His framework is 
chronological, taking us from scene-setting in chapter one, through chapters 
two and three, which deal with the phase of the war when enlistment was 
voluntary, to chapters four and five when conscription was introduced to take 
the war through to its conclusion.

Batten adopts as his label for the elite he is examining the derogatory 
phrase ‘provincial patriots’ used at the time by Stephen Reynolds, the 
scientist, fisherman and writer based in Sidmouth, to describe those local 
leaders by status and office who, themselves unable to undertake military 
service due to age or gender, took steps to ‘arbitrate upon the patriotism 
of men eligible for military service.’ In the initial phases of the war, when 
enlistment was voluntary, these ‘self-appointed patriots’ not only supported 
official recruitment drives but took every opportunity to draw attention to the 
failure of those they considered fit to serve their country in the fighting forces 
to enlist, intending to shame them into volunteering. When conscription was 
introduced, ensuring the compulsory call-up of all eligible men, many of these 
‘provincial patriots’ served on military appeal tribunals, passing judgment on 
those who presented cases for exemption from military service.

Reynolds, whose unique combination of expertise as a science graduate 
and fisherman led to his appointment as inspector of fisheries in the south 
west in 1914, was himself a strong advocate for working-class causes. 
His epithet ‘provincial patriots’ is born of a contempt for those it describes. 
Those so labelled would have in fact been considered by many others in 
Devon simply to have been fulfilling what they understood to be the national 
expectation of a local elite, that they should prosecute to the best of their 
abilities the objects of national government in their local area. No doubt, 
though Batten does not examine this, they took a similar approach when 
extra troops had been required for the South African war.

In spite of the lack of ‘Devon’ in the title, which may be a publication ruse 
to secure wider readership, Batten’s book is essentially about Devon, rural 
Devon principally, with references to more than 100 places in the county. 
He includes references to other places, both internationally (referencing the 
American Patriotic League, for example) and in the UK. There is a list of 
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county references from Bedfordshire to Yorkshire, and a few to Scotland and 
to Wales. These references offer specific comparisons, so on page 113 a 
reference to a Devon dairy farmer claiming his business was at risk because 
his employees had been conscripted is complemented by reference to a 
similar incident in Hertfordshire. Much of Batten’s discussion is built around 
the key debates about farming and food production. Was producing food 
for the nation not just as much a demonstration of patriotism, for which 
farmers’ sons and farm workers were better suited than for service in the 
armed forces? Or, as the ‘provincial patriots’ sought to demonstrate, could 
not substitutes, the less physically fit, or even the women, undertake farming 
tasks?

The strength of this detailed local history study is the marshalling of the 
detailed examples through which the reader can perceive the efforts made 
by the elite to impose their view of patriotism and encourage others to adopt 
it. Many of his ‘provincial patriots’ were office holders, like Earl Fortescue, 
magistrates or elected members of local authorities. They were able to 
support the army in recruitment campaigns, to use the formal platforms of 
their committees, or to make speeches reported in the newspapers. Others 
operated in a more informal way, and this is recorded in diaries, or through 
letters to the newspaper, signed or unsigned, or in altercations observed by 
news correspondents.

The effect of their words and actions cannot be precisely calculated, 
though there is no doubt that the members of the elite were perpetually 
disappointed in the results. It is probable that Reynolds’ view was shared, 
less articulately, by a growing number of those whom they tried to influence. 
The question of ‘whose war is it?’ was articulated more frequently and in a 
wider range of settings than it would have been in the imperial wars of the 
previous century, partly because this was a war fought closer to home, but 
also because some of the traditional deference to the elite had begun, albeit 
slowly, to ebb away.

Batten has done an excellent job of exploring the effort to support the war 
aims that was made at local level. Naturally the question now arises of how 
Devon resembled or was different from other counties. It is to be hoped other 
local historians can be found elsewhere to extend this work. On its own it is 
nonetheless illuminating. Where Sassoon criticised the war generals in his 
poem, The Parable of the Old Man and the Young, portraying the ‘old man’ 
Abram, who ‘slew the seed of Europe one by one’, this study draws attention 
to the fact that it was not only those old men in uniform who sacrificed the 
young, but also the old men back at home.

Julia Neville
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Peter Christie, The First World War in North Devon (Bideford: Christie 
Publishing, 2023) vi, 214 pp., many illustrations. Softback. ISBN 978-1-
39995-637-6.  £20.

Peter Christie, who died in 2024, is well known as the chronicler of the 
history of North Devon and Bideford in particular. The back cover states that 
The First World War in North Devon is his forty-first book, and therefore 
probably his last, unless there any posthumous publications still in press. 
Christie explains the rationale of this book in the preface (p. v)

This book has been many years in the making. Over the past 40 years I 
have been reading my way through the complete run of both the North 
Devon Journal (1824-present) and the Bideford (later North Devon) Gazette 
(1856-present) – making notes on the many different topics as I went. In late 
2022 I looked at my files covering the First World War and decided to write 
them up, with the emphasis being on how the war affected North Devon and 
its people.

The result is a month-by-month survey, from August 1914 to November 
1918, of the impact of the war on the Home Front in North Devon as seen 
through the pages of the two newspapers mentioned above. Each month is 
covered in around 1,000 words and is enhanced by numerous photographs 
(all duly credited) and scanned extracts from the newspapers. The four 
topics which dominate the book are: the war dead, recruiting, conscription 
and exemption tribunals, the effect of the war on labour, both male and 
female, and the effect of the war on agricultural production and the rationing 
of foodstuffs.

Deaths in the armed forces were reported in every month of the conflict. 
The first North Devonian man to be killed in action was Captain Thomas 
Wickham who was killed in West Africa on August 25, 1914, while the first 
death of a North Devonian woman due to the war was that of Nurse Nelly 
Prideaux from Lynton who died of pneumonia in March 1916 while tending to 
wounded soldiers in Woolwich Hospital. The highest monthly casualty figure 
recorded was 80 deaths reported in November 1917, while the lowest figure, 
apart from the early months of the war, was 15, recorded in March 1918, 
just before the German army’s last major offensive. Soldiers’ letters, which 
described the grim and harrowing conditions in the trenches, were published 
regularly up to mid-1916, though after that date, the newspapers were only 
able to publish occasional interviews with convalescing soldiers.

Recruitment began as soon as war was declared, and although initial 
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efforts were quite successful, the Army’s need for more manpower was 
soon greater than voluntary efforts could produce. Christie deals with the 
National Registration Act in the chapters on July, August and September 
1915, followed by the Derby scheme in October and November 1915, when 
men aged between 18 and 41 were asked to ‘attest’ their willingness to serve 
(p. 55) and ‘the teams of canvassers appointed to visit eligible men and 
demand to know why they hadn’t enlisted were briefed as to their work’ (p. 
60). Conscription followed in early 1916, with the result that local recruiting 
offices closed (p. 79), but the tribunals set up to determine whether particular 
men could be exempted were very busy, and Christie spends a considerable 
amount of time reporting on the cases before them. Conscientious objectors 
also took up numerous column inches, and the letter from South Molton M. 
P. George Lambert, explaining why he voted to disenfranchise conscientious 
objectors, received a long and considered reply (p. 161).

As for labour, there were regular reports of strikes from September 1915 
onwards; initially the strikes, particularly by the cabinet-makers of Barnstaple, 
were called to demand a ‘war bonus’ payment (pp. 53-4), but as foodstuffs 
became scarce and the cost of living rose, strikes became more common, 
even among women workers (pp. 178-9) and the imported Portuguese 
foresters (pp. 165-6). The earliest mentions of women taking over what were 
considered male jobs came in May and June 1915 (pp. 37 and 41), but by 
1917 the importance of female labour was mentioned almost every month, 
including the Women’s Land Army (p. 126), women police (p. 175) and the 
Women’s Forestry Corps (p. 189). However, despite thousands of women 
joining the North Devon labour force, there were still shortages and even 
schoolboys were pressed into service (pp. 142 and 199).

Food shortages and rationing are mentioned very little before the German 
submarine campaign of 1917-18, although Christie points out that George 
Lambert was well aware of the dangers to the food supply. The second half 
of Christie’s book makes constant mentions of the ‘scramble for potatoes’ 
(p. 121, March 1917), sugar rationing and the rise in the cost of living (pp. 
150-2). North Devon responded with energy to the food crisis and a table 
on p. 188 shows the increased acreage given over to corn and potatoes 
between 1916 and 1918 in the South Molton district, while photographs on p. 
143 (August 1917) show a recent delivery of tractors and also motor-ploughs 
in operation. The War Agricultural Committee and Women’s War Agricultural 
Committee, as well as the tireless work of Lord Lieutenant Earl Fortescue, 
are also prominent.

Although there are other interesting subjects included in this well written 
and well produced book (for example, Bideford’s ground-breaking Maternity 
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and Child Welfare Centre (p. 138), or the dismantling of the Bideford, 
Westward Ho! and Appledore Railway on pp. 144-5), the four topics 
discussed above account for the greater part of the text and illustrations. 
Christie’s strictly chronological approach shows how North Devon responded 
overall to the changes wrought by the war, but the monthly approach does 
not make it easy to follow the development of individual topics. In addition, 
researchers wishing to follow up particular people or villages or organizations 
will be frustrated by the lack of an index for both subjects and proper names. 
Despite this, The First World War in North Devon is a mine of information, 
and a pleasure to delve into. If this is his last book, it is a fitting conclusion of 
Peter Christie’s long and distinguished career as the foremost contemporary 
chronicler of modern North Devon history.

Paul Auchterlonie
	

Jonathan Crofts, The Portsmouth Connection: Stories and Lives of 
Devon Villages and an Aristocratic Estate. (Richmond Bridge Media, 
2024) 261 pp., illustrations (mainly colour).  Paperback: ISBN 978-1-8382510-
1-7. £20..

Eggesford railway station is probably well known to passengers on the Tarka 
Line between Exeter and Barnstaple as trains linger there a while as they 
cross each other on the single track. The countryside around is almost 
certainly far less familiar and is the subject of this book, which focuses 
principally on Eggesford and its neighboring parish to the east, Chawleigh. 
At the time of the Millennium, many parishes were given accounts of their 
own histories and people. This is a very similar enterprise, although taking 
two parishes, and the big house and its family (the Earls of Portsmouth) take 
a more prominent place than in most other accounts. The book is a treasure 
trove of snippets of information, although the chapter structures and lack of 
index might frustrate anyone looking for ready access to specific people and 
places.

Of the twenty-four chapters, ten focus on the Fellowes family, the Earls 
of Portsmouth, and their house in the parish of Eggesford; one examines 
the turnpike road and the railway line that bisect the two parishes; and the 
remainder cover aspects of the life and history of Chawleigh. The Earl of 
Portsmouth was an enthusiastic promoter of the turnpike road that follows the 
river Taw from Barnstaple to Eggesford, but this road had significant impacts 
on Chawleigh and Chulmleigh which had lain on the original road; they 
were now by-passed, and market activity which once had been prominent 
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in both villages slipped away to Eggesford station. The author does not get 
too involved in the convoluted railway politics of the Taw Valley Railway 
that became known as the Vicar of Bray line. Its ownership was contested 
between the broad-gauge Bristol and Exeter Railway and the narrow-gauge 
London and South Western Railway and its gauge was changed twice. The 
photograph on page 96 shows a narrow-gauge train at Eggesford station but 
with the tracks of mixed gauge.

Several chapters outline the eventual passage of the manor and estate of 
Eggesford from its medieval owners to the Fellowes family and their elevation 
to the Earldom of Portsmouth. The family was connected by marriage to 
many prominent Devon families and indirectly to Sir Isaac Newton, so that 
Isaac and Newton became popular first names in the family. Thus, the 
Fellowes at the time of the Tithe Survey of c.1840 was Newton Fellowes and 
he was one of the larger landowners in the northern half of the county. The 
book has been given a foreword by Julian Fellowes, better known as the 
creator of Downton Abbey, but who is related to the Portsmouth family and 
confesses that he drew on some of its members for a few of the characters 
in the series. Jonathan Crofts explains how the Portsmouth family, like many 
others with landed estates by the early twentieth century, found themselves 
torn between houses in several locations and eventually with economic and 
financial pressures leading to the break-up of the Eggesford estate and the 
partial demolition of Eggesford House itself. The story of the house has a 
happier ending, for most of what remained was renewed as a family home by 
an architect after more than half a century of neglect.

Chawleigh is one of Devon’s medium sized villages and several chapters 
deal with its history and life, taking in common-enough themes in Devon 
villages of tensions between church and chapel, the establishment of 
schools, and the local charity. I had not realized that Chawleigh once had 
a tradition of out-working for lace but perhaps rather more could have been 
made of traditional rural industries and the nature of agriculture in the parish.

The book is beautifully presented, with plenty of illustrations. I suppose 
that the absence of an index and the unorthodox and non-alphabetical 
organisation of the references are two challenges to anyone seeking to 
explore more systematically the economic and social life of these parishes 
and endeavoring to compare them to others in the county, and perhaps 
beyond.    

John Bradbeer
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Henry French, Leonard Baker, Ralph Fyfe, The Reclamation of Exmoor 
Revisited: Rethinking the Consequences of Nineteenth-Century 
Landscape Change (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2025), xvii + 158 pp., 19 
figures. Hardback: ISBN 978-3-031-81657-4, £34.99 ;  eBook: ISBN 978-3-
031-81658-1, £27.99.

Although it does not attract the same attention as Dartmoor’s wild and 
striking vistas, our region’s other national park of Exmoor, straddling the 
North Devon-Somerset border, is well known beyond the West Country for its 
moorland, sea views, ponies, deer and Lorna Doone. However, by the time 
Blackmore’s novel was published in 1869, the moorland landscape which 
evoked the book’s remote lawless spirit had been subject to 50 years of 
planned agricultural improvement by the ambitious Knight family. The history 
of wealthy Midlands industrialist John Knight’s purchase of the ancient Royal 
Forest of Exmoor in 1818, and the moor’s subsequent development, has 
largely passed into received wisdom thanks to comprehensive earlier works 
by Edward MacDermot and Charles Orwin. However, this new study brings 
together significant new research from multiple disciplines to challenge the 
established narrative. It is a landmark work.

French, Baker and Fyfe re-introduce the leading personalities in the Knight 
family and their chief stewards, notably Robert Smith, and the changes they 
introduced. They also use contemporary correspondence, reporting and 
commentary to make the point that John Knight saw himself as a civilising 
influence of improvement, pushing back the ‘wild and uncultivated’ frontier of 
the moorland waste. The rude and ignorant inhabitants of Exmoor’s fringes, 
pasturing their livestock on the commons, were seen as a race apart, Britons 
living beyond the civilised boundary of the English. Land and people were to 
be colonised.

Traditionally this mission was thought to have got off to a slow start, 
but this research into the newly rediscovered Knight estate archive shows 
that John Knight set to work immediately. This went beyond the impressive 
amount of early roadbuilding into extensive irrigation and drainage works, 
in the first frenzied decade after purchase, laying down vital infrastructure 
prior to cultivation. Knight’s project, the authors feel, was amongst the ‘most 
significant, and carefully thought out, drainage, irrigation and infrastructure 
projects ever witnessed in England.’ The path did not run smoothly thereafter, 
but a renewed burst of activity under his son Frederick from the 1840s saw 
the building of many of the sturdy farmsteads we see in the area today – and 
the recruitment of tenant farmers deliberately brought in from outside the 
region to intensify agricultural output. This did not go well, and by the 1860s 
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they were replaced by North Devon farmers. It turned out that the ‘rude and 
ignorant inhabitants’ were the ones who knew the land and could make it 
profitable after all.

However, the most illuminating contribution to the study is provided by 
recent advances in paleobotanical science and radio carbon dating. The 
analysis of pollen samples in peatland cores to determine the broad course 
of land-use change over millennia is not new, but in recent years much more 
precise definition has become possible. For this book, peat cores from five 
representative locations were studied at fine intervals of under 1cm depth, 
allowing snapshots to be taken at decade-by-decade intervals over the most 
recent 500 years. Radio-carbon dating can now be calibrated by such events 
as known Icelandic volcanic eruptions and even a noticeable spike in the 
Caesium-137 isotope following the Chernobyl disaster of 1986. Variations 
in the stratified underground remains of microbial cultures have been 
forensically analysed, from which past insect-life and the birds or grazing 
herbivores they relied upon can be inferred, and this set against detailed 
pollen analysis. This is all treated with suitable caution but it still provides 
a novel source of important information for landscape historians especially 
when taken in conjunction with the detailed documentary record available for 
nineteenth century Exmoor.

And what does it reveal? A cautionary tale. Although we know that sheep 
and cattle numbers rose as a result of the project, it turns out that there was 
little noticeable impact on Exmoor’s overall ecology during this period. In fact 
Victorian grazing on the large expanse of high moorland had less impact than 
the traditional common pasturing practised in earlier centuries by farmers 
around the moorland edges. If anything there was probably some ecological 
recovery in the form of woody shrubs or rougher moorland vegetation instead 
of a revolution in ‘civilising’ intensive farming brought about with a great 
deal of sunk investment after 1818. The authors go on to draw a thought-
provoking postscript from all this: in mitigating the potential effects of climate 
change and achieving rapid environmental recovery, external agencies and 
policymakers risk becoming today’s ‘Victorian “improvers”, ready to exclude 
or ignore local knowledge and practices of landscape management.’

This is a careful and serious academic work. It does not take the 
attractive, well-illustrated form of, for example, Mary Siraut’s Exmoor, the 
making of an English upland of 2009, but neither is it buried by impenetrable 
academic jargon. Its cover price, particularly of the eBook edition, although 
not cheap, will not confine it to University libraries alone. On a different 
scale, taking core samples and paleobotanical research on them are also 
not cheap. However, this important book clearly demonstrates the great 
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value that can be obtained from suitable project grant funding (in this case 
from the Leverhulme Trust) when the subject matter can be combined with 
documentary records to open up new dimensions in landscape, economic 
and social history. 

Greg Finch

Bridget Gillard, Mother of Invention. Mother Teresa and the Franciscan 
Servants of Jesus and Mary (Durham: Sacristy Press, 2025). xv + 191 pp., 
illustrations. Hardback. ISBN 978-1-7895937-3-0. £25.00.

The lives and histories of Anglican religious communities often remain untold. 
When Peter Anson published his classic study, The Call of the Cloister: 
Religious Communities and Kindred Bodies in the Anglican Communion in 
1955, the fact that more than 200 such communities had been established 
within the previous hundred years came as a revelation to many. While 
many of these institutions did not last, others have persevered quietly until 
the present day without attracting much public attention, as befits the nature 
of such lives. The few biographies that have been written tend to focus 
on prominent male clerics such as R. M. Benson, founder of the Society 
of St John the Evangelist, Father Ignatius Lyne of Llanthony, or Charles 
Gore, founder of the Community of the Resurrection. With the exception of 
Priscilla Lydia Sellon, few Anglican nuns have been the subject of substantial 
biographies, which makes Bridget Gillard’s new book on Mother Teresa 
[Grace Costin, 1888-1979], particularly welcome.

From the outset, her life was unconventional. Born in Folkestone in 
1888 out of wedlock due to her parents’ bigamous marriage, Grace was 
raised by her mother and stepfather in difficult circumstances, including 
her stepbrother’s death from TB and her own heart surgery at the age of 
seventeen. She became involved in Anglo-Catholicism while training as a 
nurse, later working at Duxhurst, a colony for women inebriates, and then 
sailing in 1914 to America where she stayed with the Sisters of St Anne in 
Boston, worked as a ‘Travellers’ Aid’ in Kansas, and helped out at a school 
run by the Sisters of St Mary in Kenosha, Wisconsin, before returning to 
England in 1916.

The first two chapters of the book establish a pattern that would continue 
for much of Grace’s life: a restless odyssey from place to place, each 
episode usually involving conflict with religious authorities (in most cases, 
clergymen). There was always an inherent tension between her inclination 
towards a structured life of communal prayer within Anglo-Catholic religious 
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life, her fiercely independent spirit and strong commitment to social care 
and justice – she joined the Women’s Police Service in 1916 and there is 
a striking photograph of her walking the streets of Oxford as the city’s first 
policewoman in 1917 – but she was also active in the pacifist movement and 
the Women’s Freedom League.

Her quest to find a way of life that balanced these elements saw her 
spend four years (1922-26) in the Cornish village of St Hilary under the 
guidance of Fr Bernard Walke, followed by a few months at Blisland on 
Bodmin Moor, other small community experiments in Paisley, Cornwall 
again, Dorset (1931), London (1932-37), then Whitwell on the Isle of Wight, 
where the community was first established as the Franciscan Servants of 
Jesus and Mary (FSJM). After yet another falling out with the local vicar, the 
community – then numbering three sisters – found stability in an old manor 
house in Posbury, near Crediton, in 1941, which would be their home for the 
next three decades. One theme that emerges in the book – familiar to any 
scholar of Anglo-Catholicism – is how the rich diversity of religious life in 
the Church of England, including anchoresses and lay contemplatives, was 
at the same time dependent on uncertain and precarious relationships with 
local clergy.

While life at Posbury was more settled and relations with the Bishop 
of Exeter remained strong, community activities were diverse, including 
welcoming guests for retreats, cattle-rearing, children's missions and visiting 
female prisoners in HMP Exeter. By the 1970s there were seven professed 
Sisters plus a larger number of male and female externs (36 at its peak), 
an approved constitution, resident chaplain and regular newsletter. Mother 
Teresa died in June 1979 at the age of 90. The next thirty years saw the 
community age and decline, and after the death of Mother Hilary in 2019, the 
FSJM ceased to exist.

Mother Teresa has found in her biographer someone with a deep and 
detailed knowledge of the world of Anglo-Catholicism, adept at navigating its 
complexities and internal tensions (not always the case with some previous 
studies) and with an ability to write neatly-observed, nuanced portraits of 
the various figures, lay and clerical, encountered by the foundress during 
her long and challenging life. While a sympathetic regard for her subject is 
evident, the author does not shirk from addressing Mother Teresa’s flaws, 
with some astute analysis of her decisions and relationships. This is all told 
in a lively, readable style that belies the considerable amount of research 
underpinning the narrative.

In addition to eighteen high quality black and white photos, this attractive 
hardback provides biographies of the ten Sisters in life vows, the text of the 
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FSJM Constitution, a four page index, and a Foreword and Epilogue from, 
respectively, Bishop Martin Shaw and Revd Mother Mary Agnes, a hermit 
at Posbury, whose personal recollections and insights make valuable 
contributions. The historical details about events and personalities in Exeter, 
Devon and Cornwall mean that Mother of Invention is a valuable addition to 
Westcountry studies as well as appealing to those interested in religious life 
and Anglo-Catholicism.

James Downs

Todd Gray, Voices of Empire in Exeter, 1575-1996 (Exeter: Mint Press, 
2024) 2 volumes, many illustrations (mostly colour). Softback. ISBN 978-1-
9033568-2-1 (vol. 1), 978-1-9033568-1-3 (vol. 2). £48.00 (for both volumes).

No reader of The Devon Historian can be unaware of Dr Todd Gray’s 
immense contribution to the history of Devon. He has authored or edited 
more than fifty books on the subject, ranging over a very wide range of 
subjects from bench-ends to blackshirts, and often lavishly illustrated and 
beautifully produced as these two volumes are. Gray has never shied away 
from controversial topics, either, witness his Devon and the Slave Trade 
(2007), and the more recent Devon’s Last Slave-Owners (2021).

Voices of Empire, though not exactly completing a trilogy, also looks 
at the relations between Devon, as exemplified by Exeter, and the many 
territories that made up the British Empire. Gray could have told the stories 
of Exeter figures with strong connections to empire, such as Sir John 
Bowring, Sir Redvers Buller and the Veitch family, but has chosen not to do 
so, contenting himself with mentioning them in the text at relevant places, 
rather than repeating the biographies of those whose life stories have been 
told by others. Instead, he seeks to trace Exeter’s imperial connections, in 
his own words, ‘through Exonians’ “voices”’; that is, the words about empire 
which were spoken by them or, in other instances, written by or about them.

It is not intended to be a comprehensive study but merely a start in 
recognising what that history entailed (1:15). These voices are often taken 
from letters to the local press, to speeches recorded as being given in Exeter, 
but also from autobiographies and, more rarely, biographies. The voices 
include not only those born and bred in Exeter, but also those who were not 
long-term residents of Exeter, such as Sir Edgar Vincent, the Member of 
Parliament for Exeter from 1899-1906, who travelled to India for the Durbar 
in 1903 and wrote a description of the event for the Exeter and Plymouth 
Gazette (1:116-18). Even those who visited Exeter briefly, but whose ‘voice’ 
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was captured, in this case by the national press, have been included, for 
example Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s anti-apartheid speech of 1990 (1:68-
9).

The book is divided into three sections. Section one, comprising the 
whole of volume one, is entitled ‘Imperial Exeter,’ a city which the author 
likens to ‘other small cathedral cities across the county, whose links [to 
the Empire] were mainly outside of commerce’ (1:19). Sections in volume 
one include buildings, place-names, visual representations of the empire, 
employment, education, compassion and enthusiasm, and the lives of 
individuals as exemplified by economic migrants, marriage migrants, penal 
migrants, military men, travellers and even fraudsters. Volume two, entitled 
‘Colonial Exonians’ comprises, in section two, the voices of those who 
travelled to the empire, such as servicemen, colonists, missionaries and 
administrators, while also discussing ethnicity and enslavement. Section 
three, which concludes volume two, looks at decolonisation (‘the state of the 
empire, its disintegration and remnants’, 1:18).

Although the author has placed all the extracts in a historical context, he 
has not edited them. Some of the voices display an almost mystical belief in 
the empire, an assumption that God had ordained imperial Britain’s role. As 
the Bishop of Exeter, William Cecil (1863-1936), put it, ‘it is the Britisher who 
must chiefly contribute the gift of government … It is the talent with which 
God has entrusted us’ (2:57). Others talk about the equality of the races; 
these range from men who gave speeches in Exeter like Thomas Clarkson 
(1760-1846) and Trevor Huddleston (1913-1988) to people who worked and 
taught in the city, men like the lawyer John Lloyd (1941-2017), the lecturer 
Mervyn Bennun (1936-) and the diplomat Sir Anthony Parsons (1922-1996). 
Also included, though they are relatively rare, are the voices of natives of 
the territories colonised (e.g. 2:169 and 2:174). What is important is that 
whatever their viewpoint, the voices have an authentic feel and as Gray says 
in his Conclusion, ‘many texts are more revealing of the originator than of the 
places and people being visited’ (2:190).

Emeritus Professor Malyn Newitt talked of this book as being ‘full 
of obscure information and very well-chosen quotations’ (back cover of 
volume one). It is indeed a mine of information not only on the colonies 
and the colonists, but on the changing attitudes to empire and the different 
civilizations and cultures once ruled by Britain. In sum, it shows how the city 
of Exeter viewed the empire over time, and in his Conclusion, Gray shows 
how influential this legacy still is by focussing on the controversy surrounding 
the statue of General Buller (2:190-3). In the Preface, Gray explains how 
he ‘surveyed 300 Exonians on empire’. He found that members of the 
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older generation ‘are the only ones to have strong and distinct memories of 
Decolonisation in the 1950s and 1960s’; ‘in contrast, middle-aged people 
either grapple with embarrassment and shame, or appreciate empire as an 
achievement’, while the younger generation ‘expressed ambiguity as well as 
uncertainty’ (all quotations from 1:11).

Clearly, different attitudes still exist about the imperial legacy, but 
this book, and the suggestions Gray makes about reconciliation in his 
Conclusion, should makes us all reflect on our own views.

Paul Auchterlonie

Ernie Hoblyn, Plymouth’s Military Heritage (Stroud: Amberley Publishing, 
2024), 96 pp., illustrations, maps. Softback. ISBN: 978-1-3981203-2-7. 
£15.99.

This work, part of a series by Amberley Publishing, presents an overview 
of just under a thousand years of Plymouth’s military heritage in seven 
chapters and just under one hundred pages. Clearly the book is intended 
as an introduction rather than a definitive account and one can only admire 
the author’s lack of pretension in his introduction when, referring to local 
military heritage sites, he states: ‘While I am not an expert in any field I have 
tried to find out everything I can … but inevitably there will be some I know 
little about’. As there are no footnotes and no bibliography, it is impossible 
to know where Hoblyn sourced much of his information. Indeed, in the first 
two paragraphs of chapter one, difficulties begin to emerge. In the first 
paragraph, Hoblyn states: ‘Plympton Castle was built around 1100 either 
by Richard de Redvers, Earl of Devon or his son Baldwin’. In the second 
paragraph, a more precise statement emerges: ‘Plympton Castle was built in 
1136 by Baldwin de Redvers’.

But it is a brave man who takes on the challenge of such a project 
and Hoblyn must have had much more material than he has been able to 
reproduce here. His local credentials and enthusiasm for his subject shine 
through – he sets out on a journey and takes us with him. It is a journey, 
however, where we must watch our steps carefully. In his discussion of the 
‘First World War’ and the repurposing of old Napoleonic-era forts, Hoblyn 
asserts that ‘Much of the data used here came from the now defunct 
Victorian Forts website, cross-checked as far as possible with local records. 
I won’t guarantee it is accurate, but it is as close as I can get’.

As long as the reader is happy to enjoy this book for its maps and many 
photographs (which presumably are the author’s own as there is no list of 
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picture credits), and for its individual text, infused with the occasional personal 
comment, then Hoblyn and Amberley Publishing will have succeeded in 
their mission to ‘introduce new readers to a topic, stir up old memories, fill 
in knowledge gaps, spark debate or quite simply provide enjoyment of a 
subject’.

Sue Andrew

Ian Maxted, Nobody Knew What They Were: the Rise and Fall of 
Exeter’s Public Heritage Libraries (Exeter Working Papers in Book 
History, 38) (Exeter: printed by Imprint Digital, 2025), 82 pp., illustrations. 
Softback. ISBN 978-0-9507306-8-4. £5.00 plus £2.50 for p & p from the 
author, ianmaxted@hotmail.co.uk 

Probably everyone is familiar with the financial and other difficulties of British 
public libraries today. However, it is only when one reads a critical historical 
survey such as Ian Maxted’s that one becomes aware of how steep and 
damaging the decline has been. In this short work, Maxted, the former 
librarian of the West Country Studies Library, examines the history of public 
libraries in Exeter (and to a lesser extent, Devon) with a particular emphasis 
on the provision of material for local studies.

It took some time after the passing of the Public Libraries Act of 1850 
for a free public library to be established in Exeter. Not until 1869 did Exeter 
City Council hold a meeting, at which major figures in the city spoke in 
favour of such a library, arguing, as the influential Sir john Bowring did, that 
‘knowledge is power,’ a sentiment echoed by the mayor of Exeter and his 
predecessor. The motion was passed with only a few dissenting voices, 
and after the transfer of the Albert Memorial building to the City Council, the 
Museum opened in 1871, with the library occupying three rooms.

In 1902 the appointment of Harry Tapley-Soper as City Librarian marked 
the beginning of a period of significant growth. Tapley-Soper re-organized 
the classification so that local history was emphasized, and oversaw the 
building of a separate central library for the city which opened in 1930. 
Tapley-Soper was also College Librarian for the University Library of the 
South-West until 1933, when the College Library moved to new premises 
in Gandy Street with a new librarian. During his tenure, Tapley-Soper was 
able to accept numerous gifts of books, pamphlets, illustrations and even 
brass rubbings, including the transfer of Exeter City Council’s archive; by 
1939, the archive collection amounted to 100,000 deeds and documents, but 
the ‘most significant acquisition in this period was the massive index of all 
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matters Devonian containing more than 1,000,000 cards compiled between 
1915 and 1940 by R. Burnet Morris’ (p. 21).

However, expansion came to an end during the Second World War, as the 
City Library was destroyed by enemy action in 1942 and all 93,000 volumes 
were lost, although the archives survived in the fire-proof muniment room. 
Tapley-Soper retired in 1946 and his successor, N.S.E. Pugsley, oversaw a 
massive replacement programme, so that by 1955, the stock had reached 
116,000 volumes. In 1947, Geoffrey Paley, who had been taken on by the 
City Library as an articled pupil in 1933, became responsible for the local 
studies collections, and developed an amazing in-depth knowledge of the 
stock, although ‘ironically, it was ready access to this wealth of knowledge 
which resulted in no local studies cataloguing being undertaken for more 
than thirty years’ (p. 28).

The rebuilt City Library opened in 1965, but in 1974 Exeter City Library 
ceased to be run as an independent authority, becoming part of Devon 
Library and Information Services. The following year, a greatly expanded 
local studies collection was opened in the surviving building in Castle Street 
as the West Country Studies Library, next to Devon Record Office, with 
Maxted appointed as County Local Studies and Special Collections Librarian 
in 1977, a post he held till his retirement in 2005. He was responsible for 
a huge number of projects, such as cataloguing the backlog, widening the 
scope of acquisitions (see pp. 42 to 48 for a list of donations acquired), and, 
with temporary help, arranging to have Devon newspapers microfilmed, 
producing an index to the Exeter Flying Post from 1763 to 1885, improving 
conservation, and installing a security system. However, the financial 
situation had begun to deteriorate in the 1980s and the £2.25 Devon spent 
on books per head of population in 1991 declined to £1.09 in 1998, while 
over a five year period in the 1990s the equivalent of 36 full-time posts in 
libraries were also lost.

The penultimate chapter in the books is called ‘The Dark Age’ and 
chronicles the transfer of Devon Heritage Service (formerly Devon Record 
Office) to the South West Heritage Trust, the demise of Exeter Reference 
Library, and ceding of control of all Devon’s public libraries in 2016 to 
Libraries Unlimited South West. The result was that ‘there is no specialist 
librarian to maintain and promote the heritage collections in Exeter or indeed 
in public libraries anywhere [in Devon] outside Plymouth’ (p. 53). Maxted 
was particularly disappointed at the relaunch of the West Country Studies 
Library in 2023, as the level of acquisitions of books, and particularly local 
government publications remained low and ‘the presentation of individual 
pages [in the online local studies catalogue] is bibliographically illiterate 
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and the listing of results of searches uninformative’ (pp. 54-5). However, 
he reserves his strongest criticism for the Trust’s disposal of the 200,000 
existing stock cards since ‘nobody knew what they were’ (p. 59), though it 
must be admitted that many libraries, including academic ones, disposed of 
their catalogue/stock cards once their catalogues were digitized. The book 
concludes with a plea for the creation of an Exeter Literary Heritage Centre 
in the heart of the city, supporting an Exeter Heritage Centre focussing on 
local history.

Although only 85 pages long, this is a very clear description and analysis 
of more than 150 years of public library activity in Exeter. It shows that, 
although Devon County Council has a statutory duty to provide a library 
service, it has had to outsource both this and its archive, with serious 
consequences for the provision of local studies books and related material, 
such as low acquisition levels and little professional support. While there is 
no doubt that Libraries Unlimited do what they can, it is difficult to share even 
Maxted’s qualified optimism that we might be entering a new age. One fears, 
given the state of public and municipal finances, that more retrenchment 
rather than expansion is likely to be the future of public libraries in Devon 
and elsewhere in Britain.

Paul Auchterlonie

Hugh Meller, Devon Dead and Buried: Graves and Memorials of the 
Notable and Notorious, (Crediton, Devon: Black Dog Press, 2024), 313 pp., 
many illustrations (most in colour). Softcover.  ISBN 978-0-95243-418-4. 
£20.00 + £3.50 p+p.

From its atmospheric front cover of a misty churchyard to its back cover 
image of a single gravestone carved simply ‘The best is yet to come’, Hugh 
Meller’s book is a sensitive reflection on the art and language of death in 
Devon. A short nine-page introduction notes the vast number of memorials 
in the county, although, of course, they commemorate only a tiny fraction 
of the number of people who have died – historically most were buried in 
unmarked graves. Meller has, however, visited more than 700 sites in his 
mission to present a selective catalogue of notable tributes to Devon’s dead, 
representing ‘aristocrats and artists, paupers and politicians, merchants 
and missionaries, sailors and suicides’ and all those in between. Since the 
author does not attempt to describe the monuments or epitaphs in detail, he 
has been able to document approximately 2,000 names, the great majority 
being male. He focuses on the remarkable and rare, although the choice of 
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subjects is very much his own.
Wide-ranging, both geographically and socially, Meller’s research is 

clearly presented in the form of a gazetteer, over 265 pages, with entries 
for places being arranged alphabetically, and those memorialised at each 
site being recorded in the same manner. Brief biographies accompany 
most entries, and a comprehensive index allows for ease of use of the 
book. Printed on heavyweight paper and beautifully designed, the book is a 
substantial offering, yet not so unwieldly that it cannot be used in the field. 
And perhaps that it the best of this book – that it offers an introduction to the 
history of people and place in Devon and encourages further exploration. 
Indeed, Meller records some of the sources that may be used in pursuance 
of this, although a full bibliography is lacking. Also lacking is a list of picture 
credits. While Meller acknowledges four photographic assistants and the 
contribution of line drawings by a named artist, several photographs and 
other pictures, not by Meller or his assistants, remain unattributed.

It is perhaps inevitable in a work of this nature that the occasional error 
creeps in. For example, at Lydford, in discussing the grave of Emma, Lady 
Radford (d.1937), Meller notes that she was the daughter of Daniel Radford 
(d.1900) ‘a London wool merchant’. Daniel Radford, as his obituary in the 
Transactions of the Devonshire Association, vol. XXXII (1900) makes clear, 
was born in Devon and made his fortune in coal. Emma is buried with her 
husband Sir George Heynes Radford (d.1917). The ashes of two of their 
daughters, Ursula (d.1976) and Cecily (d.1968), were also interred there. 
In Meller’s gazetteer, there is no mention of these two women, both fine 
historians, despite their names being recorded alongside their parents on the 
memorial in Lydford churchyard. In the index under ‘Radford’, a further error 
occurs: the entry refers to ‘Radford, Lady Emma, father David & husband Sir 
George’. It should read ‘father Daniel’. But these are relatively minor points 
which do not detract significantly from the scale of Meller’s achievement 
in producing this attractive book. It is, itself, a worthy memorial to those 
contained within its pages, and is highly recommended for all those for whom 
our churchyards and burial places remain a source of endless fascination.  

Sue Andrew 
 

Poltimore Estate Research Society. Poltimore in the 1920s. ([Devon]: 
Poltimore Estate Research. Society, 2024), x, 52 pages, illustrations (black 
and white and colour), maps. Softback. ISBN 978-1-3999-9914-4. £10.00.  
Available via Poltimore Village Hall, Branches Café at Poltimore House, and 
the Devon Heritage Centre (for physical sales). For on-line orders contact 
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Poltimore Estate Research Society via  j.f.neville@btinternet.com  for an 
invoice and dispatch (postage and packing £3 extra).
   
The parish of Poltimore, just outside Exeter, has been well served by local 
historians in recent years. In 2005 Jocelyn Hemming published A Devon 
House, the Story of Poltimore, which traced the history of the estate from 
the earliest times with the involvement since 1298 of the Bampfylde family, 
including from 1831 until 1929 four Lords Poltimore (I: 1831, II: 1858, III: 
1908 and IV: 1918.

In 2018 appeared Poltimore: a Village in Transition, 1911-1921, which 
concentrated on the years up to the decision of Lord Poltimore IV to sell the 
Poltimore part of the Bampfylde Estate. This was compiled by the Poltimore 
Estate Research Society, who now continue the story in the present volume. 
It is no coincidence that one of the members of the Society is Dr Julia Neville, 
energetic organiser of the Devon in the 1920s project.

The book concentrates on eight properties, most of them outside the 
village centre, and starts with a short but magisterial foreword by Professor 
Henry French on Britain in the 1920s, homing in on villages like Poltimore 
coming to terms with the decline of the ‘Big House’ in their communities. 
The section on the sale of the estate in 1921 precedes the discussion of 
individual properties. These include Poltimore College, located in what 
was Poltimore House, Hayes or Hayescote Farm, Bampfylde Lodge (now 
Bampfylde House), Vinnecombes, Bouchers Cottages, the Almshouses, the 
School and Schoolhouse, and Poltimore’s first council houses.

A variety of historical sources are used: the 1903 Ordnance Survey 
1:2500 (25 inch) plans sheets LXVIII 12 and 16; the 1887 version is also 
used, as is the equivalent six inch sheet LXVIII SE; the 1911 valuation list 
in the National Archives; the 1921 census; newspapers for the 1920s The 
Devon and Exeter Gazette and The Western Times but not The Express 
and Echo, which is not covered by the British Newspaper Archive; and Saint 
Thomas Rural District Council minutes 1924-1927 (for the council houses). 
Outside the 1920s, sources include: ca.1840 Tithe apportionment and survey 
in Devon Heritage Centre, and the 1939 national register of population which 
replaced the 1941 census.

There are also other records in the Devon History Centre and locally 
held which were used, but a notable omission are Kelly’s directories. The 
1919 directory on the Historical directories of England and Wales website 
lists 15 private and commercial residents and later Devon directories were 
published in 1923, 1926, 1930/1 and 1935 which might have filled the gap 
between the 1921 census and the 1939 register. An annotated copy of the 
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1903 revision of the Ordnance Survey six inch Sheet LXVIII SE showing the 
parish boundaries would have been an improvement on the sketch plan of 
the outlying properties. The back cover has an annotated Ordnance Survey 
extract covering the centre of the parish, but the location of Poltimore House 
is not recorded on either of the maps in the book.

Those quibbles aside, the book contains a well-researched and detailed 
survey of the most important properties on the estate and reveals family 
stories which provide fascinating insights into the way in which the residents 
of the village came to terms with the changing landscape after the sale of 
the estate. It is a concise, well organised, attractively produced volume 
printed by the Short Run Press. Because of the interests of family historians, 
an index of names might have been helpful, but this volume does provide 
an interesting and helpful example of how similar smaller parishes across 
Devon might be studied.

Ian Maxted

Chris Robinson, A History of Plympton (Plymouth: Pen & Ink Publishing, 
2024), 272 pp., illustrations (mainly colour). Hardback. ISBN: 978-1-7384266-
2-1. £29.95.

Chris Robinson’s A History of Plympton is an exceptional read that 
masterfully blends historical accuracy with an engaging narrative style. This 
book offers an insightful journey through the rich tapestry of Plympton’s past, 
making it accessible and captivating for both history enthusiasts and casual 
readers alike.

One of the standout features of this work is its remarkable attention to 
historical detail. Robinson's meticulous research shines through, providing 
a well-rounded view of Plympton’s evolution over the centuries. The book’s 
readability is another strong point; despite the depth of information, a clear 
and fluid writing style ensures that the content remains approachable 
and enjoyable. Adding to the book’s allure are the stunning photographs, 
colourised with AI. These images breathe new life into historical events 
and figures, offering a vivid visual context that complements the narrative 
beautifully. The combination of traditional historical storytelling with modern 
technology creates a unique and immersive reading experience.

Overall, A History of Plympton is a very good book that succeeds in 
making history both informative and visually engaging. It is a must-read 
for anyone interested in the heritage of Plympton or the broader context of 
British local history.

Anne Corry
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