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In the first part of Ever Rolling Stream the
members of the Watts family leave their
Hampshire origins to move around southern
England before making a decisive relocation to
the flourishing metropolis of Liverpool. Here
William Henry Watts senior, self-made
businessman and leading local politician, has
triumphs and disasters, great and small, during
his unusually long life. This part ends with a
summary of the lives of his children and
grandchildren.
The second part explores the families whom the
Watts married into, weaving together their very
different backgrounds in widely scattered parts of
England. The oldest of these ancestors have been
traced back to the Isle of Thanet and the
neighbouring part of Kent, with many
generations of interrelated farmers and seamen
descending down the centuries from the high
Middle Ages to around 1800. From the rural
origins of several of these families emerge three
successful businessmen in early nineteenth
century Greenwich who, between them, construct
many of the buildings for which Greenwich is
now famous.
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Time, like an ever-rolling stream,
Bears all its sons away;
They fly forgotten, as a dream
Dies at the opening day.
Isaac Watts ‘O God, our help in ages past’,
Hymns Ancient and Modern, no. 165.
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William Henry Watts senior as Lord Mayor of Liverpool 1894–5.

Contents
Illustrations
Acknowledgements
Picture credits
Introduction
Outline family trees

viii
xi
xiii
xv
xix

Part One: The Watts family
1. The Hampshire family and the Rev Isaac Watts
c.1700–1849

1

2. The children of Isaac and Elizabeth Watts 1822–1901

24

3. William Henry: Triumph in Liverpool 1871–1924

40

4. Harriett and the Watts family at home 1850–1919

61

5: William Henry in local politics 1889–1924

73

6. The later Watts family 1851–1980

102

Part Two: The In-Laws
7. The family of Elizabeth Small in Wiltshire 1570–1909

139

8. The East Anglian Ancestors and Philip James Knights
1590–1838

174

9. The Suters of Greenwich 1783–1929

203

10. The Tovars of London 1796–1951

255

11. The Family on the Isle of Thanet 1. 1280–1735:
The Oxendens, Spracklings and others

272

12. The Family on the Isle of Thanet 2. 1481–1795:
The Underdowns and Fords

312

Epilogue

356

Appendix 1: The ancestors of Gerald Ford 3

359

Appendix 2: Letters

365

Appendix 3: List of wills and inventories

380

Bibliography

388

Endnotes

389

vi

`

Illustrations
Frontispiec:. William Henry Watts senior as Lord Mayor of
Liverpool 1894–5.
1.

Coat of arms of William Henry Watts senior.

2.

Romsey: The Hundred in 1911.

3.

Warminster Independent Church.

13

4.

Warminster Baptist Church.

15

5.

Yarmouth, Isle of Wight, 1893 by Harriet
Bousfield.

16

6.

Rev Isaac Watts’ church minutes at Andover
April 1839.

19

7.

Nelson Street, Greenwich south side.

32

8.

Compton House then and now.

9.

St Peter’s church, Liverpool.

43

10.

William Henry Watts father and son.

44

11.

W.H. Watts and Co newspaper advertisements.

49

12.

Compton House: Church Street and
Basnett Street frontages.

53

13.

Map of Church Street, Liverpool.

56

14.

Harriet Watts.

63

15.

Elm Hall.

66

16.

The lake at Elm Hall.

67

17.

Quarry Bank.

18.

William Henry senior and the Lord Mayor’s
coach.

80

19.

Harriet Watts as Lady Mayoress 1895.

81

20.

The Slopes.

95

21.

William Henry senior in old age.

98

22.

Wavertree Baptist church 1906.

99

viii

xxvi
3

36–7

70–1

23.

Watts memorial obelisk in Anfield cemetery.

101

24.

The Watts sisters.

107

25.

The Watts brothers.

26.

The family of Luther Watts.

27.

Lilian Watts in old age.

117

28.

William Henry junior and Annette Watts.

121

29.

7 Radnor Place, Liverpool.

122

30.

Edith, Harry and Lilian Watts.

123

31.

23 and 31 Bentley Road, Toxteth Park,
Liverpool.

32.

Annette Watts and her daughters.

127

33.

The Watts home at Neston, Wirral.

129

34.

Linda and Geoffrey Morland at Barbara Crag.

134

35.

The Oxenden coat of arms in Wingham church. 138

36.

Shrewton church.

141

37.

Wylye: the village and the Small family grave.

166

38.

Wingfield church and castle.

176

39.

P.J. Knights’ royal counterpane.

186

40.

P.J. Knights’ advertisement.

189

41.

The Royal Naval Hospital, Greenwich from
the air.

208

42.

Map of Greenwich.

228

43.

Nelson Streeet, Greenwich and St Alfege church by
W. Bligh Barker.
230

44.

Plan of Turnpin Lane, Greenwich.

233

45.

Nelson Street north side.

241

46.

Nelson Street north side plans.

242

47.

Captain John Tovar.

258

48.

Grandma Emily S Ford.

259

108–9
111, 113

124–5

iX

`

49.

1 York Square, Limehouse.

261

50.

Three-masted barque.

262

51.

The young Annette Tovar.

268

52.

Amelia Tovar.

271

53.

Old maps of Thanet.

54.

The Oxenden memorial in Wingham church.

283

55.

Sprackling memorials in St Laurence Church.

299

56.

Ebbsfleet and Cliffsend, Thanet – where
England began.

301

57.

St Laurence church, Ramsgate.

309

57.

Witherden gravestones in St Peter-in-Thanet
churchyard.

341

59.

The church of All Saints, Birchington, Thanet. 352

x

274–5

Acknowledgements
My thanks for making this book are due to many people. The majority
of them I am unable to name, as they work for the institutions whose
existence makes a work of this sort possible.
But first I must thank my late mother Dorothy Hamilton née Tate for
handing on to me the photographs, letters and other documents she
had kept on her side of the family and the oral memories of the Watts
family she passed on to me. Many of these came from her own
mother, my ‘Grans’, Edith Tate née Watts, whose debt I am also happy
to acknowledge.
Also on the Watts history I must thank Philip Waller, Fellow and
Tutor of Merton College, Oxford, not only for his book on Liverpool
Democracy and Sectarianism, but also for crucially pointing the way to
other sources of information on William Henry Watts’ political career.
Likewise I must express my gratitude to Pieter Van de Merwe of the
National Maritme Museum, Greenwich, for unlocking the door to the
massive archive for the Greenwich Royal Naval Hospital, without
which it would have been impossible to uncover the history of the
Suter family. Thanks are due too to John Bold and Margaret Carter,
Charity Administrator, Greenwich Hospital for their help on this
branch of the family.
I must also acknowledge the key role of the late Pamela Clabburn
MBE and her book The Norwich Shawl in the story of Philip James
Knights. My thanks also to Ruth Battersby Tooke of Norfolk
Museums Service for her help, particularly with the illustrations here,
and to Alison Light for her insights into life in Shrewton. I must also
express my gratitude to Barbara Byne for opening up the church of St
Laurence in Thanet for me when it was due to be shut, and to her
colleague Freda Parker. As regards the history of the Isle of Thanet I
must note the excellent work of Michael’s Bookshop, Ramsgate, in
reprinting the antiquarian histories of the island, which add so much
valuable detail to our research.

xi

`
The many public records institutions consulted for this history must
also be acknowledged for the vital information their archives have
revealed. My thanks are due to the management and staff of the
following:
Greenwich Heritage Centre, Woolwich
Guildhall Library, London
Hampshire Record Office, Winchester
Kent History and Library Centre, Maidstone
Liverpool Central Library and Record Office
London Metropolitan Archives
Norfolk Museums Service, Norwich
Regent’s Park College, Oxford
Royal Museums, Greenwich
Royal Society of Arts
The National Archives, Kew
Wiltshire and Swindon History Centre, Chippenham
Mention must also be made of the ever-useful Family Search website
and its predecessor the IGI (International Genealogical Index), as well
as the Wikipedia and Genuki websites, and the excellent Kent
Archaeological Society website.
Finally I must once again thank Bob Trubshaw, my publisher, for all
his help, advice and encouragement not only for this, the last of my
family histories, but also for ensuring the whole series has seen the
light of day in such fine fashion.
As this is the last book in this series of family histories, I must end by
expressing my heartfelt thanks to my dear wife, who has had to
endure years of being a 'computer widow', when she has not been
searching remote churchyards for ancient gravestones or, just as bad,
put up with my absences while I did so alone. I have hugely valued
her tolerance, support and advice throughout the many years it has
taken to produce these books.

xii

Picture Credits
Nineteenth century family photographs by various professional
photographers long since gone, and black and white photographs are
old family pictures in the possession of the author. Modern colour
photographs are by the author except where noted below. The source
of the other illustrations is given below. It has not always been
possible to trace the copyright holder, if any, of some illustrations.

Romsey: The Hundred in 1911. Copyright The Frith Collection
image 63781.
Yarmouth, Isle of Wight from an original watercolour by Harriet
Bousfield.
Minutes of Andover Baptist church: Andover Baptist Church archive
– Hampshire Record office ref: 122M87/1.
St Peter’s Church Liverpool. Courtesy Liverpool Record Office.
The original Compton House. Courtesy Liverpool Record Office.
Newspapers advertisements: Liverpool Mercury and Liverpool Daily
Courier.
Compton House sale. Courtesy Liverpool Record Office.
Map of Liverpool Church Street. Courtesy Liverpool Record Office.
Elm Hall and the Lake. From The Woman at Home: Annie S Swan’s
magazine 1895.
Harriet Watts as Lady Mayoress. From The Woman at Home: Annie S
Swan’s Magazine 1895.
Wavertree Baptist Church from the original design of George Baines
and Son, courtesy Stuart Leadley.
Compton House sale. Courtesy Liverpool Record Office.
Wingfield church and castle. Andy S. Pye; geograph.org.uk/p/2128245

xiii

`
PJ. Knights’ royal counterpane. Courtesy Norfolk Museums Service.
P.J. Knights’ advertisement. Courtesy Norfolk Museums Service.
Greenwich Royal Naval College from the air: courtesy
agedagefotostock.com MEV-1180609.
Nelson Street, Greenwich c.1830: from the original painting by W.
Bligh Barker.
Turnpin Lane plan. The National Archives.
Nelson Street plans. The National Archives.
Three-masted barque under sail. Alamy Stock Photo image ID
ARN96E.
Old maps of Thanet: The History and Antiquities of the Isle of
Tenet Vol 1 by John Lewis.
Sprackling Memorial in St Laurence Church: The History and
Antiquities of the Church and parish of St Laurence Thanet by
Charles Cotton.

xiv

Introduction
‘Time bears all its sons away’; they then ‘fly forgotten as a dream dies
at the opening day.’ Isaac Watts, the hymn-writer, however, must have
been well aware that not all dreams are immediately lost to memory as
we wake up, and happily we can still unearth some information about
at least some of our more humble ancestors as well as those more
prominent during their life. This history attempts to ensure that these
people who created us are not wholly forgotten.
The first part follows the members of my mother’s mother family, the
Watts, from their Hampshire origins, tracing their moves around
southern England before the decisive relocation north to the great
metropolis of Liverpool. Then among the world’s leading cities and,
with Manchester, Birmingham and Glasgow, one of the new capitals of
the industrial revolution, Liverpool was a wholly new type of city such
as the world had not seen before. This part is dominated by the
towering figure of William Henry Watts senior, self-made businessman
and leading local politician, describing his triumphs and disasters, both
great and small, over his unusually long life.
Though this history starts in Hampshire, it may equally be said to
start in Wiltshire, East Anglia, Greenwich or more especially on the
Isle of Thanet in the corner of Kent. For the second part examines the
stories of the families whom the Watts married into back, on one line,
into the depths of the Middle Ages. It weaves together their very
different stories in widely scattered parts of England. Though the rural
origins of several branches are explored, at its centre is the story of
three other successful businessmen, whose lives overlap with that of
William Henry Watts in early nineteenth century Greenwich.
All the early sections of both parts are almost entirely about the men
of the family. This is not through choice, but because sadly few
women leave much trace in the historical records until the later
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nineteenth century and into the twentieth. Where these records exist,
they have been given full exposure.
Research for this book has unearthed two significant unsolved
problems. The first, long known of in the family, is the Watts’ claim
to a close connection to Dr Isaac Watts who, though now almost
entirely forgotten but still rightly regarded as the father of English
hymnody, was an international celebrity for a hundred years and more
after his death. This is fully examined, but no final conclusion reached.
The other problem was wholly unexpected, not merely because there
was no hint of a memory of Thanet origins in the family, but also
because the historical records do not highlight it as such. This is the
exact relationship between the Sprackings of Thanet and the Oxendens
of Wingham in Henry VIII’s reign. Here again no final resolution has
been found.
As regards sources, the parish registers, either directly or – with
caution – through the Mormons’ Family Search site, have of course
been used. It is unfortunate that official registration, introduced in
1837 for births, deaths and marriages in England, makes the viewing of
multiple individual certificates impossibly expensive, so one has to rely
for the most part on the listings which give only the barest
information on these crucial events in people’s lives. On the other
hand the commercial/street directories are a marvellous resource,
especially for information on the many families who were engaged in
business of any sort. They were published annually throughout the
nineteenth century and often give both the business and home
addresses of those listed. Not all directories for every place in every
year are extant, but the great majority can still be consulted. Together
with the censuses, which were taken only every ten years and certainly
did not list everyone, the directories are invaluable for following the
history of individual families throughout the 1800s.
Newspapers have also proved crucial for this history. Without them it
would have been difficult to write it. Like the directories they begin to
be useful from the end of the eighteenth century and continue to
provide vital information right through into the early twentieth.

xvi
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During this period newspapers were overwhelmingly local, mostly
interested in their own home town. As a result they give much more
detail on local residents than national papers do today. Their articles
are of course particularly informative on prominent people, but this
has proved an advantage, as we are concerned with several such men.
But equally valuable have been the advertisements which these men
have caused to be displayed in large numbers in the newspapers,
providing a detailed isight into their businesses and how they ran
them.
Mention must also be made of the Admiralty records concerned with
the governance of the Royal Naval Hospital at Greenwich . They have
proved to be a key resource in the research into the life of the Suter
family in Greenwich. They are held at the National Archives at Kew.
Wills and inventories are another major official source of information.
In some places wills survive in some numbers back to the fifteenth
century when King Richard III, ‘the king in the car park’, was on the
throne.

They

are

particularly

useful

for

confirming

family

relationships and describing ownership of landed property. From the
late sixteenth century towards the end of Elizabeth I’s reign,
inventories supplement the information provided by wills. Often these
supply the most amazing detail, listing the deceased’s property room
by room, so one gets a vivid picture of their living conditions. Wills
and inventories have proved especially useful for tracing the history of
our Wiltshire and Kent families in the centuries before directories and
newspapers became widely available. But like so many other historical
souces they deal mostly with men of some means, and seldom with
women or poorer people.
Personal letters, though few in number, have proved highly useful
especially in giving women a voice, something normally lacking from
official documents. Here again they survive from the late eigthteenth
century onwards. A few are quoted in full in the text. A number of
others have been added as an appendix. They mostly concern letters to
and from Linda Morland née Watts in her great old age, but are felt to
be of sufficient interest to be worth printing in full.
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Other sources used for this history are listed in the notes or the
bibliography. But special mention must be made of two of these.
Among a number of family documents handed down to me was the
photocopy of an article from a women’s magazine. The magazine,
called The Woman at Home, could be described as a Victorian version
of Hello! The article is several pages long and well-illustrated. It was
based on an interview with Harriet Watts and was occasioned by her
husband’s recent election as Lord Mayor of Liverpool. It contains an
excellent description of Elm Hall, the family home at that time, as
well as giving Harriet her own voice, otherwise entirely absent. And it
was this, when she mentioned members of her own family, that led to
research on her maternal grandfather, Philip James Knights, briefly a
minor celebrity selling high-quality dresses to the Royal family. This
added a whole new part to the family story.
Likewise another printed source led to a further addition to this. I had
finished researching the totally unexpected Isle of Thanet ancestors,
when I decided to check the contents of Adam Nicholson’s The
Gentry: Six hundred years of a peculiarly English class. The discovery
that he had a chapter about the Oxinden (as they then spelled
themselves) in the seventeenth century caused me to investigate them
further, which I would not otherwise have done. This took our story
back to 1290 greatly to my surprise.
Finally mention must be made of the autobiography of Andrew Burn.
Although three of his children married the siblings of Harriett Watts’s
father William Suter, he is not a direct ancestor. A deeply religious
man, he rose to the rank of major general in the Royal Marines in the
Napoleonic Wars. Much of the book is about his relationship with
God through his life, and tells us less about his family than one would
have hoped. But it is a fascinating document, now available free on
line for all to read.
John Hamilton
Ascot 2019
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Outline Family Trees
The main lines of the family described
Dorothy TATE = James Alan Bousfield HAMILTON
|
Edith WATTS = George Joseph TATE
|
William Henry WATTS jun = Annette TOVAR
|
William Henry WATTS sen

John TOVAR =Amelia FORD

= Harriet SUTER

|
Gabriel FORD 3 See Appendix 1

William SUTER = Sarah KNIGHTS

Isaac WATTS = Elizabeth SMALL
Philip James KNIGHTS
= Eunice WARNE
Thomas SUTER= Sarah BUNKER

William SMALL = Priscilla MUNDAY
|
MUNDAY & BEST
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Watts
Edward WATTS = Elizabeth ?
|
Nicholas WATTS = ?
?
Edward WATTS = Elizabeth HOW
|
Isaac WATTS = Elizabeth HEAVER
|
Isaac WATTS = Rebecca ARCHER
|
Isaac WATTS = Elizabeth SMALL see Small
|
William Henry WATTS sen = Harriet SUTER
|

see Knights and Suter

William Henry WATTS jun = Annette TOVAR
|

see Ford and Tovar

Edith WATTS = George Joseph TATE
|
Dorothy TATE = James A.B.HAMILTON

Small
Edward SMALL = ?
?
William SMALL = Bridget –
|
Thomas SMALL = Lydia FRY
|
William SMALL = Priscilla MUNDAY
|

see Munday

Elizabeth SMALL = Rev Isaac WATTS
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Munday
MUNDAY parents of Richard and brother
Symon HOLLICE = ?
Richard MUNDAY = Edith

son = ?

|

?

John MUNDAY = ?
|

Henry MUNDAY = Alice HOLLICE

John MUNDAY = ?

|

?

John MUNDAY = Michaela ?

Reuben MUNDAY = Christian ?
|

|

William MUNDAY = Margaret ?

Henry MUNDAY = Priscilla ?

|

|

Thomas MUNDAY = Susan ?

Henry MUNDAY = Elizabeth BEST
see Best
Mary MUNDAY = William BENNNETT
|
Thomas MUNDAY

= Mary BENNETT

|
Priscilla MUNDAY = William SMALL
|

see Small

Elizabeth SMALL = Rev Isaac WATTS
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Best
Henry BEST = Edith ?
|
Thomas BEST = Elizabeth ?
|
George BEST= Jane WINSER/WINDSOR
|
John BEST = Frances ?
|
Elizabeth BEST = Henry MUNDAY
see Munday

Warne
William WARNE = Margaret HENRY
?
William WARNE = Anne |
Thomas WARNE = Anne ALGAR
|
Samuel WARNE = Elizabeth –
|
John WARNE= Elizabeth BARBER
|
Eunice WARNE = Philip James KNIGHTS
|

see Knights and Suter

Sarah KNIGHTS = William SUTER
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Knights and Suter
Francis KNIGHTS = Elizabeth DRIVER
?
Henry KNIGHTS = Alice JACKSON
?
Philip James KNIGHTS = Eunice WARNE
see Warne
Thomas SUTER = Sarah BUNKER
|
Sarah KNIGHTS

= William SUTER

|
Harriet SUTER

= William Henry WATTS sen
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Ford and Tovar
William FOORDE/FOWRD = Elizabeth UNDERDOWNE
|
Jeremiah FORD = Mary SARE
|
John FORD = Martha GOOTLEY
|
William FORD = Ann KNIGHT
|
Henry FORD = Ann –
|
Gabriel 1 FORD = Mary RUSSELL
|
Gabriel 2 FORD = Sarah WINN
|
Gabriel 3 FORD = Amelia SEABOURNE
|
Amelia FORD = John TOVAR
|
Annette TOVAR = William Henry WATTS jun

For earlier ancestors of the Fords see chapters 11 and 12 'The Thanet
Ancestors'.

xxiv

Part One: The Watts

Labore Gaudeo
I rejoice in Work
The motto of William Henry Watts senior

`

Illus. 1. The coat of arms of William Henry Watts senior.

Chapter One

The Hampshire Family and the
Rev Isaac Watts c.1700–1849
Sweet all the joys that crowd the household nook,
The haunt of all affections pure.
John Keble ‘First Sunday in Lent’, The Christian Year

On 6 March 1724 Edward Watts married Elizabeth How in Winchester
Cathedral. This is the first event that can with any degree of
confidence be assigned to the family of Edith Watts. Not that there is
certainty about the connection of this married couple to the later
Watts, but it is at least possible. Attempts to trace Edward’s ancestry
have raised no certain forbears. No record of an Edward Watts baptised
in Hampshire between 1665 and 1711 has been found. The only one
found in the surrounding counties at a suitable date was the son of
John Watts, baptised in Pevensey, Sussex, on 1 June 1701. But this is a
long way from Winchester, and Watts is such a common name in
central southern and south-western England that it would be wrong to
give any strong credence to this connection.
A stronger possibility is that Edward came from Hursley, a village a
few miles south of Winchester. This was not only the retirement home
of Richard Cromwell, son of the Great Protector, but later was where
John Keble of Oxford Movement fame was vicar for thirty years.
A Nicholas Watts married in Winchester Cathedral just three years
1
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Edward WATTS

= Elizabeth – of Hursley, Hants

Nicholas WATTS

= – of Hursley, Hants

|
?
Edward WATTS

= Elizabeth HOW m 6 March 1724
Winchester
|

Isaac WATTS

= Elizabeth HEAVER m 20 May 1755
Romsey
|

Isaac WATTS

= Rebecka ARCHER m 9 November 1787
|

Romsey

Rev Isaac WATTS = Elizabeth SMALL m 8 December 1817
|
William Henry WATTS sen

Warminster
= Harriet SUTER m 2 May 1850
|

William Henry WATTS jun

Deptford

= Annette TOVAR m 30 June
Bexleyheath

after Edward, and his son, also Nicholas, was baptised in Hursley in
1729. Before then a William and Elizabeth Watts had three sons
baptised in Hursley in the 1670s, the middle one of whom was yet
another Nicholas. It could be, therefore, that Edward was brother to
the first mentioned Nicholas and that both were grandsons of William
and Elizabeth, Edward’s baptism having not been recorded. As we shall
see, this failure to record is by no means unusual. Parish registers are
even less of a complete record than censuses, but if Edward was so
descended, then the family may have been in the village from before
1600, when the first Watts listing in the parish register occurs. In the
present state of knowledge, however, all this can only be speculation.
How, Elizabeth’s surname, is also a common name in this part of
England, but no relevant information on her has been found.
A few miles to the south of Hursley lies the little market town of
Romsey. The remains of its ancient abbey, one of the few founded in
England before the Conquest, still rise above the market square, but by
2
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Illus.2. The Hundred, Romsey in 1911. Nothing is known of the location
or type of house the Watts family lived in during their time in Romsey,
but it is likely to have been similar to the old cottage, possibly medieval
in origin, shown on the right hand side of this picture. Compare this, the
sort of house his father was born in, to Elm Hall (see Illus.15), where
William Henry and family lived when he was Lord Mayor.
the eighteenth century it was a place of little importance – in the
nineteenth Lord Palmerston lived in a grand mansion just outside the
town (now home to the Mountbatten family). It was here that Edward
and Elizabeth settled after their marriage and where their only child
was born close to New Year’s Day 1728. He was christened in the old
abbey, long since converted into the parish church, on 7 January, and
named Isaac.
The name Isaac Watts was by then famous, and surely nowhere more
so than in southern Hampshire, almost on the outskirts of
Southampton, the home town of ‘the father of English hymnody’.
Dr Isaac Watts, Baptist minister, educationalist and hymn writer
extraordinary, was born in Southampton in 1674, and belief of descent
from his family has long been a commonplace within ‘our’ Watts
family. Indeed one biography of him – that by Thomas Wright – is
dedicated to ‘W.H. Watts, Esq., J.P., Alderman, and at one time Lord

3
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Mayor of Liverpool, who claims descent from Dr Watts’s family.’
William Henry Watts senior features largely in this account at a later
stage, but this seems an appropriate moment to examine his claim that
Dr Isaac Watts was ‘his great-great-grandfather’s grand uncle.’

[1]

Dr Isaac Watts, the hymn writer, died unmarried, as did one of his
three brothers Enoch, both according to the historical record leaving
no children. Richard, the second brother (Isaac was the eldest), a
London doctor, did marry but had only daughters, no sons to carry on
the family name. The youngest brother, Thomas, however, born in
January 1680 and married in 1706, had two sons Isaac and Thomas,
born 1709 and 1713 respectively. There is plenty of data on these two
and their families in Chichester, where they settled, but no evidence of
an elder brother Edward. ‘Our’ Edward, who married in 1724, could
just have been Thomas’s son, say born in 1707 and seventeen years old
when married, but, as already mentioned, we know nothing for certain
of his parentage, and marriage at such a young age was very unusual.
In any case William Henry’s claim that Dr Watts was his great-greatgrandfather’s grand uncle would make him – Dr Watts – Edward’s
grandfather’s brother, not his father’s brother. So it seems highly
unlikely that Edward was Thomas’s son and thus Dr Isaac’s nephew.
But might the connection be with Dr Isaac’s father, also Isaac, and the
descent from a brother or uncle of his? Unfortunately almost nothing
is known about the forbears of the Southampton Watts. The
biographies of Dr Isaac mention his grandfather Thomas Watts, a sea
captain, and a couple of his adventures. He married in 1647 at
Millbrook just outside Southampton , where his son Isaac, Dr Isaac’s
father, also married in 1673. No record seems to survive of the birth
or baptism of either of them, or indeed of any brothers of either. Nor
do the biographies mention any brothers or other relatives. However a
James Watts was promoted to Captain in the Royal Navy in 1686 and
so was perhaps born around 1650, and a Jonathan Watts, promoted to
Captain in 1696, was importantly married at Millbrook in 1688. Both
of these could well have been Thomas senior’s sons and Dr Isaac’s
uncles and thus possible ancestors.

4
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Another claim to a connection to Dr Isaac through a male Watts
cousin survives. A century and more later another naval officer George
Edward Watts (promoted to Vice Admiral in 1856) also claimed
descent from Dr Isaac, on the grounds that his grandfather, ‘a Captain
of Infantry who fought under the Duke of Cumberland at the battle
of Culloden’, was ‘a first cousin of the celebrated Dr Isaac Watts.’ If
this grandfather was himself the grandson of the Captain James Watts
mentioned above, as George Edward claimed, then he would indeed
have been the first cousin once removed of Dr Isaac – if James and/or
Jonathan were brothers of Dr Isaac’s father. But even if the claims of
a family connection to Dr Isaac are true for George Edward Watts,
this is not relevant to the Watts of Romsey unless it can be shown
that ‘our’ Edward was the son of James or Jonathan. This is certainly
not precluded by the dates as given above, but the basic problem
remains that we do not know who Edward’s parents were. Moreover
there is no evidence that either James or Jonathan had a son called
Edward.[2]
On the other hand, as the archaeologists like to say, absence of
evidence is not evidence of absence. Can the strong belief of William
Henry be discounted? He was born in 1825, his father in 1797, and in
his introduction to his biography of Dr Isaac referred to above,
Thomas Wright states that William Henry ‘lent me a copy of Milner’s
Life of Watts with valuable insertions including pictures and
unpublished letters.’ Thomas Milner’s Life, published in 1834, remains
the main source for all biographies of Dr Isaac.[3] So where had
William Henry got these ‘insertions’ from if they had not been handed
down through the family? He also owned a ‘little ancient-looking
volume… bound in brown leather and evidently very precious’. It was
the poems of Dr Isaac Watts and bore the inscription ‘presented to my
dear sister Mrs S. Brackstone June 9th 1725’ – Dr Isaac did have a
sister whose married name was Brackstone. Finally William Henry
claimed to be ‘proud of his Scottish ancestry, and has many other
family relics, notably a sword presented to one Captain Edward Watts,
who saved the life of his commander, a member of the Royal
Family.’[4] The Scottish ancestry came through Agnes Skene, George
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Edward’s mother, who claimed descent from a sister of Malcolm
Canmore, King of Scotland 1058–93. But Agnes was no ancestor of
William Henry, so his whole claim to Scottish ancestry seems more
than a little muddled.
The lack of evidence on ‘our’ Edward’s birth makes certainty
impossible, and it perhaps makes more sense to see the ‘connection’ as
an attempt by a family to ‘prove’ its gentility, when in fact they, like
so many other families at the time, had made the leap from rural
poverty to grand mansion in two generations through their own
talents and efforts with the necessary slice of luck. Supporting this
judgement is the evidence of the family in Romsey in the eighteenth
century. Or rather the lack of it. Beyond the bare details of the parish
register, nothing of their lives emerges. Normally this means they
were poor – no property, no status, no record. This applies not
merely to the Watts themselves, but also to the families they married
into. So they were probably servants or labourers or similar. It is thus
difficult to see Edward as the son of a naval captain.
But why the enthusiasm to be associated with Dr Isaac? Claimed with
good cause to be the ‘father of English hymnody’, predecessing even
Charles Wesley, he was the author of a new type of hymn which has
dominated English language hymns to this day. He also wrote
extensively on the education of children. For this work he became
famous throughout the English-speaking world and was particularly
revered by non-comformist Christians. His work was sufficiently wellknown for Lewis Carol to parody it in his poem ‘How doth the little
crocodile?’ in Alice in Wonderland more than a hundred years after
Dr Isaac’s death, with confidence that the connection to Watts’s ‘How
doth the little busy bee’ would be instantly recognized.
To proceed from speculation to more certain ground, though not fully
terra firma in the historical sense. Edward and Elizabeth, with whom
we started this history, seem to have had only one child, Isaac, who
was born around 1 January 1728. When Isaac was fifteen, his father
Edward died, being buried in Romsey on 15 May 1743. When his
widow Elizabeth died has not been traced. Isaac married Elizabeth
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Heaver on 20 May 1755. Heaver is an uncommon surname in
Hampshire and nothing further has been found about Elizabeth or her
family. What we can say is that Elizabeth was pregnant at the time of
the marriage, their first child, also Elizabeth, being baptised on
19 October just five months after the marriage. How many other
children they had is yet another uncertainty. Four others appear in the
parish register, but frustratingly the one we are interested in, another
Isaac, appears in no parish register, not even Romsey‘s. But it is
difficult to believe that he was not the son of Isaac and Elizabeth: a
four year gap in the birth dates of their known children leads one to
suppose that young Isaac was born in 1760. Elizabeth, his mother, died
in 1775, being buried on 17 September that year, while her widowed
husband lived on until 1793, and was buried on 31 March.
This second Isaac married Rebeckah Archer, again in Romsey, on
9 November 1787. But again, with no other listing of a Rebeckah
Archer in the whole of Hampshire at this time, no more is known of
her. We still know nothing of the occupations of any member of the
family. There were other Watts in Romsey at this time and they are
equally anonymous. In the 1760s three Watts were buried ‘by the
parish’, that is, as paupers, but they were not obviously related to ‘our’
family. In the years around 1800 a William Watts was described as
baker and confectioner, but again no family connection can be
established. Isaac and Rebeckah had eight children. The fifth one,
another Isaac, was born after ten years of marriage. On him at last we
have some information.

The Rev Isaac Watts 1797–1849
Isaac and Rebeckah’s children came every two years. Isaac junior was
number five and was baptised on 14 March 1797, at Romsey like all his
siblings. Up to this time the evidence suggests all the family members
were traditional Anglicans. They do not appear in the records of the
local Baptist Church until 1815 when ‘Rebecca Watts’ was added to
their list. Whether this was Isaac’s mother or his by then twenty-year
old sister of the same name is not clear, probably the latter. But it
does indicate a new interest in religion by members of the family. The
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young Isaac himself had already some years earlier shown an interest
in religion, as is claimed by his obituary in the Baptist Manual.
This obituary, though it has some inaccuracies, is a key source of
information on his life and thus worth quoting in full:
The Rev Isaac Watts was born at Romsey, Hants, in the year
1797. At the early age of seven years he received his first
serious impressions, which, as he grew up, were deepened under
the preaching of Dr Bennet, and in his 18th year he joined the
independent church at Warminster, Wilts. Shortly after this his
mind became impressed with the importance of the work of
the ministry, and from the success he met with in his
occasional services, he was encouraged to become a candidate
for believer’s baptism. When about 24 years of age he received
an invitation from the church at Yarmouth, Isle of Wight,
where he settled, and remained eight years. In 1833 he removed
to Andover, Hants, where he laboured for seven or eight years.
In 1837 he removed to Falmouth in Cornwall; and after a
residence of seven years in that town, he was seized with a fit
which terminated in paralysis, arising from disease of the heart.
Under these circumstances he came to reside with his sons in
Deptford; and his health improving, he accepted an invitation
to Chatham. In May 1849 he became unable to preach, and he
continued gradually sinking till the 18th July, when he fell
asleep in the arms of his Saviour, in the 52nd year of his age.
Baptist Manual (1850 edition)
Crucially this establishes him as the Isaac Watts who was born in
Romsey in 1797. Without this confirmation it would be difficult to be
sure about his ancestry. Invaluable though it is, however, it is clear
even from first reading that the obituary has some problems. Most
obviously ‘seven or eight years’ after moving to Andover in 1833,
brings us to at least 1840, not 1837 when ‘he removed to Falmouth.’
But, making this correction and supplemented by information from
other sources, it does contain enough detail to make a reconstruction
of his working life possible.
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What the influences were that gave the seven-year-old Isaac ‘his first
serious impressions’ we do not know, but he was obviously a
thoughtful boy. No direct evidence of his education survives, but he
must have received some. As for religion, it cannot be a coincidence
that he joined the independent church in Warminster the same year –
1815 – that his mother or sister joined the Baptists in Romsey. The
terms ‘independent’ and ‘Baptist’ were used almost interchangeably for
a long time: for example, a hundred years earlier the church of the
Watts of Southampton used both descriptions. But there could be
important differences as decribed below.
Anglicanism, like Catholicism, was very much a top-down religion at
this time, controlled at both national and local level by the powers
that be, secular as well as religious. Even in Catholic France, the King
appointed all the bishops, as of course did the monarch in England,
and it could be that the Archbishop of Canterbury had more influence
on the appointment of the English clerical hierarchy than the Pope
had on the French. In both religions the generality of the people were
largely seen as communion fodder. In France this had produced a
widespread resentment against the church, which had been one of the
triggers of the Revolution – witness the massacre of the clergy,
including the teenage boys in the seminary, in Paris during September
1792 – in turn leading to the secularisation of education with results
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still to be seen today, for example in the banning of headscarves in
French schools.
England’s perhaps equally bloody revolution in the middle of the
previous century produced quite different results. While leaving formal
education even more firmly in the hands of the religious, Protestant
nonconformists – and indeed more slowly, Catholics – were
increasingly tolerated, catering for those who wished for a more
demanding religious faith and one which energetic and devout men
and women could themselves control, without being beholden to the
nobility and gentry, whose representatives ran the Church of England.
Their numbers were greatly swelled from the 1740s by the inspired
evangelising of John Wesley and the increasing numbers affected by
the agricultural and industrial revolutions.
Except in Cornwall, where it became particularly strong, Wesley’s
Methodism had much less of an impact in southern England than it
did further north, because of the absence of the new industries in the
south. Instead the older Congregationalist and Baptist sects prospered.
The first half of the nineteenth century saw the greatest expansion of
the Baptist church in Wiltshire. In 1797 there were only sixteen
Baptist churches in the county: by 1827 this had increased to thirtyone, and by 1889 to no fewer than seventy-seven.[5] A Baptist church
was set up in Warminster in 1811, and the next year one was also fully
established with a minister at Shrewton, the village where Isaac’s wife
Elizabeth came from (see Part Two).
The new interest of the Watts family in religion, then, can be seen as
part of a much wider trend. As his obituary suggests, it was in Isaac’s
case surely sparked by the charismatic James Bennett, who was
appointed minister of the Romsey Congregationalists as a young man
in 1796, greatly arousing the religious fervour of the local inhabitants.
Though he stayed in Romsey until 1813, Bennett became a leading
figure in the Cogregational church. After Romsey he took on the job
of Principal of the Congregational College in Rotherham, before
moving to London. A prolific writer, expert theologian and powerful
preacher, he was given a doctorate by Yale University and was
chairman of the Congregational Union in 1840.
10
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By 1815 at the age of eighteen Isaac was in Warminster, some thirtyfive miles from Romsey on the western edge of Salisbury Plain.
William Cobbett visited the town in September 1826 and in his Rural
Rides gives a splendid description of it, displaying many of his
prejudices in doing so:
Warminster is a very nice town: everything belonging to it is solid
and good. There are no villainous gingerbread houses running up,
and no nasty shabby-genteel people; no women traipsing about
with showy gowns and dirty necks; no Jew-looking fellows with
dandy coats, dirty shirts and half-heels to their shoes. A really nice
and good town. It is a great corn-market: one of the greatest in this
part of England; and here things are still conducted in the good old
honest fashion. The corn is bought and pitched in the market
before it is sold; and when sold it is paid for on the nail. Almost
everywhere else the corn is sold by sample; … there is no fair and
open market… all this favours a monopoly… which monopoly is
for the greater part carried on by the villainous tribe of Quakers…
Besides the corn market at Warminster, I was delighted and greatly
surprised to see the meat. Not only the very finest veal and lamb
that I had ever seen in my life, but so exceedingly beautiful I could
hardly believe my eyes… The town is famed for fine meat. It was
too 2d a pound cheaper than I left it at Kensington.[6]
More prosaically, in the 1820s Warminster, belying its name and over
a century before its ‘invasion’ by the Army and the establishment of
the School of Infantry in the 1930s, was a typical peaceful little market
town of around 4000 population. For hundreds of years it had been a
major centre for the corn trade, and though it had lost its dominant
position, it remained, as Cobbett claimed ‘one of the greatest in this
part of England.’ An old-fashioned cloth trade survived but was in
decline as local opposition prevented the installation of the new
machinery then coming into use. There were also some maltings, iron
foundries and leather goods manufacturing, as well as a factory for silk
throwing: but for the most part it acted as a service centre for local
agriculture.
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No doubt Warminster was a pleasant enough place to live, but what
precisely took young Isaac to Warminster we do not know. It was
surely work of some sort, perhaps an apprenticeship. His brother
James did this, leaving home and becoming a painter and glazier in
Wokingham in Berkshire. Doubtless both brothers found better
prospects away from Romsey. If it was an apprenticeship that brought
Isaac to Warminster, he would have almost certainly started at the age
of fourteen or fifteen. Completing it seven years later would allow
some four or five years to study for the ministry before taking up his
first ministerial appointment. For he stayed in Warminster until at
least 1825. There is however no hint in his obituary and no evidence
from other sources either that he was an apprentice or even that he
had formal training for the ministry. Apart from preparation for a
‘believer’s baptism’, the obituary makes no mention of any such
training: indeed it rather suggests that he did not have one.
‘Dissenting Academies’, as the places of instruction for candidates for
the nonconformist ministry were called, were few and far between at
this time, and none are known of in this area. Where they did exist,
they often consisted of a serving minister with a few students who
were taught and lived in his home. Moreover Baptists tended to
emphasise ‘calling’ rather than instruction for their ministers.[7]
Some idea of Baptist theology can be gained from the statement made
at this time by the newly-constituted Baptist church at Shrewton,
where Isaac’s wife came from. The Shrewton Baptists announced their
arrival on the scene in 1812 with a statement of their beliefs in their
Church Book: The Church of the Baptist Denomination of Shrewton,
Wilts, holding the important Doctrines of Three Equal Persons in the
Godhead,

Eternal

and

Personal

Election,

original

sin,

Particular

Redemption, Free Justification by the Imputed Righteousness of Xt
[Christ], Efficacious Grace in Regeneration, the Final Perseverance of
True Saints, the Resurrection of the Dead, the Future Judgement, the
Eternal Happiness of the Righteous and Endless Misery of the Impenitent
etc [sic]. And showing their self-confidence – some might call it selfrighteousness – they claimed: ‘It is now about 18 years since the
gospel was first preached in Shrewton’, even though of course
Christianity had arrived there at least a thousand years earlier.‘ [8]
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Illus.3. Warminster Independent Chapel: a simple building on a side
street. Compare this, typical of the early modest nonconformist chapels,
to the magnificent palace which was Wavertree Baptist Church a
century later – see Illus. 22.
Warminster was life-changing for Isaac, not just for his religion. This
was where he met his wife and they had the first of their children.
Elizabeth Small was six years older than her husband and had been
baptised on 12 June 1791 at the little village of Shrewton a few miles
from Stonehenge. As with Isaac, on what induced her to leave the
place where her mother’s family had been established for over three
hundred years and cross the corner of Salisbury Plain to Warminster,
we can only speculate. But as the nearest town it offered some hope of
employment, most likely as a domestic servant or in the silk factory.
The numbers of domestic servants rose throughout the nineteenth
century, and many of them were country girls, often starting as young
as eleven or twelve years of age.
Frustratingly, like most humble women in history, Elizabeth has left
almost no trace. She and Isaac married at the parish church in
Warminster on 8 December 1817: she was twenty-six and he just
twenty. The witnesses were Rebecca Watts (more likely to have been
Isaac’s sister than his mother) and Frances Small, one of Elizabeth‘s

13

EVER ROLLING STREAM

`

older sisters. This suggests that neither Isaac nor Elizabeth had come
to Warminster on their own, but each had had at least one sister for
company. They started a family immediately, the first child Edward
William being born on 30 September the following year, as is shown in
the

records

of their

new

church

known

as

Common

Close

Independent, which Isaac had joined a couple of years previously.
The Independents built their chapel in a back lane behind the High
Street and Market Place. The early nonconformist chapels were
typically sited away from the public eye. Being out of sight made them
seem less threatening to the established order. The great triumphalist
palaces which the nonconformists built as places of worship in the full
light of day on main streets only came well on into the nineteenth
century, when they were fully confident of local and national
acceptability. Isaac and Elizabeth brought their newborn to be baptised
at Common Close chapel when a few weeks old. This Independent
congregation had a different policy on infant baptism from the
Baptists, the latter believing baptism should wait for the person to be
old enough to make the choice for him or herself: ‘Believer‘s baptism’,
as they called it. This difference in theology and practice was the point
of being independent: you were not dependent on anyone else’s diktat.
When their second child was born in 1820, also called Edward, he too
was baptised a couple of months later. The repeat of the Christian
name suggests that the first child had already died. Indeed since no
later record of either child has been found, this must have been the
fate of them both.
Around this time Isaac received his ‘call’. As his obituary puts it: ‘His
mind became impressed with the importance of the work of the
ministry, and from the success he met with in his occasional services,
he was encouraged to go forward. By searching the scriptures he was
led to become a candidate for believer’s baptism.’ This signalled a
move in his religious allegiance to the Baptist church just in the next
street, North Row. This must have happened between April 1820 when
Edward was baptised at the Independent chapel and March 1822 when
Isaac junior was born. Isaac senior, however, was not baptised as a
‘Believer’ until September that latter year – Elizabeth joined him in

14

THE HAMPSHIRE FAMILY

Illus.4. Warminster Baptist Church, where the Watts family worshipped
when Isaac Watts became a minister.
this the following May. Their next child Emma was born that year,
and William Henry followed in 1825. All three children were born at
the family home in Warminster’s High Street, and none was baptised.
Baptism of one’s children would have been unthinkable when
preparing to proclaim that only ‘believer’s baptism’ of an adult was
valid.
‘When about 24 years of age he received an invitation from the church
at Yarmouth on the Isle of Wight, where he settled, and remained
eight years’ according to his obituary. This must be at least partly
wrong, because the family could not have moved from Warminster
before 1825 – William Henry was born there in February, and by this
time his father was all but twenty-eight years old. Yarmouth seems a
typical first appointment for a minister. It was claimed to be ‘a neat
little market town, standing on a bank sloping to the sea, in a healthy
situation, with pleasant views of the channel.’[9] Descriptions in trade
directories have to be taken with a pinch of salt: although Yarmouth
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Illus.5. Yarmouth, Isle of Wight in 1893: the little seaside town where
Isaac Watts held his first ministry. The painting is by Harriet Bousfield
(later Hamilton).
did have a handful of ‘shopkeepers, traders etc.’, it was scarcely more
than a village with a population 564 in 1828. It stood near the western
tip of the island, and conveniently a ferry, or ‘package’ as it was
known, ran directly there from the mainland at Lymington. No doubt
Isaac served a wider community than just the village, and perhaps he
came to like being by the sea, which induced him later to take up the
appointment in remote Falmouth. While in Yarmouth the next two
girls were born, Elizabeth in 1827 and Kate four years later.
But soon after this the family was on the move again, this time to
Andover in Hampshire. This was much like Romsey and Warminster
– a small market town of about four thousand inhabitants. It was, so
Pigot’s Directory claimed in 1828, a ‘great thoroughfare on the direct
western road [from London to Bath and Bristol] and is become a
handsome, thriving, well-built, populous place.’ What is known of
Isaac’s ministry here is given in the short history of Andover Baptist
church, itself relying much on a few brief pages of the church record
in

Isaac’s

own

handwriting,

authenticated

by

his

signature.

Unfortunately he only started keeping a record in 1838, well into his
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period of service there. Nevertheless it is valuable and informative.
The church itself, both building and congregation, was recent.
According to the church history, a Mr Ramsey became the first
resident to make ‘a public profession of his faith in Christ’ in 1809,
but it was not until 1825 that a group of fifteen local businessmen
bought a plot of land ‘on the east side of the High Street’ for £5 ‘for
promoting the Christian Religion as professed by Protestant Dissenters
of the denomination of Calvinistic Baptists at Andover’ and for
‘enabling [them] more conveniently to exercise the forms of their
religious worship’ there.[10]
The building has now gone: the young church too nearly went under
to that constitutional weakness of independent churches – the split.
A new, even more Calvinistic, Baptist church opened in Andover,
attracted many from the already established church. The minister of
this latter was sacked and for several months in 1831 ‘church meetings
were seldom held’. The result was that when Isaac arrived to take over
as minister in January 1832, he found a church membership of only
nine. This was no doubt made up, like the original group of fifteen, of
drapers, grocers, shoemakers and the like with the occasional yeoman
farmer, and their families. As such it was typical of nonconformist
congregations, small self-employed people, not gentry or professionals
and not working-class families either.
Isaac served this community with success. By 1838 the membership
had grown to seventy-two and, at the end of that year, ‘the church
held one of the earliest known Baptist watchnight services.’ The
meeting began at 8.30 p.m. ‘and commemorated the dying love of
Christ at his table and united in confession of sin and in prayers for
pardon and grace till the new year entered.’ The next year several
young people were baptised. One of them, a girl, was only nine years
old, and Isaac as pastor sought the feelings of the church meeting
about this. Believer’s Baptism was supposed to be for those mature
enough to fully understand the nature of the commitment they were
undertaking. But no one objected and Isaac proceeded with the
baptism. A little earlier his daughter Elizabeth had been baptised at
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the age of twelve in April 1839. William Henry is not mentioned in
the minutes, as was to be expected since he was away from home at
this time on his apprenticeship.
Isaac’s success in adding to the membership meant that the church
needed enlarging. In July 1839 a committee was appointed to oversee
the building of galleries and the installation of gas lighting. Seven
members including Isaac agreed to lend money towards the cost in
addition to making donations. The work was still not finished when
Isaac announced at a church meeting on 17 December that he was
moving to Falmouth. Before the end of January he and his family had
left. As for the family during their time in Andover, we know that
William Henry received part of his education there. Presumably the
other children did too. But the most dramatic event in Andover was
the death of the children’s mother Elizabeth, perhaps in childbirth –
the youngest daughter Fanny was born on 2 May 1833 at home in
Chanting Street. Again no record of Elizabeth’s death or burial has
been found, but unlike her sisters Fanny was given a middle name
Small, the maiden name of her mother, surely because she had died
giving birth to her. The lack of information on Elizabeth’s death and
burial may arise from the disappearance or unavailability of Baptist
archives. One can say, however, that she was dead by 1835 because
Isaac married again on 5 November in that year.
Isaac married Hester Parnell at St Denys church, Warminster. She was
older than Isaac, the same age as Elizabeth. Hester – or Esther, as she
seems to have preferred – was living in Warminster at the time,
though she had come from Gloucestershire. She also turned out –
somewhat to her surprise perhaps – to be an heiress. She was fortyfour at the time of her marriage and had not been married before.
One would have thought that if it had been known she would come
into an inheritance, someone would have been interested in her and
her potential fortune. In her will Esther states that she made an
‘arrangement in contemplation of marriage to Isaac Watts’ on
5 November 1835. Unfortunately this document does not seem to have
survived, but it must have covered her claim to a share of the Osborne
estate. For she was joint heir with her siblings to the estate of
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Illus.6. Extract from the minutes of the Andover Baptist church meetings
in April/May 1839. Written and signed by Isaac Watts himself, it
records the baptism of his daughter Elizabeth.
Nathaniel Osborne. He had died in 1799 leaving a substantial property
at Tormarton in the Cotswolds as well as smaller amounts elsewhere
including some in what is now the centre of Milton Keynes. His will
left this in trust to his widow and then, still in trust, to their only
daughter Sarah. But on Sarah’s death childless, in order to keep the
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property in the family, Nathaniel left it to his great nieces and
nephews. Thus when Sarah died a widow but without issue the
property was divided between the Parnell family members.[11]
It is ironic then that Esther left the bulk of her inheritance of ‘the
sum of three thousand three hundred and eighty three pounds eleven
shillings and three pence consolidated three pounds per centum Bank
annuities’ to her step children, who had of course no connection with
the Osbornes. Of this total ‘it is my will to pay and divide the sum of
£2000 sterling between and among the children now living of my said
husband by his former wife,’ the rest going to her own family. The
generosity of this settlement, decided on while the Watts were still
living in Falmouth, is shown by the fact that one must multiply the
figures by around a hundred for today’s value.
The family moved to Falmouth in 1840. What took Isaac away from
central southern England to the far southwest is not known. But
Cornwall was the most nonconformist of all counties with only a
quarter of Church attendances being Anglican; so doubtless there
seemed to be good opportunities for dissenting ministers. Falmouth,
too, was not the backwater it might appear to us today. It was
probably a little larger than Andover, having nearly five thousand
inhabitants in 1841, though the population was static. This was no
doubt due to the serious setback it had suffered a few years previously.
One of the world’s great natural harbours, Falmouth had since 1688
been the official port for the Post Office ‘packets sailing with mail to
Spain, Portugal, the West Indies and the North American colonies.’
By 1844, however, ‘the trade of Falmouth has greatly decreased by the
removal of the packet station for the West Indies.’ Some relief was to
be had, on the other hand, from the recent discovery of oyster beds ‘in
the harbour, which promises a considerable source of advantage to the
town.’[12]
But Isaac had more immediate problems. As at Andover a new church,
this time a Plymouth Brethren meeting, had set up in the town and
was taking members from the established Baptists. According to The
Story of Falmouth Baptists ‘the Church records contain many references
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to withdrawals and exclusions from the fellowship; yet, withal, the
church grew.’ Again, as at Andover, ‘a gallery fund was commenced
and scarcely a Church meeting went by without applications for
membership being considered. In 1845 a ‘Reading Society’ for the
Sunday School teachers was formed and there are other indications
that both the church and school were spiritually alive.’[13]
Not all withdrawals were voluntary. Part of the minister’s job was,
with

the

Church

Meeting,

to

censure

and

even

exclude

(excommunicate, by another word) members who did not meet the
church’s strict standards of conduct. In December 1845, Isaac as pastor
reported to a Church meeting ‘that brother Dinnis had called on him,
informing him that he had been guilty of an act of indiscretion in
taking beer from the foreman of the brewery opposite his shop. […]
It was resolved that the honor [sic] of religion demands that the
Church should declare to brother Dinnis their disapprobation of his
conduct and that he should be suspended from communion for six
months.’ He was reinstated and later ‘appointed to enquire into the
characters of other members who were alleged to have fallen from
grace.’ For Brother Dinnis was not the only one to go astray. The
Church Roll from around this time records others who were ‘excluded
for intemperance’; ‘cut off for the profane habit of fortune telling’;
‘excluded for long continued desecration of the Sabbath’; ‘excluded for
hypocrisy’ and so on, though ‘intemperance [alcohol] seems to have
been the chief cause of downfall of Church members.’[14]
On moving to Falmouth Isaac and Esther may well have left their
three eldest children behind in Hampshire. Certainly by 1841 Isaac
junior, William Henry and Emma have left home, leaving just the
three younger girls aged eight, ten and fourteen with their parents.
The family were living in the High Street and had a nineteen-year old
servant girl living with them. It sounds a reasonably comfortable life.
Isaac junior’s whereabouts are not known for certain, though he is
probably in Farnham, Surrey, or Deptford on the south bank of the
the Thames, then in Kent but now part of London. Emma seems to be
at school in Warminster (though it is not certain that the record in
the 1841 Census refers to her: there were other Watts in Warminster),
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while their younger brother William Henry is completing his
education by being apprenticed in Hampshire. But by the autumn of
1847 at the age of twenty-two he was living in Deptford, where he had
his own draper’s shop.
It was here, around midsummer that year, that the family came from
Cornwall after Isaac senior’s ‘fit that terminated in paralysis’ that
caused him to resign the pastorate in Falmouth. This sounds like a
stroke from which he partially recovered, though his death certificate
states the cause of death as ‘diseased heart about 2 years’. Within two
years the family had moved a mile down the road to Greenwich,
following a disastrous fire at the Deptford shop. They settled in
14 Trafalgar Road there, while William Henry set up anew close by on
Nelson Street.
Isaac senior’s Baptist Manual obituary states that ‘he accepted an
invitation to Chatham’ on moving to Deptford. But Chatham is some
way down river from Deptford and it is not clear how he could have
undertaken a ministry there. Perhaps his role was only as an assistant
preacher rather than full-time minister. Possibly he and Esther moved
there temporarily, but no evidence of his serving or living at Chatham
has been found. If he was involved there, it was very briefly, for little
over a year later he and Esther were living in Greenwich. For Isaac
was fit enough in March 1849 to give evidence on behalf of a female
servant who had been with them in Falmouth for six years and then
moved with them to London. She was now working for someone else,
from whom she was accused of stealing four shillings, some brooches
‘and other missing property.’ At the preliminary hearing Isaac ‘begged
to say a few words in her favour’, but the magistrate told him that ‘the
sessions, where he should send the case for trial, would be the proper
place to speak to the prisoner’s character. Mr Watts requested that the
Bench to take note of his having volunteered to give the prisoner a
character, to which the worthy magistrate assented.’ Both Isaac and
William Henry then put up £20 each recognisance for the prisoner
appearing at the trial, the woman putting up £40 also on her own
behalf. Not only this, but Isaac also ‘stated he would provide lodgings’
for her.[15]
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It says much for Isaac that, although very ill, he was prepared to speak
up on behalf of his former servant, who had admitted to the theft of
four shillings (though not the other things stolen from her new
employers). He could have easily left the matter to take its course
without saying a word, especially as he might have wondered if she
had been stealing from him and his family over the years she had been
with them. The local paper was also impressed by his intervention:
‘The prisoner is a native of Falmouth, where she lived in the family
and service of her late master and kind friend, Mr Watts.’[16] In May
just a few weeks later he was said to be sinking again. He died on 18
July at the age of fifty-two at home at 14 Trafalgar Road, Greenwich.
It is not known where he is buried. Esther survived him by only a few
months, dying before the end of the year. At least they had the
comfort of knowing that their children were well provided for.
Esther had a made a will in October 1844 while they were still living
in Falmouth. Did she come under pressure from the Watts to leave the
bulk of her money to them? The eldest Watts children were becoming
adults and may well have viewed the prospect of an inheritance with
pleasurable anticipation. A few weeks before he died Isaac also made a
will. He made his brother James of Wokingham and James Weeks, an
auctioneer friend of the same town, his trustees – Weeks must have
been brother James’s brother-in-law or father-in-law, as he had
married Mary E. Weeks in Southampton twenty years earlier. The
income from his modest estate was to be ‘for the maintenance benefit
and support of my said dear wife and my four daughters Emma,
Elizabeth, Kate and Fanny… to promote the comfort and well being of
my said dear wife and unmarried daughters during the life of my said
wife.’ Esther and the girls were also to have the use of his household
goods while Esther lived. On Esther’s death the residue was to be
divided between the five younger children, while the eldest Isaac was
to have only £100. It seems likely that his father had already given
young Isaac something to start a business. Out of the residue William
Henry was to get £100 immediately if the Trustees agreed, his father
adding the codicil: ‘I now declare that the trustees shall not require
from him any security beyond his own personal bond for the
repayment of the amount to be advanced to him.’[17]
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Chapter Two
The Children of Isaac and Elizabeth
Watts c.1840–1901
So was it when my life began;
So is it now I am a man;
So be it when I shall grow old,
Or let me die!
The Child is father of the Man.
William Wordsworth: My Heart Leaps up. 1807.

Though the eldest daughter Emma was away at school while the
family lived in Falmouth, she rejoined the others when they moved to
Greenwich. Her father’s will, written in May 1849 just a few weeks
before he died, made it clear he expected all four daughters to remain
at home. ‘As my property is extremely limited in amount, it is my
anxious desire that my said dear wife and daughters [who had all just
been named] shall… reside together so that the said dividends [etc]
may form one common stock or fund and be applied to the best
advantage.’ Any daughter leaving without the Trustees’ consent was to
lose support. This last provision had little effect, for their stepmother
Hester died within a few months of her husband late in 1849. The
Watts children were thus soon left to fend for themselves, and they
must have been grateful for their stepmother’s legacy. The two boys
Isaac junior and William Henry were left £100 each by their father, but
this was all Isaac got. The residue, such as it was from their father’s
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Isaac WATTS = (1)Elizabeth SMALL (2)Hester PARNELL
no issue
Isaac = Aspasia CHAMBERS
Emma = Edward MOORE
William Henry snr = Harriet SUTER
William Henry jnr = Annette TOVAR
Elizabeth
Kate = Alexander BROWN
Fanny
‘extremely limited’ funds, was divided between William Henry and the
four girls. As already suggested, his father presumably loaned Isaac
junior money to start his business.
The four girls, aged between sixteen and twenty-six, were all still
unmarried, as their father’s will makes clear. The two eldest ones,
Emma and Elizabeth, quickly moved to Wokingham, where their uncle
James Watts lived with his family. In 1851, still in their twenties, they
describe themselves as governesses and have five ‘scholars’ living with
them, including their five-year old nephew James Watts. They seem to
have been emotionally close, since both are named as head of the
household in the census that year; but from the title governess it
would seem likely they were working for someone else rather than
running their own school. It is strange that their younger sisters, the
youngest only eighteen, are not living with them. Emma soon married
Edward Moore at Wokingham in the summer of 1852. As for the two
younger sisters Fanny got a job in West Ham, east London. At
eighteen years old she was an assistant with eight others in a draper’s
shop, yet another member of the family in the ‘rag trade.’ At the age
of twenty Kate married Alexander Brown at St Alfege Church in
Greenwich in the summer of 1851; she had perhaps been living with
her brother William Henry and family there.
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Elizabeth, the second sister, disappears from sight after this, but a
tantalising mention of one of the sisters emerged many years later. In
its obituary of their brother William Henry in 1924 The Daily Courier
of Liverpool wrote: ‘He was very proud of his sister Miss Watts and
remarked on one occasion ‘Ah, if she had not been born a woman she
would have been a fine man!’ ‘ Sexist though we may find this remark
today, there can be no doubt it was meant as a compliment, but it
leaves us little the wiser. Clearly one sister had some success in some
sphere of life while remaining unmarried, and this seems most likely
to have been Elizabeth. But in what area of endeavour she
distinguished herself there is no information.
The elder brother Isaac’s earliest adult years have also been difficult to
discover. He has not been found in the census of 1841. But by the late
1840s he and his younger brother William Henry were in business
together. This can hardly have been before 1845 when William Henry
reached the age of twenty. In 1847 they had two shops, one in
Deptford and the other in Farnham, ‘trading as drapers and mercers
under the firm of Watts Brothers’.[1] Isaac must have been running the
shop in Farnham, as William Henry certainly had one in Deptford by
the end of 1847. It is not clear why the two venues were chosen, as the
family had no connection with either. But Farnham is only a few
miles from Aldershot, where William Henry probably did his
apprenticeship. So it seems that Isaac set first up in Farnham, being
joined by his younger brother when he finished his apprenticeship.
Deptford lies on the south bank of the Thames opposite the Isle of
Dogs in London’s East End. Perhaps William Henry decided he wanted
to have greater freedom and so set up a new business here, still having
the benefit of his brother’s expertise and contacts, choosing Deptford
as its location for reasons that cannot now be uncovered. But the
brothers’ partnership was dissolved ‘by mutual consent’ in November
1847.[2] Possibly Isaac disliked the confining life of a retailer, preferring
to be out and about. For he became a commercial traveller, the 1851
census finding him in Derbyshire. In February 1854, at the age of
thirty-two, he married the splendidly named Aspasia Bolina Clymene
Chambers in Wokingham where she lived with Thomas and Mary
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Tricky, who were quite likely her grandparents, Thomas being a
retired Lieutenant-Colonel in

the Army.

Their home

was in

Wokingham Market Place, close to where Isaac’s uncle James Watts
and family lived. Aspasia was some eight years younger than Isaac.
Isaac and Aspasia set up home at 19 Nelson Street, Greenwich, just a
couple of doors along from where his brother William Henry had his
draper’s shop. Number nineteen was owned on a long lease by William
Suter, William Henry’s father-in-law, as described below in Chapter
Nine. Isaac and Aspasia had a couple of daughters and a son while
living there, before moving for a time to Duffield in Derbyshire,
where a final son was born in 1863 (William Henry and family had
long since departed for Liverpool by this time). They soon moved
again, this time to Enfield, now on the northern edge of London,
where they were in 1871 with their four children aged eight to
fourteen. Isaac gives his occupation as ‘clothier’, though it is not clear
precisely what this meant, probably selling clothes or cloth. In
Greenwich they had had a single thirteen-year old girl as a servant,
but now in Enfield they have two sisters in their thirties, the
appropriately named Mary and Martha Thurgood. Clearly Isaac was
making a success of his business whatever it was.
Isaac must have got to know the Thurgoods through his work selling
cloth. The sisters’ father Edmond was a tailor, and one of his sons
William was a tailor and clothier, who was later to marry in Duffield.
In 1861 Isaac was away in Derbyshire with his work, leaving Aspasia
alone at home in Greenwich with her baby daughter Clymene aged
ten months. The two elder children, Mary and Frederick aged four and
two, are staying with the Thurgoods in Bishop’s Stortford. The
Thurgoods also have a four-year old daughter as well as three sons and
Mary and Martha now in their mid-twenties. Mary – or Maryann as
she was also known – has already spent time as a ‘house servant’
locally in her teenage years. Clearly the two families were very close.
By the late 1870s Isaac and Aspasia had moved to Brighton.
An important factor in this may have been the move of Aspasia’s
grandparents, the Trickys, there – Brighton being Mary Tricky’s
birthplace. Isaac was now a successful clothing manufacturer. Although
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now demolished and replaced with a pair of semi-detached houses, it
must have been a large comfortable house occupied by the family at
5 Powis Grove, for their eldest daughter Mary, her solicitor husband
and their two children were all living with them for the 1881 census
(when Isaac was fifty-eight years old) together with five female
servants (who include Mary and Martha Thurgood) and the son-inlaw’s younger brother. Ten years later they have moved house within
Brighton to 62 Dyke Road. Isaac appears to be still in business at the
age of nearly 70. He and Aspasia are now living on their own, though
with four living-in servants who still include Mary and Martha. The
sisters’ three teenage nieces, daughters of their brother William
mentioned above, are staying with them seemingly as visitors, but they
too never left.
For Aspasia soon died, and in 1893 Isaac married Mary Thurgood –
not the only Watts to marry a long-term servant, as his nephew
Herbert also did some twenty years later. Perhaps it was commoner
than generally realized. After that the whole family moved to the Isle
of Wight. Perhaps Isaac helped to set up the three nieces in the shop
in Ventnor High Street, where they are all to be found in 1901. They
are sensibly keeping to what they know; the shop is a draper’s and
milliner’s. Isaac is now seventy-nine and Mary sixty-six. Probably Isaac
was not very fit for, apart from three domestic servants and two shop
assistants, the household includes a ‘sick nurse’ from Denmark. Isaac
perhaps did not survive long after this, but his death has not been
traced.

William Henry Watts senior:
the early years 1825–72
William Henry senior – he always liked to be known by both names,
and had such an attachment to them that he used them for his eldest
son too – is the most successful person to be described in this history
and the only one for whom a wide variety of printed sources exist.
Ironically, however, there was no official recording of his birth at the
time, because the Baptist faith of his father was opposed to infant
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baptism. And when his father came to register the births of his
children when official registration was introduced in 1837, he got the
birth years of both William Henry and his elder sister Emma wrong.
Emma’s birth date he put down as 22 October 1824, William Henry’s
as 24 February 1827 and the next daughter Elizabeth as 9 January 1827
– a stark warning that one should be cautious about trusting even
official documents! The birthdays are correct and Elizabeth’s birth year
is right, but Emma was born in 1823 and William Henry in 1825.[3]
‘He was born in Warminster in 1825, but his earliest recollections are
of the Isle of Wight, and his boyish days were spent in Andover.’ This
is part of the most accurate of the several descriptions of his early life,
even

though

the

reporter

who

interviewed

acknowledged that he was ‘now in his 98

th

William

Henry

year.’ William Henry can

have only been a few months old when the family left Warminster for
Yarmouth on the Isle of Wight. He would have begun his school days
at Yarmouth, where the family lived until he was seven. But most of
his schooling must have been in Andover, where the family lived in
his main schoolboy years. Another interview at this time (1922) states
that he had a ‘private education’, which suggests that his father taught
him and his siblings at home. This came to an end no later than
January 1840 when his parents and younger siblings moved to
Falmouth, with William Henry just shy of his fifteenth birthday. He
told the reporter
I remember the death of King George IV and the accession
of William IV [both in 1830] and that of Queen Victoria
[1837]; and I have a distinct recollection of having as a boy
of seven or eight hurrahed the Whig candidate at the election
following the Reform Act of 1832. That was the period of
coach houses and Sedan chairs: there were no railways or
steamboats, or matches or gas (where I was), and I remember
the letter postage being reduced to 4d.[4]
William Henry next appears in the historical record in the census of
1841. As the usual age to begin an apprenticeship was fourteen or
fifteen, he would have begun his at this time. He stayed in the area,
not moving with his parents and younger sisters to Falmouth.
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An apprenticeship normally entailed living-in with his master’s family.
Instead the census shows him aged sixteen living with a builder in
Hartley Wintney in Hampshire. With seven children and three female
servants in the household, it must have been a lively place. The
builder’s twenty-four-year old son, however, was a draper and
doubtless it was to him or to his employer that the young William
Henry was apprenticed. It was a training he made the most of,
although his highly successful career took a long time to take off.
Hartley Wintney is hardly more than a village and some five miles
from Aldershot, where according to one account William Henry’s
‘business career commenced with an apprenticeship to the ‘everything’
trade’ [presumably everything in clothing] and where ‘the Duke of
Wellington and Charles Kingsley were familiar figures.’ Celebrities
have always sparked an interest! Another earlier account, however,
claimed that ‘the firm has since removed to Aldershot’, suggesting it
was operating elsewhere when William Henry worked for it. The
‘elsewhere’ would surely have been in Hartley Wintney.[5]
Wherever it was in Hampshire that he served it, his apprenticeship
completed, William Henry formed a business partnership as ‘drapers
and mercers’ with his elder brother Isaac, as described above. Their
first shop may well have been in Farnham, Surrey, right next door to
Aldershot. By October 1847 they also had a shop in Broadway in the
centre of Deptford between ‘Mr. G. Cozens no:18 and Mr. J.W.
Hartley, grocer.’[6] Why they opened here, when there was a wellestablished and apparently much larger draper’s shop also called Watts
just round the corner in the High Street of this small town, is a
mystery. But the partnership was soon in trouble. The very next
month it was dissolved ‘by mutual consent’ and William Henry carried
on alone, though still using the name of Watts Brothers, doubtless to
distinguish the business from ‘Messrs W. Watts and Co.’ around the
corner.[7]
He must have had considerable self-confidence to be in business on his
own – he was only twenty-two years old at this time, with limited
capital as he had not yet inherited from his stepmother, and little
experience of management or indeed ownership. Moreover there was a
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great deal of local competition. Apart for Messrs W. Watts and Co.
round the corner in the High Street in Deptford, there were for
certain Mr Kennard, linen draper, also in Broadway, and Messrs
Kershaw and Lowe’s, also linen drapers, just down the road in
Greenwich: and there may well have been others. He continued to
describe the business as ‘linen drapers and silk mercers’, but otherwise
no information has emerged on it; no advertisements in the local
newspapers have been found.[8]
Nevertheless he survived in Deptford for over a year until disaster
struck. ‘Destructive Fire’ the West Kent Guardian of Saturday
13 January 1849 announced: ‘About 10 o’clock last night a fire broke
out on the premises of Messrs Watts, linen drapers, Broadway,
Deptford, and from the combustible nature of the goods, the house
was completely gutted in about an hour.’ The following Saturday it
added: ‘The engines from the dockyard and London were instantly set
to work and vast bodies of water thrown over the flames, but in spite
of the most strenuous efforts of the firemen nearly three hours elapsed
before the fire could be extinguished, and not until the whole of
Messrs Watt’s [sic] premises were levelled with the ground, the stock
in trade, furniture and other effects reduced to ashes. Fortunately
Messrs Watts were insured with the Norwich Union.’
Being insured allowed him to start again. He chose to move a mile or
so down the road to Greenwich, and again set up shop as a linen
draper at 15 Nelson Street, effectively the main street of Greenwich.
At the eastern end of it on one side lay the park with the Royal
Observatory at the top of the hill, and on the other the Royal Naval
College. At the other end stood St Alfege’s parish Church. This short
street had only been built some twenty years earlier, when the
Admiralty wanted a grander continuation of the road which ran along
the back of the palatial naval hospital, which they named Romney
Road. It connected this road with the splendid Hawksmoor parish
church of St Alfege. To build the road and the houses on either side
the Admiralty had used the contractors – plasterers, carpenters,
painters and so on – whom it employed for repairs and additions to
the hospital buildings. Among these was William Suter ‘bricklayer’.
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Illus.7. Nelson Street, Greenwich south side in recent years. Mambo
Latino occupies no.15, the Watts family home and shop around 1850.
The terrace was largely built by William Henry’?s father-in-law William
Suter. For a time no.19, just off to the left of the picture, was the home
of William Henry’s elder brother Isaac and family.
Immediately on completion Suter had leased several of the terraced
houses he had helped to build. One of these was number 15, which he
sublet to William Henry. Prior to this William had brought his family
to live at number 5 on the opposite side of the street. As the Suters,
like the Watts, were keen nonconformist church-goers – in their case
as Independents rather than Baptists – it is no surprise that William
Henry soon got close to the Suters’ unmarried daughter Harriet, who
was living at home almost immediately opposite.
The Suters were by now well-established in Greenwich, and many of
the wider family lived in the town. William’s father Thomas, also a
builder, had been churchwarden, a sure sign of local respectability.
William had taken over his company and was more accurately
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described by Harriet much later, as ‘that well-known Government
contractor to the Admiralty.’ In fact much of the family was involved
in the building trade in one way or another as is described below,
though one of William’s brothers was a solicitor. Sometime in the
1820s the family embraced nonconformist doctrines and became
involved in the Independent Maze Hill Chapel newly built just on the
other side of Greenwich Park. Harriet herself literally played a full
part there, being for many years the ‘voluntary organist.’
William Henry, however, seems to have continued to worship in
Deptford – the two suburbs were divided only by a little river, and
both were small by modern standards – and it was here at Lewisham
Road Baptist Chapel that he and Harriet were married on 2 May 1850.
They set up home at 15 Nelson Street, where their first child William
Henry junior was born on 8 February 8 1851. The following spring
Harriet gave birth to a second son, Alfred Isaac. Along with his
brother and sisters William Henry had been left a share of their
stepmother’s inheritance. A special provision was made in their
father’s will that his trustees could let William Henry have £100
immediately on his father’s death, rather than having to wait for his
stepmother to die. In the event she died just a few months later, and
so he would have come into his full inheritance by the early part of
1850. Esther had left £2,000 of her Osbourne legacy to be divided
between the six Watts children, which should have given them some
£330 each. No doubt it was these legacies which gave William Henry
the financial security to get married.
While still in Greenwich William Henry had his first taste of politics,
which became such an important part of his life. Doubtless it was his
nonconformist background that led him to support the efforts of
David Salomans to become the first Jew to sit in the House of
Commons in the early 1850s.[9] Unfortunately no details of this
survive, but the affair shows his willingness to get involved in
controversial matters, which were a notable part of his later public life
in Liverpool.
Clearly the young William Henry had an entrepreneurial urge – from
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1851 he also leased a house in the new Greenwich market, which
together with another one which he added later he continued to hold
after he moved away.[10] Why then did he give his Greenwich business
up? Was it not as successful as he had hoped or needed it to be with
his growing family? He may have begun thinking about moving soon
after Alfred’s birth early in 1852; for he got permission from the
freeholders in June 1853 to assign the lease of 15 Nelson Street. But
nothing came of it. Or did he receive a business offer he felt he could
not refuse? Whatever the reason, in the summer of 1855 he moved the
family to Liverpool. He had taken a management job with Jeffery,
Morrish and Co, an increasingly successful firm of drapers in
Liverpool’s main shopping street, Church Road. James Jeffery, who
came from Devon, and his partner James Morrish, ‘possessed with
little besides industry and enterprise’, had established the store in 1832
‘in a single small tenement’. ‘Shop after shop was added, until the
concern acquired gigantic dimensions. New departments were opened,
leaving no want of a housekeeper unsupplied… Plate, clocks, watches,
toys, saddlery, Cashmere shawls, gentlemen’s clothes, ladies’ millinery,
furniture, boots and shoes, travelling trunks – nothing came amiss
and the establishment eventually absorbed the entire front from
Tarlton Street to Basnett Street.’ By 1846 annual turnover had reached
£106,000. Jeffery became a leading figure locally both commercially
and politically through its success.[11]
In March 1872, when announcing the opening of his new shop in
Liverpool, William Henry stated he had ‘held the leading position in
directing the Business Section of Compton House’ for seventeen years.
This would put the move from Greenwich sometime in 1855. This is
supported by the fact that his son Albert was born in Greenwich in
the first half of 1852, followed by Herbert in April 1856 in Liverpool.
The move must have taken place between these two dates, and later
reports in the Liverpool press giving the date as 1857 cannot be
correct. Evidence from the Nelson Street leases is less clear. William
Suter had assigned the lease of 15 Nelson Street to William Henry and
Harriet jointly early in December 1850, some six months after they
got married. Only three weeks later they sublet to William Pearce, a
solicitor. Was this just letting out one room to get some income? In
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June 1853 they got permission from the Commissioners of Greenwich
Hospital, the freeholders, to assign the lease, though there is no
indication that they did so. Finally in August 1855 they got
permission to reassign the lease to Frederick Clark, a linen draper,
presumably on selling him the business. This must be when they
moved, as there is no evidence of them living at any other address in
Greenwich.
As Jeffery’s business grew in the 1850s additional management was
clearly required, and no doubt the opportunity to work in such a large
business appealed to William Henry. He was appointed Superintendent
Draper, still in his early thirties. A couple of years later two new
partners were taken on by Jeffery to achieve further expansion. Then
in 1860 Morrish retired and was bought out by Jeffery, whose brother
and sons had also joined the business. In spite of this William Henry’s
role in the company continued to expand. In 1861 he had at least five
Assistant Superintendents working under him, one of them female,
also living in at Compton House as the building was now known.[12]
There was also a host of other staff, about 130 of them in all, both
male and female, living in – mostly clerks, salesmen, apprentices and
porters, but also more specialist staff such as four purchasers, a caterer,
jeweller, warehouseman, four carpet planners and a milliner. To look
after their domestic needs were two housekeepers, a cook and no fewer
than ten domestic servants. They originated from many parts of the
country, including both Scotland and Ireland, the latter still wholly
part of the United Kingdom. They were attracted by the burgeoning
prosperity and growing size of the city, fast becoming one of the great
cities not just of Britain but of the world. In the latter half of the
nineteenth century it surpassed London to become the world’s largest
port by volume of traffic. William Henry and Harriet also lived above
the store, though they had their own separate establishment with two
local teenage girls as domestic servants. By 1861 they had added three
more children to the family, all born in Liverpool. Four years later
they had had another three, but two of these had died in infancy,
leaving them with a family of eight children.
All went well for several years, but in late 1865 disaster struck. ‘On
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Illus.8. Compton House then and now.
Above: An artist’s impression of the newly-built Compton House under
Jeffery’s sole occupation.
Opposite: A recent photograph of Marks and Spencer’s present shop.
December 1st owing to the mischievous perverseness of a shop-boy
throwing away a Lucifer-match, the whole establishment was burnt
down. The stock at the time was large and insufficiently insured, and
the total damage estimated at £200,000. Mr Jeffery set to work with
almost superhuman energy’ and within a week opened a temporary
store. ‘No time was lost in rebuilding the old structure… in stately
proportions.’ In place of the old hotchpotch of buildings, ‘a thing of
shreds and patches, the new structure formed a splendid pile of
handsome design in white stone with lofty pavilions at the angles’ and
not surprisingly ‘separated into compartments with fire-proof
divisions.’ New Compton House reopened on 27 May 1867, less than
eighteen months after the terrible fire. It has some claim to be the
world’s first purpose-built department store, as it predates Bon Marche
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in Paris by five years.[12]
But all was not well. The following year William Jeffery, ‘the brother
and right hand man of the principal, was suddenly cut off by
apoplexy’, and James Jeffrey ‘was left to fight his battle alone’.
The problem was that a large amount of money had had to be
borrowed to finance the splendid new building and this debt had to be
serviced. Also ‘the expenses of the new Compton House were more
than double’ those of the old business, interest, rates and taxes
amounting to nearly £10,000 a year. But ‘receipts did not increase in
like proportion.’[13] Jeffrey did his utmost to save the business, turning
down an offer for the company in March 1869. He wrote to a friend
‘I refused a gentleman (Mr Arnold) who was prepared to pay me
£20,000 down in cash within one month.’ Instead he spent money on
refurbishments: ‘The first floor has been completely redone. It has had
a new glass partition put all across it, with glass doors to keep it free
from dust, and other expenses incurred amounting to a very serious
sum of money… One of the windows has also had considerable
alterations.’[14]
This was not enough, however. In October that year he raised money
from William Henry, who had ‘so far won Mr Jeffery’s confidence
that, although not in the firm’s secrets, he was promised a partnership.
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The prospect was brilliant, for all Liverpool, including the young
superintendent, believed in Compton House and its energetic chief
proprietor.’[15] William Henry raised £10,000 from an insurance
company ‘upon the security of certain leasehold hereditaments
belonging

to

partnership.

[16]

him

or

his

wife.’

This

secured

him

a

junior

But still the firm was in difficulty and a year later

Jeffrey was still hard at it: ‘I am still unfortunately very much a
recluse (due to pressure of business)… I hope however that another 12
months or so will leave me somewhat more at liberty, for I have
resolved on discontinuing some of those departments of the house
which have caused me very great anxiety since my brother’s death.’[17]
But it was all in vain. On 4 March 1871 the store closed: on the
fifteenth the directors as partners were declared bankrupt.
Bankruptcy proceedings started immediately on the announcement of
firm’s difficulties. The creditors were numerous and many of them
were owed large sums of money. The firm’s bankers moved fastest –
first estimates suggested the Alliance Bank had between £60,000 and
£70,000 at risk and it had precipitated the bankruptcy a fortnight
earlier by demanding immediate repayment of its current account. To
prevent the bank taking over the whole business and leaving them
with nothing, the creditors urgently applied to the County Court of
Liverpool for the appointment of a receiver. This was granted and on
16 March more than three hundred creditors held a preliminary
meeting at the Guildhall Tavern in London. ‘A rough preliminary
estimate of the liabilities and assets’ was handed out to them. This
calculated the debts as close to £305,000 and assets as £155,000, a
shortfall of nearly £150,000..
This preliminary estimate proved optimistic. While the calculation of
the debts was only a couple of thousand underestimated, the assets
were later shown to be worth only £106,000, making the shortfall a
full £200,000. The accounts extended to six hundred pages and there
were stated to be two thousand creditors, though this was soon revised
down to eleven hundred. In June the receivers ‘declared a dividend of
3s 6d in the pound’, just 17.5 percent, though this was just an interim
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payment.[19] The bankruptcy was not fully resolved until the summer of
1880, when final dividends of fractions of a penny in the pound (or in
William Henry’s case 1¾d) were paid out from the estates of each of
the five directors.[20] Jeffery himself died in July 1871, just a few
months after the crash. The collapse of such a large and prominent
company which was also a major employer naturally attracted much
attention: ‘Great distress has been occasioned amongst the employees
of Compton House by the closing of this establishment’ was how one
local paper described it.[21]
William Henry of course did not escape unscathed from this disaster.
Far from it. Not only did he lose his job, but the bankruptcy ‘stripped
him and his wife of all they possessed.’[22]
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Chapter Three
William Henry:
Business Triumph. 1871–1924
Six or eight years ago the epidemic began to display itself
among linen-drapers and haberdashers. The primary symptoms
were an inordinate love of plate-glass, and a passion for gaslights and gilding… Quiet, dusty shops in different parts of
town were pulled down: spacious premises with stuccoed fronts
and gold letters were erected instead; floors were covered with
Turkey carpets; roofs supported by massive pillars; doors were
knocked into windows; a dozen squares of glass into one; and
there is no knowing what would have been done, if it had not
been fortunately discovered, just in time, that the
Commissioners of Bankruptcy were as competent to decide
such cases as the Commissioners of Lunacy…
Charles Dickens: Sketches by Boz, 1833–7, Chapter 22.

Georgian mansion, Lord Mayor of what was then one of the world’s
greatest cities and its most important port: how had William Henry
managed to bring the family so far from that dreadful day in March
1871, when Jeffery’s – and by then his – company had spectacularly
disappeared overnight? At that time he was forty-six years old and had
a wife and eight children to support. They had moved out of the store
and were living at 5 St Michael’s Road in the Toxteth Park area, a
suburb not then officially part of the city. St Michael’s Hamlet, as the
immediate area was called, comprised only a handful of short streets
filled with typical Victorian terrace houses, almost certainly erected
quite recently. Supporting their lifestyle were a cook and a housemaid,
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both from Wales, and a Scottish nurse to look after the young
children, the youngest of whom, Marion, was five years old. Fitting
into what was essentially a decidedly modest house must have been
difficult. But they are all listed as living here a month after the crash.
The effect of the catastrophe on their domestic arrangements is not
clear, but it was not immediately life-changing as they had already
moved out of their apartment before the crash. St Michael’s Road was
close to a railway station, making commuting into the city centre easy.
William Henry and Harriet lost all their capital in the Compton
House crash. During the proceedings at the London Court of
Bankruptcy in February 1872 ‘Mr. Poole [who represented William
Henry in court] submitted that the bankrupt Watts ought not to be
subjected to another adjournment. He knew nothing of the accounts,
his duties having been confined to the saleroom. He was 47 years of
age, and had a family of eight children dependent upon him. Four
years ago he brought £12,000 into the business, and was now without
means of support, allowance of £6 a week made to him out of the
estate having been withdrawn in June last.’[1]
It is difficult to believe William Henry knew nothing of the accounts.
He had run his own business for the best part of ten years before
joining Jeffery. He had bought up stock from bankrupt businesses. He
had seen his own brother-in-law, Harriet’s brother William, go
bankrupt. However much he admired and trusted Jeffery, he would
surely not have handed over his own and Hariett’s savings without
examining the books. He claimed at a later Court hearing that ‘he had
nothing to do with the accounts.’[2] This may well have been true on a
day to day basis, but even as a junior partner he should have kept
himself informed of the financial state of the company. This claim of
ignorance sounds more like a barrister doing his best for his client
rather than the unvarnished truth. But whatever the state of William
Henry’s knowledge, the fact remains that a year and more after the
collapse of Compton House he and indeed his whole family were in
the most appalling financial difficulties. Moreover the judge ruled that
it was impossible to make special provision for just one of the
defendants.
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The bankruptcy of Jeffery’s magnificent new store proved to be the
making of William Henry. Without it he would surely have continued
as a director of New Compton House, perhaps becoming the dominant
force there, but more likely having to share the control of the business
with Jeffery’s sons. As it was, he was forced to start again on his own
and he made a marvelous success of this opportunity. For in spite of
all his difficulties following the bankruptcy, he was quickly able to
open his own shop, as indeed he needed to. Even if penniless, his
business credit must have been high. His former suppliers, suffering
from the demise of Jeffery and Co, and doubtless keen to help
someone they knew and trusted, perhaps loaned him stock or offered
it on favourable terms. They needed a new outlet for their wares and
they were used to dealing with him.
So almost exactly a year after the closure of Compton House, with the
bankruptcy proceedings now mainly behind him, William Henry was
able to open his new shop. On Saturday 23 March 1872 he took out a
large advertisement on the front page of the Liverpool Mail. Relying
on the affection the general public still had for the old store, he
proclaimed ‘To the friends of Compton House and the Liverpool
Public Messrs Watts and Company have the pleasure to announce that
they have secured the Central Position of these spacious and
commanding Premises just completed in Church Street between
St Peter’s Church and Lord Street.’ Seel’s Buildings, as the newly
erected premises were called, were at the end of Church Street next to
the then still standing St Peter’s Church which gave its name to the
street. It was not quite opposite Compton House which was over the
road from the church.
The new store was to open in two days’ time on the Monday ‘as a
General Drapery Establishment under the Management of Mr. W.H.
Watts, who for 17 years held the leading position – and latterly as
Partner – in directing the Business Section of Compton House…
Very special advantages will be offered. The leading manufacturers of
this country have expressed a desire still to be represented in
Liverpool, and exceptional conditions have been accorded.’ This
allowed ‘goods of the best manufacture’ to be offered ‘at wholesale
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Illus.9. St Peter’s Church, Church Street, Liverpool. Compton House is
seen behind and to the right of the church, and to the left a glimpse of
the building where William Henry opened up on his own for the first
time in Liverpool, before moving into Compton House. The church,
demolished in 1919, was where Gabriel Ford 3 (see Part 2) was
baptised.
prices.’ As a further tempter to customers ‘some most extraordinary
cheap lots will be offered on the opening day.’[3]
This was of course a much smaller operation than Compton House
had been. So ‘trading will be limited to General Drapery.’ There was
to be no menswear and no household furnishings, just women and
children’s wear and some household goods. There was nevertheless
space for a wide variety of these, for the shop was on two floors. On
the ground floor there were departments for dresses, black silks,
drapery (including linens, shirtings, flannels and blankets), ribbon and
fancy, laces and sewed muslins, French flowers ‘supplied by the most
eminent Paris house’, haberdashery and trimmings and hosiery and
gloves. Upstairs in ‘The Show Rooms... ladies’ under-clothing and baby
linen’ and shoes were for sale.
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Illus. 10. William Henry Watts father and son, probably in the early
days of W.H. Watts and Co., Compton House. William Henry senior
was renowned for his smart dressing.
To sell all this merchandise ‘with characteristic courage, Mr Watts
opened out again with twenty assistants.’[4] William Henry himself
described them as ‘the most valued Buyers and Assistants who were
formerly associated with him’ in Compton House. He also quickly
brought his eldest son William Henry junior back from London where
he was working and into the business, making him a partner as he was
now old enough to be so, having reached his majority the previous
year. The other three sons, Alfred, Herbert and Luther, followed in
due course. William Henry had learnt enough from his many years
with Jeffrey to know that he needed management help from the start.
He had also learnt of the necessity of keeping costs down. From the
start he decided that ‘all goods sold in this establishment will be for
prompt cash. No provision will be made for the usual expensive staff
of a counting house or the losses etc consequent on even a partial
credit system.’ Giving credit was fine when you ran a small
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neighbourhood shop and knew all your customers, and you also knew
that many of them only had money in their pockets at the end of the
week when they or their husbands were paid. Not giving credit lost
sales then. But now in a big city, giving credit was risky. In effect it
meant lending your customers money free of interest. As such it put
your cash flow in danger, something the bankrupt William could
certainly not afford. It was just at this time that Jesse Boot, founder of
Boots the Chemists, made the same change, calling his company Boots
Cash Chemists.
But having got the wind in his sails, William Henry was not going to
stop there. Business was good – ‘Mr. Watts’s new firm have already
carried on a considerable and successful business’, the Liverpool Mail
announced in October. But that only whetted his appetite for even
greater success. The great palace that was Compton House remained
empty while its new owners tried to get a single business to take it
over. But at the same time, just seven months after William Henry had
opened his new shop, the paper was able to give some much wanted
news to the people of Liverpool:
Saturday, Oct. 19, 1872. COMPTON HOUSE. THE
SECTIONAL RE-OPENING. This palatial and magnificent pile
of square buildings, with its four sides abutting on four
separate streets, has always been considered and described by us
as far away the grandest edifice for retail shopping uses we had
ever beheld in any great capital or city of Europe. Since the
lamented failure of poor Mr. Jeffery –and in common fairness
it should never be forgotten that his misfortunes and mistakes
all originated from the mad act of an incendiary who burnt
down the original Compton House; nor yet that some of his
first efforts to retrieve such cruel misfortunes were signally
successful for a while – since then and for some eighteen
months past all endeavours to let this gigantic edifice en bloc
have proved uniformly abortive. Many townsmen hoped it
might have been bought for a new and more central Postoffice, as the vicinity of the present Post-office is so rough and
so disreputable between tipsy sailors and brazen strumpets that
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few of our fair townswomen dare venture to the General Postoffice. Happily, the mortgagees have finally decided to divide it
into sections, and so the desolate aspect of this part of Churchstreet will disappear.[5]
Knowing – and no doubt loving – the building, William Henry
seized his opportunity. Knowing, too, that there were many in the city
who felt a great deal of sympathy for him, Jeffrey and indeed all of
those involved in the Compton House bankruptcy – they ‘were all
severe and unmerited sufferers from the cruel Incendiary Act’ as the
Liverpool Mail described it – he believed an ‘enlarged and spirited
adventure’ by him would ‘meet with that public support from this
great community which it so well deserves.’ Careful not to overreach
himself at first, he took just one corner of the enormous building.
It was on this very spot ‘where many years before Mr Jeffery had
commenced his too expansive career.’ The Liverpool Mail continued:
The section facing Church-street and Basnett-street has just
been opened by the firm of Mr Watts, who was a partner in
the house of Jeffery and Co., and who had the practical
management of the drapery department of the original
Compton House. This is the corner nearest Bold-street. And its
Show-room upstairs is said to be not only unsurpassed but
unequalled in dimensions, in breadth and length together, by
any of the similar establishments in Liverpool. Mr. Watts’s
experienced Assistants have been engaged chiefly from amongst
those who were his fellow-victims of the Incendiary at
Compton House. And the decorations and fittings retain their
original and unique character in the new Compton House’.[6]
Getting the local press on his side was one of the reasons for William
Henry’s success throughout his business career in Liverpool. A week
earlier he had put a large advertisement in the paper. Under the
heading ‘Re-opening of Compton House’ he announced the opening
of the store in two days’ time, that is the following Monday. The staff,
mainly from the old Compton House, ‘may be relied upon to exercise
the same care in the selection of the best makes of goods, to offer the
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same assiduous civility and attention to customers and the same
promptness in the execution and dispatch of orders, for which
Compton House is believed formerly to have been distinguished.’
The no-credit rule would still apply, and in another measure to keep
prices down, the company ‘will deal direct with the manufacturer’,
thus cutting out any middleman ‘and be satisfied with a wholesale
profit.’ He was convinced that the company would ‘rally to themselves
all those who value excellence in quality and value in price.’ With
increased space he was able to add new departments: ladies’ costumes,
Berlin wool and woolwork, furs, mantles and jackets, umbrellas and
some limited menswear. A month later he announced ‘a special
attraction

for

gentlemen

–

just

purchased

from

a

London

manufacturing house an extraordinary lot of twelve hundred and sixty
gentlemen’s rich satin and fancy silk, striped and broche silk scarfs
[sic] which are believed to be the best value ever shown in Liverpool.’
He also had for sale a wide range of men’s and boys shirts, underwear
and more.[7]
Just under a year later William Henry expanded again. ‘Yielding to the
growing demands of a rapidly increasing business’ he had ‘secured a
further portion of’ Compton House. This was to be ‘devoted entirely
to the Gentlemen’s and Boy’s clothing, general outfitting and boot
departments… Gentlemen,’ he claimed, ‘will find their requirements
attended to with regard to an economy rarely equalled and never
excelled.’ As an opening offer for the first week he would ‘make a
valuable present to every boy in Liverpool who shall purchase a suit of
clothing to the amount of twelve shillings and ninepence and
upwards.’ For the ladies there was ‘the first autumn display of new
goods’ including ‘200 waterproof cloaks’ and ‘300 real Hudson’s Bay
sealskin jackets.’ By Christmas the range was expanded further.
He bought some of the bankrupt stock of a London store consisting of
‘first-class electro-plated goods’ including tea and coffee sets, jugs,
trays and the like; also some clocks and ‘timepieces.’ At the same time
he held a ‘Great Toy Sale’ as ‘amusement and instruction for little
folks!’[8].
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Advertisements on the front page of the local press continue to supply
evidence of the company and its success. By 1881 the shop had more
than one entrance, as an advertisement on 1 August stated that
‘Special attractions will also be found in the new Mourning Room
(entrance from Basnett-street)’, suggesting that other departments
were better approached from another entrance. The Mourning Room
catered for the Victorian obsession with mourning. It was announced
with

a

large

Complimentary

advertisement

under

the

heading

Mourning.’

‘Every

article

for

‘Family
family

&
for

complimentary mourning. Not only the Latest Styles & Latest
Fashions in Mantles, Costumes & Millinery … But all the innumerable
little articles which a lady in mourning requires.’[9]
The business also seems to have no cash flow difficulties. William
Henry bought up stock from bankrupt retailers and manufacturers for
cash: ‘The purchase of their stock at 55 per cent off cost for prompt
cash enables Messrs. Watts and Co to offer the choicest goods in the
trade at a fraction of their value.’ The stock came not merely from
defunct retailers in Liverpool and Birkenhead, but also from stores in
London and manufacturers in Manchester and Londonderry. The
goods consisted of ‘general drapery stock’, boots and slippers,
travelling bags, portmanteaus and tin trunks.[10]
Less than two weeks later, on Friday 12 August, he was offering
‘Ladies’, Gentlemen’s and Boys’ hosiery, ladies’ and gentlemen’s gloves,
linen collars and cambric handkerchiefs, scarves and ties, gentlemen’s
braces, cardigan jackets, belts, wool mitts, white, Oxford and Regatta
shirts, night shirts, woollen shirts, linen fronts, paper collars, mufflers,
umbrellas, walking sticks, etc. at the large discount of 52 1/2 per cent
off cost or stock-book prices.’ From another source came ‘two
immense stocks of ladies’ and children’s nightdresses, chemises,
knickerbockers, camisoles, bodices, drawers, combinations, longcloth
skirts etc.’, offered at 47½ and 331/3 per cent off makers’ prices. These
were all available the following Monday, with jewellery to be ‘offered
at a subsequent date.’[11]
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Illus.11. Extracts from some of the extensive Newspaper advertisements
by W.H. Watts and Co.
a: The Liverpool Mercury 15 Sept 1873.
b: Liverpool Daily Courier 12 Aug 1881.
c: The Liverpool Mercury 9 Dec 1896.
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Retailing had come a long way from earlier in the century when a
shop was a workshop which sold mostly bespoke goods to order. But
modern problems came with modern methods. In the same month as
these advertisements appeared, The Daily Courier reported on
‘Shoplifting at Compton House. Eliza Kelly and Mary Jones were
charged with stealing articles of wearing apparel to the value of £3.10s,
the property of Messrs. W.H. Watts and Co.’ The women had gone
into the shop on Saturday evening and made some small purchases.
But ‘Mr Woodcock, one of the managers, noticed something suspicious
in their movements.’ He stopped them on leaving the shop and ‘asked
them to let him see what they had in their aprons.’ Kelly had ‘half-adozen handkerchiefs, while Jones had four shirts, a singlet, five
bundles of socks and other articles, which had been stolen from the
stock.’ Why they did not just drop the goods and run is not clear, but
their docility, if that is what it was, meant they were committed for
trial ‘at the sessions.’[12]
With much emphasis on low price in the store, it is perhaps not
unexpected to find that William Henry was a hard taskmaster and
overworked his staff on at least one occasion. In June 1876 the
Liverpool Mercury reported that the company was ‘summoned for a
breach of the Workshops Regulation Act. One of Her Majesty’s
Inspectors stated that he had visited the defendants’ establishment at
half past five o’clock on Saturday afternoon 27th ultimo when he found
thirteen young women at work.’ The fine with costs came to a modest
£4.19s, but one is surprised both that the law was so demanding in
restricting working hours and that it was so efficiently enforced.
It could be that the women were on piecework, that is paid per item
produced, and so pleased to work longer hours to earn more. By this
time making-up work was an important part of the company’s
business.
William Henry himself was also committed for trial for embezzlement
in August 1881 at the Crown Court in Salford at the instigation of
one James Bent. Unfortunately almost nothing has been discovered
about this incident. Two ‘prosecutor’s bills’ for witness and other
expenses amounting to a little under £13 seem to be about the only
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extant evidence. They list four witnesses – two spinsters, a baker and
another man whose occupation is given only as ‘P.S.’ William Henry
must have been acquitted or his subsequent career would have been
very different.[13]
The business was clearly flourishing. As the Liverpool Citizen put it in
1887, ‘the business energies of the new firm soon developed into large
proportions, and a series of expansions had to be undertaken. With the
progress of time more than half the entire Compton House was
incorporated into Messrs Watts‘ business.’ Half a dozen years later,
however,

Liverpool’s Legion

of Honour put it more carefully:

‘By energy and tact he [William Henry] gradually made capital and
became able to take in more of the building.’ Expansion was made
easier by the fact that the whole site was leased by the City Council
for 75 years at a peppercorn rent, presumably to encourage business.
But there had been a major obstacle to enlargement. ‘The princely pile
of Compton House [had been] converted in 1874 into The Compton
Hotel’ according to the Illustrated Guide to Liverpool of 1880. The
hotel’s main entrance was in the centre of the Church Street front. ‘It
opens into a spacious hall, adjoining which are a restaurant and
luncheon room, and a capacious billiard room (containing eleven
handsome billiard tables)… In all the hotel contains 250 rooms’ [this
seems to be the total number, not the number of bedrooms]. Much of
the ground floor frontage on Church Street as well as the two side
streets were ‘converted into shops in the Parisian and American style.’
But now the opportunity for a major expansion arose. William Henry
was already into his sixties, but he took it. Sometime in the autumn of
1887 ‘the immense structure [Compton House] has almost entirely
come into the possession of Messrs Watts and Co.’ The store now, the
article claimed, occupied the whole of the block, with Church Street at
the front, Basnett Street and Tarleton Street at the sides and Leigh
Street at the rear, ‘with the exception of the parts used by the
Compton Hotel and a restricted part at the rear.’ William Henry had
thus greatly increased his floor area and undertaken a major
reorganisation of the store layout to take advantage of it. Quite how
much extra space the store now comprised is difficult to establish.
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Trade directories list the occupants of the ground floor premises, but
Compton House was a seven-storey building and those having the
ground floor spaces may well have not controlled all or indeed any of
the floors above. The Citizen claimed that ‘Messrs Watts have nearly
trebled the space at their command’. But it is difficult to reconcile this
with their claim that before this ‘more than half the entire Compton
House was incorporated into Messrs Watts’ business’ – all the more so
since the hotel was of course still very much in existence.[14]
What seems to have happened is that William Henry started in 1872
with the right-hand third of the Church Street frontage (numbers
47–51) together with 1–3 Basnett Street attached to it round the
corner. Sometime before the 1887 expansion he added 5–7 Basnett
Street. At the same time or a year or two later he also acquired 18
Church Lane, a street running parallel to Church Street but on the
opposite side from Compton House. This housed the company’s
stables ‘where some twenty horses are kept which do the work of
distributing goods throughout the city.’

[15]

Now in 1887 he got

possession of the whole of the rear of Compton House with the
exception of the shops along Leigh Street. But it seems likely these
only had ground floor premises. Certainly the Citizen makes it clear
that William Henry’s store now ran all the way through the building
from Basnett Street to Tarleton Street. He thus occupied around sixty
percent of the building, the rest being the Compton Hotel except for
the ground-floor shops on Church Street, which with the hotel
occupied the other two-thirds of the frontage. All his property was
held on long leases from the Council at peppercorn rents.
It must have been a big gamble, and he cannot have forgotten how
Jeffery’s great gamble with the rebuilding had failed. But he went
ahead and was totally vindicated. ‘Messrs Watts have now succeeded in
building up a business composing fifty-two departments.’ To these
were ‘attached manufacturing workrooms, in which many hundreds of
employees are engaged.’ But not only were they working; they were
also housed: ‘in the upper portion of the building’ were ‘the domestic
offices’ as well as ‘the sleeping apartments for the female assistants.
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Illus.12. W.H. Watts and
Co., Compton House: the
Church Street and Basnett
Street frontages, showing
this part of the Watts store
when put up for sale in
1929.

The apartments of the male assistants occupy the two uppermost
floors’ [of this seven storey building] ‘and are supplied with a billiard
room and a well stocked library.’ By now the business occupied ‘the
whole of the spacious and noble building with the exception of parts
used as the Compton Hotel and a restricted space at the rear in Leigh
Street.’ In total it was an enormous and complex enterprise.
To publicise all of this William Henry in October of that year got the
Liverpool Citizen’s reporter in. He must have been gratified with the
results. Two major articles, already quoted from, were published, not
only full of praise but giving readers useful details of what was now on
offer.
For spirit and enterprise Messrs Watts and Co have very few
rivals in the world of commerce. We were amazed at the
endless number of departments, all connected with each other
by a process of architectural ingenuity truly marvellous… As
for the atmosphere of the building… here there is no stifling
and poisonous air, but plenty of ventilation and abundant light
without heat, namely the ‘brush electric’.
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The merchandise itself came in for some purple prose:
… our mind was transfixed at the sight of the variety of
objects which dazzled the eye at every turn. The wealth of
colour reminded one of the splendour of Oriental bazaars in
the glowing East. We became infatuated with coils of exquisite
Berlin wool of all shades of colour; saw with jealous eyes prime
new suits of tweed.
Because the hotel still commanded the central Church Street entrance,
the main entrances to the store were from the two side streets.
‘The central shop, as it at present stands, existed when the place was
one establishment [i.e. as built by Jeffery] and stretches through the
building from Basnett Street on the one hand to Tarleton Street on
the other. It is supplied with abundant light by two immense domes,
which are situated at the extreme height of the building and have a
very imposing effect.’ The extent of the reorganisation which had just
taken place is made clear by the articles.
Entering the original shop, which Messrs Watts used to utilise
for the lace and hosiery departments, we find they have
removed the hosiery into a new shop, which gives them double
the space for the lace department. The dress and silk
departments have also been removed, thus affording increased
room for the Japanese bags and purses… On the left hand side
entering from Basnett Street, we have the ladies’ glove and
hosiery department, and on the right the silks and dress
department, the space at the disposal of each being trebled by
this arrangement.
That was downstairs. Upstairs the carpet department showed ‘the latest
designs from Brussels, Wilton and Axminster manufacture, also an
exceedingly fine selection of Indian carpets. The costume and
millinery department may be put down as amongst the finest of the
kind in Britain.’ There were also ‘ladies under-clothing and Berlin
wool department’ (German chemists had perfected the chemical dyes
which gave brilliant new colours) as well as millinery, mantle and
dressmaking rooms. Back on the ground floor at the Tarleton Street
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entrance was a new gentleman’s department, and next to it the
tailoring was done. Some new departments were still unfinished at the
time of the article.
Advertising on the front pages of the local press was a fixture for
Liverpool‘s retailers. Virtually every day it featured wordy but
unillustrated messages from the city’s many shopkeepers. There was no
question

of

sectors

being

dominated

by

single

large

outlets.

Competition was very vigorous, and certainly W.H. Watts and Co or
Compton House – William Henry used both names seemingly
indiscriminately in his advertisements – had plenty of competition.
George Henry Lee, founded as early as 1853 and much later taken over
by John Lewis, Bon Marche, named after the famous Paris store but
with no connection to it, Owen Owen and Lewis’s all flourished in
Liverpool at this time along with a host of smaller shops. All these
were clustered on or near Church Street. George Henry Lee was
particularly successful at this time. By 1910 it employed 1,200 staff.
Among this distinguished list W.H. Watts was considered ‘more downmarket’ by at least one dedicated shopper.[16]
On 21 January 1893 the Liverpool Daily Courier carried a full column
announcement by Watts and Co. ‘6,000 pairs of Boots and Shoes’ it
was headed, ‘together with heavy drapery goods… immense lots onehalf and one-third regular prices.’ The footwear came from two
bankrupt

Liverpool retailers

and ‘Leicester

Manufacturers

–

sensational lot under deed of assignment.’ Other goods – materials in
wide variety including calicoes, muslins and flannels, plain and
corduroy velveteens, sheets, blankets and buckaback towels – were
described as ‘salvage ex Roumania etc wrecked on the coast of
Portugal.’ Presumably it was cheaper for the Romanians to ship the
goods down the Danube to, say, Istanbul and then by sea all the way
through the Straits of Gibraltar, than to send them overland by direct
route across the Continent.
Dress and Skirt materials included ‘at 1/- the yard: usual price 2/6: 163
pieces of all wool double-width tweeds, habit cloths, foules etc in
checks, flakes and plain colours, the most marvellous goods ever
offered.’ The Silk Department offered striped and Duchesse satins,
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Illus.13. Map of Church Street. Liverpool in the late nineteenth century,
showing how all the major stores were sited here. Compton House is
shown divided into lots when put up for sale after the Jeffery collapse.
Surah and fancy and Pekin striped silks, while the Mantle Department
had Ladies’ Ulsters with deep capes at 10/6 ; ‘worth 21/-’ and Ladies’
all-wool Cheviot cloth travelling mantles ‘in stylish plaids, checks and
heather mixtures for 21/- and 25/6 each, worth 35/-’.
Around the turn of the century the company expanded again. William
Henry at last got hold of the shops along the Leigh Street frontage at
the back of Compton House. W.H. Watts and Co. was now the sole
occupant of two complete sides of the block – Basnett Street and
Leigh Street, and a third or more of each of the other two – Church
Street and Tarleton Street.[17] Late in 1896 he was advertising
‘furniture, upholstery and bedsteads, carpets, floorcloths, curtains etc
in the new showrooms at Compton House.’ Dining room, drawing
room and bedroom suites were to be had at prices between 8½ and 75
guineas. He also put on a ‘Christmas card carnival’ with ‘hundreds of
thousands of Christmas and New Year cards’, with prices from 2s 6d a
gross to 2s 11d each. He was also prepared to sell these wholesale to
other shopkeepers, school managers and other large buyers. Records
also survive from this time of the company’s purchases of carpets from
Bond Worth carpet makers. The following year the company produced
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a brochure to promote sales at Christmas – ‘The Great Xmas Bazaar
and Toy Fair.’[18]
Away from Church Street in 1899 the company also leased five
dwelling houses and stables at 5–7 Parr Street from the council,
though number 5 was soon disposed of. At least part of number 7 was
turned into workshops, as was the School Lane address formerly used
for stables. In addition premises were leased in Albany Street and
Hanover Street for ‘shops, warehouses and stables.’ All of these were
within easy distance of Church Street except Albany Street which was
only a little further away. School Lane soon saw another change of
use. By 1905 it was being used as a showroom. Then in 1913 the firm
acquired further stabling across the river, taking on 19 Duncan Street
in Birkenhead for this purpose. The company was clearly flourishing
in spite of the untimely death of William Henry’s eldest son and righthand man, William Henry junior, in January 1899.[19]
Probably as a consequence of taking over the Leigh Street frontage,
additional safety measures were required by the council. In July 1902
the dressmaking room on the fourth floor in the north-west corner of
the building needed ‘additional means of escape by means of a new
staircase or access to the south side of the building,’ while other rooms
including two mantle rooms on the third floor required alteration to
their doors ‘to improve escape facilities.’[20] The company’s newspaper
advertisements seem to have become rather less frequent at this time
(this appears to have been true for retailers in general), and also rather
smaller, concentrating on special sale offers or specific departments
rather than the whole store. Thus in the immediate post-Christmas
period in 1906 there were advertisements for ‘Bargains now on sale’
and ‘Rare value in furs.’[21] By the time of the First World War January
sales were well established: on 1 January 1914 the company announced
‘ Special after Xmas offers of surplus stocks including Fur coats, Ladies
Costumes, Gowns, Tunics and Wraps.’ It also listed ‘Children’s
Clothes, Umbrellas male and female, Underwear, Dressing Gowns and
600 pairs of corsets’.[22] But often the company’s advertisements seem
to have been overshadowed by those of George Henry Lee and Owen
Owen for example.
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The First World War had little apparent effect on retailers with one
major exception. Even in 1914 W.H. Watts and Co were advertising
frequently for staff. This continued right through the war and beyond
with many advertisements placed in the local press as late as 1919.
With so many people of both sexes required for war work, even if not
actually on active service, large numbers will have left their jobs at
Compton House. But astonishingly life in the store was able to carry
on as before. Early in December 1915 the company highlighted its
wide selection of Christmas cards: ‘Private Xmas Cards – Boxed
Christmas Cards – Loose Xmas Cards’. But the war was not wholly
forgotten: the advertisement warned customers: ‘Don’t forget that the
parcel for your soldier or sailor boy must be posted early to allow for
possible delay in transit – you must not disappoint them.’ In
December 1917, leading up to the last Christmas of the war, its
advertisement trumpeted: ‘A Million Gifts for young and old at
Compton House’. ‘ To spend a pleasant hour buying – to be certain
that the Christmas presents you give are the finest possible value for
money – shop at Compton House.’ There were ‘Dainty novelties for
baby… gifts for the fighting man. Useful presents for all in vast
variety.’ And if that was not enough to bring the customers in, there
was Father Christmas for the ‘youngsters – admission to the grotto
free. Let them see The Electric Japanese Wheel and the Ugly Witch.’
The following July the company promoted ‘free advice by two London
foot experts’ working fo Dr Scholl’s Foot Comfort range, for which
W.H. Watts were the sole Liverpool agents. It is difficult to believe
that the most horrendous war was well into its fourth year.[23]
One aspect of the company which the Christmas 1917 advertisement
highlights is the size of its business. Even if ‘a million gifts’ was a
forgiveable salesman’s exaggeration, there can be no doubt the
company was

turning over

a

huge

amount of

stock.

Later

advertisements confirm this. For example one in the summer of 1921
offered customers the choice of four thousand pairs of ladies shoes at
three different prices on either side of one pound. The illustration in
the advertisement shows these were high-heeled shoes with straps. For
after the war the newspapers changed dramatically, now carrying many
illustrations and using more modern sans-serif typefaces. The front
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pages were full of news, not advertisements, which were now generally
smaller than before. But to advertise its July sale the company filled
the whole of one column of page seven of the Liverpool Courier on
1920 . ‘Quality Sale Priced’ it began: ‘Compton House W.H.Watts and
Co, Church St : Costumes, Wrap Coats, Summer Frocks, Jumpers,
Blouses – all outdoor wear for Ladies and Children featured today
and during next week in windows and showrooms’. Then a week later
a much smaller advertisement proclaimed: ‘Men’s Sale Bargains. All
wool cashmere socks. Underwear. Tunic Shirts. Pyjama Suits.'[24]
But other forms of promotion were also being used at this time. A
‘Catalogue of bargain offers’ from Monday 11 September 1922
survives.[25] But though the typeface, size and layout might have
changed, the contents of the advertisements seems to have been stuck
in a timewarp. ‘Spring Sale at Compton House, Liverpool. 10,000 pairs
of Boots and Shoes (British and American) for Ladies, Gentlemen,
Boys, Girls and Infants. Some big lots at almost nominal prices.
Bargains in high-class Ready-made clothing and high-class Tailoring,
Clothing and Outfitting Stock… bought at 56 per cent discount.’ was
the wording of one on 14 March 1924. Ten days later another one
announced ‘Brilliant Display of New Spring Stock. Latest Novelties at
Compton House. Exquisite Millinery, French and other Models,
Gowns, Wrap Coats, Knitted Costumes, Jumpers, Rich Silks…’ and so
on. All these are of course merely examples of the company’s
advertising over the years, giving occasional snapshots
activities.

of its

[26]

The impression gained from its advertising compared to that of its
competitors at this time is that it had become somewhat old-fashioned.
It seemed to use fewer illustrations than other retailers. It promoted
whole ranges, while others picked out special items of stock.
It concentrated on value and price rather more than on quality. One
particularly eye-catching advertisement by George Henry Lee, whose
store was immediately opposite Compton House in Basnett Street,
appeared in April 1924, that is only a few days after William Henry’s
death. It featured large line drawings of ladies in corsets – one model
was named ‘an ideal sports corset’ – and the paper printed it right
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next to its article headed ‘Tributes to Alderman Watts. Council’s
Grand Old Man.’ W.H. Watts and Co sold many corsets, but no
advertisement like this by the company has been seen. But without
being able to compare the various Liverpool stores ‘in the flesh’, it is
impossible to make a fully informed judgement about the company.
On the surface at least it appears flourishing and full of life. But it
was still run almost entirely by the family. There was one outside
director in 1920 when William Henry first made his will in September
that year. When this man left the company in 1922, another one,
J. Matthews, was appointed in his place. He had been in charge of the
boot and shoe department and clearly made a big success of this. But
what impact he had on the wider company’s governance after his
elevation is not obvious. William Henry seems to have continued to
run the business as he had always done.
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Chapter Four
Harriet and the Watts family at home
1850–1919
A woman’s place is in the home.
Proverb

When later in life Harriet became Liverpool’s Lady Mayoress, she gave
an interview to a local magazine. The publication in which the
subsequent article appeared, The Woman at Home, shows that
adulatory magazines such as Hello! are nothing new. However shallow
it might be thought to be, at least it gave women a voice, and this one
gives valuable information on Harriet and her family. She was the
fourth of five children. Nothing is known of her childhood except
that she was born on 8 January 1823 and grew up at 5 Nelson Street
in the heart of Greenwich. Several family members lived close by
including her mother’s aged parents.[1]
Whether she could truly be termed religious or not, religious
observance was important to her from an early age: ‘I have all my life
been such a staunch Nonconformist’, she told the interviewer. At the
time of her birth the family attended New Chapel in Greenwich,
where they had her christened on 23 March at ten weeks old. Later
they moved their religious devotions to Maze (sometimes spelled
Maize) Hill chapel just across the park from Nelson Street, which was
founded the year Harriet was born. Here she became ‘honorary’
organist at the age of fifteen and continued in this role until she
married, according to what she told The Woman at Home. As we have
seen, this was in May 1850, just a few months after the deaths of both
William Henry’s father and his stepmother. The money he inherited
doubtless enabled him to get married.
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The family of William Henry and Harriet Watts
born

married

died

1. William Henry

1851

1875

1899

2. Alfred Isaac

1852

1893

1944

3. Herbert

1856

1917

1931

4. Helena Harriett

1858

unmarried

1928

5. Lilian

1859

unmarried

1952

6. Luther

1861

1886

1927

7. Vincent Howard

1862

8. Annie

1864

unmarried

1946

9. Marion

1865

1902

after 1952

10. Frank

1868

1863

1869

They immediately started a family, with William Henry junior being
born in February the next year, just nine months after the wedding. A
second son Alfred followed a little over a year later. They lived above
the shop at 15 Nelson Street, but they shared their home not only
with two of the shop’s male assistants in their twenties but also a
‘female house servant’. The move to Liverpool came in the summer of
1855. Here they continued to live above the shop, but one of a wholly
different kind. Old Compton House ‘was a very heterogenous whole
– thing of shreds and patches’, made up of many different buildings
linked as one to form the store, under the address of 43–51 Church
Street.[2] Although the upper floors formed the living quarters of a
large numbers of shop assistants, Harriet and William Henry had their
own apartment. This had space for their current family and two
teenage domestic servants. There was also room to expand the family.
And this they did, with Herbert arriving the following April and then
Helena and Lillian at around two year intervals. Thus by the spring of
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Illus.14. Harriet Watts: the photograph was perhaps taken at Elm Hall.
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1861 they were living here with their now five children and another
one on the way.
It must have been a busy time for Harriet with three boys and two
girls aged between one and ten years old, but with William Henry
holding an important managerial position in a highly successful
business, it no doubt felt a financially secure one. William Henry’s
reputation that has been handed down in the family is as a domestic
tyrant and he must have had a temper, as witness his two libel actions.
But we know nothing of the marital relationship, and Harriet must
have been happy to let her husband rule the roost. William Henry and
Harriet were not content with five children, however. Harriet
continued to produce another baby more or less every other year until
they had ten children in all, four girls and six boys. But two of the
boys died as infants. Frank the last one was born in 1868 but survived
only a few months, as had number seven Vincent a few years earlier. It
may have been the size of the household that decided them to move
away from the shop. Whatever the reason they were living in the
Toxteth Park area at 5 St Michael’s Road in the spring of 1871. This
was a very ordinary terrace house of a size that few today would wish
to bring up six children, let alone find room for servants as well (the
two elder boys were living away from home by this time). For now
there were three live-in servants, all mature women – a cook and a
housemaid, both from Wales and in their twenties, and a 39-year old
Scottish ‘nurse’ or nanny.
As his wealth increased, so did William Henry’s ambitions both social
and political. Within ten years the family’s fortunes had been
transformed, never to look back. On census night April 1881, just ten
years after the crash of the great Compton House business, the Watts
family are living at 19 Penny Lane (yes, the same Penny Lane of the
famous Beatles’ song).

But this seemingly modest address hides a

more glamorous reality. The next entry gives it away. Number 20
houses the coachman and his wife. Number 19 was in fact better
known as Elm Hall, a Regency mansion in vast grounds and all the
accoutrements of gentlemanly living. The Woman at Home reporter
was at pains to describe it in some detail:
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Elm Hall is one of those spacious country houses suggestive of
olden times, though its age is not really antique. It stands in
nearly thirty acres of garden and parkland and commands an
extensive view across the country. A long graceful curved drive
leads from the lodge to the front door. The front of the house
looks over the tennis lawn, across the fields to the lake, a
beautiful piece of sylvan beauty.
Attached to the house was a ‘long range of conservatories, orchid
houses, vineries and ferneries, ending in a lovely rosary. Flower culture
is the Lord Mayor’s chief hobby. There is a fine show of
chrysanthemums, and the orchids showed some rare and beautiful
blooms.’[3] But this was William Henry’s domain. The orchids graced
the lapels of the men of the household every morning when they went
to work, and in his spare time William Henry supervised the tending
of the ‘extensive gardens’.[4]
Inside one entered through a ‘large square hall paved with flagstones’.
Downstairs the Woman at Home article mentions two drawing-rooms
as well as a dining-room: elsewhere William Henry was reported to be
the proud possessor of ‘a very large and valuable collection of etchings
and engravings’.[5] Harriet herself was proud of some watercolours
painted by her brother Philip before his early death, as well as a couple
of legacies passed down from her grandfather Philip James Knights.
One of these was the grandfather clock which had stood in his ‘best
parlour’ and the other a china tea service presented to him by the City
of Norwich during his term as Sheriff. Harriet was in fact not wellinformed about him, as she believed he had been Mayor, which was
not correct.
She also makes no mention to the journalist of his great success as a
manufacturer and businessman, but is at pains to tell her of her cousin
Dr Andrew Suter, Bishop of Nelson, New Zealand, and his
grandfather Major-General Andrew Burn. In the same vein, William
Henry’s entry in Liverpool’s Legion of Honour claims that ‘Mrs Watts
comes of a Church and State family.’ It can be no surprise that when
suddenly finding herself in the limelight for the first time at the age
of seventy, the nouveau riche Harriet should wish to emphasise her
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Illus.15. Elm Hall, the home of the Watts family in the last decades of
the nineteenth century. It was approached off Penny Lane and
surrounded by extensive grounds, now wholly built over. The hall was
demolished in 1914 and no sign of it remains on the ground.
political, military and episcopal connections, when the family had
actually been in business – and very successfully – for at least two
generations. On the other hand she does not hide her father’s
occupation: ‘the well-known Government contractor, who did so much
work for the Admiralty in south-east London.’
As the journalist’s description of Elm Hall shows, life for Harriet and
her family, especially her daughters, had been transformed by William
Henry’s success in business. No more living above the shop, as they
did when they first came to Liverpool, or in the cramped terrace house
they moved into around the time of the crash of Old Compton
House. Instead gracious living was the order of the day.
Another big change came with William Henry’s election as Lord
Mayor of Liverpool in the autumn of 1894. Doubtless Harriet
supported William Henry in his political ambitions, but she was not
naturally outgoing and had no ambitions of her own. ‘I am just an
old-fashioned, home-loving woman, devoted to my family’ was the
way she described herself at this time. Now in their seventies she and
William Henry had just given their first reception as Lord Mayor and
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Illus.16. The Lake at Elm
Hall. ‘Lake’ might be too
grand a term for this large
pond, but, as the picture
shows, it was large enough
to row on.

Lady Mayoress in Liverpool’s grand Town Hall. She had clearly not
been looking forward to this. But ‘she had passed through the ordeal
better than she expected’ she told the journalist, who commented:
She had a commendable and natural pleasure in the honours
which had fallen to be her share, and was most anxious that
her year in office should be marked by kindness and good
feeling. She is a lady of the olden school, full of hospitality
and good nature, who has led a quiet unobtrusive life, absorbed
in the care of her husband and seven children’ [actually there
were eight still alive]. The time she could spare from home
duties has been devoted to mission and religious work.
But behind the family’s by now well-established wealth lay a sadder
reality, which the article just hints at. ‘Passing into the drawing-room,
I found the Lady Mayoress and her eldest daughter, who in all things
is her mother’s right hand.’ Then later: ‘With the entrance of the teatray came the Lady Mayoress’s three younger daughters’. The four
daughters were still all living at home unmarried. They had long since
ceased to be girls or even young women. The youngest, Marion, was
thirty-five and the eldest, Helena, was forty-three. Helena was said to
be the best looking of the four and to have had many suitors. But she
was prevented from marrying, because her parents felt it was her duty
to look after them in their old age. How far this same feeling
obstructed Lillian and Annie from marrying is not known, but Marion
did eventually marry. The sons all married and left home, though
Herbert remained at home until his marriage in 1917 at the age of
sixty-one.
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The other daughters were left to lead largely useless lives as adjuncts
of their parents, though Helena in particular did much charitable
work for her father’s Police-aided Clothing Association, in which she
oversaw the provision of clothing for Liverpool’s ragged street urchins
(see below). There is, however, no evidence that her two younger
sisters Lilian and Annie were unhappy with their lifestyle. With her
mother not fully fit, as Harriet told the journalist, Helena played a
major part in managing the household. In 1901 as in 1881, the family
employed five live-in servants: a cook, a waitress, a laundress and two
housemaids. There were also a coachman and his wife in the lodge at
the entrance to the drive from Penny Lane. There must have been
some help outside as well, not merely in the garden, but also in the
stables. For William Henry and his sons rode to work and back every
day for a time at least, as a tongue-in-cheek article in The Liverpool
Review in September 1887 entitled ‘The Draper as Hero’ made clear:
‘The Messrs Watts, leading members of the late Stowell Brown's
congregation, are men of first-rate education and great industry and
pass you on the road early and late astride high-spirited horses.’ This
was possible because the house was in ‘the village of Wavertree,
conveniently near to the city and practically a suburb.’[6]
In fact, when the city’s boundaries were extended at the end of
William Henry’s time as Lord Mayor, Wavertree and Toxteth were
both incorporated into the newly enlarged city. Harriet herself
continued to be much involved in the local Baptist church. While the
family lived at Elm Hall this was at Myrtle Street. ‘Each week she
holds a mothers’ meeting, attended by about sixty women, to whom
she gives a homely little address’. She had been much enthused by its
famous minister Hugh Stowell Brown, who ran the Myrtle Street
chapel, but he had died in 1886, aged only sixty-two. The son of an
Anglican clergyman, Stowell Brown grew up on the Isle of Man, but
became a Baptist and while still a young man was invited to take over
the Myrtle Street ministry in 1847. He stayed there for the rest of his
life, greatly enlarging the congregation and becoming perhaps the
best-known man in Liverpool. In addition to normal services he filled
St George’s Hall every Sunday afternoon mostly with working class
listeners who felt they had not the proper clothing to attend church.
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On summer evenings some three or four thousand would come to
hear him preach outdoors. He was also President of the Baptist Union
of Great Britain.
The family later transferred its religious connections to a couple of
other Baptist churches before settling on the newly-built Wavertree
church on Dovedale Road, where William Henry was much involved
in its creation in 1906.
Sometime before the end of 1910 – when William Henry’s address on
being re-elected as Alderman is given – and possibly as early as 1905,
William Henry, Harriett and the rest of the household moved out of
Elm Hall. With both Harriett and William Henry in their eighties, the
upkeep of such a large old house and extensive grounds may have
become too much of a burden. But perhaps the real reason for the
move was that those thirty acres so close to the city were valuable
building land and fetched a great price. The street maps of the area
around this time show Elm Hall being steadily surrounded by housing.
The ‘beautiful piece of sylvan beauty’ of 1895 was transformed into
acres of squalid back-to-back terraces with front doors on the road and
just tiny yards at the back. Later larger houses along a tree-lined road
were built on another part of the former park land of Elm Hall.
For on 4 January 1905 the City Council resolved that ‘a Licence be
granted to Cheshire Lines Co to lay and use a tramway.’ At the same
time it ‘resolved to purchase from Alderman Watts @ 5s a sq yd 595
sq yds from Allerton Road to the railway line of LNWR – plan no:
4285.’ As part of an agreement reached in April William Henry was to
give free a strip of land sixty feet wide and bear the cost of making
and paving a street thirty-six feet wide. This ‘new boulevard’ was
Queen’s Drive, which was built parallel to Penny Lane but on the
southern side of the estate. In September the Estates Committee of the
Council resolved to pay £524 to William Henry for the construction of
sewers on each side of this new road ‘according to the agreement dated
3rd April 1905’.
The new building eventually swallowed up Elm Hall itself. In January
1913, the Health Committee of the Council ‘resolved to purchase
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Illus. 17 a &b. Photographs of Quarry Bank, the home of the Watts
taken c.1910–1919, during the family’s time there.
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Illus. 17 c. A more recent picture of Quarry Bank.
three strips of land on the west side of Allerton Road’, amounting to
1460 sq yds @ 8s sq yd ‘being a portion of the Elm Hall Estate.’
Eighteen months later the City Council agreed to buy two further
strips of land on Queen’s Drive. The west side of Allerton Road was
where Elm Hall itself stood, and sometime in 1914 it was demolished,
Allerton Road was widened and a row of shops built where the hall
had been. Today there is no hint that a Georgian mansion once stood
on the site.[7]
William Henry did not sell off all of the land immediately. Doubtless
the First World War, which started just a few weeks after this last
transaction, put paid to any further development for the duration.
Indeed it is clear from his will in 1924, that a significant part of the
estate had not been sold off but was still in his hands. In his will he
authorised and empowered his trustees ‘to continue the development
of my Elm Hall Estate as a building estate and for that purpose to sell
the same from time to time in one or more lots to suit purchasers.’
They were also empowered ‘to lay out any part’ of it ‘as or for streets
roads paths squares crescents gardens or other open spaces’ and to put
in utilities including ‘wires dynamos and engines for electric
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lighting… which may tend to the improvement or development’ of
the estate. The almost obsessive detail of the will makes it clear this
was a project close to his heart.
The family moved down the road to a more modern house closer to
Strawberry Fields, known as Quarry Bank. This was a great gloomy
Edwardian pile with extensive grounds, as can be deduced from the
fact that when the family left the house in 1919 it was large enough to
catch the attention of Liverpool’s Education Office, when in 1918 the
officials were looking for ‘large mansions with enough ground about
them for playing fields’. The similarly large house next door was also
up for sale at this time and the city authorities turned this into a girls
school and Quarry Bank into a boys school.[8] Sometime later it was
attended by Maurice Taylor, then son of the Rector of Ormskirk, but
later the husband of Jane Hamilton, the great-great-grand daughter of
William Henry and Harriet. Later still John Lennon was a pupil there
and formed his first group, named the Quarrymen after the school.
By the time the school was founded Harriet was dead, having died at
home in Quarry Bank on 7 February 1914 at the age of ninety-one.
The register entry of her death gives the cause as ‘senile decay’. She
had likely been failing for some years. She was buried a week later in
Anfield Cemetery in the family grave first set up for their eldest son
William Henry junior, who had died in 1899.
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Chapter Five
William Henry senior in local politics
1889–1924
Hard words break no bones.
Proverb

His business flourishing and with his sons to support him, or at least
do his bidding, William Henry harboured greater ambitions. As a
nonconformist he was naturally a Liberal. He first stood for the City
Council in November 1889 and was elected for the St Peter‘s Ward by
609 votes to 515. In subsequent elections taken every three years his
majorities

continued

to

be

similarly

sufficient

rather

than

overwhelming. Liverpool at this time, perhaps more than anywhere
else in the country with the exception of Glasgow, was a divided city.
It was home to the extremely rich and the desperately poor. And even
the poor were divided between the Protestant English and the Catholic
Irish. In September 1892 The Tory doubted whether England
contained ‘a filthier city or a filthier and more squalid people than
Liverpool’. The housing problem, which had resulted from the
enormously rapid expansion of the city in the previous century, was so
bad that still in 1911 after years of slum clearance Liverpool continued
to enjoy ‘the unenviable reputation of possessing the worst slums of
any English city’.[1]
Moreover local politics in the city had become highly partisan
following the accession of A.P. Forwood to the leadership of the local
Conservative party. Arthur Forwood believed in a much more
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confrontational style than was usual in municipal politics, something
he had learned from his visits to America. Forceful and energetic, he
was described by one obituarist as ‘the most notable Liverpool man of
the present generation’, and as such the Liberals in the city found him
a formidable opponent and no easier to handle for being so
controversial.[2] His statue still stands in a prime position in the centre
of the city.
Like other councils, Liverpool’s was run by a series of committees of
councillors. Thus immediately upon election William Henry was
appointed to a couple of them as was no doubt normal for new
councillors. These were the Hospitals Committee and the more
important Watch Committee. The latter’s remit was ‘to manage… the
police and fire police, lighting and the supply of gas… porters and
other luggage carriers, drivers of buses, trams and Hackney Carriages
[taxis], dealers in marine stores and second-hand goods, weights and
measures.’ Together with the Finance Committee, it was probably the
most important of the council committees and William Henry made
sure he remained on it during his time on the Council.[3]
William Henry proved himself to be an active member of the council
and soon made his mark. Within a year he was appointed to a special
committee to suggest alterations to the Standing Orders which
governed the work of all committees.[4] At the same time he proposed
an easily defeated amendment to the Superannuation Report on the
superannuation of Corporation officials. In November 1890 he added
membership of the Water Committee to his ‘portfolio’. Then the
following June he was appointed to another special committee to
enquire into the wages paid by Corporation contractors to the women
and children who worked making uniforms for council employees, and
‘the “sweating” stated to prevail in connection thereof.’ [5] There was
evidence that the contractors’ wages and working conditions were
thoroughly unsatisfactory. This was no sinecure. Within a month the
committee had met no fewer than nine times to collect evidence, and
still they were not ready to report to the full Council. In fact it was
not until September, after no fewer than twenty meetings, that the
committee proposed that all Corporation contracts should be subject
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to conditions to prevent the abuses arising from ‘sweating’ and
subletting of contracts and to ensure the payment of fair wages,
though the problem of setting these was acknowledged.
The basic problem was that labour was flooding in from rural
communities in all parts of the country, whether England, Scotland,
Wales or especially Ireland (still then wholly part of the UK) with the
result that the new arrivals were glad to take on any sort of work at
any sort of wage. The Committee members were well aware of this. In
July William Henry had put a motion to the Council that ‘much
distress is caused to the labouring classes by the labour market being
unfairly affected in consequence of the increasing and unchecked
amount of pauper immigration into this country.’ He believed national
legislation was needed to control such immigration, while a colleague
claimed that the

Government was

‘supporting a

system of

misgovernment in Ireland which impoverishes the people and drives
them to foreign lands.’ Nothing came of this motion as there was no
quorum on the Council at the time, as he must have been aware.
He was speaking to make a point. But he was not an advocate of
generous wages for the ‘labouring classes‘: in November he was in a
minority in opposing a motion to pay ‘scavengers‘ (presumably rubbish
collectors) and street sweepers at least twenty-one shillings a week.
He continued to expand his role on the Council. In the autumn of
1891 he was appointed to another special committee looking into the
selection of committee members. Then in following February he was
appointed to the Finance and Estates Committee. This powerful body
oversaw not merely the Corporation’s physical assets and property, but
also the city’s debt in the shape of Bonds issued by the Council and
the superannuation fund. The in 1893 he was appointed a magistrate
(J.P.) for the city – a clear indication that he had now ‘made it’.
The Liverpool Liberals had obtained control of Liverpool Council at
the elections in November 1892 bringing to an end a long period of
Conservative domination. They had done so by pointing out ‘faults in
the administration of the Watch Committee…. Mr.W.H. Watts (was)
most prominent on the opposite side [and] made a particularly severe
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attack on the aldermanic bench, whose political solidarity has been
referred as a result of Sir Arthur Forwood’s belief in American
methods.’[6]
As a result of this attack, William Henry was described as ‘a vigorous
and adroit advocate of municipal economy’ – not an expected Liberal
policy.[7] Vigorous no doubt, but adroit seems less certain. Late the
previous year, at an election rally for the municipal elections, he had
made serious allegations of corruption against the Conservative-run
City Council. According to Forwood, who was leader of the Liverpool
Conservatives and thus his arch rival, ‘at the meeting in the Law
Association Rooms on 28th October, at which thirteen [presumably
Liberal] councillors were present applauding him, Mr Watts stated that
‘he held very strong views as to the absolute corruption that has
existed in the City Council;’ that ‘ fortunes have been made at the
expense of our corporate estate over and over again;’ that ‘property
jobbing has no word for it;’ and that ‘very few properties had been
bought for the city without paying toll to two or three before transfer
to the city.’ ‘ Mr Watts had said ‘that he knew of one property taken
for street improvements [that is, bought for road widening] that cost
the city £100,000 or £57 10s per yard, and after a small portion had
been thrown into the street, was sold to an alderman for £21 6s 9d per
yard.’[8]
These allegations and others like them landed William Henry in court,
as Forwood sued him for libel. Before the matter reached court in
April, not just these allegations, but the whole question of the city
finances had been the subject of what the Courier newspaper called
‘animated debates in the City Council,’ which it reported at great
length. The animosity between the two men seems to have been as
much personal as political. A senior councillor, Alderman Bowring,
suggested that the trouble between the two ‘had arisen in consequence
of the wild and incorrect statements that had been made in the
Council in regard to Mr Watts’ leasehold’; and William Henry himself
complained during the debates that ‘if a charge of robbery and jobbery
was justified in his [own] case, it was tenfold justified in [Forwood’s].’
‘He knew that a more unjust and more disgraceful charge was never
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made in that Council chamber.’ William Henry leased his retail
premises in Church Street, Liverpool’s premier shopping street, for
ninety-nine years at a peppercorn rent i.e for virtually nothing. It was
all entirely legal and the agreement had been entered into long before
he joined the Council, but the Conservative councillors had seemingly
tried to make the transaction look dubious.
During the course of the first debate on 2 February, William Henry
made it clear he was going to stand by his allegations. ‘He was
prepared,’ the Courier quoted him as saying, ‘to charge gross
mismanagement on those who had had the finances of the city so long
in hand and he was prepared to charge home any quantity of mischiefs
done to this city through property jobbing.’ On investigating the
various property transactions, he found ‘court property [in effect slum
dwellings], that if it belonged to him or any member of that chamber
would be condemned by the medical officer of health, and be bought
in for a mere song.’ In fact ‘he believed he should be able to show that
court property was bought at something like twice the price at which,
not court property, but good property was sold side by side with it.
If that was not something like corruption and jobbery he did not
know what was.’ He further claimed that ‘in various committees
transactions took place… that no honest man in that chamber would
father them.’ Forwood was chairman of the committees concerned.
By the end of the debate, however, William Henry came to feel – as
certainly one of his colleagues did – that he had overstepped the
mark. ‘A friend sitting near me has represented that my remarks just
now might bear a construction that I had not intended. I had not
intended to impute personal dishonour to the right hon. gentleman.’
The Conservatives had been in power in Liverpool for no less than
fifty years, before the Liberals managed to overturn them that
November. These charges of corruption in the management of the
city’s property had struck a chord with the city’s electorate. But
Forwood was experienced, forceful and well-prepared. He was able to
show a month later at the next meeting of the Council that the
charges of corruption and mismanagement had no basis when the
history of these property transactions was examined in detail. The land
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left over after road widening simply would not sell at a higher price in
spite of being offered for sale many times over several years. William
Henry did not help his case by making a verbal slip over a date, saying
1844 instead of 1884.
When the matter came to court in April, Forwood was awarded £300
damages,
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reported with great delight on the dinner held to celebrate Forwood’s
victory: its headlines quoted his speech to fellow party members:
‘Radical cant, humbug, and jobbery. A cowardly party and their
catspaw.’ But if William Henry had been chosen by his Liberal
colleagues to spearhead the electoral attack on the Conservatives the
previous autumn, it was not because he was a fall guy. Outmanoeuvred
he may have been in this matter, but he had shown he was prepared
and able to stand up to the formidable Forwood. His forceful defence
in Council of his accusations made a favourable impression on his
fellow Liberals, and when eighteen months later and still in power,
they came to make their selection for Lord Mayor, they chose William
Henry.
The undoubted leader of the Liverpool Liberals was Robert D. Holt.
The Holts had been a power in Liverpool for most of the century.
They had become enormously wealthy establishing and running some
of the world’s largest shipping lines such as the Blue Star Line, though
Robert’s branch of the family was in the no less lucrative cottonbroking business. Keeping a diary was a long-standing tradition of the
family and Robert continued this. Early in January 1894 he notes he
dined with ‘Mr Watts.’ In October he noted ‘Returned Monday 8th to
arrange with brother Liberal Councillors the future Lord Mayor.
Decided to nominate Mr Watts of Compton House – there will be
much severe criticism on this choice.’ Then a month later: ‘Friday 9th
Nov: Election of Lord Mayor. Liberal choice Mr W.H. Watts duly
elected. Tories made mild protest on account of certain violent
speeches made last November [i.e.1892] attacking them and their past
Government of the City’.[9]
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In the event the Tory protest was not that mild. William Henry was
voted in by only 34 votes to 26, indicating that the Conservatives had
opposed his candidacy. With the post came an allowance of £2,700 of
which £700 was for carriages and horses. At the time there were not
many council employees earning more than £200 a year. Two days
later he was inaugurated as Lord Mayor. He was in fact only the
second Lord Mayor of Liverpool, the municipality having been
awarded city status the previous year, although the actual enlargement
of the city did not take place until the end of his time in office.
He proceeded with due ceremony and what Holt called ‘a large
attendance’ to St Peter’s Church, as was customary. ‘He appeared in
magnificent scarlet Robes trimmed with sable fur and cocked or rather
three-cornered flat hat. Awful swell. I believe the Verdict is one of
approval but really I cannot fancy such outlandish dress for civilised
human beings.’ Holt did not approve such fancy dress, but William
Henry was to show that such criticism was misplaced, and his own
political instincts on the matter sound.[10]
This ceremony was followed four days later on Friday 15 November
with a dinner at the Town Hall. The Lord Mayor ‘appeared in a fine
Court suit’. This time even Holt admitted that he ‘looked well.’ But
Forwood was determined to spoil the party. ‘Foreman Sir W. Forwood
and officers of the Grand Jury being Tories absented themselves from
the radical Mayor’s dinner.’ How William Henry felt about this snub
we do not know, but he may have been relieved to have been only
among friends. Between Christmas and the New Year the Holts threw
a dinner party: ‘We had to dinner our Lord Mayor and Lady Mayoress
and Miss Watts’ (presumably his eldest daughter Helena though it
could have been one of William Henry‘s sisters), a party of some
twenty in all including two M.P.s – ‘rather various ingredients but
they worked off wonderfully well.’ At the end of April Holt ‘had a
small dinner party of men – Lord Stanley, The Lord Mayor,
Sir W.B.Forwood etc.’ At the end of the evening the host felt able to
congratulate himself: ‘The evening went off very satisfactory to the
promoters.’ Clearly Forwood and William Henry were able to behave
themselves in company and not let their personal enmity spoil a good
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Illus. 18. William Henry and the Lord Mayor’s coach. The photograph is
unfortunately rather damaged.
evening. But this does not mean that the hard feelings had
disappeared, as events at the end of William Henry’s time as Lord
Mayor were to prove.[11]
A number of important issues needed to be dealt with by the new
Lord Mayor. In January the Council resolved to ascertain the cost and
formulate the details of a scheme to supply all public buildings and
markets in the city with electric light from a generating station to be
established by the corporation. In March the Council was evenly
divided over

a

proposal to set up municipal workshops for

manufacturing clothing for council workers. With his own background
in private business, it is perhaps no surprise that William Henry used
his casting vote as mayor to stop this. He did however support a
motion in March to raise Corporation employees’ wages substantially,
with those earning up to £200, for example, getting an extra £10 a
year.
A bigger concern was unemployment. This was a nationwide problem,
and in April the central government’s Local Government Board wrote
to councils around the country asking them to do what they could to
provide work for the unemployed. Liverpool’s Town Clerk, having
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Illus.19. Harriet as Lady
Mayoress.

checked the legal position, was authorised by the Council to reply that
legally it was unable to do anything. And it appears it did nothing to
find work for the local unemployed. The Liberals had a bad record on
helping the unemployed. The two immediately previous Liberal
Mayors, Holt and Bowring, had listened to deputations of workless
men with increasing lack of interest. For his part, it is claimed that
William Henry ‘opposed the relief fund with the brutal observation:
‘‘Let them go to hell.’’ In his view the unemployed were the naturally
idle and improvident.’[12] But in an ‘open letter to W.H. Watts Esq. J.P.’
the anonymous author under the pseudonym Diogenes described his
attitude in what seems to be a more credible way: ‘Perhaps, however,
you have a vague notion that the common people of the city won’t
hear you gladly in consequence of the remark you made in the hard
times of two years ago, to the effect that there were some poor
creatures whom nobody and no end of charity could keep back from
the Devil.’ In this, in the writer’s opinion, ‘You were perfectly right
and most sensible people thought so too.’[13] But, as with the affair of
the Food and Betterment Association of 1902 described below, one can
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sense an underlying lack of charitable concern for the hardships of the
unemployed.
The Liberals were also shamelessly partizan over the redistribution of
municipal ward boundaries, refusing to accept that population
movements gave them a major undemocratic advantage in seats, and in
the election of aldermen to the Council, which they filled with their
own members.[14] More enjoyable tasks also fell to the lot of the Lord
Mayor. In June ‘the Shahzada, son of the Ameer of Afghanistan,
visited the city as the guest of the Lord Mayor… After visiting various
places of interest he went to the Town Hall, where the Lord Mayor
and Lady Mayoress had arranged a reception to some hundreds of
citizens.’ This was followed by a boat trip and then a visit to an
electrical works the next day.[15] In July ‘the Library Committee laid
the foundation stone of the North End Library opposite the old
Church at Everton.’ William Henry took the place of Lord Stanley
‘who was detained in London by politics.’[16]
But soon the Holt family provided the opportunity for William Henry
to shine. On 1 May 1895 a letter received from a certain ‘James Blind’
had been read out to the assembled City Council. By it 108 acres of
open land on the edge of the city was presented to the Council by an
anonymous donor – at the time ownership of land could be kept
secret. Over the previous two years the land had been levelled and laid
out amid much speculation, and the matter had become known as the
Wavertree Mystery. The donor attached no conditions to the gift, only
hoping that it might be used as a playground and called the Wavertree
Play Ground. Robert Holt thought it ‘a fine and valuable gift’, as
indeed he might, since the donor was his cousin Philip, a fact which
quickly became known, although never officially acknowledged.[17]
As Lord Mayor William Henry accepted the donation on behalf of the
Council and addressed the absent donor directly:
I congratulate you on this noble gift which is offered to the
Council today without the imposition of any conditions… and
I am pleased and proud to have the honour of making such an
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announcement… Liverpool is rich in her sons; many of them
have subscribed their names on the roll of fame and have
added lustre to her name: but perhaps none have ever had to
the same extent added princely munificence to such retiring
grace and modesty as this instance.[18]
From the start William Henry seems to have worked hard to make the
most of this gift for the people of Liverpool and to ensure that the
opening day should be a memorable occasion. In this he was hugely
successful. Robert Holt reported in his diary on that day, Saturday
7 September, on the ‘great municipal function opening the Wavertree
Play Ground.’ The Liverpool Daily Post described it at great length.
The Council members ensured the celebrations started early. They
awarded themselves a splendid lunch of seven or eight courses, which
William Henry attended ‘attired in his civic robes.’ At the end of it,
after the Royal Toast, he proposed the toast to the ‘secret’ donor: ‘I
know I shall give expression to all your thoughts when I ask you to
drink to the long life and happiness of the noble citizen whose
princely action brings us here today.’ In reply Alderman Brown
proposed the health of the Lord Mayor. ‘He said that Mr Watts had
worked hard to ensure that the gift to the town should be received in
a fitting manner. The Lord Mayor replied ‘It had given him great
pleasure’.[19]
Doubtless replete, the councillors proceeded to the new park. Here
… the proceedings took the form of a huge garden party and
fete, and there were about 20,000 adults and children present.
The Lord Mayor and Lady Mayoress had issued invitations to
5,000 guests who were each entitled to bring 2 children; to
10,000 children attending the schools of Liverpool and 2,000
children attending such institutions as the Seaman’s
Orphanage, the Indefatigable, Mayor Lester’s Schools etc. The
arrangements for the comfort of all were on an elaborate scale,
and the interesting proceedings passed off without a hitch.[20]
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Like most politicians in a similar situation William Henry could not
let pass the chance to deliver a substantial homily to the assembled
multitudes. ‘Resplendent in the fur-trimmed scarlet robe of his office’,
he addressed the crowd:
The park now formally opened will enable thousands of our
young men and women to develop interest and skill in those
athletic games which have helped to make our nation a manly
and sturdy race, able to hold their own whenever pluck, skill
and self-reliance were called for. This is by far the most notable
gift the city has ever received. Citizenship in this country is a
precious thing. The inheritance of this citizenship is a high and
noble trust, and brings with it corresponding responsibilities
and duties to be shared by all alike. The noble patriot who
today presents you with this beautiful park has shown us how
he views this matter. He has put this claim upon him in the
very forefront… He has actively participated in working out
the many social problems the modern phases of life have
created. It is not possible for all to be equally generous, but it
is possible for each member of the community to do something
for the public weal: to contribute by thought or personal effort
or example in that direction in which each may be most fitted
to exercise influence… Study and recreation should go hand in
hand… Good deeds come back again to confer happiness on
those who do them.[21]
This was followed by a series of events for the children. According to
the Daily Post these were
Girls’ sports: 100 yards flat race, skipping rope dance, thread
and needle race, egg and spoon race, potato gathering, tug of
war. Boys’ sports: 100 yards flat race, sack race, egg and spoon
race, 3-legged race, wheelbarrow race, tug of war. [22]
Then the children marched past and there was an artillery gun salute.
After dark, the day’s proceedings were crowned with a magnificent
fireworks display.
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It was perhaps William Henry’s finest hour. Even Robert Holt was
won over:
The function was a great success and the display of fireworks
in the evening was uncommonly good. Many thousands of
people were gathered at the afternoon ceremony but even more
at the evening show of fireworks. The Lord Mayor did his part
admirably and his address at the ceremony was very
appreciated.[23]
Even the scarlet robes did not seem out of place to him! It is clear
that William Henry had judged the public mood on this occasion just
right. The local press was generous in its judgement of the part he
played:
The Lord Mayor is known to have regarded the presentation of
the Wavertree Playground to the city from the first with
peculiar sympathy and understanding. His fellow citizens have
perceived in him throughout his term of office a rare aptitude
for saying new things and right things and old things in right
and new ways. And they may congratulate themselves on the
perspicacity with which their Chief Magistrate from the first
saw to the depths of this noble and genial transaction on the
part of one of our princes of commerce and on the force and
grace with which he expressed at Saturday’s ceremonial the
ideas which the event ought to bring to the mind of every
reflecting person.[24]
The other major achievement of his time as Lord Mayor was the
establishment of the oddly-named Police-aided Clothing Association.
He seems to have set this up on his own initiative, following the
example of Edinburgh and Birmingham a few years earlier. The
purpose of the charity was simply to clothe ‘insufficiently clad
children.’ The charities were so called because they used the local
police to identify the children in need. As the Head Constable of
Liverpool instructed his men: ‘If a Police Constable sees, or has his
attention called by others to, a child who seems to be insufficiently
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clad, he will question him or her, being careful to do so kindly, so as
not to let the child think it has got into trouble.’ Inquiries were then
to be made at the child’s home and a further check was made at ‘its’
school. The Head Constable was at pains to stress that the object was
to clothe all insufficiently clad children, whatever the reason for their
condition and whatever the character of their parents.[25]
The distribution of the clothing was ‘done by a committee of ladies in
the “Clothing Depot” [initially] in a building rented at a small sum
from the Society of Friends [Quakers], and in consequence of the state
of privation of some of the children, it has been the custom to supply
a meal to each of them out of a fund raised for the purpose.’
The clothing remained the property of the Association and was
specially marked to prevent it being pawned or sold off, with such
success that ‘during the first fifteen years of the society’s history, there
have been so few cases [of this] that such a practice may be said to be
non-existent.’ It was also the duty of the policeman on the beat to
ensure the child was wearing the clothes provided. A further
unexpected benefit of the scheme, it was claimed, was ‘to create in the
whole police force an increased sympathy with the poor in their
sufferings, and a feeling amongst the latter that the police officer is a
friend as well as a representative of law and order.’ [26]
The Association was a decidedly family affair. William Henry remained
in charge for twenty-seven years, whether as chairman or treasurer,
while his eldest daughter Helena superintended the actual clothing of
the children ‘with a committee of about 40 ladies.’ By 1908 over three
thousand children a year were being clothed at a cost of £1,152, and
during the time William Henry was involved ‘this beneficent work
developed to such an extent that 47,000 destitute and ragged children
were clothed’.[27]
When his term as Lord Mayor came to an end in November, he had
no thought of leaving the council and immediately sought re-election.
In the event he only just scraped home by a couple of dozen votes,
coming second in a field of five. There had been a big swing to the
Conservatives under Forwood’s leadership and they now controlled the
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council once again. Holt thought they had achieved this ‘crushing
defeat of the Reform Candidates’ by the use of unsavoury tactics: ‘the
Tory leaders have been most energetic and have not (in our opinion)
allowed their criticism of the last three years of Liberal Government
(of the city) to be limited to ‘Facts’, but they have allowed themselves
a wide field of Romance – there has been much vulgar and
untruthful oratory.’ But the Liberals had not shown themselves to be a
party of reform, and the Tory tactics seemed remarkably similar to
those used by William Henry which had got the Liberals into power
three years earlier.[28]
The bitterness and personal rancour that existed between the opposing
councillors and especially between William Henry and Forwood
manifested itself immediately. Lord Derby, the Tories’ choice for the
first Lord Mayor of the enlarged city, addressed the council and ended
… as usual by inviting the Council to attend him in church.
Then Mr Watts rose and in suitable and strong language said
he had seen the programme of the proceedings and finding the
ex-Lord Mayor had been given a place behind the Lord Mayor
and not on his right according to ancient custom, he should
not attend the Lord Mayor to church. He viewed this
innovation as an attempt at an act of discourtesy to him and
traced the finger of two men (pointing to Sir A.B. Forwood
and Oakshott). I think he was about right… We are all pleased
Watts spoke out so strongly.[29]
Lord Derby quickly smoothed the Liberals’ ruffled feathers, but clearly
William Henry had given notice that he and his fellow Liberals were
not to be trifled with.
There can be no doubt that William Henry was immensely and rightly
proud of his achievement of being Lord Mayor of what was then one
of the world’s leading cities. He had a special metal strong-box made,
inscribed ‘W.H. WATTS ESQ’re Lord Mayor 1894–5’ on the lid.
He obtained a coat of arms, showing a lion rampant on a red
background with two gold portcullises in the top corners of the shield.
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This is surmounted by an elaborate crest including a helmet and
topped by a greyhound. Below his motto ‘Labore Gaudeo’ – ‘I rejoice
in, or enjoy, work’ – lies on a curling scroll.[30]
Whatever its successes, if the outcome of his time as Lord Mayor was
such a ‘crushing defeat’ for his party, can it be considered as other
than a great failure? For his party as a whole, this seems to be a just
conclusion. But for William Henry personally, the evidence suggests
that he had made a good impression. In the June following the end of
his mayoralty he was ‘presented with a service of plate and an
illuminated address by a number of citizens as a mark of appreciation
of his services’ as Lord Mayor, the presentation being made by his
successor Lord Derby. Even if such a presentation was normal – as it
probably was – this shows that at, as a minimum, he was due the
normal courtesies for his efforts.[31] A few years later on the occasion
of their golden wedding in 1900 he and Harriet were presented by the
council with a splendid gold-mounted ivory letter-opener inscribed
with their names and the date.[32]. Moreover at least one man thought
he was widely admired. An open letter in the Liverpool Review early
in 1897, just over two years after he finished his term, written by an
anonymous supporter using the pseudonym of Diogenes, assured
William Henry that ‘as Lord Mayor you won the love of the whole
city’ and characterised him as one ‘of her vanguard men.’[33]
Diogenes saw the Liverpool Liberals as now demoralised and lacking
in organisation. William Henry, in his opinion, was the man to take
them forward ‘in the face of an almost overwhelming Conservatism…
The Liberal party needs your strength, your stimulus, your practical
guidance. The energy you displayed when Lord Mayor is wanted in
order to perfect the Liberal organisation of the city wards, to revive
the belief in the capacity of ideas, to convert men to Liberalism.’
But did any one know what Liberalism stood for except an
independent Ireland, which their core nonconformist supporters
opposed on the grounds that ‘Home Rule is Rome Rule’ – a belief
that was as true as it was inadequate as a reason for denying the Irish
people their freedom. In any case William Henry was never an ideas
man. He supported municipal efficiency as any businessman would.
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But beyond that he was one for practical acts such as opening of the
Wavertree Playground while having no more of an underlying vision
for the city and especially its massive underclass than his Liberal
colleagues. It was Forwood, for example, who had inaugurated the
city’s slum-clearance policy, which Liberal administrations had done
nothing to accelerate.
It seems then that William Henry had perhaps neither the capacity nor
the desire to lead his party in a serious challenge to the now-dominant
Conservatives. Nevertheless he remained very active on the Council.
He continued as a member of the important Watch and Finance and
Estate Committees, though almost immediately he resigned from the
Water Committee. A couple of years later, in July 1897, he was
appointed with four others as Governor of Liverpool University
College, the forerunner of Liverpool University. He received a further
accolade in 1899 when his fellow councillors elected him an Alderman
by 19 votes to 5 for the only other candidate. This meant that he did
not have to seek re-election from the wider electorate, but could be
voted in again by the councillors every five years almost as a matter of
course. From now on he was officially addressed as Alderman
W.H. Watts J.P.
His great opponent on the City Council, Sir Arthur Forwood, had
died in September the previous year. In spite of the bitterness of their
political relationship, William Henry was generous in his tributes,
claiming him as one of Liverpool’s most notable citizens and declaring
that is was impossible not to be impressed by his devotion to public
duty and the extraordinary energy and ability he brought to bear upon
every subject that he dealt with.[34] No doubt he felt with justification
that they were two of a kind.
Early in 1902 William Henry got himself into a row, which was typical
of the man. As a member of the Council’s Finance Committee he,
along with the other committee members, was discussing the claims of
local charities to be exempt from the payment of rates (local property
tax). When the case of the Food and Betterment Association came to
be considered on 21 February ‘Mr Watts,’ according to those defending
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the charity, ‘endeavoured to make out that the Association was not a
charity but a business, his words as reported being “Mr Lee Jones [the
Association’s director] was in business supplying for money anything
asked for in the shape of food. That scarcely came within the line of
charity.”’
At the next meeting a week later ‘when another member of the
committee in defence of the work… alluded to it “as one of the most
God-like charities that could possible exist,” Mr Watts is reported to
have interrupted with the words “and the most paying.”‘ Called upon
to make an immediate apology he refused. The press was quick to
comment. The next day The Porcupine wrote: ‘The claim for the
exemption of public charities from rates… has deeply offended
Alderman Watts, and provoked him into an ebullition of bile… It is
true that the Food and Betterment Association supplies halfpenny
meals to the poorest of poor schoolchildren on perfectly safe-guarded
lines, but thousands of starving people are fed gratuitously, including
the sick who are attended every day by a staff of voluntary lady
workers. For the hectoring alderman to describe such splendid work as
a ‘business’ seems unfair in the extreme.’[35]
William Henry‘s case was not helped by the fact that, as The Porcupine
pointed out, ‘he has himself publicly pronounced the Association to be
fulfilling a “noble work” which extorted his “deep admiration.”‘
Indeed, when Lord Mayor, ‘during a period of exceptional frost and
distress a special fund was raised at the Town Hall, he sent a grant
from this public fund of £75 to the Association.’[36] As with the
accusations that had led to the libel action against him by Sir Arthur
Forman in 1893, William Henry had succumbed to the temptation to
speak out publicly on a matter that he felt strongly about without
checking his facts and choosing his ground carefully. He claimed that
the original ‘committee of gentlemen… differed from him [Lee Jones]
in judgment and retired. The Lord Mayor too so far disapproves of his
methods as to refuse the use of the Town Hall for the annual
meeting.’ Both these points were refuted by the Association’s
supporters the next day.
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This exchange of letters revealed that what seemed to concern William
Henry most was not that the charity was making money, which he
acknowledged it was not: ‘I think I am right in saying’ he wrote to the
Courier in June ‘that the loss on the sale of food by the association
amounts to about £1,000 a year; not a large sum if the expenditure was
beneficial.’ And here was the rub, according to him.
Nothing can better express my own views than the following
extract from an article on the subject in The Heart of the
Empire: ‘There can be no doubt that a large proportion of the
evils that charity is continually endeavouring to cure are the
direct results of the foolish benevolence of persons who
honestly believe themselves to be working in her service. By
giving to people without further inquiry they… inspire a
general belief that it is possible to live in fair comfort without
work.
Interestingly, he seemed to be supporting greater government action:
‘Indiscriminate charity on the part of private persons operates in the
same unfavourable way.’ He had a point to make, just as those who
today claim that much financial and food aid to Africa can exacerbate
the problems it seeks to alleviate by filling the pockets on the
powerful and corrupt, while impoverishing local farmers. In fact, as
the Liverpool Review pointed out, Lee Jones took particular care that
‘the regular loafer and “sleeper out” should not be catered for’ by
entrusting ‘the distribution of tickets for his night shelters to the
police.’[37]
William Henry did not come well out of the affair. As the Liverpool
Review, with more measured language than The Porcupine, wrote:
‘Such a remark could be excused if it had been uttered by someone
ignorant of the facts. But Alderman Watts cannot plead ignorance.
[In his capacity of Lord Mayor he] had the opportunity of making
himself acquainted with the position.’ The Courier accused him of ‘not
having the most ordinary instincts of a gentleman. Alderman Watts…
is apparently quite careless of the possibility of damaging a deserving
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charity.’ Luckily for William Henry, he had made no direct attack on
Lee Jones, nor could it be easily shown that his remarks had materially
damaged the Association. So after an exchange of letters in the press
and between William Henry and Lee Jones’s solicitors, the matter was
dropped.
But he did not escape ‘Trial by Public’ as the press called it. The
Liverpool Review seems to have summed up the general feeling:
We leave Mr. Alderman Watts and Mr. Lee Jones to the
judgment of the public of Liverpool; the one a censorious
armchair critic, “inebriated in his own verbosity,” content to
fulminate against a deserving charity from the comfortable
seclusion of his country house; the other a practical
philanthropist, facing social problems on the spot and studying
them at first hand in all their squalor and naked hideousness,
with a devotion and self-sacrifice which have drawn to him the
sympathetic support of the best hearts and minds of this great
community.[38]
In one sense the whole affair is typical of the man: hot-tempered and
liable to speak out unwisely and unfairly on a matter on which he felt
strongly, and then not knowing when to withdraw gracefully to fight
another day. On the other hand it is in stark contrast to his work,
which continued while this row was going on, for the Police-aided
Children’s Association, described above, which he had himself set up
while Lord Mayor, and which, as we have seen, did not have a problem
with dishonest users. There is also more than a hint in his remarks
that he was jealous of Lee Jones’s success. But such was the
contradiction that was William Henry.
He was perhaps lucky that as an alderman not to have to face the
electorate after the Food and Betterment Association affair. His fellow
councillors clearly remained happy to use his talents and energy in
various ways. Around this time as part of his duties as a member of
the Watch Committee, he was appointed chairman of a sub-committee
to look into the regulation of street-trading children. This resulted in
powers being obtained from Parliament ‘which have proved so valuable
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as to be followed by municipal authorities throughout the kingdom.’[39]
He also was involved in the preparations for the visit to the city of
King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra in July 1904. He remained a
Governor of Liverpool University, as well as serving on the Finance
and Watch Committees of the Council. The following year he was
appointed to a new Distress Committee required to be set up by the
Unemployed Workmen Act of that year – a position he kept for
three years – as well as becoming a Commissioner under the Property
and Income Tax Acts, which he remained until his death.
The same year the Council met on his birthday. William Henry
congratulated the new Conservative MP for Everton on his recent
election victory, and hoped he would remain on the city’s Finance
Committee in spite of their political differences. In turn he was
congratulated on reaching eighty-three, although it was only his
eightieth birthday! But Council proceedings were not always so cosy.
Four years later a Conservative councillor claimed that during William
Henry’s chairmanship of the Hospitals Committee some patients had
to sleep two to a bed. ‘Alderman Watts indignantly protested there was
not a word of truth in the assertion.’ He immediately arranged to get
hold of the doctor in charge, and later in the Council proceedings
‘Dr Hope stated that if there was such a case it was of two children
from one home being put into a bed together in order that their state
of mind should not injure their recovery, and in no other case.’
William Henry did not bother to ask for an apology from his accuser.
For the children of the poor having your own bed was an unknown
luxury. Many had no bed at all. For such young children sharing a bed
with a sibling would indeed be a comfort.[40]
In his old age William Henry continued to make waves when
something bothered him. A couple of weeks after the ‘two in a bed’
row, he flatly refused to accept the report that the Liverpool markets,
which were run by the Council, were profitable. He claimed they made
no profit: no rent was charged and it should be. The businessman in
him was annoyed at the lost opportunity to make money. Early in
1910 an entirely different issue arose. The Council was asked by its
Education Committee to agree the payment of £412 for furniture for a
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Roman Catholic school. The motion was passed 71 votes to 3. William
Henry was one of the three. He argued strongly that by ageeing to pay
the council members were making themselves potentially liable for the
money if the auditor found that the payment was illegal. In his view
the decision to pay should have been made by the Education
Committee. Religious differences were a huge political and social
divide in Liverpool, with its masses of impoverished Irish Catholics at
odds with the almost equally poor English Protestant labourers.
Nonconformists like William Henry tended to be more vigorously
anti-Catholic than Anglicans and this may have been behind his
objection. On a less controvertial note 1913 saw him appointed to a
special committee for the visit of King George V and to another one
on council salaries.[41].

His Last Years 1914–24
Harriet’s death in 1914 does not seem to have greatly affected how
William Henry conducted his life. Domestically things probably
changed hardly at all, for his eldest daughter Helena had been running
the household for some time, as far as it is possible to judge, since her
mother became less able to do so. He continued to sit on the City
Council until his death, keeping active until the end. It was only in
1916, now aged ninety-one, that he ceased to be a member of the
Finance Committee. But he remained a member of the Watch
Committee, which controlled the city‘s police and fire services, until
his death. He also remained the City’s representative on Liverpool
University’s Court of Governors. In March 1917 as a member of the
Watch Committee he seconded an amendment to a motion on the
control of ‘Street Trading Children’ under the age of fourteen,
showing that his interest in the children of the poor was still strong.
But old age does not seem to have softened his approach to those he
judged to have stepped out of line: in September 1919 he voted with
the majority on the Council against reinstating policemen sacked after
a recent strike. Nor did he soften his stance on Sunday observance,
again voting with the majority in 1923 to prevent the opening of
Council recreation facilities such as tennis courts on Sunday
afternoons.
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Illus. 20. The Slopes. The home of William Henry senior in his last
years from 1919. His three daughters continued to live there until they
died. The original house has since been pulled down and replaced, but
the old gateposts engraved with ‘The Slopes’ still survive.
In 1919 with Harriet dead, his four sons and one daughter married,
William Henry and his three other daughters moved out of Quarry
Bank. They found a more modest home further out of Liverpool in
the suburb of Gateacre. Known as The Slopes, it satisfied their needs
and remained their home so long as they lived. It had a greenhouse
where William Henry could continue to enjoy his horticultural
enthusiasms. As this is several miles from the city centre, William
Henry perhaps had a car at this time to get him in there.
His longevity and energy not surprisingly evoked comment from the
local press. Even by the early years of the twentieth century he was
being called
… one of Liverpool’s grand old men… To see you walking
along the streets no one would imagine you had passed the
eighth decade, for you are as alert and vigorous as a man who
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is years younger. You have always been a believer in the theory
that hard work killed no man… You sport an eye glass
[presumably a monocle] and are never seen without a beautiful
buttonhole, generally an orchid. And there is not a better
groomed man in the whole of Liverpool. You are a strong
man. I do not mean physically – that goes without saying –
but in other ways that make some men such great assets to the
people. And you have been an asset to Liverpool.
Of his political career to date the writer was equally keen to praise
him:
Radical, ever outspoken, you are ready to defend your position.
Many hard things were said about you, but everyone admired
your candour and your fearlessness of the consequences…. Your
hospitality [as Lord Mayor] was great and we journalists are
very pleased to think of that time, for you inaugurated the
‘Press Dinner,’ a function that has been kept up as an annual
affair. It was a graceful thought.[42]
And perhaps a good way of getting journalists to write nice things
about him?
Two other complimentary articles, both published in the early summer
of 1922, when he was ninety-seven years old, were devoted entirely to
him. ‘At present as Chairman of W.H. Watts and Company, the big
city firm, he goes in to work every day, sits on a high office stool with
a glass of water by his side, and takes a fatherly interest in his huge
business.’ (As an enthusiastic Baptist, he must have been teetotal.)
The article thought he ‘probably owes some of his vitality to his
country origin. He was born in the pure atmosphere of Wiltshire,
where one inhales health quite as readily as by the ozonic
Merseybanks. After all, fresh air is more than physicking, and steady
ways than thyroid glands.’[43]
Just a couple of weeks later a rival publication, not to be outdone,
printed a much longer article on him – William Henry had been a
close friend of an earlier editor. ‘Alderman W.H. Watts, the most
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venerable figure of the Liverpool City Council, surprises the public
every now and again with a feat of sprightliness and eloquence’ it
began, continuing
To his family he is a daily wonder physically and mentally. He
walks erect without a stick, sees and hears remarkably well,
and in conversation is able to draw from the storied experience
of nearly a century. A gentle jogging of the memory with a
word, a date or a name is all the help he ever requires. Then
the sentences pour out – very emphatic, a little rugged, and
almost always tinged with humour. And surely no man of his
age ever laughed so heartily.
He looked back ‘with legitimate pride’ upon his time as Lord Mayor
and ‘especially on his initiation of the Police-Aided Clothing
Assocition, which during his twenty-seven years of chairmanship
clothed 47,000 destitute and ragged children.’ He was also proud of his
chairmanship of the Reform Club, when Gladstone [former Liberal
Prime Minister] gave one of his great speeches.’[44]
William Henry remained physically and mentally vigorous right to the
end. Only a few months before his death, he ‘evoked cheers’ during a
debate in the City Council on the superannuation of Corporation
officials at the age of sixty-five ‘by declaring with a gesture of
contempt ‘Why at sixty-five a man has barely cut his teeth.’ The
previous year, when King George V visited Liverpool, William Henry
along with other former Lord Mayors was presented to him. ‘The King
shook hands and said: “I congratulate you, Alderman Watts, and hope
you will live to be a hundred!” Turning to his colleagues after the
presentation, the veteran drily remarked: “He did not give me long,
did he!”‘ ‘A long and happy life,’ he said on another occasion, ‘must be
an active one, its activities associated with good and useful work.’[45]
The motto he chose for his coat of arms ‘Labore Gaudeo’ – ‘I enjoy
work’ – was surely no more than the truth.
In December 1923 he caught the ‘flu and this went to his lungs. He
survived for three months, just long enough to see his ninety-ninth
birthday. He died three weeks later at home at The Slopes on
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Illus.21. William Henry
senior in old age.

13 March 1924. His doctor pronounced the cause of death as ‘influenza
three months: congestion of the lungs.’ He was buried in the family
vault in Anfield cemetery two days later with the arrangements carried
out by his own company, the shop being closed for the funeral.[46] The
service was attended by the Lord Mayor, the Town Clerk and other
civic dignitories, his surviving children as well as many others
including

‘members

of

various

philanthropic

and

temperance

associations.’ The Liverpool Police Band played the Dead March from
Saul at the graveside in recognition of his ‘pioneer work’ with the
Police-aided Clothing Association. The officating minister mentioned
the Association in his address, and added with perhaps greater
generosity than a strict adherance to the truth would have demanded,
that: ‘No deserving cause ever appealed to him in vain. A man of
comprehensive intellect, quick and sound judgement and perennial
kindness, he was a born fighter against wrong and suffering.’

[47]

A memorial service was held later in the Baptist church in Dovedale
Road, appropriately enough, for, as the minister acknowledged: ‘He
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Illus.22. Wavertree Baptist Church, Liverpool, which William Henry
senior helped to establish and where his memorial service was held in
1924.
was the greatest contributor towards the reduction of the heavy debt
of this church at the beginning. The site on which it stands was given
by him, and the site upon which the new school and institute will be
erected was his gift.’ His Baptist faith had been with him from the
start and remained with him to the end. ‘The outstanding feature of
his character was his loyalty to the church,’ the minister at his
memorial service avowed. ‘There was none more regular at the services
whilst he was able to come. One of the busiest of men, he was never
absent from his place in the church.’ More than that, he had a
‘voluntary and unconscious influence’ on the church ‘which from the
beginning had kept [it] united, free and peaceful… By the power of
his personality did he bind the people together in a sustaining
fellowship, that had known no rough ruptures of any kind.’ The
splendid church in which the service was held – a great palace of
religion – had been built less than twenty years earlier. Apart from
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his financial support, William Henry had involved himself in it from
conception, taking ‘a vigorous and most constant interest. He devoted
himself with great enthusiasm to the work in all its details.’

[48]

The minister’s address at his memorial service was notably fulsome
even by the standards of such tributes: ‘He [the minister] had not
found a more tender, true and loyal friend than him… A great
personality had passed from their midst. Alderman Watts had won the
admiration of all that had associated with him’ both in business and
‘in the relations and administrations of civic life.’ At another service at
a local Presbyterian church attended by the current Lord Mayor and
other notables, a further tribute was made to him. The minister noted
William Henry’s ‘vigour of mind and body up to the last days of his
life. It was a splendid thing when [such a long] life was so active in
the well-being of the community.’

[49]

At his death William Henry was certainly well off, but not hugely
wealthy: his estate was valued at £85,585 gross and £52,987 net. He had
drawn up his will up in September 1920 naming his daughter Lilian,
son Alfred and grandson William Henry as executors. Over the next
three years he added no fewer than six codicils, in one of which his
son Herbert replaced the young William Henry as executor, though in
the event Herbert declined the task. Together the will and codicils
make a lengthy and complex series of documents. They are full of
clauses and sub-clauses, which are further referred to in the codicils,
making it difficult to find the intention behind the wording. Indeed
William Henry himself seems to have been confused. His third codicil
states: ‘1. Whereas certain facts which have recently come to my
knowledge have convinced me that the trusts and provisions contained
in sub clause (1) of clause 6 of my said will are not calculated as they
were intended to promote the prosperity of W.H. Watts and Company
Limited. Now I hereby revoke all [these] trusts and provisions.’
Sub clause (1) was to be deleted, but sub clauses (2) and (3) still take
effect. No wonder he had so many second thoughts!
He makes a few monetary bequests, several of shares in his company,
but gives most detailed instructions on how the Elm Hall Estate was
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Illus. 23. The Watts
memorial obelisk in
Anfield Cemetery. It was
probably erected first for
William Henry junior.
Later his parents, several
siblings and widow were
buried and/or
commemorated there.

to be handled. This last was the undeveloped land around his former
home of Elm Hall, a matter which was clearly close to his heart. In
fact he gave his trustees considerable scope in dealing with it. But the
most notable feature of the will is that all the money apart from £100
to his chauffeur went to the family. There were no other outside
bequests whether to charities, former employees or other non-family
members. A bequest of £500 in the original will to a non-family
director of the company was cancelled in one of the codicils. Basically
the money from his estate was to be invested (there are lengthy
instructions on which investments are acceptable) and the income
spread around the family – his children, daughters-in-law and
grandchildren. Only after their deaths was much of the capital to be
released. The Watts Trusts became a talking point in the family, for
they were not finally resolved until the death in 1980 of his last
grandchild, Linda Morland, who managed to live even longer than her
formidable grandfather.
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Chapter Six
The later Watts Family 1851–1980
Babylon is fallen, that great city.
The Revelation of St John the Divine Ch.14 v.8

At his death William Henry left a thriving business still employing
five or six hundred people. There can be little doubt that he remained
in charge to the end. His obituaries are full of his continued interest
in public affairs, while his ‘vigour of mind and body up to the closing
days of his life had been an amazement to many younger men’ as the
minister said at his memorial service.[1]
What would happen to the company now that its inspiration and
driving force were gone? Of his sons perhaps only the eldest, William
Henry junior, had been wholely committed to the business, but he had
been dead a full twenty-five years. Of the others, Alfred and Luther
were always more interested in their Territorial Army activities, in
which they both reached the rank of Colonel. In any case by this time
they were no longer young: Alfred was seventy-one, Herbert sixtyeight and Luther sixty-two. There is no evidence that any of the
surviving grandsons was interested in the business or capable of
running it, two having already been killed in the First World War.
William Henry’s will mentioned A, B and C shares in his company
W.H. Watts Co.Ltd, but it is not known how these affected the control
of the company, which legally was a private limited company. One
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non-family director attended the funeral: it is likely he was the only
one. Another was originally left a legacy by William Henry, but a later
codicil removed this, so presumably he had left the company by
October 1922. The company was still almost entirely a family business,
though at a lower level a number of managers were employed. But we
do not know how the company was actually run after his his death.
Did one or more of his surviving three sons take the leading role or
this was left to the non-family director?
William Henry had no thought that the company would not survive
his death. The codicil to his will quoted above stated that it was
‘intended to promote the prosperity’ of the business. He would have
been horrified to see it go under. The company certainly survived the
immediate aftermath of his death: a couple of small advertisements in
the Liverpool Courier, announcing a ‘Spring Sale of 10,000 pairs of
boots and shoes (British and American)’ and a ‘Brilliant display of new
spring goods’, were placed in the days around his death and funeral.[2]
And the following few years show no sign of an imminent demise.
For example in October 1925 an advertisement promoted ‘bargains in
Winter Furnishings’. Then before Christmas 1926 the company ran a
‘Christmas Bazaar at Compton House. Something for everybody!
Prices… pence to pounds! Children’s Toys – the largest stock in the
kingdom. Reception by Father Christmas daily.’ This did not suggest a
company close to collapse.[3]
But just a few weeks later in February the youngest of the three
surviving brothers, Luther, died of pneumonia, less than three years
after his father. Now both over seventy, the other brothers, Alfred and
Herbert, decided to get out. There is no evidence they tried to sell the
company as a going concern, but perhaps they did and failed. The
decision to close down may well have been a sudden one; for they
continued to buy new stock right up to the end: ‘Every department
contains goods purchased for the present season’ they declared on 17
April 1928, as they announced to the world that ‘on account of
advanced age and for family reasons’ they had ‘decided to retire from
business and dissolve the company.’ They had ‘recently entered into a
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contract with a purchaser to give him vacant possession of the entire
building known as Compton House on June 24th 1928.’ To get rid of
the stock they were putting on a ‘Realisation Sale.’ This listed all the
many categories of goods they had been selling: clothes of all sorts as
well as dress materials; footwear; furniture, carpets, curtains and
fabrics; luggage; toilet goods and perfumes, and other ‘fancy goods’.
Not all the stock was sold in the sale. Before the end of June a couple
of neighbouring stores – Owen Owen and Blackler’s – were
advertising sales of Compton House stock at knockdown prices.
It took Alfred and Herbert rather longer to sort out the company’s
financial affairs. Only in June 1929, over a year after the store had
closed, were they able to issue a formal legal announcement that the
company

had

gone

into

voluntary

liquidation,

‘all creditors have been or will be paid in full.’

declaring

that

[4]

The purchaser can have only bought the leasehold. Who this was has
not been discovered as the auction documents do not give the seller’s
name. He immediately put the lease on the premises up for sale by
auction. It was offered as a ‘highly valuable business block – with
vacant possession.’ There were over ninety years to run on a
Corporation lease at a peppercorn (nominal) ground rent on ‘one of
the principal shopping corners of the city’ according to the sale offer.
This was no exaggeration. Next door was Bon Marche, a major rival
drapery store. In the block immediately opposite, C and A Modes,
F.W. Woolworths and Montague Burton traded side by side, while just
a few doors away Boots Cash Chemists and the Owen Owen store
were to be found. This was one of the country’s top retail sites. The
whole premises amounted to virtually sixty thousand square feet over
no fewer than seven floors. The sales area was on the basement,
ground and first floors with ‘work rooms, staff rooms etc above.’ If the
property was not sold as a whole, it was to be offered in three lots.
The auction took place on 22 May, just a month after the Watts
brothers had made their closure annoucemnet. Handwritten notes on
the archive copy of the sale documents show that the full property was
withdrawn at £150,000. In the following auction of the three lots
separately, the main lot covering the Church Street frontage was
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withdrawn at £122,000, the lot on Basnett Street at the side at £23,000
and the lot on the street at the back at £16,250. What the Watts
brothers got for the site is not known.[5]
What happened in the immediate aftermath of the failed auction is not
clear. The 1930 trade directory of the city, which would have been
complied the previous year, lists ‘Marks and Spencer bazaar Compton
House’ as occupying the Church Street frontage, and again in the 1931
edition. But initially that company did not last long on the site.
In 1934 George Henry Lee (now part of the John Lewis group) and
The Compton Furnishing Company were trading from the Basnett
Street and Leigh Street sites, while the frontage on Church Street was
empty and unoccupied. But eventually the whole site was acquired by
Marks and Spencer which still trades there.[6]
The world quickly moved on. Other nearby retailers naturally took
advantage of the Watts company’s disappearance. One of them,
Frisby’s, operating just round the corner in Lord Street, snapped up
the only Watts non-family director and used his expertise to expand
their range: ‘New boot and shoe department’ it announced in the
following spring ‘ under the personal supervison of Mr. J. Matthews,
late Buyer and Director of Messrs Watts and Co, Compton House.’
The Watts’ name still meant something. But as early as November that
year, 1929, the local paper could philosophise under the headline
‘Some Memories of Church Street’, that ‘with the advent of Marks and
Spencer Watts Compton House and Compton Hotel, once household
words, have become things of the past.’[7]
William Henry would have been shocked and dismayed at the
disappearance of the great store he had created from scratch. But he
would perhaps have been a little comforted to know that his other
great pride and joy, the charity known as the Police-aided Clothing
Association, was still busy helping to clothe Liverpool’s poorest
children. In October 1929 the Liverpool Echo was able to report thet
‘through the Association founded by the late Alderman Watts in 1895
nearly 75,000 destitute children irrespective of religion or creed have
been clothed.’ Now the Liverpool police came up with a new design of
footwear for the children and in doing so gave ‘the world a new clog.
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It has been the custom to give the children clogs which helped to
make the mill girls of Lancashire famous.’ Fame indeed![8]
The rest of the family seem small and undistinguished besides the
towering figure of the ‘Grand Old Man’. There is little enough
evidence for their lives and much of what there is stems from their
association with him. There is least evidence on two children whose
names appear on the family gravestone thus:
Vincent Howard Watts born Dec 3rd 1862 died Nov 25th 1863
Frank Watts born July 5th 1868 died April 3rd 1869.
They were presumably the children of William Henry and Harriet
although the inscription does not state this as they were born too
early to be their grandchildren.
William Henry’s three unmarried daughters continued to live at The
Slopes until their death. The first one to die was Helena. She was the
eldest of them and was said to be the best-looking. According to her
great niece Dorothy Hamilton, she had a number of suitors when
young but was told by her parents that her duty was to look after
them in their old age. This was seemingly not unusual for the time,
though it appears selfish by today’s standards. She was the liveliest of
all the sisters and the most capable. She was greatly involved from the
start in one of her father’s favourite projects, the Police-aided
Clothing Association, described above. She became Director of this,
and according to the inscription on the family gravestone in Anfiield
cemetery ‘ministered to the needs of the destitute children of this city
with a devotion born of wisdom and love.’ After her mother’s death
she continued to hold the major responsibility for running the
household, as she had in her mother’s old age. But she did not enjoy
the great longevity of her parents, dying in July 1928 at the age of
seventy.
In contrast to Helena’s enforced spinsterhood, her four brothers all
married. The first was the eldest, William Henry junior. He fell in love
with one of the store’s apprentices, Annette Tovar, and their story is
followed below. Like all the brothers, he worked for his father in the
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Illus.24. The Watts sisters. The photographs are not named but most
probably (left to right) Helena, Lilian and Marion. One daughter is
missing, probably Annie.
store. It was said in the family that he was the only one of the four
who actually wanted to do this. The other three were forced to do so
by their father in spite of wishing to pursue other careers.
Luther, the youngest surviving son, was perhaps the most able of the
boys. He went to school at Liverpool Institute High School, the city’s
top school (later attended by both Paul McCartney and George
Harrison). In his younger days he was a keen and almost semiprofessional cyclist:
… between 1878 [when he was seventeen] and 1885 he won
prizes to the value of over £300, the principal being the
Lincolnshire Handicap over a distance of two miles, and the
Championships for Lancashire, Yorkshire and Cheshire for the
fastest mile, and for twelve hours riding…

[9]

In August 1886, at the age of twenty-four, he married Bertha Priest,
the daughter of an accountant, and they had three sons and one
daughter. In the early years of their marriage, he and Bertha lived to
the north of the city at Formby or Freshfield. But by 1910 they had
moved to Huyton, to the east of the city, and closer to his parents at
Elm Hall. Two years later they moved again to Allerton, not far from
Quarry Bank, where his parents were now living. By 1916 they were
living at Aughton near Ormskirk, just north-east of the city.
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Illus. 25a-c. The Watts brothers. Above left to right: William Henry
junior, Alfred and Luther.
Family tradition has it that Luther was keen to join the army but was
forced into the family business by his domineering father. Instead he
became active and successful in the Territorial Army, rising to the
rank of Lieut-Colonel and becoming commanding officer of the
9th Battalion the King’s Liverpool Regiment. For this voluntary work
he was awarded the prestigious Volunteer Decoration (VD) and the
King Edward VII Coronation medal. As mentioned he caught
pneumonia and died at home in February 1927. Sadly his enthusiasm
for things military was tragically rewarded. His two eldest sons were
killed serving in the army during the First World War.
Both boys shared their father’s military interest, and after attending
the prestigious Merchant Taylors School both joined the army as
privates. Norman, the elder brother, joined the 6th Liverpool Battalion
in 1907 at the age of nineteen, and was commissioned as a second
lieutenant into the 9th Battalion two years later in November 1909, that
is well before any thought of a European war was on the horizon.
Tom, two years younger, joined the Manchester Regiment in 1911.
He was promoted to second lieutenant in November 1914, also in the
9th Liverpools, that is after the war had started, but both brothers must
have meant the army to be their career as professional officers.
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Illus. 25d. The Watts
brothers: Herbert.

Tom was the first to die. Less than a year after being commissioned,
‘he fell in action’ at the battle of Loos on 25 September 1915. ‘Whilst
advancing to the attack he was slightly wounded and ordered to go to
a dressing station.’ The British Roll of Honour wrote. ‘This he refused
and led his platoon into action, where he was almost immediately
shot.’ The official tributes were expectedly laudatory: ‘Everyone loved
dear old Tom. Every inch of him was a true soldier.’ Perhaps more
convincing were the words of a private in his platoon: ‘Your son was
killed by my side, but he died like a true soldier. His cry was ‘Come
on, boys’ when he was stuck and fell before reaching the German
lines…. Our faithful Commander has done his bit like a true Briton.’
A year later and the great battle of the Somme had been raging for a
couple of months. Norman and his battalion had been ordered to take
part in an attack. He was acutely aware of the coming anniversary of
Tom’s death. On 22 September he began a letter to his mother:
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I have every hope God will spare me through this fight as He
has done before; if not, I pray He will comfort you all, and as
for me I am satisfied I have died fighting for a righteous cause.
In three days we come to the first anniversary of dear Tom’s
death, my thoughts – here I was disturbed…. Later 23/9/16 I
now find we attack on the anniversary of Tom’s death.
Naturally I feel upset…. We move in a few minutes, God bless
you all.
That evening the battalion moved up to the front line and ‘they dug
some new trenches in front of our advanced trenches in preparation
for an attack on the 25th’ his Major wrote:
Your son was in command of C Company… the enemy were
entrenched some 5/900 yards away. At the appointed hour after
heavy artillery preparation, the battalion attacked in four
waves, your son being in the last. He was struck by a bullet
shortly after leaving our trenches and fell dead… It will be a
source of satisfaction to you to know that no deceased officer
in the battalion has ever been accorded such military honours
at his funeral as your son received… He is buried in a new
cemetery just off the main road between Montauban and
Mametz. He used to been known affectionately amongst us as
‘The Skipper’ and we shall long miss him.[10]
At the time of his death Norman held the rank of Captain and was
promoted to Major posthumously (though the Roll of Honour account
is confused on this point). Presumably this was an honour and would
have had pension implications for his widow. In fact he was engaged
to be married and his intended bride’s brother was also killed in the
war. Norman earned ‘a posthumous mention in Sir Douglas Haig’s
despatches’, Haig being Commander-in-Chief of the British Forces in
France.
Ada, Norman and Tom’s only sister, married and had a single
daughter, but no research has been done on her. The youngest of the
family, Douglas, was born in 1898. Like his father and brothers, he was
a keen military man, and at the time of the publication of the Roll of
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Illus. 26a. The family of
Luther Watts: his wife
Bertha, the second son Tom
and daughter Ada.

Honour’s description of his brothers’ deaths was ‘training in an
Officers Training Corps.’ It is not known whether he saw any fighting
but he certainly survived the war. He kept the military connection and
at the time of his death he held the rank of Colonel; but it is not
known whether this was a Regular Army or a Territorial rank. He and
his wife Doris had three sons. In the 1950s the family were living in
Seabank Road, Wallasey. From his aunt Lil’s letters (see below), he was
clearly good at keeping in touch with his elderly relatives. He also
kept a more tenuous contact with his cousin Dorothy Hamilton.
He seems to have died in the 1960s.
Alfred Isaac, the second son of William Henry and Harriet, was the
last one of the family to be born in Greenwich. He was also keen on
things military, and like Luther became a colonel in the Territorial
Army and was awarded the Volunteer Decoration. He left it rather
later than his younger brother to get married, being forty years old
when he married Margaret Martha Murray in London in 1893. Until
then he had continued to live at home with his parents. She was an
American from Baltimore and twenty years younger than him, being
only twenty when they married. They set up home in Birkenhead and
had two children, Alfred born in 1895 and Ella in 1898. Alfred junior
married at the age of thirty-three in 1928 to Marsha Irene Gent. His
father Alfred Isaac lived on until 1944, dying in Liverpool at the age
of ninety-one.
The third son Herbert was born in 1856, the first child to be born
after the move to Liverpool from Greenwich. He was more academic
than the others and obtained an M.A. degree, presumably from
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Liverpool University. He lived at home for many years and, apart
from working in the family business, became prominent in the Junior
Reform Club in the city. He eventually married Christina Kerr in
1917

when

he

was

sixty-one.

Christina,

who

came

from

Kirkcudbrightshire in south-west Scotland, was forty-four years old at
the time of the marriage. She had been employed as a live-in servant
by the Watts for many years – at least since 1891 – and one might
have expected this to cause some opposition from the family. But by
this time Herbert’s mother was dead and his father well into his
nineties. In any case his father seems glad to see him move out of the
family home. In his will William Henry noted that Herbert ‘lived at
my house for upwards of 40 years free of cost and has received more
remuneration as a Director than either of my other sons.’
The youngest sister Marion was actually allowed to marry, but she left
it late. She was nearly thirty-seven when she married an Anglican
clergyman the Rev William Helm in the summer of 1902. They had
two children, Arthur who died as a child and Philip, both born in
Derbyshire. They moved to the village of South Scarle near Newark in
Nottinghamshire in 1911. No more is known of them, but Marion was
long-lived, for her sister Lilian, as quoted below, mentions that she
visited her in April 1952, when Marion was eighty-six years old.
She had prehaps retired to Liverpool.
Helena’s death left the two middle sisters, Lil and Annie as they were
known, alone in the house – with the servants of course. They
continued to live at The Slopes through the 1930s and the war years.
Annie was the first to die, passing away in November 1946 aged
ninety-two. But Lil lived on for another six years. Two letters from
her to her niece Edith Tate survive. One is simply dated Tuesday; but
states it is written on ‘the day after Xmas’. The other carries a date of
Tuesday 8 April. The letters thus date from 1951 and 1952.[11] Both
were sent from The Slopes and signed ‘Auntie Lil’. The handwriting is
small and neat, a bit spidery in the style of the time, but completely
legible, in all surprisingly good for someone of ninety-three. As these
are the only surviving personal documents from the lives of any of the
children of William Henry, they are worth transcribing in full.
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Illus. 26b. Luther's youngest
son, Douglas. No picture
seems to survive of the
eldest son Norman.

Monday [deleted] Tuesday
My dearest Edith. This is the day after Xmas and how funny it
has all seemed! Not a bit like Christmas, is it ?Monday? No
Tuesday of course. I am very glad to hear from you, as you
know. I do not write much as my sight is so poor, but I never
forget those I loved and love, especially you and dear George
[Edith’s husband, who had died in 1949]. We were all fond of
him, as you know.
I am very grieved your sight [deleted] arthritis is no better. I
can quite believe a crutch stick help you [sic]. I am so thankful
you are with Dorothy [Edith’s elder daughter] and are happy
with them all: that means so much.
We have had and are having the most terrible weather.
Continental cold, icy winds and rain.
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Dear Edith, the other day I came across a letter from your
mother, most beautifully written, sympathising with me on
dear Luther’s death, a beautiful letter as you can imagine and I
have kept it till now [Lilian’s brother Luther had died in
February 1927 and Edith’s mother Annette in May that year].
I wish Harry and Alice [Edith’s brother and his wife] had been
able to live near me: they would have been a great help, but of
course Herbert [another of Lilian‘s brothers but what state or
action of his made Harry and Alice move away, is not known]
had made that impossible.
I was very happy looking after my dear father, and you will
guess how greatly I missed him and dear Annie. Douglas is
very kind and often pops in to see me, sometimes with one or
more of his boys.
What a state old England is in! Not much like ‘Christian
England,’ as it used to be called.
I am so glad Dorothy’s children are so nice, and you so happy
with them. I am very kindly looked after here, and I don’t
think it will be for long. I don’t think God would let us love,
as we can and do love, if we were not to see those so dear to
us again. I am sure He would not. Keep you own brave heart
up dear Edith. It is very hard for you not to get about, but
better days will come.
My love to you all, not forgetting Kay [Edith’s younger
daughter]. I remember her, and her husband, and wish I has
seen more of them. My dear love for you all and I am Ever
lovingly yours Auntie Lil.
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Tuesday April 8th. [1952]
I found a few sheets of this paper a few days ago, so am using
them up
[Note: inserted at the top of the letter. In fact it is the same
paper as used in the previous letter.]
My dearest Edith
I was so very glad to hear from you. I have never forgotten
you; I am sure you know that, but I am old now, and things
naturally are more difficult. To add to my woes, I don’t see, or
hear very well, so it makes things a little difficult, but Mary
and Kate, who look after me, are very thoughtful and kind, so
I have much for which to be thankful.
Somehow I have mislaid your letter but I hope to find it
before I finish this letter. I was so glad to hear from you that
you were so happy with one dear daughter and her family, just
as you were with them in Germany, and so very glad you will
have both of your loved ones before long. I know how much
that will rejoice your heart. You know I have seen both John
and Kaye, and liked them both very much.
I am thankful my sight and hearing all right while my dear
father and Auntie Annie were with me, and we were all happy
together. I felt awful when they both left me, but I am
thankful I could look after them to the end, and we had such a
fine doctor in Dr Leggate. He was so kind and clever, and
thought so much of my father. I do hope to see all our loved
ones again, before long in a much happier world.
In your letter, which I have so stupidly mislaid, you tell me of
your new home, and how your [deleted] Dorothy’s husband,
I forget his name, won’t have enough to make both ends meet,
so intends to go in for pig breeding. Your Grandfather, when
we lived at Elm Hall did that. He used to send milk down to
EH, and then the man who drove the cart, called at the hotels
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and restaurants for their swill, which was for the pigs. He
made a good thing out of it. When we left Elm Hall, he sold
his pigs to a farmer near, who a few years after, thanked him
very much, telling him the pigs brought in more money than
anything else on his farm. So I hope it may be the same with
Jim. I hope I am right with the name dear Edith [she was!].
Douglas often pops in to see me, otherwise I don’t see many of
my relatives. Auntie Marion came to dinner (middle day) with
me yesterday, but I don’t see many of my relatives otherwise.
I never forget my dear brother Luther and his boys, Norman
and Tom, who were both killed in that awful first World War.
I remember how you and I cried over that, we both loved
those boys and Luther too.
I do hope things will turn out happily for you dearest Edith.
I hope too that the children [Dorothy’s] will make a name for
themselves. I remember one boy did very well for himself at
his School and that the Head Master thought very well of him.
That is nice to remember.
But what a queer world we are living in now. I don’t like it at
all, and I think I shall be glad when the call comes to go, to
another world. If only I am with those I love. Helena’s death
was a great blow to Grandfather, Annie and me, as you may
guess.
When I can find your letter I will write again, but as I say my
sight is very poor. I am very kindly looked after, and am
parting with my car, as times are so bad. Harry left me nearly
two weeks ago: I thought he might have cared to take a
slightly less wage, especially as his wife was working in a
factory, but he eventually[?] didn’t and I could see he (perhaps
wisely) wanted to make hay, while the sun shone. He had some
very happy times with me. You remember, dear Edith.
Things may improve, but alas! we can’t see our loved ones here
again, but dearest Edith, we shall see them in that far happier
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Illus.27. ‘Great great
Auntie Lil’: Lilian Watts
in old age.

Land, where there is no parting. I am sure God would not let
us love as we can and do, and then never see our best and
dearest again! You needn’t think I forget kind George, I don’t,
neither will the many people he has helped, and I know he
helped many.
I do hope you can manage to read this letter: tell me if you
can.
I do trust you will be very happy in the new home, every one
of you.

117

EVER ROLLING STREAM

`

Please give my love to Dorothy. Is she going to call for the
portraits I promised her, or must we arrange that later? Your
Grandfather said he would rather they were destroyed, than
left we [deleted] hung in a stranger’s house; so would I.
[Note: It is not known whether Lilian is referring to paintings
here; if so none are known to have reached the Hamilton
household. Some photographs of the Watts family survive,
however.]
Much love to you all, especially yourself. From Auntie Lil.
Lilian died four months later on 4 August, and was buried in the
family grave in Anfield Cemetery, Liverpool. She was ninety-three
years old. She seems to have been survived by her younger sister
Marion, whom she mentions as visiting her, and who was thus the last
of the children of William Henry and Harriet.
The Slopes was pulled down some years later and replaced by an
executive-style family home. But the original sandstone double
gateposts survive, somewhat repaired, to show where the old house
stood. The Watts trusts set up by William Henry’s will were not finally
resolved until 1980 with the death of his last surviving grandchild
Linda Morland, who died within a few weeks of her hundredth
birthday.
William Henry junior was the eldest child of his parents. Born in
Greenwich on 8 February 1851, he arrived just nine months after his
parents’ marriage the previous May. Like his brother Luther he also
attended Liverpool Institute High School – perhaps all the boys did.
According to his obituary he ‘received his early business training in
the counting house of J. and W. Jeffery and Co, that is Compton
House,’ but at the time of the crash of Jeffery’s store in 1871 he was
working as a draper’s assistant, one of many, in a store in Southwark
High Street in London, no doubt as part of his training.
A year later at the age of twenty-one he was made a partner of his
father’s new shop in Church Street, Liverpool. When his father moved
to Compton House, he took charge of the accounts. ‘No large
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William Henry junior and Annette Tovar 1851–1927
William Henry WATTS, jnr = Annette TOVAR
1851-1899

1853-1927

|
Lilian

|

Edith

1876–1936 1877–1954

William Henry (Harry) = Alice ?
1879–after 1961

no issue

= George J TATE
1872–1949

Dorothy TATE

Kathleen (Kay) TATE

1905–1997

1907–1958

= James A.B. HAMILTON

= John PARNELL

1899–1971
|
Jane

John

no issue
|
Sarah

William
|

|

Linda

Nellie

Arthur Tovar

1880–1980

1885–1942

1887–1938

= Geoffrey MORLAND

= H ALLMAND

= Anna Ethel ?

1881–1967
no issue

no issue
Annette Joy
1913–1958

business,’ his obituary declared, ‘and certainly no large retail and
manufacturing business involving the carrying on of a great number of
different trades, can be conducted successfully without accurate and
painstaking

accountancy.

This

and

finance

were

his

special

departments.’ Accountancy seems to have fitted his personality:
‘Regularity, punctuality and method were almost a passion with him…
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His mastery of detail was extraordinary. No labour was too great, no
application too close for him… His career was marked by earnestness
and thoroughness’ was how the newspaper article reporting on his
funeral put it.[12] But he was also imaginative enough to develop the
controls needed to allow the business to expand successfully. ‘As the
business grew and fresh branches were added, it was his mind which
devised the methods by which the figures which represented that
business were brought to a focus… ’ He was clearly a most valuable
support for his more outgoing and entrepreneurial father.
Annette, whose early life is covered below with the rest of the Tovar
family, was born in London, but by the age of eighteen in 1871 she
was working as a draper’s assistant with her younger sister Alice in
Jeffery’s store at Compton House in Liverpool. Liverpool was the
birthplace of her grandfather, Gabriel Ford, and Compton House lay
immediately opposite the church where he had been baptised.
No doubt this, as well as the likely presence of relatives or friends of
the family in the city, made it the sisters’ choice to find work, after
the early death of their father in 1869 had made this essential. At
work they must have known, and been known to, William Henry
senior in his job as General Superintendent. But they may have seen
little or nothing of William Henry junior, who, as mentioned, was
working in London as least for a time.
Annette probably stayed on in Liverpool after the Jeffery’s crash, even
though Alice returned home. If so, the Watts were in no condition to
employ her immediately, since William Henry senior had been made
bankrupt and had a large family to support. But Annette was most
likely one of the twenty former Jeffery staff taken on when William
Henry opened his own small store at the corner of Church Road and
Lord Street the following year, William Henry junior returning home
to support his father in this. But whether she stayed in Liverpool or
returned, family tradition has it she was working in the store when
they fell in love.
She returned ‘home’ to Bexleyheath to get married, giving her address
as Church Road, Bexleytheath. This was probably her mother’s home
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Illus.28. William Henry Watts junior and his wife Annette Tovar.
at the time, before she returned to the East End, rather than her
grandfather’s next door. In any event she and William Henry were
married at Christ Church parish church in Bexleyheath, just down the
road, not in a Baptist church, on 30 June 1875. He was twenty-four
and she was twenty-two years old. None of his family attended the
wedding, it seems, as the witnesses were Gabriel and Emily Ford, that
is Annette’s grandfather and either her stepmother or half-sister. They
married by licence, suggesting that Bexleyheath was not Annette’s
place of residence at the time and that she had come here just to get
married. This avoided the necessity of going through the process of
calling the banns.
William and Annette set up home at 7 Radnor Place in West Derby,
just off one of the main roads leading out of Liverpool. They quickly
started a family with their firstborn, Lilian, arriving in the spring of
1876. Edith followed on 29 April 1877, then their first boy, yet another
William Henry, though always known as Harry, then Linda in
September 1880 – four children with the eldest not yet five!
This rapidly growing family persuaded them to move to 23 Bentley
Road in Toxteth Park, a tall semi-detached house in a pleasant suburb.
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Illus.29. No.7 Radnor Place, West Derby, Liverpool. The first marital
home of William Henry junior and Annette, where their first four
children were born.
Here they had three living-in female servants to help them make life
comfortable. They had a pause in their family-making, and sometime
in the next five years moved across the Mersey to Liscard, and took up
home at 5 Sea Bank Road. Here they had two more children, Nellie
born in 1885 and finally Arthur two years later. Arthur was actually
born in Windermere, where Annette had gone perhaps to get some
peace and quiet away from the family! Or maybe he just arrived early.
However diligent he was, William Henry shared none of his father’s
drive and forcefulness. He was on the other hand a much more
approachable person. As his obituary put it: ‘Reference should be made
to his amiability and lack of ostentation, and many will miss that
kindly help which was ever rendered in times of difficulty.’ He twice
put up as a Liberal candidate for the City Council, but was defeated
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Illus.30. The three eldest children of William Henry junior and Annette:
Edith, William Henry (Harry) and Lilian.
both times. His politics were what was considered at the time to be
left of centre: ‘His sympathies were always on the side of freedom and
reform,’ was how his obituary described them. It is no surprise then to
find that he was on the Committee of the Liberal Reform Club.
Though not one of the most prominent of Liverpool businessmen, he
was nevertheless widely known and respected. He became vicepresident of the Liverpool Guardian Society, which was presumably an
insurance company. He was also a keen amateur photographer, taking
an active part in the work of the local photographic association.
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Illus.31. The two homes of
the junior Watts family on
Bentley Road, Toxteth
Park, Liverpool:
No.23 where they lived
from c.1881–4.

After Arthur’s birth the family moved back to Bentley Road in
Toxteth Park, this time to number 31. Here disaster struck. Just before
Christmas 1898 William Henry went down with pneumonia and
pleurisy. The end was rapid: ‘until the Saturday before Christmas,
Mr Watts appeared to be in his usual health.’ But ‘from the first the
symptoms were such as to cause the greatest concern to his medical
attendants… In spite of the closest and most constant care, his
strength rapidly diminished , and at a late hour on Saturday he passed
quietly away. He leaves a widow and six children.’[13] He was only
forty-seven years old. The esteem in which he was held was indicated
by the large attendance at his funeral. Along with family and friends,
many of the staff of the W.H. Watts and Co were there, as well as
many business and political associates. As the first adult member of
the family to die it seems to have been his death that caused the
family memorial to be erected in Anfield Cemetery, where it stands to
this day.
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No.31 1888–1905, where
William Henry died and
their daughter Edith
married. In both houses the
family lived in the righthand half as looked at.

As usual, we know much less about his wife Annette. She was clearly
fully occupied in bearing and bringing up six children. She always had
at least a couple of living-in servants to help her, as was normal for a
middle-class woman. Nevertheless making a home for her husband and
children will have kept her busy. She and the family stayed on at
Bentley Road after William Henry’s death long enough to see her
daughter Edith married to George Tate at the local Presbyterian
Church in 1904. Then they moved across the water again, this time to
Neston, a village in the Wirral. Perhaps the return in 1907 of Edith
and George to that area with their two daughters occasioned this.
The family was still there in 1911 and it is from here that another
daughter Linda married Geoffrey Morland. But late in 1912 they were
on the move again. A letter from Annette to Edith while she and
George were on their way to Australia survives. It is from
29 Westbourne Grove, West Kirby, still in the Wirral, but it is only a
temporary address: ‘it was tiresome we had not a correct address to
give you but must hope to do so soon when we can get letters
regularly clear’ she writes at the end of the letter
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The letter in full reads:
Xmas Day 1912
29 Westbourne Grove, West Kirby, Cheshire:
My darling girl,
Your dear letter gave such a surprise this morning posted
evidently by Alice, it was good to see your writing the time
had been so long since you left and I miss my girlies
[granddaughters Do and Kay] so, and their hugs and kisses.
I expect you have all had a delightful time on board to-day
and opened all your little parcels – we had ours sent us here
and some are very nice; letters from Arthur, Ethel, Harry,
Alice and Mary – Cards from ever so many – Lillian and
Nell gave me a nice handbag – Harry gloves, Alice a belt and
cake – Gmama a bag Auntie Annie such a nice cushion,
Queenie pot pourri jar and Linda and Geoffrey a book ‘The
Roadmender’.
My letters have no news to contain yours will be the wonderful
ones to receive all will be fresh and of interest it will be lovely
to get them – I am at home alone up in my little workroom
as I have had such a severe cold and bronchial cough, been in
bed on and off for days and so felt I dare not go in train today altho’ nearly well but insisted on girls going as I am quite
happy alone – and Hilda came in and sat with me. Lilian has
on such a pretty grey silk dress she looked quite nice in it,
Nellie wore her tussore. We saw in paper ‘Medic’ passed
Teneriffe on Friday Dec 20th – Harry sent me a card also from
L.B in case I had not seen it.
Lilian and Nellie had such nice French delaine blouse lengths
from Gina, indeed I think Lil’s is a dress length. Nellie was at
such a nice party at No. 11 to introduce Charlie’s fiancée, then
McKnights are giving one on 3rd. Lil still has massage and will
keep on until we go about end of January – it was tiresome
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Illus.32. Annette Watts and her daughters. Left to right: Nellie, Lilian,
Linda and Edith.
we had not a correct address to give you but must hope to do
so soon when we can get letters regularly clear. I do hope you
are having a good time and no one ill. I expect you are in heat
now and wearing thin clothes do hope you took all you
wanted.
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I have looked at my girlies to-day ever so often. Thank George
for his kind letter by ‘pilot’ I will write him before long –
Wonder if you get this, do hope so. Dearest love ever from
your Mother Kisses to my pets Annette Watts.
Your next letters we are going to send to the General Post
Office Melbourne.
Envelope Address: Mrs. G.J.Tate S.S.’Medic’ Care Messrs Dalgety
and Co. Ltd Melbourne Victoria Australia.
Where Annette settled after this is not certain, but the likelihood is
that she stayed in Neston, as family tradition has it. Not long after she
suffered the death of her elderly mother Amelia Tovar. Annette had,
one could say, been lucky that she did not have the worry and work of
looking after her mother in addition to her own fatherless children.
There were always at least a couple of unmarried daughters to look
after William Henry, his son’s mother-in-law Amelia, and indeed
Annette herself in their old age. Of course this left the sisters to look
after each other in their old age. The phenomenon of elderly sisters or
female friends living together certainly survived the Second World
War, but seems to have all-but disappeared now. Annette died on 25
May 1927. She was seventy-four years old. She too was buried in the
Watts family grave in Anfield.
As we have seen, Edith, Annette’s second child, married George Tate
in 1904. Her life is followed in Sign of Good Birth: the History of the
Tates. The eldest child Lilian remained unmarried, but the other four
of Annette’s children all married in due course. But only one of them,
Arthur the youngest, had a child. Thus, apart from her, Edith’s two
daughters were Annette’s only grandchildren, and only one of these,
Dorothy, had any children.
Perhaps this absence of children meant the siblings kept little contact
with each other. But it may have been as much a matter of
personality. One would have thought that Harry, as William Henry
senior’s eldest grandson, would have been pressured into working in
the family store – indeed he is given special mention in the old man’s
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Illus.33. The Watts home
in Neston, The Wirral. The
exact site has not been
identified.

will as an executor. But there is no evidence he did so. He was around
forty when it was sold off, plenty of time to make his mark with his
father long dead and his uncles never enthusiastic about the work.
What he did for a career is not known. He and Alice married in
September 1906. They moved to a house called Holly Bank in
Cheltenham in 1949 and ten years later Alice died. The date and place
of Harry’s death is not known, but it was later than Alice’s – his
sister Linda mentioned him in 1961 in the letter quoted above..
Of the others, Lilian died unmarried in 1936 aged 60. Nellie married
H. Allmand, but died in 1942 aged firty-seven. He survived her. There
were no children of the marriage. Arthur married Anna Ethel
(surname not found) in 1912. He died in 1938, also in his fifties.
He and Ethel had one child Annette Joy, known as Joy, who was
epileptic and died unmarried in 1958. Ethel was still alive at this time.

Linda and Geoffrey Morland 1880–1980
Linda, the fourth child of William Henry junior and Annette, kept in
contact with her elder sister Edith and, in contrast to her siblings,
something is known of her life. She married Geoffrey Morland at the
Presbyterian Church in Neston on 1 March 1911. Geoffrey came from
the well-known Quaker family, though his side of it was not involved
in the famous sheepskin business. He was one of fourteen children of
Charles and Jane Morland of Croydon. Charles, who like Linda’s
father was already dead at the time of the marriage, had been an
umbrella manufacturer. As a boy Geoffrey may well have attended
Bootham School, the leading Quaker public school, in York. At the
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time of the marriage he was farming deep in the Sussex countryside
near Billingshurst. He was twenty-nine years old and she thirty, still
living at home with her mother and two unmarried sisters.
Geoffrey gave up farming and became an architect. A tall, slim, rather
quiet man, which went well with his Quaker religion – which Linda
also adopted – he seems rather too refined to be a farmer. They were
also rather more intellectual than previous generations of the Watts
family. They read Russian novels – Turgenev and Tolstoy, in
translation no doubt – and went to classical concerts. Both liked to
sketch and Linda could play the piano, a normal accomplishment for a
young woman of her background, though perhaps not many actually
continued playing for enjoyment as adults. Unusually for a Quaker
Geoffrey enjoyed playing the organ – there is no music at Quaker
meetings.
‘Aug. 2. Sundry shoppings in Malvern in the morning.’ These are the
last words of Linda’s description of ‘Our Walking Tour July 26 –
1913’ which she wrote in a little pocket book she had bought the
previous May. The week’s holiday on the North York Moors ending in
Whitby actually included as much cycling as walking, as well as some
sketching. There was even ‘a glorious bathe – lunch on the sand’ at
Whitby. They stayed at local inns and even in the height of summer
seldom had difficulty finding a bed for the night. As the final words
of this description indicate, they had moved from Sussex to Malvern
soon after marrying, with Geoffrey giving up the farm at the same
time.
A couple of years later they are still living in the Midlands, but now
rather closer to Birmingham. They decide on another holiday. ‘We
cycle to Birmingham at great speed: catch the 8.45 train to York.’
After lunch ‘we get on our bikes and find ourselves travelling due
north.’ This is the start of another rather more extensive walking and
cycling tour of north-east Yorkshire taking in the moors as well as
both Whitby and Scarborough – it lasted nearly three weeks. It also
included an unexpected event. ‘Aug 25 ‘A stream with tempting
bathing pools…’ [quoting her previous day’s entry]. Why not return to
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the scene of our previous temptation and be tempted again? This we
decide to do. We lay in provisions for lunch and cycle to Westerdale.
We gain yesterday’s track, leaving our cycles well buried and hidden in
the bracken. Arrived at the stream – we at once yield to the
temptation; after which we lunch.’
But this is not 1913 any longer; this is 1915, a full year into a terrible
war. As a Quaker Geoffrey was a conscientious objector and it is
possible he was imprisoned later in the war for refusing military
service. So one of the surprises of Linda’s description of their holiday,
and indeed of the holiday itself, is the feeling that there is no war, or
it is so far distant as to have no impact on their lives. Yet only three
weeks later Linda’s cousin Tom was killed, as described above. The
other surprise is that the war does indeed seem to be having no impact
on this part of the world as yet. There is no mention of any
restrictions on movement, any shortage of food; even imported
foodstuffs seem to be readily obtainable: ‘Aug 22. We climb up
Ampleforth Moors and laze in the heather… We lunch off chocolate
and biscuits and sponge cake and grapes and ginger beer.’ Another day
they have a banana. How different from the Second World War, when
foreign-grown foods such as chocolate, grapes and bananas quickly
became rationed or wholly unobtainable. In the earlier war it was not
until 1917 that suddenly everything seemed to be in short supply.
But after this the real world must have caught up with the happy
couple. They moved to Kendal soon after the war, for they were
already there in 1923 when their friend Eric Southall first made the
journey from London to visit them.[14] Here they spent the rest of
Geoffrey’s working life, while he worked for the local Council.
No more holidays are recorded until 1928. ‘Note: The careful reader
will see that thirteen years have elapsed since the last holiday recorded
in this book. He will also notice, alas, that “the travellers” are 13 years
older. No mention is made of an early start, none of sketching before
breakfast.’ Once again they head for the North York Moors, this time
for a fortnight starting late September. The holiday is similar to the
previous ones, though there is no mention of cycling.
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The following March saw the start of a different and more luxurious
holiday. Geoffrey’s family were clearly used to doing things in the
grand manner. His brother Harold and wife Adelaide invited Linda
and Geoffrey to join them on a cruise to Norway in August. ‘Needless
to say the invitation was accepted and the joy of anticipation was
indulged in to the full.’ On 2 August ‘we leave Waterloo in a 1st class
compartment all to ourselves… We arrive at Southampton… board
almost immediately and are conducted to our commodious cabins….
We have a private bathroom all to ourselves’ – quite an unusual
luxury in those days when even superior hotels normally offered only
common facilities down the corridor from the bedroom. ‘Our boat was
the Cunard line R.M.S. Carinthia of 20,000 tons complete with
swimming pool, gymnasium and squash rackets [sic].’
The ship was less than half full with just under five hundred
passengers and as many crew. They must have been well looked after
in spite of having ‘an ancient steward with a very sad face to wait
upon us.’ Their fellow passengers included ‘many flappers and youths
and also a large number of exceptionally tall men.’ The evening of the
first full day on board ‘we have a ‘Carnival’ dinner with balloons,
musical instruments and wonderful headdresses.’ Copenhagen is the
first port of call. They find the city seemingly as full of cyclists as
today: ‘ Push bicycles and stands for same were much in evidence…
it is said that one third of the population cycle.’ The voyage continued
on to Oslo, then around the Norwegian coast as far north as
Trondheim. Then they turned for home, sailing past the Shetlands and
Hebrides, before catching sight of Ireland and landing at Liverpool
early in the morning. Kendal and home were only a couple of hours
away by train.
Linda and Geoffrey had no children, but this was probably not by
choice. Dorothy, her niece, always said that Linda was jealous of her
sister Edith because she had children. Although little contact seems to
have been kept with Linda’s siblings, there was plenty with the
Morlands. At least two of Geoffrey’s brothers had very successful
careers, and one of his sisters Lucy was also prominent in Quaker
circles as a suffragette and pacifist. Of the brothers, Egbert, was
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described in his obituary as ‘a delightfully unusual Friend.’[16]
Qualifying as a doctor, he caught tuberculosis and lived for a time in
Switzerland. After the First World War he joined the staff of
The Lancet, of which he was editor from 1937–44. He also did much
work for Quaker institutions, as did his brother Harold, a partner of
the accountancy firm of Price Waterhouse.
Harold’s son Oscar went into the Foreign Office and ended up as
Ambassador, first to Indonesia and then to Japan, which earned him a
knighthood. He and his wife Alice retired to north Yorkshire –
perhaps there was a family connection to the area, as is suggested by
one of the entries in Linda and Geoffrey’s walking tours there. A
letter from Alice to Linda survives from 1977, though it is doubtful at
that stage that Linda could understand the contents: ‘Oscar went off
to France on a pilgrimage [he and Alice were Catholic], so I came
down here to stay with some of my kind cousins; the Maxwells.
One of them, to her slight dismay, finds herself married to the present
Duke of Norfolk – since the last one only had girls. It is a great
joke!’ Now dead, she was the mother of the present Duke.
On Geoffrey’s retirement, he and Linda left Kendal and went to live
in a cottage called Barbara Crag just off the Windermere road up the
hill from the village of Burneside. While it could not be called remote,
as there was always a good bus service into Kendal just a few miles
away – it is not known that they ever owned a car – it was certainly
very much on its own. But being on their own seemed to be what they
wanted. The Friends Meeting House in Kendal, now famous for the
Quaker Tapestry, and contacts in the wider world were society enough
for them. They lived quietly in a version of the Good Life; only wood
was ever burnt on their fires. And they ate so sparingly that Linda’s
neice Dorothy, certainly no glutton, had to fill herself up with a
porkpie before visiting them! One or two occasions in the late 1940s
Geoffrey took his great nephew, the author, to lunch at a hotel in
Kendal High Street, when at Prep School in nearby Kirkby Lonsdale.
Here near Burneside old age crept up on them. Already in the late
1950s Geoffrey had to spend some time in bed: ‘Uncle is truly
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Illus.34. Linda and
Geoffrey Morland at home
in retirement at Barbara
Crag near Kendal.

wonderful and he hopes to dress this week and all being well will get
downstairs again in time.’[17] This left Linda feeling isolated: ‘ I seem to
have no one I can talk and arrange what to do and I get older and
tireder.’ By 1961, when both of them had reached eighty, they were
feeling their age: ‘I feel that Geoffrey has less strength,’ Linda wrote
to Dorothy in September of that year: ‘I do not look forward to the
coming winter, but I suppose I shall have to carry on.’
As these letters indicate, Geoffrey was bedridden for some time before
his death, Linda preventing almost anyone from seeing him. She also
became a little odd about visitors. Even when her only niece Dorothy
was staying with her at this time, one was not allowed beyond the
garden gate if one had announced one was coming. But arriving
unannounced, one was welcome to come in! Linda seems to have
become more dependent on Dorothy, her only living relative.
When Geoffrey died in his mid-eighties Linda was already suffering
from arthritis, which made living on her own difficult. Her bank
manager wrote later of this time: ‘Her physical condition made it
impossible for her to journey into Kendal to attend to her needs.’[18]
But she wanted to stay where she was and with the help of various
friends and neighbours, managed this through the winter.[19] But she
was not easy to deal with and it took ‘Dr Gill’s most skilfull planning
to bring the Consultant to the door!’ So she moved into Kentdale
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Nursing Home, Windermere, in January 1968, where she was able to
have her own furniture.[20]
But she was not happy there. No doubt for someone who had never
been very sociable being in close contact with strangers was difficult to
accept. She wrote to Dorothy: ‘Such a bother I’ve had so much
sickness lately 2 and 3 times a day, sometimes it won’t cease. I wish for
all reasons I could just be wafted away.’ But she was not wafted away
from this earth. By August 1971 at the age of ninety she had moved to
Sunnyside Nursing Home in Silverdale on Morecombe Bay north of
Carnforth. Here she stayed for the rest of her life. Not that she found
Sunnyside ideal. ‘It is sad I couldn’t be in a private house and someone
care for me. Well, well.’[21] What she really wanted was for Dorothy to
look after her, but that was certainly not something Dorothy was
going to do. Four years later, in what was possibly one of her last
letters, she wrote: ‘Dear niece Dorothy. Would it be at all possible for
me to come to you for the rest of my life and with all my furniture?
Are you at Howgill all the time now? I must think things out and see
what I can do. Love Aunt Linda.’[22]
Apart from Dorothy, she continued to get visitors. Her old friend Eric
Southall, who had been coming to the Lake District every Easter since
1923, wrote when he got back home to Cambridge after a visit in 1973:
In one’s young days one was told that a birthday was a time
for making good resolutions. But when one is at the other end
of life, surely it is a day for rehearsing achievements. I think
you must rightly feel it a great achievement that you are alert
in mind and able to react in such a full and welcoming way to
all who come to visit you. This is a very great achievement
when you are obliged to live in a bed in one room.[23]
Around this time her memory began to fail, but though confined to
bed she continued to live on, able to say little but ‘It’s a queer, queer
world.’ It must indeed have been that for her. Before the end she no
longer recognised her friends. Charles Clark wrote to Dorothy: ‘I have
kept up the personal contact both at Windermere and Silverdale…
Latterly the visits of my wife and I have been less frequent because
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your Aunt has, I’m sorry to say, not been able to carry on any
conversation. In fact she no longer appears to recognise me.’[24] In July
he wrote again to Dorothy:
I was sitting at the table a few minutes ago, writing to
Buckingham Palace about Mrs Morland’s forthcoming centenary
on 5 Sept. when I had a phone call from Mrs Lucas at
Silverdale to say she had been trying to contact you by phone,
but without success. She wanted to let you know that your
Aunt has developed a chest infection and has had the Doctor.
Although she is sitting up in her chair and eating quite well,
Mrs Lucas feels Mrs Morland has deteriorated very much so
that at her advanced age she could so easily pass away.[25]
Linda died a week later on 6 August. There had been talk of giving
her antibiotics, but she had been wanting to die for years. She was just
a month from her hundredth birthday. The funeral was held at
Lancaster Crematorium according to Quaker custom, that is there was
no minister and no ritual, just silence for the few gathered there, until
after twenty minutes a Quaker friend said a few words. Then more
silence. After half an hour we went our separate ways. Linda left
£51,000 net. A third of it went to Dorothy, certainly no less than she
deserved for her loving concern for her aunt over many years, an aunt
who had failed to show much either for her disabled sister Edith,
Dorothy’s mother, or for Dorothy herself in her troubles.
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Like a dim picture of the drowned past.
Thomas Hood Ode: Autumn. 1799–1845

`

Illus.35. The Oxenden coat of arms in the church of St Mary the Virgin,
Wingham, Kent.

Chapter Seven
The family of Elizabeth Small
in Wiltshire 1570–1909
Far from the madding crowd’s ignoble strife
Their sober wishes never learn’t to stray.
Along the cool sequester’d vale of life
They kept the even tenor of their way.
Thomas Gray: Elegy in a Country Churchyard 1751.

Elizabeth Small married Isaac Watts in Warminster in December 1817.
She had been born a dozen miles to the south-east in Shrewton,
a typical Wiltshire ‘chalk’ village on the edge of Salisbury Plain.
Wiltshire is the county of chalk and cheese. Two-thirds of it is
occupied by the extensive high chalk downs of the south and east.
Here the sheep roam. The north-western third is heavier clay country,
forming rich pasture land just right for cows producing milk for
cheese. ‘Salisbury Plain is like the sea,’ according to one Wiltshire
author, ‘its undulating turf [resembling] the petrified waves of some
immense ocean.’ Roughly circular with a diameter of thirty to forty
miles, it varies in height in general from 250 to 400 or 500 feet above
sea-level, though its highest point is as much as 945 feet. ‘This chalk
land is drained by five rivers,’ all flowing down to the town of
Salisbury and ‘these are fed by deep and sometimes narrow tributary
valleys which penetrate into the heart of the downs.’ These smaller
streams are known as winterbournes because they often flow only in
winter.[1]
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A trade directory stated in 1822 that ‘Over the extensive wilds called
Salisbury plain roam immense flocks of sheep who with their
shepherds are the sole tenants. The summer stock of sheep on these
plains and downs is computed to be 500,000’.[2] The Post Office
Directory for 1855 described ‘these Salisbury downs or plain’ as
forming ‘a high bleak ground except in the vallies [sic] of the rivers
where the towns and hamlets lie very close together.’ This was
certainly true of Shrewton. It was the main village in a group of five
strung along the Till stream and stretching little more than two miles
from one end to the other. But even if it was bigger than its
immediate neighbours, it was not a large place. At the first census in
1801 the population of the parish was only 269 men, women and
children.
Elizabeth’s roots can be traced back some 250 years in Wiltshire.
For unlike the wives of earlier Watts men, about whose ancestry little
or nothing has been found, the names of dozens of Elizabeth’s forbears
and relatives can be found in the records: and not just Small, but also
Munday and Best. As much a surprise is the number of wills these
families have left, the Mundays all the way back to the 1580s. Even
some of the gravestones of the Smalls from the eighteenth century
survive. From all of this a picture of their lives or at least the sort of
conditions in which they lived can be discovered. Elizabeth’s mother
was a Munday, and no fewer than three lines of her mother’s ancestors
can be followed back for at least two hundred years, all living in the
same village of Shrewton. We will look at them first before returning
to Elizabeth’s father’s family, the Smalls, who lived not many miles
further west in Wylye.
Shrewton (sheriff’s tun) is situated in one of the narrow valleys beside
a winterbourne. These valleys are thickly studded with villages, often
one per mile, and sometimes four or five are grouped closely together.
One such group has Shrewton at its centre. This lies just a few miles
west of Stonehenge,[3] right in the heart of what is now known to
archaeologists as England’s foremost ‘ritual landscape’, with henges,
cursuses, processional ways and barrows of various sorts scattered
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Illus. 36. The modest
church of St Mary the
Virgin in the village of
Shrewton, Wiltshire, the
birthplace of Elizabeth
Small and ancestral home
of the Mondays and Bests.

thickly over the downs. It is here that the Mundays and their relatives
the Bests lived from the latter part of the sixteenth century. Their
history is highly representative of that of the villagers of this part of
Wiltshire and doubtless many other parts of England over the next
three hundred years.
When first recorded in the late sixteenth century the Mundays are
yeoman farmers in their heyday. Their wills, and the inventories which
their neighbours and surviving relatives took of their property when
they died, tell us much about how they lived: not merely their
livestock and farm implements, but what and how many rooms they
had in their houses, what bedding they possessed, even what clothing
they owned. Not surprisingly we find that the wealthier the testator
the more rooms there were to their home. The richest of these were
yeoman or husbandmen or their widows with estates worth some £50
around 1590 going up to £150 by the mid-seventeenth century. The
houses were centred on a main living room known as a hall, plus at
least a couple of ‘chambers’ used for both sleeping and storage. Usually
the hall doubled as a kitchen. By 1660 there was a buttery as well.
Poorer folk on the other hand lived in just one room – or none at
all, presumably living as lodgers in someone else’s house. We must
remember that only a small minority of people made wills and they
tended to be the wealthier ones. Until well into the nineteenth
century most people in the country lived in wattle-and-daub one or at
most two-room cottages, perhaps with a lean-to attached.
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Indoors even for the richer villagers life was hard – literally. There
were only benches and stools to sit on until the middle of the
seventeenth century, when the first chairs are listed, unpadded no
doubt. The chambers however were all well-stocked with mattresses,
bolsters, pillows, blankets and coverlets. But apart from these and the
‘poor man‘s tapestry’ – the painted or stained cloths used to cover the
walls, doubtless as much to keep warm as for any decorative purpose
– what may be termed the finer things of life were entirely absent: no
jewellery, no books, not even a single bible. As John Aubrey, the
diarist, wrote in the later 1600s: ‘On the chalk lands… ‘tis all upon
tillage or shepherds and hard labour: their flesh is hard, their bodies
strong: being weary after their hard labour, they have not leisure to
read and contemplate religion.’ What these people prized most highly
of their possessions were the brass pots and cauldrons, the pewter
plates and pottingers, the great crocks and barrels, which they
designate as specific legacies in their wills.
The richer villagers were also well stocked with clothes. Edith
Munday’s inventory of 1589 lists ‘her apparell’ under no fewer than
eighteen headings from ‘one medley gown’ through red petticoats,
kerchiefs, partlets and aprons to two hats – thirty-two items in all: a
partlet was the collar or ruff worn by women, while the medley gown
reminds us of the biblical ‘coat of many colours’. She also owned a
‘finer gown’ and a medley waistcoat, doubtless for best, but no
underwear except the petticoats. All this was valued at just under £4
out of a total valuation for her entire ‘moveable’ belongings including
livestock, grain, furniture and bedding of less than £57, a very
significant proportion. Her son William, who died the next year,
however, had only twelve items, of which five were ‘bandes’ (of
uncertain use), one doublet, one jerkin, two shirts and a pair of ‘hasses’
(?trousers). The appearance of tailors resident in Shrewton no later
than the next century (see below) shows that in this part of the
country at least people did not make all their own clothes but were
prepared to pay for well-made clothing.
Outside, the larger farmers each had a barn to hold the wheat and
barley which they all grew. As regards animals, it is no surprise to find
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that on Salisbury Plain sheep are the dominant form of livestock. Even
the smaller farmers had a dozen or two, while the biggest ones had a
hundred or more. Every one who had land also had at least one cow,
no doubt a valuable source of nutrition from the dairy products it
produced – as the miners on the Cumberland fells found in the
nineteenth century. But no farmer had more than half a dozen cows.
Surprisingly only a minority kept pigs or poultry, and beehives were
no more common than either.
The earliest of our inventories – that of the widow Edith Munday
who died in 1589 – lists the widest range of livestock. In addition to
sheep and cows she had pigs, hens, ducks, geese and a beehive. What is
lacking almost entirely from the lists are horses and ploughing
equipment. This is difficult to understand: as the wheat and barley
indicates – and sometimes standing crops are listed too – these were
arable as well as livestock farmers. They all had winnowing sheets for
use when threshing. Sheep shears are also seldom listed. Were
ploughing and shearing carried out by specialists using their own
equipment?
Although three lines of Elizabeth’s maternal ancestry can be traced
back to the middle sixteenth or early seventeenth century, as far as the
more numerous Mundays are concerned it has not proved possible to
make a comprehensive genealogy linking all those found into a single
family tree. Too many names, which cannot be linked to earlier family
members, appear in the documents throughout the period. This is at
least partly because the parish registers of Shrewton, though excellent
in many ways and going back all the way to 1559, have gaps and are
also illegible at times. There is no doubt that many of the difficulties
with the genealogy could be solved if one could read all the entries.
Another problem is sorting out the different members of the family,
which as normal used only a limited number of Christian names.
Identification is made more difficult by the fact that mothers’ names
are not listed at baptism until well into the seventeenth century.
Nevertheless, even if all the names found cannot be linked together to
prove they formed one big family, this is probably what it was, and it
is reasonable to consider it as such.
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MUNDAY parents of Richard and brother
|
?
son
?

Richard MUNDAY = Edith ?
Symon HOLLICE = ?
John MUNDAY

Henry MUNDAY = Alice
HOLLICE

John MUNDAY = ?
?
Reuben MUNDAY = Christian ?

John MUNDAY = Michaela ?

see below

|
William MUNDAY = Margaret ?
|
Thomas MUNDAY = Susan ?
|
Mary MUNDAY = William BENNETT
|
Mary BENNETT = Thomas MUNDAY
|
Priscilla MUNDAY = William SMALL
|
Elizabeth SMALL = Rev Isaac WATTS

The maternal ancestors of Elizabeth Small
The first Munday entry in the parish register of Shrewton is dated
February 1572. From 1579 at least one Munday entry occurs nearly
every year. Since the registers started twenty years before this,
presumably the family arrived in the village around 1570. This first
entry is of the marriage of Thomas Munday to Elizabeth Purdewe.
He was one of the sons of Edith, whose will has been described above.
A direct line from Edith and her husband Richard, who died in 1585,
down to Elizabeth Small, however, has not been found. Elizabeth’s
earliest certain Munday ancestor was Henry who was perhaps first
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cousin to Thomas; that is his father was Richard’s brother. Henry’s
baptism has not been found in Shrewton or elsewhere, but he was
probably born in the late 1560s before the family came to Shrewton
some ten years later.
Henry had a son William baptised in September 1595; five months
later on 24 February 1596 he married Alice Hollice. Alice was not
quite twenty-one when she married, for she was baptised in Shrewton
on 12 November 1575. Perhaps she was William’s mother. Just as likely
Henry’s first wife had died in childbirth and he had quickly married
again, as was normal. Alice’s father Symon would have been born
around 1550 and is the earliest Wiltshire ancestor we can put a name
to.
The occupations of neither Henry nor his father-in-law Symon Hollice
are known; nor are the dates of either their or Alice’s death. Although
Henry’s exact relationship to the family of Richard and Edith
mentioned above is not known, from the prosperity shown by Edith’s
will and those of her four sons, theirs seems to have been the senior
branch and in possession of the family lands and rights. Confirmation
of this is supplied by the agreement carefully set out in considerable
detail in the parish register in 1599.
This agreement is a remarkable example of local democracy in action.
The preamble to this states that there was a need to set up a new
‘court baron’ (manorial court) to regulate the agricultural regime of
the parish. Late in 1596 the ‘sayd manor was dismembered by the sale
of lande to divers persones and to the most part to the tenants
themselves’. A reference to ‘the lord royall’ makes clear the Crown had
sold the land. Managing the complexities of the many different rights
held in the ‘feelds, downes and other commons’ without a properlyconstituted court had proved to be a recipe for ‘the greet hurt and
detriment of the greter part' of the villagers and for ‘the breache of
christian charitie and peace to the neighberhoode.’ One may easily
imagine that having too many sheep on the common pasture, or
putting them out too early in the year, and other such acts, must have
lead to many harsh words and violent deeds between the villagers.
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The agreement was signed by twenty-three ‘freeholders, tenants and
commoners’, who included Richard Munday, the widow Agnes Barlow
– the only woman – and Nicholas Barlow, the parish priest, at
whose ‘ernest perswasion’ the villagers had got together to make it.
Twenty-three signatories would make up about 100 inhabitants. What
proportion of the total population of Shrewton at this time this would
constitute is not known, but clearly not the full amount, since there
was only one Munday on the list. This Richard must be the last
surviving son of Richard ‘the elder’ and Edith. His appears eleventh of
the twenty-three names, and as these seem to be in order of size of
holding,

his

was

probably

an

average

one.

He

calls

himself

husbandman, but with forty sheep, a horse and a separate kitchen
when he died in 1622, he is clearly not the poor cottager living in a
one- or two-roomed cabin that the title is sometimes deemed to imply.
The absence of Henry Munday from the 1599 list indicates that he was
not a farmer in modern parlance. He may have been employed by one,
but over the centuries the Mundays, unlike the Bests, never call
themselves ‘shepherd’. He may well have been an artisan or tradesman,
as the study of family wills shows that these make up a greater
proportion of villagers than might be imagined. The only other
evidence to support this is that the first Munday in this line for whose
occupation we have any evidence is Henry’s son John, who perhaps
was a cobbler (the burial of John Munday ‘cobler’ is recorded in the
register for August 1653, but it is not certain it was this John
Munday). Moreover John’s grandson Thomas was certainly a weaver.
The fact that none of this line of the family left a will suggests that
this was a poorer branch of the Mundays.
It may well be for this reason that there is little more that can be
added about this line of Elizabeth Small’s ancestry beyond their names,
a few dates and the names of their siblings. Even the surnames of
many of the wives are unknown. John, the maybe cobbler, was Henry
and Alice’s fourth son. He married Michaela (surname unknown)
around 1630. They had seven children between 1631 and 1643.
As mentioned above John quite likely died in 1653, but we do not
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know when Michaela followed him. Their fourth child, William, was
born in 1636. He married Margaret (again surname unknown) and
they had two children, Thomas born in 1657 and Margaret. Thomas
was the one who became a weaver, though he may well not have been
the first or last member of the family to do so. Indeed the likelihood
is that it was a common occupation in his branch of the family at this
time. Doubtless because he could not afford to do so earlier, Thomas
seems to have married a little late, as the first of his and his wife
Susan’s seven children was not born until 1689, when he was thirtytwo. Their last one was born in 1702, just a year before Thomas died.
The sixth child, Mary, had been born in 1700 and at the age of twentyone she married a local man, William Bennett.
Bennett is a common enough Wiltshire name, but it has not proved
possible to trace William’s ancestry. William and Mary had three
children, the middle one, also Mary, being born in 1724. Twenty-three
years later, in 1747, she married Thomas Munday. The relationship
between this Thomas, Mary’s husband, and her grandfather Thomas
the weaver has not been established, but they must have been cousins
of some sort. This Thomas and Mary were Elizabeth Small’s maternal
grandparents and we shall return to them shortly. But first Thomas’s
mother’s family, the Bests, must be described.

The Bests of Shrewton
The Best ancestors of Elizabeth Small probably moved to Shrewton in
the late 1590s; for the first Best entry in the parish register is the
baptism of Stephen, son of Henry, in 1598. Possibly the break up of
the old manor in 1596 gave the family the opportunity to acquire land
in the parish. Henry’s marriage to Edith (yet another wife with an
unknown maiden name) is not in the Shrewton register, but it was
probably around 1590. The baptisms of Thomas, who was almost
certainly their elder son, and of two of his sisters Alice and Edith, all
of whom are named in their mother Edith’s will, were also not
registered at Shrewton, suggesting that they were born before the
family moved there. As well as Stephen, the parish register lists the
baptisms of Agnes in 1607 and Eflett in 1612.
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Henry BEST = Edith ?
|
Thomas BEST = Elizabeth ?
|
George BEST

Henry BEST

= Jane WINSOR

John BEST

= Susannah ?

Stephen BEST Henry BEST

= Frances ?

=?

John BEST
=?

|
Elizabeth BEST

Stephen BEST Henry BEST Nicholas BEST

= Henry MUNDAY
|
Thomas MUNDAY = Mary BENNETT

= Ann
|
3 sons

|
Priscilla MUNDAY = William SMALL
|
Elizabeth SMALL = Rev Isaac WATTS
Henry died in 1619. Beyond the parish register entries nothing is
known of him directly, but something can be conjectured from the
wills of his widow Edith and their son Thomas. Edith was probably in
her sixties when she died in February 1635. In her will she
commended her ‘soule into the hands of Jesus Christe my saviour and
redeemer and my bodie to be buried in the Church yeard of
Shrewton’, as was standard for the time. She made Thomas her
executor and residual legatee, but there was not much left after her
bequests to his siblings. Stephen got her ‘greate cheste’ and one
unmarried daughter, Agnes, her best gown and ‘greatest brasse pott’.
Agnes and her also unmarried sister Edith shared the ‘bedds, beddinge
and linnen’, though the inventory takers were keen to stress that most
of this was ‘ould’. They also shared most of household and kitchen
equipment such as it was, including one kettle and one brass
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candelstick. Eflett had died at the age of six, but the married daughter
Alice was bequeathed ‘one bushell of wheate which was given her by
her godmother’: ‘alsoe I give unto her sixe pence.’
For Thomas, if we are to believe the inventory, there was little beyond
a few sticks of furniture – ‘one table board, one fforme, one chayre’
– and his mother’s working tools, whatever they were, but suggest she
had an occupation which earned her some money. He also seems to
have got the rest of her clothes, though why these were not left to his
sisters is not clear. They were worth £3 in all out of a total valuation
of her inventory of £10 5s. The beds and bedding amounted to £5,
showing how little else there was. She may well have had some cash
too, as the bequest to Alice indicates, as does the fact that she must
have paid someone to produce the will. There is no mention of any
house or other building. Her home may well have been rented or, if
owned, passed on to Thomas on his father Henry’s earlier death. All in
all the documents suggest a family of modest means, but certainly not
at the bottom of the financial pile for the times.
The other thing we learn from her will is that Edith, like her daughter
Alice who witnessed it, could not write, as both ‘signed’ the will with
their mark, though this does not mean that they could not read.
Her son Stephen, however, signed it. The impression one gets is that
Edith was leaving in her will the household goods she had acquired on
Henry’s death, and that she continued to live in the family home, now
occupied by Thomas. What is not clear is why she felt it necessary to
go to the expense of making a will when her worldly goods were of no
great extent or value (though surely typical of rural widows of her
time), when few indeed of her contemporaries felt the same need.
Henry and Edith’s son Thomas, as indicated above, was probably born
in the first half of the 1590s. He married Elizabeth (again maiden
name unknown) probably around 1630 and they provide a good
example of some of the difficulties faced in reconstructing a family.
Some doubts remain, but the likelihood is that Thomas and Elizabeth
had ten, or perhaps eleven, children together between 1631 and 1657.
Elizabeth must have married young to bear children over such a long
span of years. Of these children only five were still alive when Thomas
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came to make his will in 1671, three daughters and two sons, George
and Henry.
Thomas was a shepherd, as both his will and inventory state, the first
time the designation is used in the records of the family. The term is
not used in the Agreement of 1599 (see above), which only mentions
freeholders, tenants and commoners. Does the agreement refer only to
their legal status as occupiers of lands and not to the way they
thought of themselves as yeomen, husbandmen and shepherds?
Or does the use of the term in the later seventeenth century indicate
rather a real change in the way the land was farmed? Sheep had been
kept on the southern Wiltshire downs in large numbers for hundreds
of years, not merely by the great medieval abbeys, but by their tenants,
the ordinary villagers, too. As Eileen Power in her classic The Wool
Trade in English Medieval History pointed out: ‘at Tisbury and West
Hatch (for example) the tenants had 1,333 sheep as against Shaftesbury
Abbey’s 250.’
Clearly the job of looking after sheep was not new to Wiltshire. But as
a specific occupation, one which entailed only looking after sheep,
rather than as a part (if the most important part) of a more general
agricultural holding, it may well have been new in the seventeenth
century. A historian of the county describes the situation as follows:
In the second half of the sixteenth century England’s
population grew by about 45%; Wiltshire maintained its share.
The increased demand for food led to higher grain prices and
the growth of capitalist farming, a change from simple
production for subsistence, which was characteristic of much
farming under the common-field system, to production for the
market. Considerable extra production was achieved by the
introduction of water meadows, which needed substantial
capital investment. These were artificially watered and flooded
in winter from a carefully controlled network of channels. Such
flooding protected the grass from frost, while the silt deposited
improved its fertility, so that it is estimated water meadows
produced four times as much hay as ordinary meadows. The
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system depended on the greatly increased number of sheep
which they could support. Sheep were folded on the meadows
in early spring, and the hay could feed them over the winter;
but for most of the year they were sent out to forage on the
sparse grasses of the open downland. A special breed, the
Wiltshire Horned, with a short fleece and long legs was
developed for this purpose and might walk 40 miles a day.
Water meadows were introduced on the Pembroke estates in
the Wylye valley in 1632 and spread rapidly.[4]
If or when Shrewton developed water meadows is unknown, but the
independent farmers of the village are unlikely not to have taken
notice of what was happening on their doorstep as Wylye was only a
few miles away to the west. Thomas’s inventory lists his two ‘chattels
leases’, one ‘caled by ye name of Norths’ worth £40 and another one
valued at £25. A chattels lease was a type of agricultural holding,
mentioned in several Shrewton inventories and wills. Together these
two leases made up two-thirds of the total worth of his inventory,
valued at £116. But Thomas’s livestock at his death amounted to only
one cow and fifteen sheep ‘with ye Lease’. So it would seem that
Thomas ran other farmers’ sheep on his lease holdings and charged for
his services either in money or in kind (perhaps a share of the wool
crop), or a mixture of the two. In addition to the lease holdings, he
also had a few acres of agricultural land, for his inventory lists two
and a half acres of corn in the ground as well as some corn in the
barn. But otherwise there was little in the way of agricultural
implements apart from a hay cart. Every household who could afford
it would want a cow to provide milk, butter and cheese, particularly
valuable for the health of the children. But clearly Thomas’s work
concentrated on the care of sheep.
This made Thomas and his family reasonably well off. He had two
houses, one of them occupied by his son George at the time of his
death. The family home consisted of a hall, which doubled as living
room and kitchen, a buttery, and a ‘well house’ downstairs. Upstairs
there were no fewer than three chambers, all well-furnished with beds
and bedding. The buttery was used as a storeroom for household items
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including such equipment as a brass kettle and four pewter dishes as
well as ‘5 pound of candles and a hundred of cheese’, but doubtless had
working functions also. The well house was used for storing the hay
cart as well as other farm items and ‘a half of Beefe’. Fifty-six pounds
of wool was found in his middle chamber plus nine pounds of lamto
or lamb’s wool. Together the will and inventory give the impression of
a prosperous life which had no time, money or desire for the finer
things of life.
His wife Elizabeth, who must have played a key part of the
achievement of this prosperity, died in May 1663. Her youngest child,
another Thomas, was just six when she died and only survived his
mother by a couple of years. Perhaps he suffered from the absence of
a mother to care for him. Father Thomas, however, lived on for
another eight years, dying in November 1671, when he must have been
well into his seventies. He made his will, remembering not only all his
children and grandchildren, but also his two sons-in-law. He may have
been a religious man; for the preamble to his will goes further than
most in expressing his faith: ‘First I bequeath my soul into the hands
of almighty God my Maker, hoping that through the meritorious
death and passion of Jesus Christ my only saviour and redeemer to
receive free pardon and forgiveness of all my sins.’ This is much more
than his mother had put in her will, but since the wording is identical
to that used by Nicholas Munday in his will seven years later, it may
tell us more about the views of the local vicar or whoever it was who
wrote out the wills for the two of them. In spite of his prosperity,
Thomas could not write his name, but put his mark ‘T’ at the end of
the will.
Before we continue down the line of Elizabeth Small’s direct ancestors,
that is Thomas’s son George and his family, a sideways look at
Thomas’s other son Henry and his family will help to fill in the
picture of the Bests particularly over the middle years of the
eighteenth century. This is made easier because no fewer than six
members of Henry’s family left wills – his widow, two sons and three
grandsons. They all died between 1724 and 1763, and all the men were
shepherds.
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As we have seen, Henry was residual legatee of his father Thomas’s
estate. Thomas had left £20 and his best bed and bedding to his only
unmarried daughter Elizabeth, and small amounts (mostly one
shilling) to each of his other children and grandchildren. George was
left ‘the house that he now lives in with all the appurtenances
belonging to the said chattels lease (except the cow on the said land)’
(spelling modernised). Henry got ‘all the rest of my goods and chattels
moveable and unmoveable.’ George’s house cannot have been the one
described in the inventory or Thomas would have described it as ‘the
house I now live in.’ So this must have gone to Henry. But what of
the leases, the most valuable part of the estate? Thomas’s will only
mentioned ‘the said lease’ with its cow. This is confusing: the lease has
not been mentioned before in the will, and his inventory lists two
leases. Clearly George got at least one of them, and it seems most
likely that Henry got the other. Many years later Henry’s widow’s
inventory included ‘a leasehold bargain for two lives’ worth £25 and it
is tempting to see this as the lease of the same value mentioned in
Thomas’s inventory. But we cannot be certain.
Henry, as we have seen, was probably born in the late 1640s and
married Susannah around 1670. They had five sons followed by two
daughters, all of whom were alive when Susannah died in 1724. This
contrasted with Henry’s experience of half his siblings dying young
and is surely a tribute not only to the care provided by Susannah and
Henry but also an indication of their comparative prosperity. The
children of the poor were always less likely to survive. No evidence of
Henry’s occupation has been found, but since his father, at least two of
his sons and three of his grandsons were all shepherds, it would be
surprising if this were not his occupation too. He seems to be dead by
1690. He did not leave a will, but Susannah, who outlived him by over
thirty years, did. Her main purpose in this was to make sure that her
unmarried daughter, Susan, was properly provided for. She was left £8
and much of the household equipment.
Susannah’s will survives in two versions. The wording is identical, but
one was written by the educated lawyers of Salisbury and the other by
a local man. This latter throws some light on the local pronunciation.
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It has ‘Shurten’ for Shrewton, and ‘my dafter Shusen’, ‘my bead thath
I lay upon’, ‘hur nartrel life’, and her son ‘Hinnery Beast’. Two of
Susannah’s sons also left wills. John, the youngest son, died just a few
months after his mother, leaving a single child Nicholas, his wife
having probably died in childbirth. The purpose of the will was to
ensure his property was passed on to his siblings if his son died – in
fact he survived to leave a will of his own. The main interest in the
will is that it mentions ‘the half yard lands which I purchased off
Mr Wansborough’, one of the village’s leading residents. A yard land,
also known for hundreds of years as a virgate, varied in size between
fifteen and sixty acres according to locality.
Henry and Susannah’s eldest son Stephen lived rather longer than his
brother John, dying in 1744. He left his ‘dear wife’ his house and
garden as well as all goods and chattels for life. Otherwise he made
only monetary bequests: £10 each to his two children still living
locally and £7 10s each to the two married daughters living a little
further away. As with his brother John no inventory was produced to
give us further information. In turn Stephen’s son Henry seems to
have been persuaded by his father’s death to produce a will of his own
immediately, perhaps because he was unmarried. He left his brother
Stephen the leasehold orchard he had purchased, and £40 in trust to
one married sister and £10 each to the other two. Some eleven years
later this younger Stephen, also unmarried, made his will. He left his
leasehold estate in the neighbouring village of Maddington to one
married sister; and then made substantial monetary bequests to his
other siblings: £20 to Henry, who in fact outlived him; £40 to another
married sister, £70 to the third and finally the interest for life on £40
to his uncle William, also a shepherd.
Finally there is the will of Nicholas, the son of John. Not expected by
his father to survive the death of both his parents at an early age,
Nicholas in fact grew up and flourished. He married and had three
sons by his wife Ann. Dying young in 1758 – he can only have been
in his thirties – he left the freehold halfyard lands he had inherited
from his father and a sheep lease he had acquired himself to his eldest
son John. Attached to the former was a ‘dwelling house, gardens,
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orchard, barn, stavellhouse’ and more. There was also a leasehold
house in the village. Twenty pounds was to be given to each of his two
younger sons on his wife’s death.
The purchase of property and the growing size of the monetary
bequests in these wills give the impression that this line of the family
enjoyed continuing and indeed growing if still modest prosperity.
But there is no evidence of social pretensions. Stephen senior’s three
daughters

married a

carpenter, a

labourer and a blacksmith

respectively, while his son Stephen chose the local baker and a
cordwainer as trustees of his estate.
What of the other line of the Bests, the family of George Best,
Elizabeth Small’s direct ancestor? They left no wills, so we must rely
on the sparse information from the parish registers. At the age of
twenty-four George married Jane Winsor from Maddington. They had
four children, three sons and a daughter. The eldest one, Thomas, was
another shepherd. The youngest one, another George, had eleven
children by three wives. He and his first wife are described as poor at
the birth of his first child in 1703, as are several other couples in the
five years from 1700. He and his third wife called his eighth and tenth
children Drusilla (the first one died as a baby) and the ninth one
Absalon. Where these strange names came from and what they imply
cannot even be sensibly guessed at!
George and Jane’s second son, John, was born in September 1669.
He married twice, firstly Frances, by whom he had two daughters: Jane
who died at the age of twenty-one in 1715 and then Elizabeth, baptised
on 2 February 1696. She was Elizabeth Small’s great grandmother.
Her mother Frances must have died when she was only about three
years old, because her father married again in January 1700. This
second wife, another Jane Winsor or Windsor like John’s mother, only
lived another seven years, and there were no children from this
marriage. John himself lived until 1728, reaching the age of fifty-nine.
His daughter Elizabeth was already married by this time. She and
Henry Munday wed at Orcheston St Mary on 25 February 1724,
shortly after her twenty-eighth birthday. Orcheston St Mary was one
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of the smaller villages in the Shrewton group (Maddington was
another one) and they married there presumably because this is where
Elizabeth and her father John lived. She and Henry were the parents
of Thomas who married Mary Bennett, whom we have already met
above. We will come back to all four of them shortly. But first we
must look at Henry’s line of the Munday family.

The family of Reuben Munday
This line can be traced back five generations from Elizabeth Small to
Reuben Munday, and less certainly another three further back to
Richard and Edith described above. Reuben’s baptism has not been
found. He was born around 1630, for the first of his three marriages
was in 1654. The parish register was well-kept and clearly written at
this time; so he may not have been born in Shrewton. However it is
difficult to believe he was not one of the local Mundays. But he is the
first Munday to be called Reuben, making it difficult to attach him to
any of the family lines so far described. The only potential clue is that
his first child was called John, and John was the name of the eldest
son of Richard ‘the elder’ and Edith. The eldest son of this John was
in turn also called John, and Reuben may have been his son.
Grandfather John called himself a yeoman. But Reuben would have
been a younger grandson with no land to inherit; hence his occupation
as a tailor, which apart from family details is all we know about him.
Reuben’s first marriage was to Mary Taylor in Shrewton. They married
in June 1654 and their first child John was buried the following
February: so perhaps he was premature. They also had a daughter, who
died just six months after her mother in the summer of 1662. Thus no
child survived from this first marriage. Some twenty months after
Mary’s death Reuben married again, to Elizabeth Bodiman at
Chitterne All Saints, a village on the downs immediately to the west
of Shrewton. This was presumably her home village. They had one
child, also Elizabeth, who was baptised the day her mother was buried
– 14 August 1664. Thus ten years after he first married Reuben had
just one baby daughter. He was luckier with his final marriage.
We have no details of it, but his wife Christian produced six children
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Richard MUNDAY = Edith ?
|
John MUNDAY = ?
|
John MUNDAY = ?
?
Reuben MUNDAY = Christian ?
|
Henry MUNDAY = Priscilla ?
|
Henry MUNDAY = Elizabeth BEST
|
Thomas MUNDAY= Mary BENNETT
|
Priscilla MUNDAY= William SMALL
|
Elizabeth SMALL= Rev Isaac WATTS
in an astonishingly short period of six and a half years, between
November 1667 and June 1674; then a final one four years later. Only
this last one and one other are known to have died in childhood, but
there is a gap in the burial register of seven years from the beginning
of 1680, so there may have been more childhood deaths. This is likely
because the marriage of only one of them has been found.
Reuben died in July 1703, when he was probably over seventy years
old. His wife Christian’s burial has not been found; doubtless it
occurred during the gap in the register. Henry, their second child, was
born in March 1669. He was a tailor like his father and, like his father,
that is all we know of him. It is his marriage we know of. He married
Priscilla (no details available) when he was in his early twenties and
they had six children over the next fifteen years. Two of these
certainly died young, and again we only know of the marriage of one
of the survivors. The first child, named Priscilla after her mother,
lived just long enough to be baptised; but Henry, the next one named
after his father, survived. The date of Henry senior’s death is not
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known, but it cannot have been before 1707, for his last child Reuben
was born in August of that year. Priscilla lived on until March 1728,
when she was probably in her late fifties.
Henry junior was a tailor like his father and grandfather. He seems to
have been born in 1694, but his baptism is missing. He married twice:
his first marriage was to Elizabeth Read in 1715. They had two sons,
but the first, Richard, died at birth. The second, Henry or Harry, was
born in October 1717.

He survived even though his mother died

when he was only three, in due course marrying and having a son of
his own. In February 1724, three years after Elizabeth died, father
Henry remarried, this time to Elizabeth Best at Orcheston St Mary, as
mentioned above under the Best family. Henry had two further sons
by her, but again one of them died young, only a few months old. The
second of these was Thomas born in June 1724. Henry prospered as a
tailor; for when he died in late 1762 or early 1763 at the age of sixtyeight, he left a will. He left the rather strange sum of £63 to his elder
son Henry ‘to be paid directly after my death’. This too is a little
unusual, as many beneficiaries had to wait six or even twelve months
for their legacies. Everything else, including ‘the house that I now
lives in with all appurtenances – also all my stock in trade’, went to
Thomas, the younger son, who was sensibly also made executor.
Elizabeth must have predeceased her husband as she is not mentioned
in the will.
Thomas, then, must have followed in his father’s footsteps as a tailor,
the fourth generation to do so. In September 1747, at the age of
twenty-three, he married Mary Bennett, whose family we have already
described. When his father died Thomas and Mary had already largely
completed their family. They had nine children over a period of
twenty-one years: five girls and four boys. How many survived
childhood is unclear, since Shrewton’s burial record in the second half
of the eighteenth century is uninformative, substituting ‘child’ for the
parents’ names of dead children, making identification uncertain.
Thomas made a will in 1793, a full ten years before he died. Whether
he was feeling especially prosperous or particularly ill, we do not
know. Certainly he was well-off for a villager of his time, leaving
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monetary bequests which totalled no less than £360, though his estate
was valued at less than £300 when he eventually died. There is a
sudden leap in the valuation of Shrewton estates at this time. Until
1790 among the wills studied virtually all were under £100 and none
reached £200. After this estates of less than £100 were unusual. Much
of this was due to inflation, which caused prices to double in the
1790s. But as we discuss below, this was a time also when a great
divide was opening up in rural England between the haves and the
have-nots.
Thomas had ensured he was one of the haves. By 1793, he had at least
three freehold houses, two of which he rented out, and he had recently
bought three acres of land. We must assume he had some other
property as well, since none of this went to his son James. He was left
‘all my other freehold and lease hold property, and half my household
furniture and all other things whatsoever’, while his (Thomas’s)
daughters were each given either a house or a monetary bequest
varying from £40 to £120. The fourth child and third daughter was
named Priscilla, after her great-grandmother, though the latter had
been dead twenty-seven years. Priscilla the younger was baptised on
Christmas Day 1755. She was nearly thirty when she married William
Small in Shrewton on 24 July 1785. This was just as huge changes were
taking place in Shrewton and throughout the country. Before we move
on to follow the story of the Smalls, we must examine these changes
and the impact they had on the lives of all the villagers.

Change of Fortune
In the eighteenth century inventories cease to be produced, and wills
become more informative. They become more concerned with
monetary legacies than with brass pots. This suggests rising wealth
during the eighteenth century and the availability of new financial
instruments, such as bonds and annuities, for keeping longer-term
savings. But this greater wealth seems increasingly concentrated on the
successful few. The evidence points strongly to an ever-larger divide
between the by now relatively small number of farmers and better-off
tradesmen on the one hand and the much larger number of labourers
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and their families who struggled to survive on the other. Wiltshire had
been one of England’s richer counties for a long time, and a survey in
1696 estimated that, though poorer than the Home Counties around
London, its wealth equalled that of the whole of England north of the
Humber, a fifth of the total land area.[5] The quality of the remaining
houses in many of the villages also points to a spread of wealth not
known further north and is in contrast to, say, Nottinghamshire,
where old village houses are thin on the ground. But this changed
dramatically. ‘Throughout the nineteenth century Wiltshire was one of
the poorest counties in England and sometimes the worst-off. In
1846–7 one sixth of the population was given poor relief.’[6]
William Cobbett, who knew the area well and loved its countryside
having spent part of his childhood close by, was in no doubt about the
miserable condition of many of its inhabitants. Riding through it in
August 1826, he claims that
From Heytesbury to Warminster is a part of the country
singularly bright and beautiful… All the way from Salisbury to
Warminster… the country is the most pleasant that can be
imagined. Here is water, here are meadows; plenty of freshwater fish; hares and partridges in abundance... Lofty trees and
rookeries in every mile; roads always solid and good; always
pleasant for exercise; and the air must be the best in the world.
Yet it is manifest that four-fifths of the mansions have been
swept away. Nearly a third of the parsonage houses have
become beggarly or have disappeared. I have now been in
nearly three score villages and in thirty or forty hamlets in
Wiltshire; and I do not know that I have been in one however
small in which I did not see a house or two or sometimes
more either tumbled down or beginning to tumble down. It is
impossible for the eyes of man to be fixed on a finer country
than that between the village of Codford and the town of
Warminster; and it is not easy for the eyes of man to discover
labouring people more miserable.[7]

160

THE FAMILY OF ELIZABETH SMALL

One of the causes of this misery, he infers was that ‘The villages down
this valley of Avon, and indeed it was the same in almost every part of
this county [of Wiltshire] used to have great employment for the
women and girls in the carding and spinning of wool for the making
of broad-cloth; but this is now wholly gone; and this has made a vast
change to the people… ’[8] The industrialisation of textile manufacture,
particularly the introduction of the spinning jenny, had a huge impact
on home-based rural industries.
But it was not just the earnings of the female members of the family
that had disappeared. The livelihoods of many of the male members
had gone too. In the nineteenth century the inhabitants of Ralph
Whitlock’s typical Wiltshire village
… were mostly losers. In mid-century the village comprised
about 100 houses. Its population was 400. Of these not more
than fifty were farmers, builders, carpenters, other craftsmen, a
parson, an innkeeper and a few others. All the rest were
classified as agricultural labourers. It was otherwise in 1800.
Then many of them, probably most of them, had been
independent peasants, each with his cottage and his rights on
the common land.
Their independence had gone with the ending of the old three-field
system of agriculture. Then their own tiny acreage, their rights on the
common land and their seasonal wages for the larger farmers at
harvest and other busy times allowed them a subsistence living.
Enclosure early in the century changed all that. It created ‘a huge new
class of paupers’.
To the loss of their land was added the loss of much occasional work.
A major cause of this was the introduction of threshing machines
which, by 1820, were becoming common. ‘They were seen by farm
workers as a deadly threat to their livelihood.’ It removed their only
source of income during the colder months. Thus
… the introduction of threshing machines was the last straw.
In the autumn of 1830 they rose in revolt. For several weeks
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England was literally ablaze. Night after night ricks and barns
erupted in flames, while well-to-do families shivered behind
barred doors and mobs marched about shouting revolutionary
slogans and smashing machinery. In a battle at Tisbury a rioter
was killed.[9]
The trouble was at its worst in Wiltshire. In the ensuing trials a total
of 457 men from various parts of the country were transported to
Australia, a third of them from Wiltshire alone. The riots did the
labourers no good. Their average wage continued to fall. The real
problem was that there were too many of them. The new systems of
farming and the new machinery increasingly coming into use meant
that farmers could produce more with fewer workers. Those with
money to invest in land and machinery prospered, with the result that
land ownership became concentrated in fewer and fewer hands.
The Mundays were thus certainly not alone in experiencing the
descent from the comparative affluence of yeoman farmers in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to the poverty of nineteenth
century farm labourers. But descend they certainly did. By 1841, at the
first surviving census, every single adult and teenage Munday still
living in Shrewton and neighbouring Maddington is listed as an
agricultural labourer or a female servant. There is one exception. The
fifty-seven-year old Thomas is a glover with five children and a lodger
to make ends meet. The days when the family were prosperous traders
and yeoman farmers were a distant memory, if indeed they were
remembered at all. For whatever else agricultural labourers and female
servants were in the mid-nineteenth century, they were poor.
W.H. Hudson in his famous book A Shepherd’s Life about a Wiltshire
village claims that
The wages of a strong man was only 7s a week, barely
sufficient to keep him and his family from starvation and rags.
In fact it was not enough, and but for a little poaching and
stealing he could not have lived. But it was customary on small
farms to get rid of men after the harvest.[10]
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They then had to exist on four shillings a week doing parish relief
work clearing flints from the fields. ‘The misery of these out-of-work
labourers was extreme. The men would take their dinners with them,
consisting of a few barley balls or cakes. At sunset they would go
home to a supper of more barley bannocks washed down with hot
water flavoured with some aromatic herb or weed, and then go
straight to bed to get warm’ for there was seldom money for fuel.
Home would typically be ‘a modest cob-walled cottage roofed with
thatch and with a beaten chalk floor.’ It had ‘ one room upstairs and
one down with a lean-to at the back, or simply two rooms at ground
level. It would have had a fairly spacious hedged garden.’ [11] They had
of course been like this for hundreds years and were better than the
typical labourer‘s

one room

with a

lean-to kitchen

in rural

Cumberland in the nineteenth century. But, unlike urban housing,
there was little improvement in the nineteenth century. Hudson’s
verdict in 1910 was stark: ‘I cannot think that any person, for whom it
had no association, would want to make this village his home.’[12] So
much for the rural idyll.
Not surprisingly, many left their native villages, not merely in
Wiltshire, of course, but all over Great Britain. They went where there
was work, not only in William Blake’s ‘Satanic Mills’, the new
factories, but also, for the daughters of agricultural labourers, in the
home. The demand for living-in servants was growing enormously.
This was the new status symbol for the emerging middle class. It was
in these households of only one or two servants, not often as many as
four or five, that the great majority of country girls found themselves,
not in the more famous grand houses of the nobility with their
establishments of a hundred or more servants ‘below stairs’. Whether
male or female, some of the ‘emigrants’ went only to the nearest town.
Others moved on to London, Bristol or the new great northern cities
– Liverpool, Manchester and the like. The most adventurous or the
most desperate perhaps went even further afield, at this time
overwhelmingly to the U.S.A.; only in the twentieth century did the
great majority emigrate to the Empire.[13]
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The Small Family
Unlike the Mundays the Smalls, being tradesmen with desirable skills,
were able to prosper. The family may have originated in Dorset, as
several of that name lived in and around Bere Regis in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries. But no connection with Elizabeth’s family
has been established, and there were in any case Smalls elsewhere in
Wiltshire as well. The earliest Small ancestors have been found in
Wylye in the early eighteenth century. Wylye, which takes its name
from the little river which runs through the village, consists, like
many others in the ‘chalk’ part of Wiltshire, of good arable lands in
the valley and extensive sheep runs on the ‘plains’.[14] William Cobbett
described the valley in 1826 thus:
In coming from Salisbury, I came up the road which runs
pretty nearly parallel with the river… This runs down a valley
twenty-two miles long [and] is very fine in its whole length.
Here are watered meadows nearest to the river on both sides;
then the gardens, the houses, and the corn-fields. After the
corn-fields come the downs; but generally speaking the downs
are not so bold here as they are on the sides of the [Salisbury]
Avon; but the villages are as frequent; there is more than one
church in every mile.[15]
Today the village has many attractive stone-built houses, indicating a
prosperous past. The high quality tombstones, including several of
Small family members, reinforce this impression. Unfortunately it has
not been possible to identify any house belonging to the family.
Edward Small who died in Wylye in 1760 was perhaps the earliestknown ancestor in this line. He may have been the father of William,
the first certain ancestor, who was buried there in January 1738. If so,
Edward would have been about eighty when he died. William, who was
a miller, died young with his oldest child not yet ten. But fortunately
for their four children, his wife Bridget survived him by over twenty
years, dying in January 1760. There was first William, then Ann, then
two more boys, Thomas followed by Robert – who was less than two
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Edward SMALL
?
William SMALL = Bridget –
|
Thomas SMALL = Lydia FRY
|
William SMALL= Priscilla MUNDAY
|
Elizabeth SMALL = Rev Isaac WATTS
|
William Henry WATTS sen

years old when his father died. All reached adulthood and married,
which is a tribute to their mother, but also perhaps suggests that
grandfather Edward, if indeed he was this, was supporting them.
Bridget’s maiden name is unknown, but we do know she could at least
sign her name, by no means common among countrywomen at this
time. For she signed an administration bond in April 1738, three
months after William’s death to confirm that he died intestate. She
and two friends, John Perrier a wheelwright and William Best a
schoolmaster, both of Wylye, were bound for £100, which was the
approximate value of William’s estate. William was therefore not a
poor man, but what his estate comprised, no information survives.
Thomas the third child was baptised on 18 July 1733. He was not yet
five years old when his father died. But the most notable piece of
information on him to have survived is that he married younger than
anyone else in any part of the family. For he took Lydia Fry as his
wife on 7 May 1750, when he was not quite seventeen. It is a myth,
propagated perhaps by some of Shakespeare‘s plays, that in olden times
people married young. The records simply do not bear this out. People
of both sexes typically married in their early twenties, as they did until
a few decades ago. Of course, some married (for the first time)
somewhat later, but only a very few before twenty-one, the legal age of
adulthood. The marriage licence gives both Thomas’s and Lydia’s place
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Illus.37. Wylye, Wiltshire.
(top) The substantial
houses in the village suggest
a prosperous past.
(centre) Wylie church.
(bottom) The main
gravestone of the Small
family. Behind lies the
fenced grave of the
notorious Popjay.
According to Sir Richard
Coate Hoare, a ‘large and
flamboyant tomb’ said to
have been ordered by a
certain Popjay, who left the
village a poor boy but
returned claiming he had
acquired a fortune. He then
left again without paying
for the tomb.’[16]

of residence as Hindon.[17] Thomas’s occupation is given as clothier,
which means that he would have been making or selling cloth or
clothes or both, though probably not on his own account. Perhaps he
was working for one of Lydia’s relatives, who included tailors later on
in the century and maybe at this time too.
There can be no doubt about Thomas‘s age or date of marriage.
The entry for his baptism in the parish register is clear; he had to get
a licence to be married because of his age, and that is clearly dated;
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and his tombstone gives his age at death in 1794 as sixty years of age.
Moreover, a further document confirms his age – more or less.
In December 1752 a ‘Bond of Guard of the person and effects of
Thomas Small a minor’ was issued by the archdeacon’s court in
Salisbury. By this Thomas himself appointed two neighbours, a
shopkeeper and a miller, in Tisbury, where he was presumably then
living, as ‘Curators and Guardians’ of himself and his property. This
document gives his age as eighteen though he was actually nineteen by
this time. While the purpose of this bond is clearly to protect the
young man, what gave rise to it is not obvious. No similar document
has been found for any of his siblings. Perhaps the need for it arose
because he was married and lived away from home. There were in fact
Smalls living at Tisbury from around 1714; and in 1743 William Fray
married Anne Small there, and while no direct connection has been
established to these in either family, there may have been relatives
living there. Tisbury has been described as ‘a small town full of
interesting old stone buildings and a few exceptional ones including
England’s largest medieval tithe barn.’[18]
Lydia, like virtually all women at this time, remains undocumented.
Though there were plenty of Frys in this part of the world, none can
be connected directly to her. Another Lydia Fry living in Mere a few
miles down the road left a will in 1715. She had a grandchild Lydia,
but she was married to someone else, so this cannot be ‘our’ Lydia’s
immediate family, though they may well have been related. The large
number of wills the Frys as a whole made over the years suggests a
generally prosperous family. Thomas and Lydia married not at Hindon
where they were living but at Semley (all the places mentioned here
are within a few miles of each other). Why Semley was chosen for the
wedding is unknown. The parish registers of both Semley and Hindon
contain no Fry or Small entry at all up to this time, so there seems to
have been no family connection. And the man who attested their
marriage licence was a yeoman farmer from Tisbury, John Scammell
(it was probably John’s son, also John, who later married one of
Thomas and Lydia’s daughters). It could be that Thomas’s age had
something to do with the choice of wedding venue. It could also be
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that Lydia was pregnant. If so no live baby was born, or at least
acknowledged.
Lydia must have been around twenty-eight when she married
(according to the age given on her gravestone), some eleven or twelve
years older than Thomas, and thirty-two or thirty-three when she had
her first child. But she evidently had a strong constitution. She and
Thomas had six children together, three boys and three girls all born
in Wylye. They had to wait – or deliberately did so – nearly five
years for the first one, Sarah, born in March 1755, but the other five
came in the next ten years. They all married in due course in Wylye
and all the children except one continued to live there. What the two
sons who remained there did for a living is not known, but the
occupations of the daughters’ husbands are given in Lydia’s will as
labourer, shoemaker and carpenter. One thinks of these small
communities consisting mainly of farmers, but it is noticeable here as
elsewhere that villages also contained artisans and traders of various
sorts and these tended to marry their own kind rather than farmers’
daughters.
Thomas and Lydia prospered. Thomas, who had, as we have seen,
moved to Hindon from Wylye by the time of his marriage and on to
Tisbury a couple of years later, soon moved back to Wylye where other
members of his family still lived. His will gives his occupation as a
baker, but it is not known when he turned from making clothes to
making bread. His estate was valued at under £600, which must be
close to the actual value. He died in Wylye on 31 May 1794 ‘aged 60’
according to his gravestone, but Lydia survived him by over ten years
and ‘departed this life March 8th 1805 aged 83 years.’ They share the
same gravestone, which remains standing to this day in a group of
family stones in Wylye churchyard, witness to the prosperity of the
family. Thomas left £100 each to his three sons and one guinea each
‘and no more’ to his daughters: doubtless he had already given the
girls some sort of a marriage portion. Everything else, including the
stock and utensils for the baking business, was left to Lydia. In her
turn Lydia left everything in her estate, now worth £300, to her three

168

THE FAMILY OF ELIZABETH SMALL

daughters, including ‘my dwelling house garden and premises at
Stapleford, Wilts.’ She perhaps sold the family home in Wylye on
Thomas’s death to pay the sons their legacies and moved to Stapleford,
just two or three miles down the road, although she is still described
as ‘of Wylye’. She ‘signed’ her will with an X, indicating she could not
write, though it would be wrong to assume because of this that she
could not read.
Members of the Small family continued to live in Wylye and be buried
there throughout the nineteenth century. They soon believed they had
gone up in the world. Robert, Thomas’s younger brother, was
churchwarden in 1793, and his eldest son, another Robert, called
himself ‘gentleman’ in his will in 1813. In turn the gravestone of the
younger brother William gives him the title of ‘esquire’. The 1851
census describes William as a farmer of three hundred acres employing
twelve labourers, a substantial estate for those days. His father had
married a Perrior, long-time friends of the Smalls, and his widowed
mother, born Elizabeth Perrior, was now a land proprietor, while her
brother William is a maltster and farmer of six hundred acres
employing twenty-four men and boys. The Perriors had come a long
way from 1738, when ‘John Periar the younger wheelwright’ had
signed as a bondholder for the intestate William Small (see above).
Not all the family flourished, however. Edward Small, a brother of the
Shrewton William, was a letter carrier in 1841, though whether he was
still working at the age of seventy-one is not clear. Quite possibly he
was. And his son Edward is listed as an agricultural labourer with a
wife and two children. He is apparently the last Small to be buried in
Wylye. He died in 1885. His gravestone mentions he had been ‘72
years a member of the Parish Church Choir’.
William, the one son of Thomas and Lydia who got away, was born in
Wylye in February 1760. Like his father, he too was a baker, but soon
found it necessary to strike out on his own. Not that he went far:
Shrewton is just a few miles to the north-east of Wylye. Here he
married Priscilla Munday by licence on 24 July 1785. Perhaps they
needed a licence because William was not a native of the parish. For
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the time William and Priscilla were long-lived. William died in June
1833 at the age of seventy-three, while Priscilla survived another ten
years, dying in March 1843, a full eighty-seven years old. They were
also very prolific. Priscalla bore William ten children (her mother in
turn was one of nine and her grandmother one of eight). She had five
daughters over the first six years of the marriage: Priscilla, Catherine,
Frances, Mary and then Elizabeth, born 1 June 1791 and baptised
twelve days later. Three boys, William and two Thomases, followed,
and finally two more girls, Anne and Harriet. Of these ten children
seven were still alive when William came to make his will in 1728 –
five of the seven girls and two of the three boys.
The family seem to have lived well, perhaps helped by the legacy of
£130 Priscilla received from her father Thomas (see above). For
William, like his father-in-law, had no fewer than three freehold
houses. Two of these he had ‘purchased of Mr Seagrim’ according to
his will, doubtless as an investment. Moreover, though the bulk of his
moveable estate is listed in a typical lawyer’s formula – ‘all my
household goods, plate, linen and china, also my stock in trade, bills,
book debts, money, securities for money and all other things
whatsoever’ – his few particular bequests suggest a degree of modest
wealth. His youngest daughter Harriet is left his ‘best bed, bedstead
and yellow furniture [perhaps bed hangings] and my clock’, while his
grandson William gets his gun. No gun or clock has been mentioned
before this in any family will.
He survived for another five years after making his will, dying in June
1833. He had left everything to Priscilla for her lifetime, then the
three houses were to be divided between his surviving children,
daughters sharing equally with the sons. The daughters also were to
share all his household effects on their mother’s death. In 1833,
however, these are valued ‘sub £100’ on probate, which is much less
than other effects were valued around this time and certainly well
below the ‘under £300’ valuation of his father-in-law’s effects. Perhaps
he preferred to put his money into houses rather than keeping it in
cash under the bed. No doubt Priscilla was glad of the income from
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the two other houses during her widowhood. She lived on another ten
years, dying in March 1843 at the great age of eighty-seven. She was
buried at Shrewton and had presumably spent her last years there; but
this cannot be confirmed as she has not been found in the 1841 census.
Little is known of her numerous children. As mentioned three died
young, but William’s will frustratingly does not name his daughters’
husbands, if any. The eldest one, Priscilla, was married to John
Kelloway of Woodford, a village near Salisbury, in 1817. John set up as
a

blacksmith

in

Heytesbury,

halfway

between

Shrewton

and

Warminster, and they had a family. Whether ‘grandson William’ who
got the gun was her son or a child of one of her brothers is not clear
from the will or indeed any other source. For the family largely
disappear. Not a single Small is listed in Shrewton in 1841. The two
sons surviving in 1828 and the other daughters are nowhere to be
found, unless a Catherine Moody, described as a farmer in Landford is
the second daughter (Catherine Small may have married Benjamin
Moody in 1812, but the IGI entry is dubious). One can only assume
that like Elizabeth the others felt there was no future for them in
Shrewton and moved on.
The question of Elizabeth’s religion when she left Shrewton cannot be
easily resolved. To marry such a religious young man as Isaac Watts,
even though at the time of their marriage he was only a member of
the Independent church at Warminster, not a confirmed Baptist
minister, surely meant that she too was moved by the new religious
feeling that was sweeping such a large section of English society at the
time. Before 1796 there was no significant presence of dissenters or
nonconformists in Shrewton. But since then, when a reformed tinker
had sold his house there cheap to a small group mostly from the
surrounding area, the Baptists had been present in the village, though
operating without a minister. They had quickly put up a basic wattleand-daub meeting house in the garden of the tinker‘s house, and in
both November and December of that year they had paid ‘Mr Munday
for the earth for the walls dug in Mr Sainsbury’s garden’ nearly £1 in
total.[19]
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At first the group flourished modestly. By 1812, when a minister was
first appointed, it was noted that fifty believers had been baptised since
1797, and of these thirty-six remained. By the religious census of 1851,
however, Baptists greatly outnumbered Anglicans certainly in both
religious enthusiasm and in actual adherents. The Baptists could
assemble around three hundred worshippers at each of three services
on Sunday, while the parish church had only seventy in the morning
and two hundred in the afternoon.[20]
But those who signed the documents to establish the church in 1796
and again when a minister was appointed in 1812 include no Smalls,
Mundays, Bests, or indeed any other family names. Indeed the only
family name in the Baptist records all the way up to 1900 was one
Charlotte Munday, who was baptised in May 1847, presumably as a
young women, as she died in 1909.[21] Moreover Elizabeth must have
left Shrewton sometime before 1817, when she married Isaac in
Warminster, that is when the surge in Baptist membership was only
just beginning. Thus, while she must have been aware of the new
group and doubtless some of its special beliefs, there is no evidence
that she or her family were directly affected by them. Her change of
religious allegiance may thus well have occurred only after her move
to the very different environment of Warminster.
The establishment of a Baptist church was a sign of how life in
Shrewton, as in so many other villages at this time, was changing.
Among other things it was growing fast. The 269 inhabitants of 1801
had increased to 399 only ten years later and to 571 in 1851. The
increase in the number of poor in the parish had started rather earlier.
In 1785, when the cost of poor relief had nearly doubled from ten
years earlier, regular relief was given to only 19 people, with some
others receiving occasional help. By 1804 no fewer than 46 adults and
57 children received regular payments, around a third of all those
living in the parish. This cost the wealthier inhabitants £273 in that
year; but this sum had more than doubled to £652 in 1818, though it
fell back to its earlier level only five years later.[22] But, though several
Mundays and Bests are listed in the accounts of the overseers of the
poor for these years, no Smalls were receiving poor relief.
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To this one must add that the Napoleonic Wars, which had been
raging for over twenty years, finally came to an end with the battle of
Waterloo in June 1815. Far from bringing widespread prosperity,
however, the immediate aftermath was several years when many poor
people were hard put to survive. ‘The years from 1814 to 1818 were
marked by extremely harsh winters and cold wet summers. The worst
came in 1816. In Europe the summer was cold, dark, wet and gloomy.
‘A party of literati spent their ruined Swiss vacation indoors, writing
horror stories. Mary Shelley invented Frankenstein and Byron’s
physician The Vampyre.’[23] In England food prices surged due to severe
crop shortages in 1816 and 1817. And as described above in ‘Change of
Fortune’, this was not the end of rural Wiltshire’s problems. The poor
of Shrewton did not need to read horror stories. They lived them.
This then was the background to Elizabeth’s – and indeed her
siblings’ – decision to leave their native village. Change was in the
air; there was no future for them in the village and they left. Elizabeth
herself may have gone as early as 1803, when she was twelve years old.
Many country girls of that age were employed as living-in domestic
servants far from home. Warminster was only a dozen miles from
Shrewton and the nearest town: it was the obvious place to go for
work. In her case, the general prosperity of her family makes leaving
home at such a young age less likely, but whatever the timing, the
result was life-changing. The centuries of living in the Wiltshire
countryside were over. Her life was transformed and her experiences
and, more particularly, those of her children were utterly different
from anything her ancestors had lived through. Her adult life has been
followed above in Part One.
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Chapter Eight
The East Anglian ancestors
1590–1750
Like strangers’ voices here they sound,
In lands where not a memory strays,
Nor landmark breathes of other days.
But all is new unhallow’d ground.
Alfred, Lord Tennyson: In Memoriam, 54.

The Warnes of East Anglia
The new businessmen like William Henry Watts wished to be beholden
to no one for work, wealth or religion. They embraced the new styles
of

Christianity,

whether

as

Baptists,

Quakers,

Methodists,

Congregationalists or whatever. By the late eighteenth century even
Anglicanism could be considered an old religion, having existed for
some 250 years. But behind that was one even older, that had never
quite disappeared from England. Kept alive through the years of
persecution in isolated manor houses and the stately homes of the lesspolitical

nobility

and

gentry,

Catholicism

survived

tenuously.

Especially in the remoter countryside it was able to retain some
adherents. East Anglia was one such area, and Suffolk, dominated
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William WARNE = Margaret HENRY
?
William WARNE = Anne ?
|
Thomas WARNE = Anne ALGAR
|
Samuel WARNE = Elizabeth ?
|
John WARNE= Elizabeth BARBER
|
Eunice WARNE = Philip James KNIGHTS
|
Sarah KNIGHTS = William SUTER
|
Harriet SUTER= William Henry WATTS sen
before the Reformation by the huge monastery and vast estates of
Bury St Edmunds Abbey, was at the heart of this. Once the monks
had controlled much of the county both economically and judicially.
It was a countryside of hamlets, little gatherings of farms and cottages,
with few real villages. Each parish tended to have its big house, a
church and just a few farms forming the parish centre. Some of these
farms were so remote that some parents brought their children to the
parish church to be christened in batches, not one-by-one immediately
after birth.
Wingfield is a parish in northern Suffolk near the Norfolk border, a
little to the east of Diss and some way from Bury. In the later middle
ages it had been a seat of the great De La Pole family, Earls of Suffolk.
But the main interest in the place goes back even further – to the
Black Death. Sir John de Wingfield died of an early revisitation of the
plague in 1361. He had been Chief Counsellor to Edward the Black
Prince, eldest son of King Edward III, and had fought at the battle of
Poitiers in 1356. Ransoming French noblemen made prisoner at the
battle made him a fortune, and when he died just a few years later he
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Illu 38. Wingfield, Suffolk:
(top) the church of St
Andrew’s and (below) the
castle gatehouse, both built
by the De La Pole family
in the late fourteenth
century – the peasants
were revolting!

left money for the establishment of a chantry college at Wingfield.
Apart from praying for the souls of John himself, the Black Prince
and the King, the Master and nine secular chaplains ran a boarding
school. John’s daughter and heiress married William De La Pole, soon
to become Earl of Suffolk. There was serious unrest in the county not
many years later due to the unpopularity of the great Abbey at Bury
and the rise of Lollardy, inspired by John Wycliffe. Following this in
1381 the De La Poles built a castle at Wingfield, the splendid remains
of which can still be seen, with the south front with its gatehouse
rising over sixty feet above the moat. The De La Poles also built the
magnificent church.
The De La Poles died out when the last male of the line, now a Duke,
was one of many to lose his head during Henry VIII’s reign, and the
College was dissolved with other religious houses in 1542. The
property was then passed over to the Bishops of Norwich and leased
out. Much of the building was demolished and the rest hidden by a
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Palladian-style

Georgian

mansion

in

the

eighteenth century.

Considerable parts of the original fourteenth century college, however,
remain, including the medieval great hall and part of the cloisters.
Although leased, the great house was the residence of the local squire,
who must have owned much of, if not the whole, parish.
It was here at Wingfield that Eunice Warne, the grandmother of
William Henry’s wife, Harriet Suter, was born. The Warnes first appear
here in the late sixteenth century. The first we know of were the eight
children of Thomas baptised between 1592 and 1612. Then in
November 1624 a Martha Warne, the wife of William, was buried here.
They seem to have had no children together. William married again –
in Wingfield – in August 1626, this time to Margaret Henry. As none
of Thomas’s children was called William, the relationship between the
two men has not been established, but they were probable close family.
William and Margaret had four children born between 1627 and 1637,
but there is a gap of seven years from 1629 after the first two. So it is
possible they had more children during this time who were not listed
in the parish register.
We are on firmer ground with a second William. He was probably
born in the early 1630s and may well have been a child of William and
Margaret. He married Ann (surname unknown) and they had their
first child named Thomas baptised on 18 November 1657, the first of
five children. Nearly twenty-five years later, on 29 August 1682,
Thomas

married

Anne

Algar

at

the

neighbouring

village

of

Fressingfield. Algar is a common name in this part of Suffolk; indeed
an Algar, son of Lady Godiva and Earl Leofric, was Earl of East Anglia
at the time of the Norman Conquest in 1066. But Anne’s birth has not
been traced. Thomas and Anne in their turn had eight children, five
girls and three boys. Samuel, the fourth child and second son, was
baptised on 12 March 1689. Thomas died in May 1727 in his seventieth
year, and Anne followed him the following March.
Samuel married twice but we have the maiden names of neither of his
wives. The first, Susannah, bore him two boys. Susannah probably died
in childbirth, for only fourteen months after her death Samuel‘s new
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wife Elizabeth bore him a son John baptised on 3rd April 1714.
He was their only child. But he survived and at twenty-one-years old
on 3 December 1735 he married a local girl, Elizabeth Barber, who was
a few weeks older than him, having been baptised on St Valentine’s
Day. She was the daughter of John Barber and his wife also Elizabeth,
née Salter. John and Elizabeth Warne had nine children, seven girls
followed by two boys. Neither boy, however, lasted more than a few
weeks. By the time the seventh girl arrived, the family had moved
some miles further east to Bramfield, a little inland from Dunwich.
This must have happened between the birth of Anna in Wingfield in
1747 and Eunice, baptised 18 June 1750 in Bramfield. No information
on the occupation or status of the family at this time has been found,
but it is safe to assume they were tenants or servants of the lord of the
manor of Wingfield or Bramfield.

The Life and Work of Philip James Knights
c.1757–1833
1. His Origins 1718–1791
Eunice Warne married Philip James Knights on 15 February 1778 at
the church of St George Colegate in Norwich. Philip James’s
parentage has defied attempts to unravel it. But some clues survive and
these – in particular the Catholic connection – need to be explored
in the light of the political and religious circumstances of the time.
Harriet Watts interviewed in 1894, stated that her mother Sarah Suter,
Eunice and Philip’s daughter, had attended school ‘in the Convent of
Bury St Edmund’s. She was reared as a Roman Catholic and remained
one until she was forty years of age.’ But was it her mother Eunice or
her father Philip James who was the Catholic? Or was it both?
In 1767 the House of Lords ordered a Census of Papists throughout
the country. There had been ‘Press agitation over the perceived laxity
of Anglican bishops in tolerating the presence of papists in their
dioceses.’[1] Perhaps only in Britain could the press influence
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Thomas KNIGHTS = ?
|
Francis KNIGHTS = Elizabeth DRIVER
|
Henry KNIGHTS = (1) Alice JACKSON (2)Mary BURGESS
?
Philip James KNIGHTS = Eunice WARNE
|
Sarah KNIGHTS = William SUTER
|
Harriet SUTER = William Henry WATTS senior

government action at that time – everywhere else in the world it was
more tightly controlled. The complete return for the diocese of
Norwich, which covered both Norfolk and Suffolk, survives. It lists
every Catholic found in the two counties and names most of them.
In the county of Norfolk outside the city, the census takers found 345
Catholics in total: men, women and children. Of these 299 in a total
of fifty-nine parishes were over the age of fourteen, compared with
290 in seventy parishes when a similar count had been made ninety
years previously. Thus although they were less widespread, Catholic
numbers in the countryside had remained level. But there were still
few of them; hardly the population of one typical village at the time.
In the city of Norwich, however, the situation was different: numbers
had grown rapidly. There were now 340 Catholic adults compared to
only forty-nine in 1676 and they had spread to twice as many parishes.
From being a religion which survived from what protection a few
aristocratic houses could provide in the countryside, Catholicism was
now well-established among the urban workforce. It was found
especially in the cloth trade and particularly amongst weavers.
In Suffolk, with no major town like Norwich (then one of
Britain’s largest), things had changed much less. Nevertheless Bury
St Edmunds, where the remains of the great abbey still loomed over
the small town, was now established as a major Catholic centre.
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Moreover there was – or had been until recently – a Catholic-run
school there. The 1767 census lists as a Papist Agnes Larratt ‘widow
and schoolmistress’, though she is now eighty years old. There is no
sign of any children boarding, so she may have served only the local
community. There is also no sign of any convent or convent school at
this time, but clearly Catholics were an important group in the town,
and if evidence from elsewhere is valid here, living in harmony with
their Anglican and nonconformist neighbours.
Out in the Suffolk countryside, Catholicism had been spreading
quietly, particularly in the northeast of the county. Whereas in 1676
Catholics had been reported in only one parish in this part of the
county, now in 1767 they were resident in a dozen. But the parishes of
Wingfield and Bramfield, where the Warnes lived, are not shown to
contain any Papists. Nor does the list of names include a Warne or any
of the other families they married into, such as the Barbers and
Algars. On the other hand no fewer than four of the ‘papist’ parishes
lay in the immediately neighbourhood of Wingfield, including
Denham and Hoxne; and Bramfield, though more remote, was also
only a short distance from the nearest parish with a Catholic resident.
These parishes usually only contained a single Catholic family. The
scattered Catholics in this area were served by a peripatetic priest,
whom they supported financially, not relying on the bounty of a
wealthy family; and in this they were like their nonconformist
neighbours. The Warnes, however, were all baptised in the local parish
church; and while no census is fully comprehensive, the evidence in
total suggests that they were not Catholic. But even if not Catholic
themselves, they must have known of some, and perhaps knew them
personally.
In Norwich, however, the 1767 census of Catholics lists Henry
Knights, a forty-four-year old bricklayer, and his forty-year old wife
Mary as resident in the parish of St George Colegate. They are the
only Knights in this survey of Norwich papists. Knights is very much
an East Anglian name, Knight without the final ‘s’ being the normal
spelling elsewhere; but even there it is by no means common. Research
has revealed very few Henry Knights born in East Anglia in the
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eighteenth century. There were families of that name in Norwich but
no Henry has been found born at the right time. One was baptised in
Kelsale, Suffolk, on 21 September 1723, however, which would make
him forty-three or forty-four years old in 1767, which agrees with the
census information. He was the son of Francis and his wife Elizabeth
née Driver, who lived at Kelsale, and married there on 19 November
1718, just a few months after the death of Francis’s first wife in
childbirth. Francis had been christened in Kelsale in 1691 as the son of
Thomas. Kelsale is just five miles down the road from Bramfield and
around twice as far from Wingfield. No Catholics were listed as
resident in Kersale in the 1767 census, which shows Henry as having
lived in Norwich for only six years at that time. Quite plausibly
Henry was the son of Francis and Elizabeth. Perhaps his family knew
the Warnes.
Catholic priests at this time did not often keep records of the
baptisms, marriages and burials of their flock, since the practice of
Catholic ritual was of dubious legality and so the history of it
carefully hidden even after Catholics came out of the closet following
the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829. So these records seldom exist.
Moreover after 1751 the only valid marriages were those conducted in
an Anglican church by an Anglican minister, so Catholics and other
non-Anglicans swallowed their objections and married in their local
parish church. The marriage of Henry Knights and Mary Burgess was
solemnised on 12 April 1762 at St George Colegate in Norwich. Mary
was the daughter of John and Mary Burgess and baptised on
28 January 1725 at St John Madder Gate in the city. This bordered on
the parish of St George Colegate, where Mary was resident by the time
of her marriage – her half-brother John, son of John and Susannah
Burgess, had been baptised there in August 1729. Being born in 1725
would mean Mary was forty-two at the time of the Census of Papists,
close enough to the age given there – forty – to confirm the
identification, especially as Burgess is so rare a name in East Anglia at
this time.
Since both Henry and Mary were baptised in their local parish
churches, their parents must have been traditional Anglicans. So the
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two of them must have converted to Catholicism as adults.
The baptisms of Philip James and of his and Eunice’s children, on the
other hand, remain undiscovered. We know from his age at death that
Philip James was born around 1757 if that age is given correctly, and
would thus have been about ten years old at the time of the census.
Although this listed Catholic children, he is not there. In any case he
could not have been Mary’s son, as she and Henry were not married
until five years after his birth. But could Philip James have been the
son of Henry by a previous marriage? Henry was certainly old enough
to have been married before – he was thirty-four in 1757. A Henry
Knighte married Alice Jackson at St George Tombland in Norwich on
30 April 1753. This must surely be him; the final ‘e’ of his surname
could have been wrongly transcribed. But there are problems with the
date of his arrival in Norwich if he had only been there six years at
the time of the census in 1767 – or had he only been a Catholic for
six years then? Mary Burgess was not Philip James’s mother, but may
have been his step-mother.
To sum up, perhaps the most likely reading of the evidence is that
Philip James was the son of Henry Knights, a builder, and that Henry
came from Kelsale in Suffolk, where he was brought up as an
Anglican. He moved to Norwich and married Alice Jackson there in
1753. Alice was born in Norwich and christened on 18 July 1731 at the
church of St Peter Parmentergate. They had Philip James but did not
have him baptised in the parish church because by this time Henry
had converted to Catholicism. Alice died and Henry married Mary
Burgess, who perhaps converted after marriage. The lack of family
baptisms and the certain Catholicism of Henry and Mary point
strongly to Philip James being brought up as a Catholic and to his
wife Eunice adopting his religion. It would then be quite natural for
them to send their daughter Sarah – and perhaps their other
daughter – to a Catholic school.
But why send Sarah all the way to Bury St Edmund’s to school? There
were many Catholic families in Norwich by this time and there must
have been at least one school for them. But possibly there was no
satisfactory school for Catholic girls in Norwich. Or they may have
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wished to keep a low profile. In this context it may be noted that in
November 1792, at the height of the French Revolution, Philip James
was among some two or three dozen Norwich residents subscribing to
a fund for the relief of the French Refugee Clergy in their ‘truly
pitiable situation.’ Philip James gave the typical amount of 10/6d (half
a guinea). These clergy were of course Catholic, the Roman Catholic
Church in France being one of the main targets of the Revolution.[2]
Keeping a low profile was not in Philip James’ nature. He carved out
a successful business career by using publicity to get noticed. In doing
so, he had a big impact on Norwich. For he is acknowledged as the
most important person in the development and sales success of the
Norwich shawl, which was a mainstay of the city’s economy for
decades while the fashion for shawls lasted.

2. Philip James’ business career 1791–1838
In contrast to the mystery of his birth and background, Philip James
explodes into the records like a supernova in the autumn of 1791.
He had made a breakthrough in the production of high-quality textile
fabric and he was going to make sure the world knew about it. Ever
since the British had come into contact with India, they had envied
the excellence of the cloth that the Indians produced and longed to be
able to match it. As British society grew more affluent in the
eighteenth century, demand for the fine materials such as muslins
expanded hugely. Those from Kashmire were especially prized. They
were ‘made from the fine soft fleece of the mountain goat… Weaving
was done by the tapestry-twill method. This approximates to the
European method of weaving tapestries. Each colour was put in with a
separate shuttle. While giving excellent results, this method is
extremely time-consuming, and a shawl could take up to eighteen
months to weave.’ As a result these shawls were highly desirable, very
scarce and enormously expensive.[3]
The Norwich textile manufacturers were already expert at producing
fine cloths such as lightweight worsted and ‘half silks’ with a silk warp
and wool weft, much sought after as fashionable fabrics for ladies’
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wear. In the late 1780s a woman in Spalding had produced a very fine
spun woollen yarn, and none other than Sir Joseph Banks, the famous
botanist and President of the Royal Society of Arts, had asked John
Harvey, a leading Norwich textile manufacturer, to produce a fabric
from it. But it was not what was required. As Harvey wrote to Samuel
More, the Secretary of the Society, the thread ‘would make stuff very
fine and thin [but] it would not be sufficiently soft and silky….
It bears no comparison to the Indian shawls’ softness and silkiness.’ [4]
That was one problem. Size was another. To get material of the length
and width which some applications required, meant pieces had to be
sewn together, giving unsightly seams. Philip James managed to solve
both problems, and in the autumn of 1791 he approached John
Hemming, a member of the Society, about presenting his counterpane
to the Society of Arts (‘Royal’ was added to the name later) for
consideration by the society. On 22 October Hemming wrote to More:
Sir, I take the liberty to request you will present the
Counterpane sent herewith to the Society of the
Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce: it is
made by Mr. Knights of Norwich in imitation of the East-India
Shawl Counterpanes, and is the first article of so fine a texture
that ever was made to so large dimensions in this kingdom,
being four yards square without any seam. Mr Knights is
anxious to obtain the approbation of the Society before he
offers it for sale. He has brought the manufacture to so great a
perfection in shawls, waistcoat shapes etc, that they can hardly
be distinguished from Indian, though they can be afforded at
one twentieth part of the price usually given for the same
articles that are brought from India. I understand the largest
articles ever attempted to be made in this country prior to the
one now presented are only one yard and a half wide. I am,
Sir, Your humble servant John Hemming.[5]
Philip James had already been in touch with More; for he himself
wrote to More the next day:
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Sir, Your favour of the 21st inst. is now before me, requesting
to be informed the price expected for the counterpane; I find
on calculation that it cannot be retailed at a lower price than
twenty pounds to be sixteen quarters square as that
[presumably he means the sample submitted] is; and fifteen
pounds if twelve quarters embroidered in the same manner: if
plain with a fringe only, it will come at eight quineas, sixteen
quarters.’
He goes on to claim that ‘The Counterpane is the first ever completed
out of India in a loom of that width without a seam and of that
fineness and softness of texture. It is equal in beauty and far superior
in strength to the Indian counterpanes, which are sold as high as two
hundred guineas.[6] A guinea was worth £1.1s (105p) and widely used to
price expensive items.
Philip James knew he had made a breakthrough in the manufacture of
fine textiles, and he wanted to make the most of it. Hence the
approach to the Society before offering it for sale. He realized their
acknowledgement of his achievement would be most persuasive for the
aristocratic customers he was aiming for. For this was not for the
masses even at his prices, much lower than they were of Indian-made
items. As he informed More: ‘Please to observe, the middle of the
counterpane being left plain, it is intended for the coat of arms of the
family to be embroidered in.’[7]
The counterpane he sent to the Society was chosen to show off both
the quality of the fabric and the size of the seamless piece. But the
process was never intended to be used only for counterpanes. It was
for a wide variety of articles. He had made the counterpane to
demonstrate the huge size he could weave his beautiful fabric. To gain
further publicity he now wanted to present it to Queen Charlotte,
wife of King George III. He wrote again to More in November:
In compliance with the wish and request of a respectable
meeting of Norwich manufacturers (from whom I have
received thanks for my exertions in accomplishing the width of
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Illus.39. The royal coat of arms from J Knights’ counterpane.
The prototype for the shawl counterpane given by him to Queen
Charlotte, the wife of King George III.
the counterpane) I write you… if there be any objection to my
having the counterpane returned to me for 3 months in order
to embroider His Majesty’s Coat of arms about a yard square in
the center... Because if that favour can be granted, I intend
immediately after the Exhibition to present it to the Queen.
But what precisely had Philip James done? How had he done it?
Where had he obtained the expertise and the money? What was his
background in the industry? All this remains a mystery. As we have
seen, he was probably the son of Henry Knights, a ‘bricklayer’, that is
a builder almost certainly with his own business. As textile
manufacture was the major industry in Norwich, with its leading
owners dominating local society – the already-mentioned John
Harvey was an alderman for example – it would be natural for Henry
to put his son into it. Philip James was clearly associated with Harvey,
perhaps as a partner; for in the following summer (1792) at an
exhibition showing off his counterpane he modestly admitted ‘that the
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city is indebted to the Mayor elect for [its] introduction.’ The Mayor
elect was John Harvey himself; so even if the breakthrough was mainly
the result of Philip James’ work, nevertheless it is clear he worked
closely with Harvey, who was perhaps responsible for the yarns used.
By the autumn 1792, with Harvey busy as Mayor of Norwich, Philip
James had taken over his premises at 2 Colegate in Norwich and his
warehouse in London.
As the letter above shows, Philip James was respected by his fellow
Norwich manufacturers: indeed they looked to him to bring much
new business to the town with his new process. But what was this
process? From his letter to More it seems it was to do with the actual
manufacturing of the material, that is, making a loom which could
handle

the delicate

yarns over

a great width –

his fellow

manufacturers thanked him for ‘my exertions in accomplishing the
width of the counterpane.’[8] Controlling the weaving process with
such fragile yarns over so great a width was the key to his
breakthrough. But there seems to be no information on the actual
innovations he introduced which made this possible.
When he brought his counterpane to the attention of the Society of
Arts, Philip James was around thirty-four years old and full of energy.
Having been awarded the silver medal of the Society in recognition of
his work, and having presented his now embroidered counterpane to
Queen Charlotte, he set about publicising his new fabric. On 2 June
the following year the Norfolk Chronicle announced his success:
We have a pleasure in saying the Society of Arts have adjudged
him the medal for his counterpane of the most beautiful
texture four yards wide without a seam, and elegantly
embroidered with the King’s Arms in the center, and a deep
border.
At the same time it congratulated him on ‘the perfection which [he]
has arrived at in finishing Shawl Counterpanes’ as well as ‘his
ingenuous confession during the late exhibition’ in acknowledging his
indebtedness to John Harvey.[9]
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Three weeks later the Norfolk Chronicle was able to inform its readers
that:
On Tuesday last Mr Knights of this city waited by command
upon their Majesties at Kew, when they were most graciously
pleased to order several different articles of dress for
themselves and the Princesses, giving him at the same time
very flattering assurances of their patronage and favour.
Another few weeks on it announced that ‘the Queen has appointed
Mr. P.J. Knights of this city shawl manufacturer to her Majesty.’ In October
Philip James was back in royal company, this time at Windsor ‘with the
different articles of dress for the Queen and the Princesses; their Majesties
expressing much satisfaction of the improvement made to the manufacture
since they last saw it, and of its being the means of giving employment to so
many females.’[10] As a result in December ‘Her Majesty and all the
Princesses appeared in Norwich Shawl Dresses of Mr Knights’
manufacture.’[11]
Giving ‘females’ work was a benefit Philip James was keen to promote.
In an advertising leaflet entitled ‘To the Promoters of Female
Industry’, issued some time the same year, after stressing the
superiority of his fabric and the articles made from it over ‘the real
Indian shawls’, he added, ‘the thousands of Young Females it gives
constant

Employment

to

will

he

presumes

be

a

peculiar

recommendation.’ Peculiar indeed by today’s standards, for the ‘young
females’ employed in this way were girls of four years old and
upwards. As he informed his potential customers in the leaflet, at his
shops, where ‘the Nobility, Gentry etc’ could inspect his wares, ‘a
Child, who at 4 years of age wrought before her Majesty, will be seen
embroidering shawls.’ Of course he was not alone in employing girls
as young as four. It was the norm for embroidering textiles at this
time. And in other industries too, children as young as four years of
age were employed in the new factories of the Industrial Revolution,
usually in much worse conditions. Meanwhile the idle rich, having
nothing better to do, visited the factories and praised the use of young
workers as being an admirable means of keeping the children of the
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Illus.40. Advertising leaflet issued by P.J. Knights in 1792.
poor occupied. Such was the ‘Enlightenment’! The past indeed is
another country.
The main purpose of the leaflet was to advertise Philip James’ ‘most
superb assortment of Ladies Train Dresses, Scarfs, Shawls, Sashes,
Turbans and Habit Shapes’ for the ladies and ‘Waistcoat shapes, Riding
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Cravats etc etc’ for the gentlemen. He also sold ‘bed furniture’ at a
time when four-poster beds complete with counterpanes and drapes all
around were still very much in fashion. Getting the Royal Warrant
was a great feather in his cap and one which Philip James was not
slow to exploit. Already the previous month he had taken a substantial
advertisement in the Norfolk Chronicle announcing himself as ‘Shawl
manufacturers to Her Majesty and the Princess Royal’ and ‘respectfully
informing the Nobility and Gentry that he had opened for sale an
elegant assortment of Ladies’ train Dresses, Scarfs, Shawls, Ladies’
habits and Gentlemen’s Waistcoat shapes, Riding Cravats etc.’ Train
dresses were priced between 2 and 8 guineas, waistcoat shapes
8 shillings to 2 guineas. All items were available at his two shops at
2 Colegate Norwich and 11 King Street, Cheapside, London.[12]
This advertisement in September 1792 is the first one by him that has
been found. It again stresses the work he is providing for ‘thousands
of females’ at the same time as making much of the royal connection:
‘P.J.K [sic] will have ready to deliver early in October the same
patterns in Train Dresses which will be worn by the Queen and all the
Princesses at that time.’ He obviously wished to ensure his fashionconscious customers were up-to-the-moment with the latest styles.
Here one must make the ‘distinction between the item, a shawl, and
the fabric, generally at this time known as shawling. Shawling was
made into different items of dress, both male and female, as well as
counterpanes and long scarfs. It was always woven a plain off-white,
and then the design, instead of being woven in as was done later, was
embroidered in a darning stitch, generally by children.’[13] But it was
not only in London and Norwich that Philip James wanted his new
fabric and the clothes made from it to be available. By the end of
September he had appointed agents throughout East Anglia.
The following spring he mounted a major ‘exhibition’ in London.
Strangely he does not seem to have advertised this, though it may be
that advertisements in a London paper have been missed. Instead he
got the Norfolk Chronicle to write another article. ‘On Wednesday
last,’ it reported on Saturday 30 March, ‘Mr Knights of this city waited
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on the Queen at Buckingham House [now Buckingham Palace] when
Her Majesty was pleased to fix this day for viewing with the Royal
family his Shawl-manufacturing Exhibition in New Bond Street
previous to its being opened for public inspection. Her Majesty gave
Mr Knights the most flattering marks of approbation with assurances
of her particular patronage.’ Not only that, but the Queen supported
‘so spirited and laudable an undertaking as that of promoting industry
in young females and ordered him to make the same publicly known
in whatever manner he judged proper, so as to establish this
manufacture of our city in the fashionable world.’
This was clearly a great coup for Philip James. The exhibition was a
huge success. ‘Last week’s exhibition of the shawl and state-bed
manufacture had the honour to boast an assemblage of the first
fashion and fortune in the kingdom, who all seemed highly delighted
with that beautiful manufacture of this city,’ the Norfolk Chronicle was
delighted to claim, continuing: ‘We doubt not but Mr Knights will
make it his peculiar study to merit that patronage which has so
warmly been bestowed on him by the British fair in their assurances to
him of adopting it as a fashionable dress the next season.’[14]
The paper continued to support Philip James’s endeavours. In May it
printed ‘the list of nobility which have honoured the Norwich Shawl
Manufactory Exhibition with their presence and patronage.’ The list
included not only the Queen and princesses, but also the Duchess of
Ancaster, the Marquis and Marchioness of Salisbury, Countess
Buckinghamshire and nearly fifty Ladies with some of the country’s
best known names among them – Churchill, Howard, Tudor, Cecil
and Shaftsbury. A week later ‘His Grace the Duke of Norfolk and a
large family party visited Bond Street.’ The Duke ‘assured Mr Knights
that he should furnish three new rooms in Arundel Castle with shawl
manufacture and expressed it as his particular wish that every part of
the furniture should be executed in Norfolk, desiring Mr Knights to
find every part of it complete with cabinet work, carving and gilding,
upholstery etc.’[15] Though the Duke and his family lived in Sussex, he
must have wanted to show his support for his titular home.
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Another week on and Miss Coke of Holkham Hall, one of the
grandest houses in Norfolk, wanted ‘to fit up part of her elegant
mansion with that beautiful article’ as well as buying some shawl
dresses. Early in June there was another royal visit; and then it was
announced the exhibition was to be closed, ‘the principle part of the
furniture’ having been sold. In July Philip James advertised that a
‘small tent bed’ was ready for inspection and that ‘orders for shawl bed
furniture’ could be taken. It is not clear how he coped with all this
sudden influx of orders. Perhaps the basic fabric was not too difficult
to produce: what took the time was the embroidery. For this he could
doubtless use the services of many ‘females’ who had been employed by
other manufacturers in the city. The Norfolk Chronicle continued to
stress the benefit of Philip James’s success to local employment. It is
also unclear how he divided his time between London and Norwich
and what management he had not only ‘to mind the shop’ literally
when he was not there, but also to oversee the manufacturing process
in his absence.[16]
In London he had taken over the London premises of John Harvey in
King Street, off Cheapside in the City. But following the great success of
his ‘exhibition’ in New Bond Street he continued to trade from number
136 there, doubtless because it was in the now more fashionable West End.
His next advertisement in October largely repeats his one in September
the previous year, but he informs customers that he is now affixing a label
stating ‘P.J. Knights Shawl Manufacturer to her Majesty’ and topped with
a crown to every item of his production. He also lists the linen-drapers he
has appointed as agents in all the main towns of East Anglia – Ipswich,
Colchester, King’s Lynn, Great Yarmouth, Thetford and Cambridge – as
well as a number of smaller towns.[17]
But the move to New Bond Street was only temporary. Just a few
weeks later, at the beginning of November 1793, his ‘new exhibition
rooms were opened for public inspection, nearly facing Somerset
House in the Strand’. As ever, his loyal Norfolk Chronicle was right
behind him:
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To the united abilities of Mr Freeman in the ornamental
gilding etc, and to the shawl workers of this city (in the
drapery department) Mr Knights stands indebted for one of the
most superb entrances in London; and we are happy to add, he
has been honoured in that countenance and support which his
spirited exertions to introduce the manufacture of this city in
the fashionable world to justly entitle him to.
Before the end of the year the paper was able to announce that
HRH the Duchess of Gloucester had ‘ordered shawl train dresses’ from
him. Business was also going well in Norwich: on the same day as the
announcement of the royal order Philip James advertised ‘to the ladies
of Norwich and its vicinity’ acknowledging ‘his gratitude for the very
great patronage he has been honoured with.’ He took the opportunity
to inform them that he had ‘just received from the first Mantua and
Trimming Warehouses in London a most elegant assortment of his
manufactured train dresses completely made-up and trimmed.’ It seems
he was now having some of his stock put together in London, surely
another indication of his success.[18]
These dresses were required for the celebration of the Queen’s
birthday early in the New Year, at that time marked in considerable
style. ‘The Queen’s birthday was celebrated with all the usual
demonstrations of joy.’ the Norfolk Chronicle was glad to inform its
readers. ‘The illuminations were in several instances more brilliant
than usual.’ Of course the best in this paper’s eyes was – no surprise
– that of Philip James:
The most attractive and novel was Knights’ Norwich Shawl
Manufactory, Strand. In the front of the house were formed a
pyramid of lamps; at the windows were seen little children
embroidering shawls under festoons of white and gold. In the
center [sic] of the room was placed the model of a state bed,
the window forming a most splendid appearance of the
excellence to which the manufacture of our own country is
arrived.[19]
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As further evidence of his success, in June this year (1794) Philip
James moved his Norwich shop out of Harvey’s old premises at
2 Coleman Street. He continued to use it for manufacturing, but ‘for
the convenience of the public in general and his country friends in
particular, he is removing his warehouse for the sale of shawls etc to
No:4 Gentleman’s Walk, Market Place, Norwich.’ He assured his
customers that he was ‘determined to spare neither pains nor expense
to merit a continuance of the patronage and support that has been so
liberally bestowed on him.’[20]
Not content to rest on his laurels, he wanted his goods to be more
widely available than just in London and East Anglia. That autumn he
set out on a ‘manufacturing exhibition tour through England.’ But
whether he got further than Kent is not clear. It had all started so
successfully. Early in October the ‘ladies of Dover and Canterbury vied
with each other in showing their partiality to the purchasing ‘ of his
wares, but on the way back to London he suffered a big set-back. The
carriage he and his younger daughter Sarah were returning to London
in ‘overturned by the carelessness of the driver.’ Sarah was luckily
unharmed, but Philip James suffered a broken collarbone.[21]
Happily this seems to have had no long-term effect on him, but it
must have put at least a temporary end to his exhibition tour. Perhaps
he had also overreached himself a little. In December he advertised
‘A most elegant assortment of robe and train-dresses etc at very
reduced prices .[22] But in January he was back on tour, this time to the
ultra-fashionable city of Bath in its heyday. On News Year’s Day 1795
he advertised in the Bath Chronicle that ‘Mr Knights’ Exhibition of
Norwich Shawl manufactory will open tomorrow Thursday at no:40
Milsom Street, late Old Bank Street.’[23]
This must have been only a temporary opening. For he does not seem
to been in Bath again for another three years. Then in January 1798 he
again displayed his goods at 40 Milsom Street, but he was sharing the
premises with a Glasgow muslin manufacturer and he wanted his own
shop: ‘NB Wanted,’ his advertisement stated, ‘a shop or house in a
good situation for the above business.’ He was unsuccessful in this; for
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just three weeks later he informed his customers that he was open
only until Saturday 10 February and no longer. Later that year he had
another attempt at establishing himself in the city. On 25 October he
advertised his ‘Real Norwich Shawls. P.J. Knights has just opened a
shop at no:1 Union Passage with an assortment of his real Norwich
Shawls of the newest and most beautiful patterns from 6 shillings to 4
guineas each.’ He offered the same assortment of goods as he had been
since he first started in Norwich – ‘Ladies’ train dresses, scarfs,
shawls, turbans and habit shapes, Gentlemen’s waistcoats, riding
cravats etc.’ He also had for sale ‘a great variety of every article that is
new and fashionable in the Muslin manufactory, equal to any foreign
and full 40 per cent lower for ready money only.’ It seems he was
selling the Glasgow firm’s goods as well as his own. He advertised
again in December as well as in January 1799, but after this no more
mention of him in the city has been found.[24]
Knights was constantly innovating. In October 1795 he advertised
‘new invented shawl cloaks.’[25] In November 1797 he advertised ‘New
Winter Fashions trimmed with the much approved new blue fox fur
and other furs of the newest fashion’ in Norwich.[26] Earlier that year
he had had another royal customer. In April HRH Prince William
Frederick, best known from the nursery rhyme as ‘The grand old Duke
of York, who had ten thousand men’, ordered a shawl dress from him
– presumably for his wife – while on a visit to the city. It says much
for Philip James’ prestige that this seems to have been the only
purchase the Prince made while in Norwich.[27] In January 1803 he got
hold of some cashmere yarn. As his advertisement stated: ‘P.J. Knights,
Norwich and cashmere Shawl Manufacturer to her Majesty, received a
supply of Cashmere yarn (used for real Indian Shawls). He presumes
from the superior mode of English Manufacturing to produce a Shawl
cloth by no means inferior to the real Indian Shawls with patterns to
correspond.’ In November the next year he announced a ‘new and
elegant assortment of shawls and scarfs’ in time for the winter season.
But this is his last Norwich advertisement.[28]
As for his London operation, he appears in Kent’s London Directory in
1801 as ‘shawl manufacturers to Her Majesty’ operating from
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349 Strand. This seems to be the same address as before. A few years
earlier he had suffered an attempted break-in here. ‘Thursday morning
about three o’clock a most daring attempt was made by some villains
on the dwelling house of Mr Knight [sic] shawl manufacturer, Strand,
by forcing large doors in the Lyceum entrance adjoining to
Mr Knight’s back premises in which he slept. Mr Knight on being
alarmed immediately jumped out of bed, threw up the window and
threatened to fire on them. The villains made a precipitate retreat.’ [29]
But in February 1811 an advertisement in the Morning Post proclaimed
a change of ownership: ‘Lyceum Warehouse, formerly established by
P.J. Knights Esq. Shawl manufacturer to her Majesty – The Nobility,
Gentry and Public in general are respectfully informed that the above
warehouse is opened – 349 Strand Entrance to the Lyceum.’[30] Clearly
Philip James had sold up. He may have moved out some three years
earlier. The 1808 Post Office Annual Directory of London listed
‘Knights and Parke shawl manufacturers 134 Cheapside’. This is close
to John Harvey’s old premises which Philip James had taken over.
But four years later in February 1812 the Court proceedings stated
that a James Neale was made bankrupt for £100 by his creditors, who
included James Baker, shawl manufacturer of Norwich. But the
business James was working for is named as ‘Thomas Neale of
Cheapside, London, shawl and bombazine manufacturer, dealer and
chapman, trading in co-partnership with Elizabeth Sewell Neale of
Cheapside and Philip James Knights of Norwich under the stile [sic]
and title of Elizabeth Sewell Neale and Son.’[31]
From this and from the evidence of his public life in Norwich, which
we come to next, Philip James’ involvement in the business in
Cheapside was sufficiently marginal by this time for him not to be
significantly affected by this bankruptcy. Sometime between 1805 and
1808 he had given up taking a full part in the London side of his
business and returned to Norwich after a period of living in London.
We hear no more of any business activity in London.
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3. Philip James’ Public and Private Life 1808–
1833
Compared to his business life – and indeed to his public life, which
we come to in a moment – Philip James’ private or family life is
largely unknown. He married Eunice Warne on 15 February 1778 at
the church of St George Colegate in Norwich. If the ages given on
their burial certificates are correct (by no means certain), he was
perhaps just twenty-one years old and she seven years older at 28.
They married in the parish church because only Anglican weddings
were legal at the time. Presumably they lived in his premises on that
street. But sometime in the mid-1790s he moved his main residence to
London – the attempted break-in on his house in the Strand by the
Lyceum Theatre was in April 1796 – although it is clear from his
business dealings that he continued to be active in Norwich, as well as
for a time in Bath.
Eunice had her portrait painted, probably in her thirties. It descended
to her granddaughter Harriet and in the 1890s was hanging in her
library in Liverpool. The female journalist who saw it there
commented that the sitter ‘appears to have been a very handsome
woman and an interesting personality, judging from [the] oil painting.
She has a clever face and looks very dignified in her brown silk gown
with a white silk neckerchief gracefully arranged according to the
fashion of the day. Her hair is brushed high from the forehead, and is
well powdered. As a companion picture is her daughter [Harriet’s
mother Sarah] showing her as a young girl dressed in a loose white
frock and with fair hair flowing over her shoulders.’[32] It was in the
nature of the article to say only nice things about the interviewee –
Harriet – and her family, but clearly the journalist looked at the
painting closely and in any case did not need to describe it, which
lends significant veracity to her description.
No baptisms of any children of Philip James and Eunice have been
found, but this is no great surprise if the family was Catholic. Philip
James’ will lists only Eunice and Sarah as daughters with no
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mention of any siblings. Sarah was sent to a Catholic school in Bury
St Edmunds, and perhaps Eunice was too. But it was in London that
both his daughters married and settled down. The elder one, Eunice,
married George Smith, a furrier, at St Clements Danes Church in
London on 14 May 1799. The younger one, Sarah, married at
St Michael, Wood Street, just off Cheapside on 23 October 1804 to
William Suter, a Greenwich builder. In between these dates, in
September 1803, the Norfolk Chronicle informed its readers that
‘Mr P.J. Knights late of this city is appointed Captain in the second
Regiment of Loyal Volunteers London, commanded by J.Smith Esq
banker, brother to Lord Carrington’, this confirming his residence in
London.[33]
But after some ten years in London he decided to take a less ‘handson’ approach to his operations there, set up a partnership for his
London business in Cheapside and returned to Norwich. This had
certainly happened by the autumn of 1808. But whether he closed the
Strand business when he returned to Norwich or – as is perhaps more
likely – kept it on until selling it in at the start of 1811, is not
known. The Lyceum Warehouse advertisement is not clear on this
point, but he would hardly have left the premises empty for over two
years. Back in Norwich, Philip James set about establishing himself as
a public figure of substance in his home town. Over the six months
from October 1808 he appeared three times in the lists published by
the local press of those giving donations to charity, a couple of times
giving a guinea (£1-1-0) to the Benevolent Association for the relief of
‘decayed tradesmen’ and their families, and in between half a guinea to
another good cause. Six months on from the third of these lists, in
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September 1809, he was elected as Sheriff of Norwich. After the
Mayor, this made him one of the most prominent men in the city, at
that time still one of the largest in the country.[34]
The Sheriff was elected by the Freemen of the city and Philip James
beat his only opponent handsomely by 544 votes to 110. He gave a
short speech of thanks to the electors, promising ‘an unremitting
attention to the duties of the office, as well as by conducting it with
that respectability which in my opinion ought to attach to it.’
One effect of his election must not be overlooked. To have become
Sheriff and to have sat on the City Council he must have abandoned
his Catholicism or at least to have hidden it, for only Anglicans were
allowed to hold public office of any sort. Perhaps it was never a very
strong faith. Perhaps he had already abandoned it on moving to
London. He had been born a Catholic, or certainly been brought up as
one, but his wife Eunice, who remains almost invisible, probably was
not. Indeed she may have remained Anglican. We have no information
on it.
Knights was determined to show that the leading citizens should lead
by example. Within days of his election – probably he had started the
work somewhat earlier – the local paper was extolling his latest
undertaking: ‘During the late improvements which have taken place in
this city under the new act for paving, lighting etc… the great expense
has been very much relieved by the patriotic subscriptions of private
individuals.’ It then picked out Philip James alone for special mention:
‘We cannot help noticing the very prominent instance of public spirit
shewn by the Sheriff-elect Mr Knights, who has entirely at his own
expense paved in the most handsome and substantial manner the
whole front of his premises in Colegate Street, extending from the
Octagon Chapel to the corner of Calvert Street.’[35]
Furthermore, when Knights was officially sworn in as Sheriff at the
end of the month, ‘he gave an elegant dinner to the Mayor, Aldermen,
the late Sheriffs, City Officers and his private friends at his house in
St George’s Colegate’. But he did not just entertain the wealthy of
Norwich. Three weeks later the local press reported that ‘Mr Sheriff
Knights gives a sixpenny loaf and a pot of beer to every poor person
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in his parish on the anniversary of His Majesty’s succession.’ It seems
this was not a new departure for him, but something he had been
doing for some years. Just a few months later in January he ‘gave a
most sumptuous entertainment to the Grand Jury at his own home’.
Earlier in the day, as part of their official duties the Grand Jury at the
request of the Sheriffs ‘took a view of the gaol and reported to
the court the necessity of making some alterations and repairs for the
better securing of the prisoners.’[36]
Two months on and he was at it again, commissioning ‘bespoke
performances’ at the theatre. Not surprisingly it ‘was numerously
attended.’ Just a week later came another example of his involvement
in public affairs. On 31 March 1810 at the Annual Meeting of the
members of the Union Fire Office, established 1797:
the president congratulated the members on the increasing
prosperity of the establishment. Notwithstanding the
considerable sums paid to claimants, the office was enabled to
return 50 per cent of the premiums deposited. The President
further observed that an Office for Insurance upon Lives had
been established (on the same advantageous plan as the Fire
Office), which bids fair to rank as the first institution of the
kind in the empire. The members passed a unanimous vote of
thanks to the Directors as well as to Mr Sheriff Knights and
the rest of the Auditors for their unremitting and gratuitous
attention to the business of the office.[37]
These were the early days of the well-known Norwich Union
Insurance Company.
Knights is also noted as one of three auditors for a charity, the
Institution for Indigent Blind. In June he had the misfortune to be
thrown twice from his horse, but happily he suffered ‘no other injury
but a slight contusion on the forehead.’ The following April, his time
as Sheriff having come to an end, he stood for election as one of the
city’s Common Councilmen. He was one of three elected for the Ward
beyond the Water. In August this year he is noted as being on the
Grand Jury. But after this he becomes less news-worthy, the only
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mention of him being that he is still a Common Councilman in
March 1817. He does not seem to have been made an Alderman.[38]
During this period in Norwich Knights comes over as a public-spirited
and generous man, happy to use his wealth both to entertain his
friends and fellow councillors and for the wider benefit of his native
city. But in 1822 he and Eunice moved to Greenwich. Why did they
leave? It seems a classic case of wanting to be nearer the grandchildren
– Philip James’ will mentions that daughter Eunice had eight children
and Sarah five, all living in London. Perhaps more likely at a time
when there was no state safety net, they wanted to be assured of
support from their daughters when they became old. When they
moved Philip James was sixty-five years old and Eunice seventy-two.
In September that year he leased ‘a piece of ground and messuage
thereon’ for ninety years for a rent of £3.15.0d a year in Hog Lane,
now Old Woolwich Road, in Greenwich. The plot was 18 feet 9 inches
wide east to west and 80 feet deep north to south, and Philip James
built a house there. Here the old couple settled down to spend their
last years. Their son-in-law William Suter’s father, Thomas, had been a
churchwarden, but Sarah, William and their family were enthusiastic
Baptists, a sect not long established in Greenwich. Philip James and
Eunice joined them in this. Perhaps they found the certainties of their
new religion psychologically similar to Catholicism even if ritually and
theologically very different. A few years later, William Suter, a builder,
took over the lease of the entire block and built a terrace of houses on
it – see Chapter Nine.
No further information has emerged of the couple’s last years. They
stayed in the same house in Greenwich until they died. Though
younger than Eunice, Philip James went first, dying in the spring of
1833 aged seventy-six years. He was buried on 1 May in the Greenwich
Road Independent Chapel. Eunice survived him by five years, dying in
the autumn of 1838 at the age of eighty-eight. She was buried on 17
October.[39]
Philip James had made a will the previous September, appointing his
son-in-law, George Smith, as his executor. After the deaths of both
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himself and Eunice, he left everything, apart from a few special items,
to his two daughters Eunice and Sarah. Noting that ‘the following
articles will be much more valuable as family remembrancies than
what they will fetch by auction’, he made specific bequests to ‘George
Smith junior to have my medal [presumably the one from The Royal
Society of Arts], Steven Smith junior to have my travelling trunk and
William Suter junior to have my sword, they being the three eldest
males.’ His elder daughter Eunice was ‘to have my picture and her
mother’s watch and although of but little value I beg it may be given
to her as a remembrance that I bought it for her mother on the day
she was born.’
But much of the will is taken up listing his silver. Each eldest
granddaughter, both called Sarah, was left ‘1 large gravy Spoon,
6 Table Spoons, 6 desert Spoons, 6 Tea Spoons, 1 P[air] Sugar Tongs,
being the 2 eldest females.’ The rest of the silver (twenty seven items),
as well as fifteen ‘plated goods’ and ‘1 Sett of best China cost
7 quineas’ was to go to Eunice the elder daughter. But ‘If any part of
the above intended for Mrs Smith should be wanted by her Sister
Mrs Suter I should like if she Mrs Smith please that she have it.’ The
businessman comes through in these provisions of his will!
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Chapter Nine
The Suters of Greenwich
1783–1860
When we mean to build,
We first survey the plot, then draw the model;
Then we must rate the cost of the erection;
Which if we find it outweighs ability,
What do we do then but draw anew the model?
William Shakespeare: Henry IV Part 2; Act 1 scene 2.

Perhaps on no branch of the family tree has so much effort been
expended over so many years as on the Suters. Happily this has
yielded a wide range of information, but unlike the branches of the
family in rural Suffolk or Wiltshire, the length of the trail has proved
to be exceeding short. Establishing a firm family tree – the basis of
any coherent history – proved frustratingly difficult, as did the search
for any reference to any member of the family before the late date of
1783. Yet here was a family living, some of them, right in the heart of
the City of London, while the main body resided just a few miles
downstream in Greenwich.
Why was this? One problem is the character of London itself: not
merely its huge size, so that its registers and records contain vast
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numbers of people with the same name; but also the fact that it was
the great magnet that attracted people from all over the country.
Families with the surname Suter came to London from Aberdeen and
Devon as well as Surrey and Sussex and several places in between.
Another problem has been that the details of several Suters appear in
the Greenwich records which cannot be connected to the family. Thus
the burials of both William and John Suter are registered in
Greenwich in 1803, and then another William and John Suter, both
‘bricklayers’, both bankrupt a few years later, William in Deptford
(only a mile from Greenwich) in 1810 and John in Greenwich in 1814.
They may well have been related, probably were, to ‘our’ Suters, but no
connection can be established. The earlier William amd John were not
direct ancestors, for both had nonconformist burials, whereas ‘our’
family were Anglicans at this time. But whose remains lie in the Suter
burial chamber underneath the parish church of St Alfege in
Greenwich inscribed only ‘Suter 1801’ remains a mystery.
Nevertheless the effort has been worthwhile. The history of this part
of the family is strikingly different from the rural origins of other
branches whether in Hampshire, Suffolk, Cumberland, Wiltshire or
the Isle of Thanet. And once the importance of Thomas Suter’s will
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had been recognised, the shape of the family was quickly established.
But the problem of ‘lateness’ has not gone away. The first information
on the family is the marriage of Thomas to Sarah Bunker at St James,
Westminster, the famous church on Piccadilly, on 24 July 1783.
No earlier data have been found on either of the happy couple, except
that a Thomas Suter, the son of William Suter – no mother’s name
provided – was baptised on 29 December 1761 at Mere in Wiltshire.
This fits in with Thomas’s age of seventy at the time of his death in
February 1831 and the fact that he called his eldest son William.
Moreover he is the only Thomas Suter whose birth/baptism has been
found close to this date. But in the absence of any direct information
linking him to Wiltshre, much uncertainty must remain, so the
Wiltshire family has not been investigated further. About Sarah
nothing has been found except that according to the register of her
burial she was six years older than Thomas and so born around 1755.
Presumably Sarah (the first of confusingly many of that name we shall
meet among the Suters) was living in the parish of St James at the
time of the marriage. Though there are some hints that he had
connections with the Cheapside area of the City, Thomas must have
been living in Greenwich at the time of their marriage, for the first of
their many children – twins – were baptised at the parish church of
St Alfege there the following year.[1] (The spelling St Alfege seems to
be historically correct and is used by the present church authorities,
but many documents spell it St Alphege or St Alphage.) Then Thomas
was appointed Constable of Greenwich for the year in July 1788.
A Land tax record of 1790 gives his address as London Street,
Greenwich, now part of Greenwich High Street, and it is here that the
family established itself over the next decades. He was appointed
Constable again in 1800, and that year and the next was churchwarden
of St Alfege’s Church, indicating he was well respected in the local
community. As a result of this appointment his name appears in the
inscription on a board, kept in a room behind the organ on the first
floor of this splendid Hawskmoor church. It reads:
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ON SUNDAY 2d of May 1802 THE SOCIETY of Eastern
Scholars of Greenwich rang in the steeple a true and compleat
peal of 5040 Changes of London Court BOB. Completed in 3
Hours 12 Minutes By the following persons
Mr D’l Dale Treble

Geo’e Horwood 5

Jos’ph Ambrose 2

In’o Manley 6

Wm Ambrose 3

S’l Wade 7

Wm Herbert 4

Ja’s Marlton Tenor

The peal was called by Mr Ja’s Marlton
Mr Tho’s Suter ) Churchwardens
Mr Edw’d Monk )
Greenwich would not be as we know it if Thomas had not settled
there. The little town was then part of Kent, not London, and still set
in fields by the river. Thomas may have been attracted there because of
the development that was taking place. For Thomas was a ‘bricklayer’,
which meant he had his own business providing the brickwork
required in buildings. In 1799, he appears as ‘Thomas Sutter bricklayer’
in one of the earliest trade directories covering the town. In 1802
another directory lists him as a bricklayer of London Street,
Greenwich, the address which served the family for many years to
come.[2] Later directories continue to give the same information.
But nothing is known of his building activities until in 1803 the
minutes of the Greenwich Hospital Board noted that ‘the bricklayer
[unnamed] had resigned his contract to supply bricks to the Hospital’.
The Board’s surveyor recommended ‘that a new contract be entered
into. Agreed.’[3]
The Board, which ran the hospital on behalf of the Admiralty, it being
a hospital for wounded, sick and mentally-disturbed former sailors,
tended to be made up of grand personages, members of the nobility as
often as not. But their attention to duty in overseeing the running of
the hospital appears in general to have been exemplary. They met at
least every two weeks all the year round with no break either in the
summer or at Christmas. They interested themselves in the most
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minor decisions from the pay of the meanest employee to the ordering
of wooden legs for disabled ex-servicemen. They also administered the
Hospital’s extensive estates, both agricultural and mining, in the north
of England. One is surprised they did not delegate a great more than
they did, but the days of budgets and targets for management were
long in the future.
For controlling the numerous and apparently continuous building and
maintenance works of the vast buildings, the Board employed a
surveyor and/or clerk of works and had a list of approved tradesmen
– a carpenter, plasterer, plumber, slater and so on – whom it used to
do the work. It is clear from the minutes of the Board’s meetings and
the payments listed that getting onto this list was of enormous benefit
to the tradesmen concerned, who remained self-employed. One of the
tradesmen needed was of course a bricklayer, and following the
withdrawal of the previous one, Thomas was appointed to succeed
him, no doubt on the recommendation of the surveyor, though
surprisingly no entry has been found in the minutes to record this.
Thomas began working for the Hospital Board late in 1804 and
received his first payment of £300 in the following April for work
done over the previous six months. At this time the Board minutes
only record round payments, which are often noted as ‘imprests’, that
is advances, not the actual sums due or the work which earned them.
Nevertheless it is possible from the minutes and other records to
discover much of what Thomas – and later his sons – actually
worked on.[4]
Over the next two years Thomas received another £660 for
‘bricklayer’s work for the Hospital Board.’ Then in 1808, with the
Napoleonic Wars still raging and doubtless the demands on the
hospital at an unprecedented level following the battle of Trafalgar
hardly two years earlier, not to mention Nelson’s previous naval
actions, the Board decided that they must expand the facilities.
In January a committee of the Board
… resolved that accommodation should be made for as many
Helpless pensioners as possible near to the Medical
Establishment of the Hospital. Nearly 100 more men would be
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Illus. 41. The former Royal Naval Hospital, Greenwich, from the air.
The enormous size of the buildings, like several palaces put together,
show why they required constant maintenance.
accommodated by raising the east and west sides of the
Infirmary an additional storey, which the Surveyor says can be
done with ease and without material expense.
This was recommended to the Board. A week later, however, the full
Board decided to consider a separate building for the ‘helpless
pensioners’, and in February the ‘Surveyor showed an estimate for
taking down the Market House and erecting a 1-storey building to
extend the whole length of the Infirmary to accommodate 143
Helpless Pensioners.’ He also recommended ‘a rebuilding of the warm
and cold baths’ amounting to £14,000, all of which was agreed.[5]
This was manna from heaven for Thomas and his fellow tradesmen.
During the course of the year he received no less than £3,570 ‘on
account of bricklayer’s work performed by him at the new Infirmary.’
The following year he was paid another £550 for work on this
project.[6] Thomas of course was not working on his own; he was
running a business. This is made clear by his request to the Board
early in 1809 ’as his son Charles has for several years past taken an
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active part in the management of his business, that his name may be
added to his on the Hospital Books. Agreed.’[7] But we have no
information on how many men he employed.
The new infirmary built, the Board did not rest on its laurels. At the
beginning of 1810 it appointed a committee ‘to examine the state of
the buildings and other property belonging to the Hospital at
Greenwich and to report what repairs, alterations and improvements
may be made for the benefit of the Hospital.’ In March the Committee
reported that various repairs were required immediately especially to
the hospital’s chapel. At the same meeting the Board asked its
Surveyor ‘to prepare an elevation and estimate for rebuilding with
stone the west front of the King Charles building to correspond with
the east front of Queen Anne’s building, [and] to prepare a plan with
estimate of making an enclosed market in the Market Place.’ Finally it
ordered ‘a Land Surveyor to be employed to make a complete survey
and plan of the whole of the premises belonging to the Hospital in
Greenwich.’ By August the Board had received political and financial
approval and was able to give the Surveyor the go-ahead to take down
and rebuild the west front of the King Charles building ‘with the
utmost possible despatch consistently with a due regard to the
importance and durability of the work, and the foundation thereof to
be completed before the setting in of the frost’.[8]
During that year the firm of ‘Mr Thomas Suter and Son’ was paid a
total of £450. There was another £400 in 1811 plus £800 for ‘bricks
delivered for the new building.’[9] By 1812 there were three projects on
the go at the Hospital site: the new building, the infirmary, which had
suffered major damage in a fire the previous October, and the west
front of the King Charles Quadrangle. Thomas was advanced a full
£6,000 in a series of ‘imprests’ for work on all of these
In 1813 ‘Messrs Thomas Suter and Son’ were paid a total of £5,450 ‘on
account of bricklayer’s work done in rebuilding the west front of King
Charles’s Quadrangle and in erecting the new offices at the eastward
[sic] of the Hospital’, also for work on ‘restoring the Infirmary.’[10] The
Hospital Board might have wanted all the building work to be done
‘with the utmost possible despatch’, but it was only in January 1814,
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that is some three-and-a-half years later, that its Surveyor was able to
report that ‘the new Building for Offices for Civil Officers is so far
advanced as to be ready to erect the Colonnade forming the covered
way’, and recommended ‘that the heavy stone piers at the east gate of
the Hospital may be removed for the purpose of opening to view the
Colonnade and only the iron folding gate with a foot gate on each
side to be suffered to remain.’ Work on the King Charles building had
been completed the previous year.[11]
That new building might have been finished, but work on the other
projects kept the money rolling in for Thomas. He received £5,100 in
imprest payments in that year and another £6,100 the following year
1815. Thereafter the payments fell off, and over the next five years up
to 1820 he was paid a total of £4,710, just under £1,000 a year. But the
work started up again. In March 1821 the Clerk of Works was ‘ordered
to submit plans for fitting the present Hospital Schoolhouse as a
general Infirmary for the children and for dividing the Infirmary of
the Asylum into five or six small houses for inferior officers’, also for
the alterations necessary for converting the Chest House into two sets
of apartments for the Paymaster and Brewer. In June his estimate of
just under £9,000 for this work, which seems to have already been put
‘in hand’, was agreed by the Board.[12] As a result Thomas’s payment
increased to £2,000 for that year with another £1,000 being paid the
following February.[13] But for nearly two years after that, he received
nothing from the Hospital Board. Then in January 1824 he asked the
Board ‘that the name of his son William be inserted in the [Hospital]
contract for bricklayers work with that of Charles Suter his brother on
his retirement from business.’ The Board agreed and Thomas retired.
He was only sixty-two years old. Had the lack of Hospital work
persuaded him this was a good time to go? Was he not fully fit after a
lifetime of hard work? Perhaps both. We have no information on his
reasons.
Although most of the time work for Greenwich Hospital must have
been the major part of their business, Thomas and his sons did other
jobs too. In 1814 he must have done work for a certain Joseph Desnoa
who went bankrupt, leaving Thomas as an unpaid creditor.[14] Another
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project Thomas was involved in was the redevelopment of some land
near the centre of Greenwich. Sometime around 1810 he acquired the
lease of the site of a former school. Sir William Boreman’s School, set
up for ‘the education of the poor, ‘and commonly known as the Green
Coat School’, had got into financial difficulty and closed. The ‘school
house’ was demolished in 1786 and the site apparently left abandoned
for many years. Eventually in 1810 ‘the site with part of the school
garden was let on a building lease of £24 p.a. for 61 years.’ It lay next
to Greenwich High Street and Thomas was required ‘to lay out £800
to build 2 second rate houses.’ When they looked into the matter a few
years later, the Commissioners for the Education of the Poor reported
that this ‘has been done satisfactorily’ and added a note of ‘The extent
of the premises: they extend in front next to the street 107 ft 9 in and
at the back 96 ft 6 in wide. Depth on east side 152 ft and west 152 ft
3 in. One of the houses is 19 ft front and the other 21 ft 8 in and both
are 28 ft 2 in deep. The greater part of the ground is occupied as a
bricklayers yard.’ This must be where Thomas and later his sons ran
their business.[15]
Thomas seems to have been particularly busy acquiring land for
building in Greenwich in 1810. Perhaps all the new work the Hospital
Board was planning persuaded him that the town was going to
expand. Perhaps it was just that the opportunity to obtain potential
buiding sites came up then. Whatever the reason, in addition to the
site of Sir William Boreman’s Green Coat School, Thomas acquired
two pieces of land ‘on Woolwich Road south of Marsh Lane’ on leases
totaling £11.5.0 a year for sixty-one years from Lady Day (25 March,
the old start of the year). Part of an early seventeenth century bequest
to St Alfege Church, this seems to have been the land where the
Norfolk Place terrace was later built by the family. Then in
midsummer that year he acquired ten plots of land in Roan Street in
the center of the town, again on a lease of sixty-one years, for a total
of just under £100 a year ground rent. This was part of the land from
another bequest to the church, this time Mr Roan’s Estate, which had
been used for the establishment of another defunct school, the Grey
Coat School.[16]
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Five years later, in March 1815, an advertisement was placed in the
Morning Chronicle by the Worshipful Company of Drapers:
To be let on a repairing lease a capital house consisting of
numerous rooms, with stables, coach house, outbuildings of
every description, and extensive walled gardens of about one
acre and a half, situate in London Street, Greenwich.
For many years it had been a ‘boarding school of the first class for
young ladies.’ One could buy the house to live in or rent the site on a
building lease, in which case the house would be pulled down and ‘the
very valuable materials sold at auction’.
To view the property ‘Messrs Suter and Son at Greenwich will shew
the premises.’ This appears to be the Green Coat School premises or
the part of them which had not been leased to Thomas as described
above. There were no takers. So in June the Drapers tried again,
advertising that the house was to be divided into two with part of the
garden, ‘after which the remainder of the garden may be taken for
building.’ The house was probably too grand for its postion. It is not
known whether Thomas took the remainder of the garden for
building.[17]
As a sideline Thomas sold fire insurance, as no doubt many builders
did. With many open fires for heating and almost all lighting supplied
by candles, fire was a common occurrence and much feared as it had
dreadful consequences as has been seen with the carreer of William
Henry Watts. Thomas is first noted as an agent for the Kent Fire
Insurance Office in March 1803. Some ten years later he expanded the
scope of this by selling life assurance and annuities .as well.[18]
As mentioned, Thomas and Sarah married in July 1783. In his will
Thomas lists his children in this order: Sophia, Maria, Mary, Edward,
Robert, Richard, Charles and finally William. But this is not the order
in which they were born, which was William and Sophia, who were
twins (1784), Charles (1785), Mary (1786), Edward (1788), Ann (1790),
Maria (1792), Robert (1796) and finally Richard (1798). Two of the
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daughters, Mary and Ann, had died before their father. One is amazed
at Sarah’s stamina in bearing ten children in fourteen years.
Thomas retired in January 1824. He was in his mid-sixties and handed
over the business to his two eldest sons Charles and William. He was
careful to ensure he got agreement from the Greenwich Hospital
Board that they could take over as the Hospital’s official bricklayers.
On retiring he and Sarah stayed on at their London Road home, but
he moved his religious affiliation from St Alfege to the new church of
St Mary lying near the bottom of Croom’s Hill, still very much in the
town. He was clearly a keen churchman, for he was elected onto the
parochial committee and then in 1825 is noted as being the vestry
clerk. He lived on another seven years, dying early in 1831 and being
buried at St Alfege on 14 February. Sarah survived him by only a few
months, dying the following autumn and being buried on 4 October.
He was seventy and she seventy-six according to the records, though
these are not always correct.[19]
Thomas certainly died a prosperous man. His will was made in April
1830, at which time he owned several properties in Greenwich. There
was the ‘leasehold messuage and premises wherein I now dwell’,
presumably in London Street. There were two freehold properties ‘on
the south side of London Street,’ and another freehold property ‘at the
back of Thornton Row.’ Although property was nowhere near so
valuable then as it has become, even in comparative terms, this
nevertheless indicates a prosperous family. But in addition he was able
to leave his wife Sarah £200 a year for life and his two unmarried
daughters £75 a year each but only so long as their mother remained
alive, as well as £100 to his grandchildren, the offspring of his alreadydead third daughter Mary and her husband the Rev Andrew Burn.
He also had some silver plate, which he left to his son Edward. Sarah
was left comfortably off. Apart from the annuity, she inherited the
family home with all its contents for life free from ground rent, this
to be paid by the trustees from the estate. But she had only a few
months to enjoy this.
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Thomas did his best to provide for his two unmarried daughters,
doubtless because it seemed unlikely that either of them would marry.
Sophia, the elder, was born 1784, a twin of William, and Maria in 1792:
they would have been forty-six and thirty-nine years old respectively
at their father‘s death. On their mother’s death they were left all their
father’s household effects except the plate as well as all the money left
to her, together with his leasehold property except the family home.
The will does not specify this property, but it is clear the rent from
his various properties was intended to pay the annuities, so there could
well have been a number of them. When their mother died, the family
home went to a younger son Robert.
Sophia
Sophia, the eldest daughter, may have stayed on in her parents’ old
home in London Street; for, although her brother Robert was left it in
his father’s will, he was also left one of his father’s freehold houses.
An enigmatic entry in Pigot’s London street directory lists a
‘Mrs Suter’ in London Street, Greenwich, in both 1632 and again in
1837 under ‘nobility, clergy and gentry.’ She later moved away from
Greenwich, living first at 62 St Paul’s Churchyard, before finally
moving on to 4 St James’s Road, Islington. Both these addresses were
close to her brother Edward’s business and home (see below) and she
may well have moved to be nearer him. At the 1851 census she was
staying with her brother Richard, the architect, and described herself
as a ‘proprietress.’ It is possible this means she had a business of some
kind, but if so, it would surely have been specified. More likely it
means she lived on her own means. But she was certainly not wealthy.
Her estate was valued at only ‘less than £800’, when she died, still a
spinster, on 1 July 1860 aged seventy-five.
Maria
Maria, the younger sister, remained in Greenwich and in 1851 at the
age of fifty-nine she was living in Blissett Street, which runs off Royal
Hill, where her nephew James lived with his family. She describes
herself as ‘independent’, so she was still living off the investments her
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father Thomas had left her. She became a recluse, and came to a sad,
indeed gruesome, end. In April 1858 the local paper reported her
death: ‘Mysterious death of an eccentric character Miss Maria Suter
aged 66, whose lifeless body was discovered on the 5th inst’. At the
coroner’s enquiry into her death it was reported that ‘the last time she
was seen alive was between nine and ten o’clock on Thursday 1st and
was not seen again until the following Monday, when her lifeless body
was discovered lying on a box in her bedroom. She had evidently lain
down to rest without undressing; her stockings, however, were partly
drawn from her legs to her feet, and quantities of blood were found
upon the floor immediately below her left hand, which was hanging
over the end and side of the box, her right hand being firmly clenched
and drawn towards her chest. It was evident that the flesh of the
deceased had been gnawed by mice and other vermin. The house was
in a disgusting state of filth and wretchedness – almost destitute of
furniture but extravagantly supplied with provisions of the very best
kind. There was a large quantity of gunpowder tea, sugar, raisins, meat
cooked and uncooked, bread, wine and an enormous quantity of
candles.’ A post-mortem examination found death ‘to have resulted
from disease of the heart.’ The jury returned a verdict of death by
natural causes.[20]
Mary
Mary, the fourth child of Thomas and Sarah, was born in 1787. She
married the Rev Andrew Burn of Claybrooke, Leicestershire, at the
parish church in Greenwich on 20 May 1817. He was the son of Major
General Andrew Burn (see note) and brother to the two Burn sisters
who married two of Mary’s brothers. He is not to be confused with
the son of one of these, his nephew the Rev Andrew Burn Suter, later
Bishop of Nelson, New Zealand, for whom see below. Mary and
Andrew had at least two children, to whom her father Thomas left
£100 in his will – Mary was already dead by then. In 1841 Andrew
and the children moved to Kinnersley in Shropshire, where he was
Rector. They were looked after by one of his sisters. Andrew died in
1874 aged 83.[21]
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Ann
Mary’s younger sister Ann married Thomas Ackland in May 1816. He
was also from Greenwich. They had a son the following year, whom
they named Thomas Suter. But nothing more is known of the family.
Ann and her son presumably died young as neither is named in her
father’s will, made in 1830.
Charles
Charles was born in August 1785, the third of Thomas and Sarah’s
children. In 1809, when he was twenty-five years old, his father
Thomas claimed he had taken an active part in the management of the
business for several years. So he is likely to have been working in some
capacity for his father since he was a teenager – fourteen was a typical
age to start work. The previous June he was listed as one of the eight
stewards at the anniversary meeting of a charity known as Kent
Dispensary. This was a very respectable body, which provided medical
treatment for the poor and at this time had Earl Romney as its
President and several other grandees as Vice presidents. The stewards
had a more humble role; the public could buy tickets – price 12s 6d
– from them for the dinner at the Green Man, Blackheath, at three
o’clock. Then in 1810 ‘Charles Suter bricklayer of Greenwich’ was
involved in a minor contact for some work at the Woolwch Arsenal, a
little downstream from Greenwich.[22]
After this he has proved elusive. We hear no more of him until 1824
when he and his brother William take over the builders business from
their father on his retirement. Charles would have been thirty-nine at
this time. Further direct personal information on him is almost nonexistant. No entry of him has been found in the 1841 census, nor any
evidence of a marriage or children. But certainly he and William
continued to do much work for the Hospital Board. Already in May
1824, just four months after they had taken over, the Board authorized
the imprest (advance payment) of £250 to ‘Chas and Wm Suter for
bricklayers work.’ The same sum was advanced again in October to
‘C and W Suter for bricklayers work.’[23]
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The next year in March and August a further £450 in total was
advanced to them, but in November the payment of £200 was made to
‘William Suter’ alone. In December however ‘C and W Suter’ received
£133.1.2d for repairs they had done to the Hospital school. And so it
goes on over the following years. Most payments made by the Hospital
Board were to ‘C and W Suter’, but always some, usually lesser
amounts and sometimes for plasterer’s work, to William Suter alone.
And why Charles and William rather than William and Charles, since
William was the elder brother? And what had William been doing
before 1824, when Thomas handed over the business to his two sons,
bearing in mind that William was forty years old by then? What are
we to make of this?
Thomas’s bequest in his will, made in 1830, ‘of my freehold messuage
at the back of Thornton Row, Greenwich, now in the occupation of
my sons Charles and William’, to another son Robert shows that the
brothers were living together at that date, in spite of the fact that
William had been married for some twenty-five years. For Robert was
a solicitor, so this must have been a house for living in, not a builder’s
yard. This was the occasion for William to move his family into a
house in Nelson Strret, which he had been building for the Hospital
Board, as described below. Where Charles lived after this is not
known. But William, as well as running the family business together
with Charles, also kept on his own company, which he had set up
many years before. The evidence from his other activities suggest he
was the more energetic and entrepreneurial of the brothers, but
breaking up the joint business might have threatened the loss of the
valuable Greenwich Hospital work. This situation would seem to be
confirmed by the directory of 1832, in which there are separarate
entries for ‘Wm Suter Norfolk Place plasterer and builder’ and
‘C W Suter Norfolk Place bricklayers and builders.’
Payments by the Hospital Board to C and W Suter continued until
within a few months of Charles’ death. The last payment to the
combined brothers was made on 23 July 1846 for cartage. After this
payments were made to William Suter only. Charles seems to have
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Edward SUTER = Sarah BURN

– Edward Dyer = Hannah Maria ELLIOTT
m. 18 May 1858
– Catherine = ? HASSALL
– Mary Handfield
(died 1890, Carlton, Victoria, Australia)
– Lucy Gregory
– Sophia
– Emma Ramsey
moved back in with William when the latter moved to Blackheath
after his wife’s death. Perhaps he was not well. He died at William’s
home in The Grove on 28 April 1847. He was sixty-one years old.[24]
Edward
Thomas and Sarah’s fifth child and third son Edward was born in
1788, and next appears in the written record in 1803, when the
Greenwich Hospital Board’s minutes record that
… the Secretary’s Deputy stated that Mr James Miller, the
Secretary’s second clerk having resigned on 25th instant [on
taking up another job], the Secretary had appointed Mr
Edward Suter to succeed him. The Board ordered that Mr
Suter’s salary to commence on the day of Mr Miller‘s
resignation.
Edward was no more than fifteen at the time, so can this be him?
Would he have been called ‘Mr’ so young? But did the Board not
know how old he was and simply relied on the Secretary’s judgement
and the fact that Edward was the son of one of their chosen building
contractors? The fact that Edward gave his son Edward the middle
name of Dyer after his putative boss at the Hospital suggests that this
is indeed him.[25]
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Nine years later Edward obtained an undoubted post with an official
announcement of Naval appointments in April 1812: Mr E Suter to be
purser of the St Pierre sloop.[26] Pursers at this time were of warrant
officer rank (below commissioned officers) and had supplies and
sectretarial duties on board ship and ashore. With the Royal Navy
having been greatly enlarged because of the Napoleonic War pursers
were in strong demand. But the war ended three years later and
doubtless Edward’s job with it. So he set himself up as a stationer and
bookseller at 19 Cheapside, right in the heart of the City of London
and close to St Paul’s cathedral, the long-time centre of the book
trade.
He had married Sarah Burn, the daughter of Andrew Burn, soon to
become a Major General in the Royal Marines, at Woolwich in August
1809. A greatly religious man, Burn doubtless had a major impact on
his son-in-law. But Edward was surely even more strongly influenced
by Samuel Dyer, the son of his former boss at Greenwich Hospital,
who was a missionary in China and Malaysia. For Edward became
involved in a variety of charitable and missionary works. He was an
early member of the Spitalfields Benevolent Society, established in
1811 to assist the poor in the area, becoming a steward in 1820.
Then in 1828 another charity, the Infant Book Society, decided to
move its depository to his premises. The aim of this society, founded
just four years earlier, was ‘to support the care and education of the
infant children of the labouring classes.’
A few years on the Society for Promoting Female Education in China,
India and the East was formed, and in January 1835 the Baptist
Magazine in publishing its appeal ended by encouraging ‘those readers
who require further information [to] obtain it from Mr Suter
19 Cheapside, by whom contibutions will be thankfully received.’
In partnership with a certain Alexander Edward also published the
Society’s magazine Female Missionary Intelligencer, as well as Missionary
Leaves for the Church Missionary Society – very likely Alexander was
closely related to D.A. Alexander, Surveyor for both Trinity House
Corporation and the Fishmongers Company, who had Edward’s
brother Richard as an architectural pupil.[27]
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But Edward of course also had a business to run. The Infant Book
Society brought him some trade. For example the society announced
in 1841 that ‘scripture lessons, illustrations etc for Infant Schools
could be had from Suter’, who had been appointed the society’s
printer. One of the commissions from the society was ‘a set of six
coloured depictions of the sugar trade, accompanied by letter-press
text leaves which have the imprint ‘Printed by Edward Suter, printer
to the Infant School Society, for the Ladies’ Society for Promoting the
Early Education of Negro Children.’ The aquatint plates had been first
published in 1823 in William Clark’s Ten Views of the Island of
Antigua and were re-used by the Ladies’ Society with large letter text
to teach children to read.’ Then in 1862 Suter advertised ‘A new
catalogue of lessons, pictures and apparatus used in infant Schools,
Sunday Schools and Nurseries.’ This later catalogue must have been
produced by his son Edward Dyer Suter, but it was clearly not the first
such.[28]
Another of Edward’s business activities was as sole London agent for
‘Ritchie’s Patent Letter Copying Machine.’ The Scotsman James
Ritchie had improved upon a patent taken out by James Watt of steam
engine fame, to produce a practical method for copying printed
documents. This became ‘a standard item in Victorian offices.’ To
promote this he put an advertisement in Tallis’s London Street Views
of 1838-40, in which he described himself as a ‘Stationer and Account
Book Manufacturer.’ By this time he had his son Edward Dyer to
support him in the business. He also seems to have managed to hold
onto his appointment of purser in the Royal Navy, as he indicates in
the 1851 census, being on half pay, as was normal for officers not
required for active service. Around 1850 he moved his business
premises a few doors along the road to 32 Cheapside – perhaps the
lease had run out at number 19. Edward and Sarah had a large family
– ten children have been found, including twins. Edward died at his
home in Islington in the summer of 1858, at around sixty-nine years
of age. Sarah’s death has not been traced.
Edward and Sarah’s first child, born in June 1815, was named Edward
Dyer after his father’s boss at Greenwich Hospital. In his teens he
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spent some time with his uncle Richard Suter, the architect. Perhaps
he had thoughts of becoming one himself. In the event he returned
home to live with his parents at 6 Canonbury Lane, Islington and
joined his father in the business. In 1851, though now thirty-five, he
was still unmarried and working as a ‘stationer/bookseller.’ The family
appears comfortably off at this stage with both parents aged sixty-two.
Besides Edward Dyer two of his sisters are also still living at home
unmarried and the family employs two living-in female servants.
Edward Dyer did eventually get married in 1858 at the age of fortythree – perhaps only the death of his father made this possible – but
he and his wife Hannah Maria had no children. He took over the
business from his father when he died, and prospered. He styled
himself ‘esquire’ and lived at Kent Lodge, Douglas Road North, still in
Islington. He joined up with Alexander and they traded as Alexander
and Suter, still at number 32. By 1865 they were operating additionally
as wholesale stationers and had six men and three boys as his
employees in 1871. After his wife died in 1882, Edward Dyer retired to
Hastings where he died in 1886, leaving an estate worth £12,600. His
success in business must have been what persuaded his uncle William
Suter (see below) to make him an executor of his will.[29]
Robert
Born in 1795, Robert was the next to youngest surviving son of
Thomas and Sarah. He remained in Greenwich, living in London
Street, quite likely in his parents’ former home. He married twice,
having two children in the early 1820s by his first wife, Ester Killick,
and another six by his second, Sarah Eliza Seamark, whom he married
in 1830 in Greenwich. He is first mentioned as an attorney/solicitor in
a trade directory dated 1822–4, and is still in London Street in 1841,
with a houseful of small children as well as his eldest son Philip, now
aged twenty. There were a couple of living-in servants too, so it must
have been a crowded, noisy household. All seems to be going well. But
the next we know of him is that he died at Bonchurch on the Isle of
Wight on 16 July 1847. He was fifty-one years old. Why the Isle of
Wight? Had he gone there to escape his creditors? The following
November a local Kent paper printed a notice by a firm of solicitors
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Richard SUTER = (1)Ruth Ann BURN
(2) Elizabeth Ann POCOCK
– Richard George
– Andrew Burn
= Amelia Damaris HARRISON
headed ‘Pursuant to a decree of the High Court in Chancery’, asking
the ‘creditors of the late Robert Suter of Greenwich’ to put in their
claims. It sounds very serious, but the family has not been followed
further.[30]
Richard
The life of Richard Suter, Thomas and Sarah’s youngest, born on
30 March 1798, is well documented. Doubtless many more records of
his life and work survive than have been consulted for this present
history, since he is not in the direct line of ancestry. But he is of
interest both for himself and as a further example of Victorian life.
He followed the family tradition by remaining in the building business
not as a builder but as an architect. He must have been still in his
teens when he started as a pupil of D.A. Alexander, who was Surveyor
for both Trinity House Corporation (the body responsible for
lighthouses and the licensing of harbour pilots) and the Fishmongers’
Company. He took over both these jobs in 1822 when he was only
twenty-five years old. The following January he had to apply to the
Board of Trinity House ‘for payment of salary up to Christmas last’
(had he been on probation?), and in July 1824 the General Court of
the Corporation approved ‘a gratuity of £200 to be paid to Mr Suter
Clerk of Works in consideration of his extra services.’ He must have
been doing a good job for them.
While still a pupil Richard had designed some houses on a site next to
Trinity House, which were built by the famous builder Thomas Cubitt.
For the Fishmongers’ Company, with whom he continued to be
associated until his retirement in 1867, he designed a church in the
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classical style for their estate in County Derry, Northern Ireland, in
1827. In the early 1830s he was in partnership for a short time with
Annesley Voysey, designer of the first building in London built solely
for use as offices and grandfather of the more famous Charles Voysey.
But Voysey emigrated to the West Indies and Richard set up on his
own in Fenchurch Street in the heart of the City of London, not far
from the Tower, first at number 23 and them from 1844 at number 28.
Later still he moved just round the corner to 23 Gracechurch Street.
In 1841 he did work on the Trinity National School in Swan Street,
just off Borough High Street south of the river. Nothing seems to
have come of this, however, as there is no mention of a school in the
Trinity House Estate section of the Survey of London.[31]
In 1850 Richard was the architect for the ‘new Hospital of St Peter or
Fishmongers’ Almshouses’ at Wandsworth.[32] The following year he
added a church to this site, also in the Classical style, exhibiting the
designs for both churches at Royal Academy summer exhibitions in
those years. A few years later he designed a new schoolhouse (now
apparently known as ‘The Old Schoolhouse’) for Gresham’s School, at
Holt in Norfolk, in an Elizabethan style. A report on the opening in
1858 stated that
The new schoolroom, which ought to be for ever venerated by
the inhabitants, is of red and black brick so intermingled as to
produce a variety in the appearance of the structure… The
interior of the school is spacious and lofty. It is an oblong
room 56 feet by 20 feet. In the outer appearance of the
structure we are reminded of many interesting features in the
various examples of medieval brick architecture which exist in
the adjoining counties.
In this same year he was involved in the parochial schools in
Cookham near Maidstone.[33]
Like his brother, Edward, he married a daughter of Major-General
Andrew Burn of the Royal Marines. He and Ruth Ann wed in January
1825. They lived very comfortably with three female servants at
3 Upper Woburn Place, a smart area, now much taken over by
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University College, London. They had two sons, both of whom – like
their grandfather Burn – were strongly religious. The elder, Richard
George, graduated at Trinity College, Cambridge, before becoming an
architect, working with his father for a time in the 1850s. But later he
became a minister of the Catholic Apostolic Church in Australia. The
religion of his younger brother, named Andrew Burn after his
grandfather, was more conventional. A minister of the Church of
England, after a number appointments in London, he was appointed
Bishop of Nelson, New Zealand, a most appropriate place in view of
his maternal grandfather’s profession and service in the Napoleonic
Wars
Ruth died in 1854 and the widowed Richard retired to Maidenhead,
where he lived at Castle Hill. He married Elizabeth Ann Pocock on
1862, and enjoyed another twenty years and more of married life.
He died less than a month before his eighty-fifth birthday in March
1883. Elizabeth survived him by another three years or so, dying in
December 1886 at the age of eighty-two. They are buried together in
‘the quiet little churchyard of St James the Less, Stubbings’ on the
edge of Maidenhead.[34]

William Suter: Bricklayer and Building Contractor
1784–1860
William was born in 1784 and with his twin sister Sophia was the
eldest of his parents’ children. Like his father Thomas, his father-inlaw Philip James Knights and his son-in-law, William Henry Watts, he
became a successful businessman. He married Sarah Knights on
23 October 1804 at St Michael’s, Wood Street, off Cheapside in the
heart of the city, close to where Sarah and her family lived when in
London. The church had been rebuilt by Christopher Wren after the
Great Fire of 1660, but was demolished in 1897. Its main claim to
fame was as the hurried burial place of the head of King James IV of
Scotland after the catastrophic battle of Flodden Field in 1513. After
several redevelopments it became the site of a pub known as The Red
Herring. We do not know exactly when Sarah was born, and her
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William SUTER = Sarah KNIGHTS
1784–1860

1780–1843

– Sarah

born 1805

= Chas GARDNER

– William

born 1807

= Helen STEPHENSON

– Philip

born 1808

– Henry Francis

born 1810

= Elizabeth JELL

unmarried

– Harriett

born 1823

= Wm H WATTS

– James

born 1824

married twice

family do not seem to have known either. Her age was omitted from
the burial register when she died, though a newspaper announcment at
the time gave her age as sixty-three, giving a birth year of 1780. If so,
she would have been twenty-four years old when they married and
William a youthful twenty.[35]
William may well have set up in business on his own around this time.
What we know of his character shows he was self-confident and
energetic, very much the entrepreneur on the lookout for new business
opportunities. But when his father Thomas wanted a son to join him
in the family firm, it was his second son Charles whom he took on,
suggesting that William was already working separately. After
Thomas’s retirement the brothers were in business together: indeed at
Thomas’s death they were living in the same house. But in this
partnership, William is the dominant personality. Only he is
mentioned by name in the many references to the brothers in the
Hospital Board’s minutes. Most their payments are made to ‘C. and W.
Suter’, but there are also many just to William Suter, none to Charles
alone, even though his initial appears first in the company’s name.
Indeed Charles is largely invisible, as described above. So William must
have operated both with Charles and with his own company, a survival
from before his father retired. This is supported by their entry in the
Pigot’s 1832 Directory for Greenwich, which lists under Bricklayers,
Plasterers and Builders:
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Wm Suter 5 Nelson St [his home address]
Wm Suter Norfolk Place builder [the builders yard]
C W Suter Norfolk Place bricklayers and builders [but no
separate home address for Charles]
William’s daughter Harriet described her father as ‘the well-known
government contractor of Blackheath, London, who did much work
for the Admiralty in south-east London.’[36] Like his father his career as
a contractor to the Board of Greenwich Hospital can be followed in
the Admiralty’s meticulous and voluminous records now in the
National Archives. But it was not just work on the Hospital buildings
themselves. For a long time the Directors (or Commissioners as they
came to be called) of Greenwich Hospital had been worrying about its
surroundings. As a report they commissioned in 1824 – the year that
William’s father Thomas retired – noted:
The space to the westwards in the immediate vicinity of the
Hospital was occupied by buildings and by a population of the
lowest and worst description, and its avenues of approach were
circuitous, narrow and unsightly.
Though it had a grand church, Greenwich had always been a working
town, which had grown up piecemeal and unplanned over the years,
with roads that wandered about and buildings that had been put up at
random to serve the purposes of its largely labouring population.
The road from Woolwich, the next place downstream, was particularly
unsatisfactory, full of twists and turns.
In Joseph Kay, as first its clerk of works and then its architect, the
Directors found a man as enthusiastic about their gentrification
ambitions as themselves. He was also ruthless in his determination to
fulfill their vision of a new Greenwich, which would be one filled with
‘handsome streets contributing in an eminent degree to the free access,
cheerfulness, salubrity and discipline of the Hospital by the openness
and good occupation of the part of the town in the immediate
proximity.’[37]
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The Board and Kay between them thus ensured that over the next
decade the map of Greenwich was redrawn. Kay’s remodelling of
central Greenwich has been described as ‘a masterpiece of Regency
town planning.’ The old buildings were pulled down, the old roads
obliterated. In their place new roads were built, straight and wide,
lined with grand terraces of houses in which only business practising
respectable trades could set up shop. For example a lease granted to
William in the summer of 1827 demanded that the house he was
building as part of this redevelopment was to be properly maintained:
the doors, rails, windows etc were to be painted every five years with
‘Oil Colour’. The colour of the cemented front of the building was to
be painted ‘with proper Wash so that it may have a uniform
appearance of Color’ with the other houses in the street. William was
to make no alterations without approval and not to carry out any
trade ‘which may be nauseous or offensive to the other tenants
especially: Alehouse Keeper, Coffeehouse Keeper, Cook Shop, Soap
Boiler,

Pewterer,

Fellmonger,

Tallow

Melter,

Catgut

Spinner,

Slaughterman, Hide Dresser or Dog Skinner.’ Leases on other houses
added Tripe Boiler to this list. The house was to be properly
maintained inside too and must be insured so that there would be the
money available to rebuild it and the property not left an eyesore if it
was burnt down. Times change, and though there are still no catgut
spinners or tripe boilers in the area, excluding coffeehouse keepers and
cook shops would leave the centre of Greenwich very empty indeed
today![38]
William ensured that he played a central role in this redevelopment
while still keeping his work with his brother Charles on the actual
Hospital buildings. The Board’s plans included replacing the old open
market with a covered market on a different site and building a new
street from the Hospital up to the parish church of St Alfege. It had
been thinking about replacing the market for a long time. In March
1810 it had ordered its surveyor to prepare a plan with estimate for
making an enclosed market in the then open market place, but
nothing had come of it at the time. Not until June 1826 did the
process of change begin with the Board’s minutes noting that a new
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Illus.42. Map of Greenwich showing how the Royal Hospital Board
redrew the layout of the town centre. The new roads are shown with
dotted lines.
road from Romney Road to Church Street was to be considered.
Romney Road itself running behind the Hospital buildings had
already replaced much of the old Turnpin (sometimes Turpin) Lane.
The short new street would continue this right up to the church.
Already the next month it was reported to the Board that work had
started on the new road, but in December its minutes noted that it
would be another year before work was completed. [39]
Of course there was not just a road to be constructed. The houses
lining it also had to be built, and the Board’s contractors sensed a
good business opportunity. At that same December meeting the seven
of them including William got Joseph Kay to put a proposition to the
Board. If the Board would employ them to build the proposed terrace
on the northern (river) side of the new street, they would take the
southern side on a building lease. The lease was to be for sixty-one
years ‘on condition they are employed to erect Carcasses [sic] only on
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the north side of the said street on account of the Hospital, they
paying the expense of the Leases and one half of the Sewer’, which the
Board had already confirmed was required. By the end of the month
the Board had accepted their proposals and Kay was instructed to draw
up a contract.[40]
Even before this work on building the terraces on either side of the
new street had started, the Hospital Board was paying William well
‘for bricklayer’s work’. In the two years following his father Thomas’s
retirement early in 1824 he and Charles received £1,150 in advances.
The brothers were also paid a total of £168.7.2d for ‘repairs to the
school’. In three tranches over the course of 1826 they received a
further £920 in advances. The following year payments increased to
£1,900 for ‘work performed on the new buildings on the north side of
Nelson Street.’ This last was paid specifically to ‘Mr Suter’ or ‘William
Suter’, but confusingly the next payment of £450 in January 1828 was
to ‘C. and W. Suter bricklayers’ again, as had most of the earlier ones.
This last payment was one of a series of advances made to the various
builders – carpenters, plasterers and so on – engaged in building the
terrace on the north side of the new street, enabling them to get on
with the work. They did this to such effect that just before Christmas
that year Kay was able to tell the Board that the contract for erecting
the caracases of the twelve houses of the terrace, ‘estimated at £8,700,
was now completed.’ What was more it had come in under budget, the
actual cost being £8,647.10.9. There was another near £1,000 to pay for
additional works not in the original estimate, for these were also
completed. ‘The contractors’ Kay suggested ‘were now entitled to
receive the amounts above stated’ less what they had received in
advance. The Board directed the Treasurer to pay. Unfortunately the
minute does not state the individual sums paid out, but the Suters’
share must have been around £1,000.[41]
The next year the Board pressed on with the re-invention of
Grenwich’s town centre or ‘improvements to the town of Greenwich’,
as they termed it. In August the minutes noted that the Admiralty
was to purchase all the land included in My Kay’s plan between
Church Street and the Hospital, an area which the Board felt was
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Illus.43. Nelson Street south side and St Alfege church by W. Bligh
Barker around 1830. The artist has used some licence in painting this,
making the church more prominent than is it in reality.
particularly out of keeping with the gandeur of the Hospital buildings.
Kay was ordered to prepare a plan and estimate for a new Market and
the adjacent shops. By November when he presented his plan, it was
noted that the ‘ground already cleared on each side of the market
would admit ten small houses.’[42] But constuction work on the new
market seems to have been delayed until the terraces lining Nelson
Street were finished. Although in November that year (1829) the
Board paid William ‘for work on a house at the corner of Nelson
Street’, nine months later the first inhabitants of the new buildings
were asking the Board to get four unocupied houses finished or at
least given shops fronts. Not all the new premises had been taken, and
the empty, incomplete shops on the ground floor were bringing down
the tone of the area.[43]
There was also a problem with completing the sewer. In June 1831 one
of the new residents in Nelson Street, a Mr Cooper, asked the Board
for compensation for the delays in building it and the inconvenience
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he had suffered. Mr Kay told the Board that ‘a proper sewage should
be provided to the premises and this should be paid for by Greenwich
Hospital, but it is Mr Suter and not Mr Cooper who has the claim on
the Board and it is covenanted in the lease of the premises let to
Mr Suter that the drains made under these premises should be
provided.’ The Board referred the matter to its solicitor.[44]
Nevertheless the construction of the new covered market was now
fully underway. As it was completed, William saw another business
opportunity. In July the following year, 1832, he approached Kay with
a plan to build a row of houses on the narrow strip of land between
the new market and the backs of the houses on the north side on
Nelson Street.
The architect reported [to the Board] he had received a
proposal from Mr Suter to take a building lease at a fair
ground rent and erect seven houses on the site of ground lying
southwestward of the Market Place on the south side of Turpin
Lane if the Board will employ him to build seven other houses
at a price to be fixed by detailed estimates and calculated at
7½% below the prices of the Board of Works. The Board
ordered the architect to report his opinion without delay.[45]
William’s neighbours, the new residents of Nelson Street, were not
happy with the situation even before he came up with his plan to
build these houses. They wrote to the Board ‘regretting the intention
of continuing a thoroughfare in Turpin Lane, and pray the
Commissioners to consider the serious injury which the tradesmen of
that street will sustain’. The Board replied they had ‘no power to
prevent the continuance of this thoroughfare’, which seems a bit rich
considering all they were doing to redraw the map of the area. In
December the following year several residents complained again ‘about
the great depreciation in their property values due to the proposed
new houses in Turpin Lane’. They wanted a reduction in their rents.
The Board refused.[46]
Kay gave some support to William’s proposal to build houses on
Turnpin Lane, but the Board ordered him to get further quotations
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for the work ‘from six respectable builders.’ Surprisingly these were
obtained within the next fortnight and as early as 1 August (1832) the
Board opened the tenders for building the houses William had
proposed. Both of his offers were the lowest – £2,560 for the five
houses at the south-east entrance to the Market and just £3,000 for
these five houses plus seven more on the south side of the south-west
avenue to the Market on condition of obtaining a building lease of
sixty-three years, the first two years at a peppercorn rent and sixty-one
years at five shillings a foot per annum. It is not clear why William
only quoted for five houses at the south-east entrance, when his
original proposal had been for seven; for this left a site for two houses
remaining, as the Board picked up. ‘Messrs Suter’ were summoned to
the Board, which wanted these included in the tender. The Suters were
not happy with this, but offered to build the additional two houses in
the same way as the other five for £700. In support Kay said these two
could be let for £30 p.a. each plus £5 ground rent from the Suters for
an increase in cost of £1,140 for a revenue of £95 p.a. plus reversionary
interest in the houses plus benefits to the Market. The Board had to
refer this ‘upstairs’ to Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty for
approval. This was obtained, and the following month the Board
executed the necessary agreements with the Suters.

[47]

By this time William had already done much work on the new market;
for the following March the Board resumed consideration of Kay’s
claim for extra professional services, a claim which went back a full
three years to March 1830. Presumably Kay felt that the work he had
done on the new market and the streets around it were not really part
of his job for the Hospital Board, and so warranted extra pay. The
Board now directed that he be paid a percentage on £2,585.15.8, ‘being
the sum expended by Mr Suter up to 30th September last on the
buildings in the SW Avenue of the Market,’ and a further £17.10.0 as
soon as the buildings were completed and the leases executed. At the
same time ‘Mr Suter applied for £1,133.6.8 on account of the seven
houses he is erecting in the SW Avenue.’ The Board however agreed to
only £1,000, and William had to be content with that at least for the
time being. It was not until July the next year that he was paid the
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Illus.44. The plan of the western half of William Suter’s new-build of
Turnpin Lane, also known as South West Avenue, showing how the
houses were crammed in between the Nelson Street north side and the
new market.
‘balance of account for building seven houses in Turnpin Lane by
contract £342.19.5.’[48]
The brothers were also doing normal maintenance work on the
Hospital buildings as well as providing other supplies – the gap in
the payments noted in the Board’s minutes after January 1828 until
July the following year being probably due to the change in the
recording system rather than a gap in the work. From then on, instead
of noting advance payments to contractors, the minutes give the
details of actual payments made to each of them month by month.
These detailed lists cover not only the building contractors, but all the
numerous other ones supplying meat, bread, clothing, coal, wooden
legs or whatever.
But the payments to the Suters, whether C. and W. Suter or William
Suter, are the most complicated. They come under eight different
headings: cartage of coal for the ‘household’; sand or housesand for
the household; cartage of coal for the schools; sand for the schools;
and then ‘works’ – building and maintenance work – for the four
different departments:

hospital,

schools, Greenwich estates and
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Greenwich estates rents. Though payment is not made to the Suters
every month under every heading, payments are typically paid under
four or five headings every time. In later years hearthstones and
lighterage are added to the list, and fuller’s earth is sometimes
included with the sand. Payments are also made to ‘William Suter
mason’ separately from ‘C. and W. Suter bricklayers’. This last alone
could add another five separate monthly payments. The detail is
overwhelming – in 1840 alone the Suters received their money in 103
different payments – and continues to be provided in the minutes for
decades.
This mass of detail makes it difficult to follow the history of the work
done by the Suters for the Hospital, and find out what actual work
they were doing over these years. However it is possible to give an
outline of it. For many years almost all their payments were for
building work: seldom more than a few pounds a year was for other
supplies. Thus in 1830 the Suters were paid nearly £3,500 by the Board
for bricklayers’ work. The vast majority of it was under the heading
‘Hospital’, that is the main hospital buildings, with the remainder on
the ‘schools’, that is the boarding schools which the Hospital ran for
the orphan children of dead sailors. Payments for small items of
supplies, so-called ‘Household Stores’, start at this time with
something under £10 paid in the year for house-sand. They often
amount to only a few shillings a time. In 1831 the brothers were again
paid a few pounds for the supply of sand and fuller’s earth, followed in
1832 by small amounts for the ‘cartage of coals’ to the ‘household’ and
the schools. Later on these last payments, whether described as cartage
of coal, carriage of coal – occasionally Welsh coal or seacoal – or
simply cartage, grow much larger, amounting to several hundred
pounds a year. They do not seem to cover the coal itself, just the
carriage charges. From 1839 there are also occasional payments for
‘lighterage’, supplies by water rather than by road – the Hospital
buildings were of course right by the river. Clearly William was
constantly on the alert for new opportunities, however small, to get
more business – ‘every little helps’ could have been his motto!
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The big payments for bricklayers’ work continued for several years. In
1831 the brothers got £3,900 for this, though in contrast to the
previous year nearly three-quarters of it – £2,800 – was for work on
the Greenwich Estates, which must be the work the Suters were doing
in the Market area. In 1832 the ‘works’ payments totalled £4,802, the
great majority being split between work on the Hospital buildings and
that on the Greenwich Estates. In August this year William quoted
£390 for ‘building the enclosing wall of the swimming pool’ for the
Hospital school, but the Board had decided that ‘Government
contractors’ (unspecified) could do it much cheaper. In the event,
however, William got the work. For in the June and July following he
was paid a total of £600 for it. This was in addition to £1,000 he was
paid for building the Turnpin Lane houses, as noted above, and
another £690 to the brothers that year for normal maintenance
work.[49] William was not always successful in getting the work he
wanted from the Hospital Board, however. In June 1833 the
‘Admiralty authorised the erection of 13 more houses in the Market to
be put to tender by 15th December’, but the contract went to one
Henry Potts. In a unique transaction, William collected ‘193 loads of
ashes’ from the Hospital, for which he paid some £50. One would have
thought he might be paid for taking them away, but perhaps he found
them useful for foundations.[50]
For their contractors the Board was a dream client to do work for: it
paid monthly in full for work done the previous month. For their part
the contractors must have done a good job for the Hospital.
The Board noted at this time (March 1833) that it was keen to
continue to use tradesmen who had ‘given satisfaction’. This seemed to
apply to both the work and the price: it ‘accepted tenders to perform
ordinary works and repairs at rates below the prices in the printed
schedules.’ William had offered a full fifteen percent off the standard
price, so the Board must have been getting a good deal.[51]
The following year, 1834, was quieter. The brothers received only £813
from the Board for ‘bricklayers works’, though William was paid
another £200 for ‘plasterer’s work’ for the first time. Perhaps the
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Payments to C and W Suter for bricklayers work
£s

£s

£s

1836

1837

1838

Hospital Works

2,355

2,177

1,019

Schools Works

146

Greenwich Estates

<100

c.150
421

c.170
158

downturn in Hospital jobs made him widen his set of skills. He
describes himself as ‘bricklayer and plasterer’ in the trade directories
from this time, as his father Thomas had done occasionally in the
1820s. But there were big payments again the following year – the
total was up to £3,490. For the next couple of years after this the
brothers were paid around £2,500 a year by the Board for building
work, but only some £1,300 in 1838. The great majority of this was for
‘Hospital Works’, that is building and maintenance work on the main
Hospital buildings, with only some £300 each year coming from their
work on the hospital schools and ‘Estates’ together, and a few pounds
on ‘household supplies’.
Changes arose in 1839. From October William began to do some
mason’s work for the Board, that is stone work rather than brick
work. He also started to be paid for ‘lighterage’, supplies by water
rather than road, and for the supply of hearthstones, which seem to be
have been required suprisingly frequently. But with coals fires the only
means of heating and every room in a building having a fireplace, no
doubt new hearthstones were often needed. All these additional
payments went to William alone: Charles was seemingly not involved.
In total the brothers together received around £2,000 in payments
from the Board, including supplies for the ‘household stores’, with
another £300 going to William alone. The mason’s work continued to
gain in importance: in 1840 William was paid £1,700, the brothers
together for bricklayers work another £1,500. Over the next three
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years the mason’s work remained important, with William receiving a
little under £1,000 each year for this, while the brothers’ bricklayers
work brought in close to £1,800 annually. There was also another £300
a year or so for household stores, mainly for the cartage of coal.
The building work for the Hospital stopped abruptly at the end of
1844. That year had been a busy one for the Suters. The brothers had
received a total of £4,600, three-quarters of it to the two of them for
bricklayers work and the other quarter to William alone for mason’s
work. There was also another £240 for supplies, overwhemlingly
cartage of coal. The building work now ended. The last payment made
to the Suters by the Hospital Board for this was in January 1845 for
work done in December, when C. and W. Suter received £366 for
bricklayers work and W. Suter £97 for mason’s work. The Board now
brought in a new system, by which the building and maintenance
work it required was done by direct labour, not through contractors.
Thus payments are noted to the firm of Martyr, longtime contractors
to the Board, for ‘carpenters’ materials’, not carpentry work; and there
is a payment to another supplier for bricks, not bricklayers’ work.
A couple of years later the Board’s minutes list several dozen building
workers of all trades on their books.
William and Charles continued to supply coal, house sand and
hearthstones, even hiring scaffolding to the Board in June 1845 for a
few pounds. That year William was paid a total of £360 for cartage or
cartage of coals on five separate occasions. These payments for cartage
and the much lower ones for hearthstones are shown in the accounts
as made to William Suter, while C. and W. Suter continue to supply
the house sand. This continues through 1846, when William is paid
£280 for cartage, but confusingly there is also a payment of £29 to
C. and W. Suter in July for this, as well as £10 in October to W. Suter
alone for sand and fuller’s earth. This payment for cartage in July 1846
was the last one made to the two brothers together and may have
arisen because of confusion by the clerk making the entry. After this
all payments are made just to William. For Charles was dying and
must have taken no further part in the business. He died in William’s
home in Blackheath the following April.
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After Charles’s death William moved the business to Diamond Terrace,
Royal Hill, a little way up the hill from St Alfege church. There are
still houses called Suter’s Cottages there to this day. The supplies work
for the Hospital continued for the next few years.

In 1847, for

example, William received £336 for cartage and small amounts for sand
and hearthstones. Then in July 1852 the Hospital Steward reported to
the Board ‘that the present contractor for the supply of coals and W.
Suter, who has the cartage of them, have agreed to deliver the 800
tons still due from the contractor’s wharf to the cellars’; that is,
presumably, rather than just dumping the coal on the ground. This
must have saved the hospital authorities a good deal of money. The
Steward added that he was in no doubt he would easily be able to find
contractors to continue this new way of working ‘at a sum not
exceeding’ what the Board had been paying up till then. This is the
last mention of William in the Hospital records except for an entry in
the same minute that he was paid in that month £129.4.0 for cartage
of coal. There is no note that he was handing over the business, but in
October his son James was paid for cartage work in September. So at
the age of sixty-eight William retired and handed the business over to
his youngest son, who had been part of the business since he was old
enough to work.[52]
Like

his

father

Thomas,

William

was

an

insurance

agent.

Advertisements by the insurance company Royal Exchange Fire and
Life Assurance promoting William as its agent appeared in the local
press once or twice a year at least between 1839 and 1849 and perhaps
outside these dates. These informed readers that he was ‘ready to
insure houses and other buildings, household funiture, wearing
apparel, printed books, goods, wares and merchandise from loss or
damage by fire; also ships in harbour, in dock or while building.’ As
for life insurance, it proclaimed that it was ‘found to be of great
benefit to persons having offices, employments, estates and other
incomes which cease with their lives, more especially to Clergymen,
Physicians, Lawyers and persons holding pensions for life.’ There is no
way of knowing what business William did in this regard, but both the
repeated advertisements and the Hospital Board’s stipulation that the
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new buildings it had had built must be fully insured, quoted above,
show that it cannot have been negligble.[53]

Property in Greenwich
William used the opportunity provided by his initatives with the
Hospital Board to obtain several properties in the Market/Nelson
Street area on long-term leases. He then used some of them to house
his family. In the end he had three houses on Nelson Street and one
round the corner on King Street, together with eight on Turnpin Lane
and a whole terrace of ten houses on Hog Lane, now known as Old
Woolwich Road. The lease agreements to all these properties survive in
the Admiralty’s voluminous archive, not merely the original leases but
permissions to sublet or assign the lease, allowing us to trace
something of their occupation history.[54]
The first three properties he took on were described as numbers 1, 15
and 19 Nelson Street. But the description of the first of these – ‘No.1
behind no.25 King Street’ – was wrong. It was actually No.1 King
Street behind No.25 Nelson Street and later account entries name it as
a house on King Street. Numbers 15 and 19 were on the south side of
the street, which was numbered 13 to 25. These three properties were
leased by William from June 1827 for sixty-three years, though the
leases were only drawn up a couple of years later. This seems to have
been because the first two years were at a ‘peppercorn’ rent, that is
free, and payments only started two years later. Then in September
1830 William leased 5 Nelson Street for sixty-one years. This was on
the north side of the street with the new market behind it.
A passageway ran between numbers 5 and 6 linking the street to the
market and it may have been for this reason the rent was much higher
than for the other properties. Another couple of years later he leased
‘a piece of ground and houses’, which he had been erecting and
finishing, on Turnpin Lane – ‘land now forming the South-west
Avenue to the [new] Market from Church Street’ with seven houses
already occupied and built. This lease was for sixty-three years from
September 1832.
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All these houses consisted of a groundfloor shop and three upper
residential floors. The annual ground rents William paid for them
were surprisingly varied, especially the three in Nelson Street. He paid
£14 a year for number 15, £20 for number 19, £7 for the house round
the corner in King Street, just £20 for all the houses in Turnpin Lane
and a whacking £55 for 5 Nelson Street, a total of £116 for the year.
The amount stayed the same for the life of the lease. Why the
difference between them? Part of the explanation is that although the
Nelson Street houses all look the same from the outside, they are
rather different inside. Thus number 19 was not only much larger than
number 15 internally; it also had a bigger backyard. Number 5 was not
only deeper again, but also wider, as its three upper floors extended
over the passageway to the market. Perhaps too because it was on the
sunny side of the street and was closer to the market, it was felt to be
more desirable. Nevertheless the size of the rent difference is
remarkable. The Turnpin Lane houses were both smaller and being in
a back lane clearly less attractive than those on the grand terrace of
Nelson Street.
To obtain the lease for number 5 William had ‘completely to finish the
house in a good workmanlike manner and to expend at least from
£800–900 in such finishing, subject to the approbation of Mr Joseph
Kay the present Clerk of Works.’ This was presumably the total price
for building and fitting out the house, but nevertheless seems a
surprisingly large sum of money. Whatever he actually spent on the
house, William completed both it and the houses he had contracted to
build on Turnpin Lane ‘to the satisfaction of the Clerk of Works’, as
the lease document confirmed, by the end of September 1830. On
completion William moved his immediate family into number 5. He
had originally intended his eldest son William junior to have this
property, but got the Board to put it in his own name at the last
minute. Young William was still living at home and perhaps the idea
of setting him up on his own unmarried came to seem impractical.
Apart from William junior the family included Sarah and their
youngest two children Harriet and James. William and Sarah
continued to live here until she died, and then William alone until he
moved up the hill to Blackheath in 1845.
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Illus.45. Nelson Street north side. The Suters’ home at no. 5 is
immediately to the left and above the archway in the centre.
The passageway between number 5 and the Market made the house
bigger, but otherwise it proved to be not an umitigated benefit. In
January 1833 William and his nextdoor neighbour had occasion to
write to the Hospital Board, complaining of the ‘nuisance’ in the
passage and the ‘want of light.’ The Board referred the matter to the
parochial authorities. The vestry clerk replied a couple of months later
that ‘measures had been taken to remedy nuisances in the passage’, and
additional lighting and the repair of the pavement were also being
considered.

What

nefarious

activities

constituted

the

nuisances

complained of is not stated in the record, so one is left to guess.
But once again one is surprised the Board got involved at all rather
than delegating so minor a matter to its Clerk of Works.[55]
The lease for number 5 also included a small piece of land on
Turnpin Lane between the house and the new market for a payment
of £20 a year. The lease mentions ‘the messuage built thereon and
now occupied by William Suter’, but whether this was put up by
William or already existed is not clear. The property appears in the
accounts as number 15 Market. Doubtless the high rent for this small
property was due the fact that it faced directly onto the new covered
market. Next to it on Turnpin Lane were the seven houses William
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Illus.46. Nelson Street plans.
top: Plan of no.5 in red, the home of William Suter and family.
bottom: The eastern half of the south side of the street, showing
William Suter’?s two properties – no.19 and (round the corner) 1 King
Street.
had been so keen to get the Hospital authorities’ permission to build,
as described above. After the construction of the terrace lining
Nelson Street, the old lane was now little more than a passage, as the
Board acknowledged. By the end of 1835 these houses were already
built and occupied, and as agreed three years earlier William took
them over, paying what looks like the paltry sum of £35 a year for a
lease of sixty-one years for ‘No:14 and six others in the Market’, as
the accounts describe them.
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Over the road 15 Nelson Street became the family home and draper’s
shop of William Henry Watts, probably in 1849, when he moved to
Greenwich, having lost his Deptford premises to fire in January that
year – it is not clear what happened to the house in the intervening
years, but William paid the ground rent for it. In May the following
year William Henry married William’s daughter Harriet, and William
assigned the lease to them in December. They lived there until their
move to Liverpool in 1855. The lease was then reassigned to another
draper.
Number 19 William sublet to another family of drapers for four years
from 1828 for £105 a year – ‘drapers and silk mercers’ were the sort
of business the Hospital Board had hoped to attract to the new street,
greatly preferable to the dog-skinners and tripe boilers which were
among the many noisesome trades they forbad in all these properties.
The £105 contrasts with the £20 ground rent William was paying to
the Hospital. But of course William had built and fitted out the house.
It was here that Isaac Watts, William Henry’s elder brother, came to
live following his marriage in 1854. He must have come because
William Henry lived just two or three doors away, though there is no
evidence the brothers were particularly close emotionally. Isaac and his
wife Aspasia stayed on for several years after William Henry and
family had left for Liverpool. They had a couple of children here
before moving to Derbyshire.
The house on the corner of Nelson Street and King Street, initially at
least numbered 1 King Street, was, like numbers 15 and 19, leased for
sixty-three years from 1827. William continued to hold all these
properties, except number 15 whch he had assigned to Harriet and
William Henry, until his death. His executors William Henry Watts
and Edward Dyer Suter eventually disposed of the leases around
1864–5.
On the other side of the Hospital and closer to the river ran the old
road from Woolwich further downstream. This was known as Hog
Lane (later renamed Woolwich Old Road, and now called Old
Woolwich Road). On the part of the road known as Norfolk Place,
which must have got its name from Norfolk College which lay in its
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own grounds by the riverbank, Philip James Knights, William’s fatherin-law, had leased a ‘piece of ground and messuage thereon’ from
Alexander Crombie, Doctor of Laws, for ninety years from 1822. The
plot was 18 feet 9 inches wide and 80 feet deep, and on it Knights had
erected ‘a brick house’ together with ‘workshop, stabling etc.’ Six years
later William acquired the land on either side of this plot, 57 feet wide
to the west and 119 feet on the east. The Hospital was still the
freeholder of all this land, on which there were already four houses.
William now proceeded to build another six houses on these plots and
obtain a long lease on all ten of them.
In 1849 he borrowed £300 from a Rev Bright at five percent per
annum with the proviso that he let number 10 for £20 a year. The
following June he borrowed a further £500 from another lender
against surety of all ten houses. William’s son James was witness to
this latter transaction and he may well have taken over a couple of the
houses at this time. For, when some years after William’s death, his
executors were disposing of these properties, James paid them £250 for
the lease on numbers 9 and 10 plus a small annual ground rent to
Alex Crombie. At the same time James’s brother-in-law, Charles
Gardner, paid £1070 for the lease of all the other houses in the row
except number 4, which had been the Knights’ home, though the lease
of this too was soon assigned to him by William’s executors. Why
William had wanted to raise money on these properties is not known.
Perhaps it was to help James in some way, or one of his other less
successful sons.

William’s later years
William’s wife Sarah died at home in 5 Nelson Street on 5 June 1843
at the age of sixty-three. She was buried five days later at Greenwich
Road Chapel. William stayed on at number 5 for a couple of years
before moving up the hill to The Grove in Blackheath overlooking
Greenwich. He gives this as his home address for the first time in July
1846, but he had been able to sublease number 5 from May the
previous year, which must be when he moved.[56] In 1852, at the age of
sixty-eight, he handed over the building business to his youngest son
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James, who had worked for him ever since he was able to do so.
He was a widower, comfortably off and with no commitments. So he
went on holiday to Brighton, where the census found him in the
spring of 1851, staying presumably with friends. As a result, nothing is
known of his domestic circumstances in Blackheath, except that The
Grove was considered a somewhat superior address, and he began to
call himself a gentleman. His brother Charles seems to have spent the
last months of his life here with William.
William’s nonconformist enthusiasm brought him into conflict with
the Church authorities. In spite of not worshipping at the parish
church he was, like everyone else, liable to pay church rates. But as the
local paper noted in March 1841 there was ‘a little clique in Greenwich
well known for their disinclination to pay.’ The new churchwarden
had promised at the time of his election to pursue the ‘recusants’ in
court, and spice is added to the tale because William’s own father
Thomas had been churchwarden some forty years earlier and was no
doubt faced with the same problem of dealing with nonconformists
who refused to pay.
The ‘clique’ had got away with non-payment for several years, but now
Mr Wheatley, the new churchwarden, had summons issued against
seven of them including ‘Mr William Suter, builder and Poor Law
Guardian’. He was the first to answer the charge and ‘was asked to
show cause why he declined to pay 11s 1d, the amount due since last
August’. But the court had a problem. The correct amount was a
penny more, 11s 2d, but William refused to
… take advantage of the [legal] objection. The magistrate,
finding that Mr Suter had no argument to offer against the
validity of the rate, was about to amerce him in the amount
claimed and expenses; but the clerk repeating the question as
to his willingness to waive his right of objection, Mr Suter
with a bashful look of becoming hesitation consented to allow
himself to be summoned a second time in a ‘proper’ manner.[57]
Even in Victorian times much less than half the population regularly
attended Church of England services, so there was a widespread feeling
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against this compulsory charge which applied to everyone with
property. Because of this and the unpleasantness aroused in trying to
extract money from those unwilling to pay on both religious and
financial grounds, churchwardens often did not pursue them. But then
someone like Wheatley would be roused by local pressure from his
vicar or the parishioners to take action and recover the money legally
due to the church. The strength of the religious feeling among the
‘recusants’ may be judged by the response of one of William’s fellow
accused. Mr Thomas Tanner, also of Nelson Street, ‘had no doubt as to
the legality of the present demand’ but was refusing to pay as ‘he had
once belonged to the church, but now subscribed to one more pure.’[58]
A month later four of them, ‘all respectable tradesmen’, were
summoned again. One of them, Joseph Haycraft, a fellow Guardian of
the Poor, was infuriated to find an anonymous donor had paid his
dues. He made such fuss about the money being paid ‘without my
knowledge, privity or consent’ that he had to be thrown out of court.
William and the other three accused, however, did not appear and
‘warrants in each case were made out.’ The outcome is not known.
Doubtless William and the others had to pay. But that was not the end
of the matter. Eight years later he was summoned again for nonpayment, and then again the following March, 1849. ‘Mr William Suter
was summoned for the sum of 9s.9d’ which was rather more than the
other defendants that day, suggesting either that he had a larger
property or that he had failed to pay for longer than them. He was
determined not to let the matter pass without voicing his objections.
He ‘was about to make a speech to the court in reference to the justice
of Church rates, but Mr Trail [the magistrate] stopped him, observing
that he could not allow the matter to be discussed in the court, but if
Mr Suter had any legal objection to urge to the rate he would hear it.’
He had none and was ordered to pay in seven days.[59]
William was indeed ‘a respectable tradesman’. In 1841 he was already
elected as one of the Guardians of the Greenwich Union. Two years
later he was appointed a Commissioner of the Court of Requests
(a local small claims court) by the Greenwich Annual Vestry Meeting.
The Guardians had the job of overseeing the provision of local help
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for the poor, mainly through the workhouse. When he was re-elected
a Guardian in 1849 he got more votes than any of the other candidates
except the vicar. He was clearly well regarded locally.

[60]

At the end of 1859 or early in 1860 William went to join his daughter
Harriet and son-in-law William Henry Watts in Liverpool. At that
time they were living in an apartment above the store in Old
Compton House. As this was just a few months before he died, the
move is a surprise. Perhaps at the age of seventy-six he felt in need of
looking after. But why was neither his daughter Sarah nor his
youngest son James able or perhaps willing to care for him? They both
lived close by in Greenwich and were prosperous enough. Perhaps it
was he who made the choice. For he may have moved precipitously. In
February just a few weeks at most after moving, the local authority
responsible for the ‘highways’, the Greenwich and Deptford Board of
Works, needed to get in touch with him over the dangerous state of
his fence at The Grove. William wrote back from Liverpool a month
later to say he had the matter in hand. Had he had a row with his
Greenwich children and left in a huff, leaving his wonky fence to fall
into the road?[61]
William had made a will in August 1859, before he moved, describing
himself as a gentleman of Greenwich. He appointed William Henry
Watts, his son-in-law, who lived in Liverpool, and Edward Dyer Suter,
his nephew, who lived in north London, as his trustees and executors.
It is perhaps no surprise that he did not have sufficient trust in his
two elder sons William and Henry, whose chequered careers are
described below. But why he did not appoint his youngest son James
as a trustee, who lived just down the hill from him, is not clear.
William had handed his business over to him and as a result James was
left nothing in his father’s will.
William does not seem to have felt close to most of his other children
either. He left a mere £10 to his eldest daughter Sarah, wife of Charles
Gardner, and the same amount to each of his elder sons William and
Henry. It is of course likely he had already helped all of these
financially, though his will does not mention this, but £10 looks very
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mean aginst the £100 he left to his nephew Edward for acting as
trustee and executor. On the other hand his youngest daughter
Harriet, William Henry’s wife, was left his leasehold properties at The
Grove, Blackheath, and at Crooms Hill, Greenwich, which was rented
out, ‘for her own use absolutely.’ In a codicil added a few weeks before
he died William added all his furniture and household effects to this.
How much of this he had with him in Liverpool and how much
remained in Blackheath is not clear, but there was probably little of it
in Liverpool, as he was living with Harriet and William Henry above
the store. So it seems a little strange to leave it all to Harriet. What
this bequest does show together with William Henry’s appointment as
Trustee and William’s move to Liverpool to be with them in his old
age, is that he felt especially close to them. He had also formed a
friendship with James Jeffrey of Compton House, for he left him the
‘polished granite vase which now stands on my property at the Grove’,
calling him ‘my respected friend.’
Finally in the codicil he left the ‘proceeds of the sale [of the rest of his
property] to be divided into thirteen equal shares’ between his
grandchildren: ‘five to daughter Sarah, five to son James and three to
son William.’ Perhaps not surprisingly in view of his bequests to their
mother, Harriet’s children get nothing. But nor do the children of son
Henry, who certainly had one child alive at this time and perhaps two
more, and, as described below, both father and sons could have done
with the money. Perhaps William felt he had helped them enough –
if he did at all. His estate including the leaseholds on his various
properties were valued at ‘under £6,000.’ This suggests a significant
level of wealth when compared to John Tovar’s £800 in 1869, Gabriel
Ford’s £1,700 in 1883, and William Henry Watts junior’s £17,160 in
1899.

[62]

William died on 6 December 1860 aged seventy-six, at

1 Basnett Street, which is where Harriet and family lived, and was
buried four days later in Toxteth Park Cemetery in Liverpool.

The children of William and Sarah Suter
William and Sarah had six children, four boys and two girls. The two
girls married, bore lots of children and, after initial struggles,
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prospered. The boys, however, enjoyed – in the old sense of the word
– mixed fortunes. One died as a teenager. The other three all married
and had families, but two of them found none of their father’s
business success. Indeed both appear to have struggled financially most
of their lives. Only the youngest son flourished.
Sarah
The eldest child was Sarah, named after her mother and grandmother
and born in September 1805. She married Charles Gardner in June
1835 and had five children with him. Charles called himself a
‘Professor of Music’ – we would call him a music teacher. His main
instruments were the organ and the piano. They lived at first in
Blackheath Road in Greenwich, where he and Sarah ran a music
school. Sarah was certainly directly involved as a ‘governess’,
controlling the boarding arrangements and no doubt teaching nonmusical subjects as well. In 1841 they had nine girls as boarders,
mostly aged ten to fifteen, though one was only six years old.
Doubtless they also had some day pupils. They had one living-in
female ‘assistant teacher’ and three female servants. Later they moved
up the hill in The Grove, Blackheath and then a liitle further away
into Lewisham, where they were in 1855. By this time Charles had
become organist in the local parish church.[63]
Charles and Sarah must have made a success of the school, for in the
autumn of 1867 Charles bought the leases of numbers 1 to 10 Norfolk
Place for the considerable sum of £1,070. This was probably the whole
terrace, which was situated in Hog Lane, later known as Old
Woolwich Road. Sarah’s father William Suter had leased the ground in
1828 and then built the whole terrace. His parents-in-law, the Knights,
had built a house at number 4 for their retirement and lived there
until they died. Now William’s executors, his son-in-law William
Henry Watts and his nephew Edward Dyer Suter, put most of the
terrace up for auction and Charles bought it. At the same time he paid
another £155 for the lease of number 4 which must have been leased
separately. Numbers 9 and 10 had previously been sublet to James,
Sarah’s youngest brother, who was a builder.[64]
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William
While his elder sister seems to have been prospering, William, the
second child and eldest son of William and Sarah, struggled all his life
to make a living. He was born in 1807, but does not seem to have ever
joined his father and uncle in the building business. By 1832, at the
age of twenty-five, he had set up as an ironmonger at 13 Nelson
Street, in one of the shops on the south side of the road which had
been built by his father, though he still lived at home at number 5.
He also had a shop for a time in Montpelier Road, Blackheath, up the
hill from Greenwich, but this does not seem to have lasted long.
The business in Nelson Strret, however, continued with sufficient
success to enable him to get married. This he did in September 1841 to
Helen Stephenson, who came from Wapping across the river. They had
three children together over the next five years. But by 1851 William
is ‘out of business’ and the family has moved to 3 Norfolk Place.
He must have started up again; for in November 1859 he was reported
in the local press as ‘Wm Suter jnr ironmonger bankrupt, London Rd,
Greenwich.’[65]
A year or so later, at the 1861 census, with the three children now
teenagers still living at home, he works as a clerk, that is a shop
assistant, for an ironmonger in Camberwell in the East End of
London. Another ten years on in the 1871 census William, at the age
of sixty-four, and Helen are living in Islington. Their two daughters
are still at home and still unmarried, as is Helen’s younger sister, who
is living with them, as she was twenty years earlier. William gives his
occupation as ‘clerk unemployed.’ What the family was living on
financially is not clear. They have not been followed further.
Philip
The third child of William and Sarah, Philip was born in 1808, but
sadly died in March 1827 at the age of nineteen, having drowned while
bathing. Perhaps the water was too cold. According to his sister
Harriet ‘he had the promise of being a good artist [and] left some
beautiful water-colour drawings [sic] behind’ including a a view of
Tintern Abbey, which his sister was still displaying in her dining-room
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some seventy years later. He was buried in Greenwich Road chapel
graveyard.[66]
Henry Francis
William and Sarah’s fourth child, Henry Francis, was born in June
1810 in Norwich and baptised a month later in the parish church of
St George Colegate where Sarah’s parents had married. Obviously the
family connection with Sarah’s parents the Knights still living in the
city played a major part in the decision to go there, but before the
railway came to make travel easy, it must have been quite a journey
for Sarah especially when pregnant. All must have gone sufficiently
well, however, for Sarah to bring her baby back to Greenwich.
The next we hear of Henry Francis – if it is him – is when he
marries Caroline Smith from Melcombe Regis in Dorset in 1831.
The name Henry Francis is sufficiently unusual to make the
identification probable. But no more is known of their life together.
One must assume Caroline died without giving Henry any children,
for on 22 July 1839 he married again at St John the Baptist, Croydon,
to Elizabeth Jell from Deptford. Doubtless they married away from
home because some twelve weeks later Elizabeth produced a son,
whom they named Henry after his father. Within eighteen months she
had produced another son, John, soon followed by a daughter Emma
Jane, who sadly died within weeks. Finally there was Edward, born in
1843.
The family lived at first in Latham’s Cottages (not identified) in
Greenwich, then in East Street and then in Trafalgar Road, a new
street created by the Hospital authorities in their tidying up of the
town. Henry does not give his occupation in 1841, when he is in his
early thirties with a wife and two tiny children. Whether this was an
inadvertant omission or he was in fact unemployed is not known. The
latter is quite likely in view of his future problems. Ten years on he is
working as a builder’s clerk, but he later set up on his own as a
‘painter and mason’s dealer’ and then ten years on, in his sixties, as a
‘painter and paper-hanger.’ ‘Painter’ must mean a decorator. But he
lost his wife Elizabeth young and in 1861 was living on his own with
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a female servant. His boys, still not fully adult, are not with him.
In his sixties he married again – to Mary, ten years younger than
him. But she too died and he fell on hard times. In his seventies, now
alone, he lived as a lodger with a young family in Greenwich and was
back working as a builder’s clerk.
But things got even worse. In March 1882 he was admitted to
Greenwich Workhouse as ‘destitute’. He was seventy-one years old.
Eighteen months later he was ‘discharged to house’, which doubtless
means he left the workhouse. Perhaps his brother James provided him
with accommodation. But he went back to the workhouse; for in
January 1885 he was ‘discharged to infirmary’. He was clearly not well,
and may well have stayed there till he died in the winter of 1888 at
the age of seventy-eight. His eldest boy, another Henry, married at the
age of nineteen, and he and his wife, another Elizabeth, continued to
live in Greenwich. They had at least four children together. Henry
worked as a boot maker, but died in 1877 in Greenwich at the age of
only thirty-eight.
Harriet
After Henry, there was a twelve-year gap before William and Sarah’s
next child Harriet was born on 8 January 1823. She was baptised ten
weeks later at the New Independent Chapel in Greenwich. Had her
mother Sarah suffered from the journey to Norwich for Henry’s birth?
The result of the gap was that Harriet and her younger brother James
were very much a second family and as teenagers lived alone with
their parents at 5 Nelson Street in the centre of Greenwich. Actually
not quite alone, because there was also their elder brother William
until he married in 1841, as well as two female servants and two
twenty-year old male grocer’s assistants as lodgers. So it was a crowded
house. It is a surprise to find the two lodgers, as William’s business
appears to be thriving.
By the age of fifteen Harriet had got a taste for religion and became
the honorary organist at the Maize Hill Independent Chapel. Maize
Hill was often spelt Maze Hill. The original seventeenth century name
was May’s Hill. No doubt Harriet was taught by her sister Sarah’s
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James SUTER = (1) Sarah Ann JEULA

= (2) Mary ?

1824–1883
Anne Jeula

Herbert Samuel
Robert James

Isabella Sarah

Florence E

husband, the music teacher Charles Gardner. She continued to be the
organist here for the next ten years, until she married William Henry
Watts in the Baptist chapel just up the road in Deptford, where he
worshipped, on 2 May 1850. Her married life has been described above
in chapter four.
James
James was born in June 1824, the last in the family, and was baptised
in Maize Hill chapel. At the age of sixteen he was living at home and
working as a builder’s clerk. This must have been for his father and
uncle, the only one of William and Sarah’s sons to do so. In the spring
of 1849 he married Sarah Ann, born in Islington and the daughter of
Robert S. Jeula, an East India merchant’s clerk. Robert must have been
related to the Rev H.B. Jeula, who was minister of Maize Hill Chapel
for over thirty years.[67] James and Sarah had two children together.
They remained nonconformists, having their children baptised in the
Grenwich Road Independent chapel. They lived in Point Hill, just off
Royal Hill where James had his business. They prospered at first,
having two live-in female servants. But all did not go well for the
family. The eldest child Anne died just a year old, and the next one
Herbert died as a teenager. Whether he survived his mother is not
clear, but Sarah too died in the 1860s, in her forties. James then
married again to Mary, a local woman, who was seven years younger
than him and in her late thirties when they married. This did not
prevent her from presenting James with another three children, the
last when she was in her mid-forties.
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In the autumn of 1852, with his uncle Charles dead and his father in
his late sixties, he took over the family building business: the
Greenwich Hospital account books at that date show him providing
the sand, hearthstones and cartage of coal for the household stores
which his father and uncle had done over many years. He advertises
himself as a ‘builder, contractor and monumental mason’ based at
Royal Hill in Greenwich, just up the road from St Alfege church.
Suter’s Cottages are still to be found on the site. Like his father and
grandfather he was also agent for the Royal Exchange Insurance
Society. He died at Greenwich in the winter of 1883 at the age of
fifty-nine. The family has not been followed further except that the
eldest-surviving child Robert moved to near Maldon in Essex and
became a farmer and land agent. He had seven children by his wife
Alice Louise from Worthing and died at the age of seventy-five in
1929.[68]
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Chapter Ten
The Tovars 1810–1961
Illi robur et aes triplex

Circa pectus erat, qui fragilem truci
Commisit pelago ratem
Primus.
He, who first launched his frail boat on the rough sea,
Was bound around the chest in oak and three-ply bronze.
Horace Odes I.iii.9

The Tovars were undoubtedly Spanish in origin. This was always the
family tradition and nothing in recent research has provided any
evidence to the contrary. On the other hand no direct evidence has
been found of the earlier history of this branch of the family. But
suffice it to state that the name originates in the village of Tovar –
now Tobar – in northern Spain, some ten miles north-west of Burgos
and fifty miles south of the port of Santander. A Visigothic origin has
been suggested for the family, but this probably applies to the ruling
lord rather than the general inhabitants of this isolated community.
Not surprisingly the surname is found not merely in Spain but also in
Latin America, particularly Mexico – a Tovar accompanied Cortes on
his conquering expedition.
When the family emerges into the light of day in England, however, it
appears typically English. The Christian name of the first member of
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Gabriel FORD 3 = (1 )Amelia SEABOURNE
= (2) Emily SEABOURNE
Amelia = John TOVAR
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Emily
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Amelia
Annette

= William Henry WATTS jnr

Alice

= William BARR

Lizzie
John Ford = Sarah Ann INGRY
Edith
Walter

= Fanny Louise BOGGS

Mary
Ada
Horace

= Annie ?

the family known to us is John. But information about his ancestry
has not been found. One record states that he was born in London in
1810[1] and this is the full extent of our knowledge of his early life. In
view of his later career it is quite likely that his father was a Spanish
sailor – quite possible an officer on a merchant ship – who came to
London in the normal course of his job. It is also probable,
considering his name and London as his birthplace, that his mother
was English. No direct evidence of his parents has come to light, not
even a baptism, but John may have had a sister Mary born around
1814, as a Mary Tovar aged twenty-five was living in Poplar in the
East End of London at the 1841 census, but no more is known of her.
John Tovar married twice, both times to women from the East End.
Although portrayals of Dickens’s London give the impression that the
East End was decaying with age, in fact the area as a place of teeming
human habitation was largely nineteenth century in origin. It arose as
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London’s trade with the world expanded dramatically with the
Industrial Revolution. Before then Tower Hamlets was justly named.
It comprised small groups of houses scattered along the banks of the
Thames or just inland on the marshy estuary. Stepney was the only
village and its church served the countryside for miles around. Then,
as the Port of London above Tower Bridge became unable to cope
with the growing volume of cargo, new docks were developed just
downriver, with the West India, East India and London Docks all built
between 1803 and 1806. These needed vast numbers of workers –
dockers, sailors, warehousemen and so on – to service them.
No doubt at times much of the area constituted a northern favela, but
there were always, as we shall see, pockets of much better housing.
For the East End contained not just labourers and dockers who were
paid only when work was available, but also a burgeoning middle class
of shopkeepers, middle men of all sorts, ships officers and the like.
And this is where the Tovars found their niche. John’s first marriage
at the age of twenty-three was to Mary Jane Williams at St Matthew’s
church, Bethnal Green, London. There were no children of this
marriage. Mary Jane must have died, for John married for a second
time on 1 October 1847 at St Dunstan’s Stepney to Amelia Ford. He
was now thirty-seven years old and she just twenty-one. Amelia came
from a seafaring family – her father Gabriel was a master mariner
(captain of a merchant ship), so it is no surprise that she met and
married John, who was one too. Unlike the Tovars and indeed
Amelia’s mother’s family, the Fords or their relatives can be traced
back with reasonably certainty all the way to the late fifteenth century
– and some of their ancestors another two centuries back, further in
fact than any other line of the wider family so far investigated. Their
history is related in the following chapters.
About her mother’s family history, on the other hand, nothing certain
has been found. Her mother, also Amelia, was a Seabourne and
probably born in Limehouse, one of the Tower Hamlets. The
Seabournes

may

have

come

from

the

west of

England –

Gloucestershire or Herefordshire – and there were some Seabournes
living in London’s East End by the time Amelia married Gabriel.
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Illus.47. Captain John
Tovar.

Amelia certainly had a sister Mary, who married John Ross, a boat
builder from Limehouse, in 1820, who was with Amelia when she died.
There may also have been another sister, Emily, Gabriel’s second wife.
But the parentage and dates of birth of none of these have been
discovered, so no more about their ancestry has been found.
With Gabriel Ford we are happily on firmer ground. He was born on
20 June 1796 in Liverpool, a fact which appears to have been highly
significant in the subsequent history of the family. He was baptised
three months later at St Peter‘s Church in the city. This is the church,
now demolished, which gave its name to Church Street, right in the
heart of the city, where Compton House still stands immediately
opposite its former site. (Not to be confused with St Peter’s in
Woolton, where John Lennon and Paul McCartney first met.)
His mother, born Sarah Winn, came from the city and may have had
Irish connections, unexceptional in Liverpool. But Gabriel’s father and
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Illus.48: ‘Grandma Emily
S. Ford’ is written on the
back of this. She was
Gabriel Ford 3’s second
wife and possibly his first
wife’s sister. She was thus
stepmother to Amelia, and
perhaps also her aunt. She
would have acted as
grandmother to Amelia’s
children.

all his ancestors had come from the Isle of Thanet in the north-east
corner of Kent. Making their living at sea, whether as ‘mariners’ in
merchant vessels or as fishermen, was in their blood. Their history is
followed below.
With so much maritime history in his family, unsurprisingly Gabriel
went to sea. Unfortunately no record of his career survives except that
he became a master mariner. He and Amelia married at St Dunstan’s,
Stepney on 23 October 1823. They had four children together –
Amelia, born on 12 August 1826 in Limehouse, followed by Elizabeth
born circa 1830, Sarah born circa.1833 and Gabriel born circa 1836. But
mother Amelia died on 28 December 1837 at the family home in York
Square. The cause of death is given as dropsy, now known as oedema,
retention of water in the legs often due to poor circulation because of
heart problems. Gabriel soon married again. His second wife was
Emily Seabourne. She was born around 1811 in Limehouse, but her
relationship to Amelia has not been established, though it is difficult
to believe she was not related, as Seabourne is an unusual name. They
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married in August 1838 also at St Dunstan’s, Stepney, and the next
year had a child, another Emily, then finally Edward Seabourne.
Gabriel and Amelia had moved to 1 York Square sometime before she
died. This lay at the corner of an elegant little Regency square, today
a conservation area and a surprise to find in the East End. It is close
to Limehouse Station and somewhat dominated by the high-level
railway line leading to it, but in early Victorian times it must have
been a very pleasant place to live, as well as being conveniently close
to the docks. Gabriel, now with Emily and always at least three
children, lived here for some thirty years. They stayed on after Gabriel
retired sometime before 1861, when he was sixty-four. When Emily’s
children were young, they had a female servant living in. But later on
they seem to have relied on the young women of the family to help
Emily run the household. Either the young Emily or Sarah was always
at home, it appears, and both were living with their parents, still
unmarried and still with no other occupation, in 1861, when they were
in their twenties. Sarah moved out later that year, getting married to
Theophilus Code in December.
The family then moved – probably in the late 1860s – to
Bexleyheath, south of the river. This was a new suburban area. The
parish church had only been built in 1841 and the suburb continued to
develop for many years. They lived in Church Road, close to the
centre of the town. In 1871 Gabriel and Emily still had two unmarried
daughters living with them. This was normal in Victorian times;
indeed it was often felt one daughter at least had a duty to stay at
home to look after her elderly parents. The Watts had three! Pressure
was put on them not to marry because of this. Whatever the reason,
with Gabriel, now retired aged seventy-four, and Emily, aged sixty,
were living Elizabeth aged forty-one (she had lived for a time in
Hampstead with Gabriel‘s younger brother John and his wife) and the
younger Emily, ten years her junior. They once more had a living-in
servant, this time the very young Ann Besson aged only thirteen.
Ten years later they had moved a few yards to Avenue Road, so called
because it was lined with trees. Of the children only Emily was still at
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Illus.49. 1 York Square, Limehouse. Gabriel Ford and family lived in
the house at the left end of the terrace.
home, but there was also another thirteen-year old servant girl.
Gabriel died here a month or so before his eighty-seventh birthday on
7 May 1883. The widowed Emily, now in her seventies, seems to have
died around this time too, because in 1891 her daughter Emily is
living with her younger brother Edward in Croydon. Edward describes
himself as a retired P&O Steam Navigation officer, although only
forty-one. He is single and ‘living on his own means’. Emily is also
single and likewise living on her own means. Together these ‘means’
were sufficient for them to employ a living-in adult servant. Indeed all
the children of both Gabriel’s marriages were still alive in 1883 except
Gabriel junior. He is not mentioned in his father’s will, the last trace
of him being in the 1851 census living at home in York Square as a
fifteen year-old.

Amelia Tovar and her family
In 1841, at the age of fourteen, Gabriel’s eldest daughter, Amelia, was
living at home in York Square with her father and step-mother Emily
and two younger siblings. No more is known of her until she married
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John Tovar at the age of twenty-one on 16 October 1847 at
St Dunstan’s, Stepney. John and Amelia set up home in the East End,
the only sensible place to live with John’s work. In 1851 John is, as
one might expect, away at sea. Amelia is looking after her baby
daughter, also Amelia. To help her she has her half-sister Emily, who
is just eleven, and a twenty-year old domestic servant. They live at
St Domingo Cottage in Stainsby Road in Limehouse.
Ten years later the family is living at number 4 in the same street; this
may well be the same house as house numbering was brought in at
about this time. John is again away at sea, but his absences have not
prevented them acquiring the beginnings of a large family. Amelia is
now thirty-four years old and has four children, as well as a twentyfour-year old servant living in. Amelia, the eldest daughter, is living
with her grandparents at York Square. In spite of John’s lengthy
absences away at sea, he and Amelia eventually found themselves with
ten children in all. The first, as mentioned, was another Amelia, born
in 1849 or 1850. Then came Annette, born 10 July 1852, followed by
Alice in May 1853, Lizzie in 1856, John Ford in December 1859, Edith
in 1861, Walter in February 1864, Mary in October 1865, Ada in
October 1866, and finally Horace in October 1869. All of them
survived infancy.
Nothing is known of John’s life or career until he qualified as a master
mariner in 1849, obtaining his Certificate of Competency no: 1741
with a second class in the voluntary examination in steam in London
that year. His career as captain of merchant ships can be followed in
outline through Lloyd’s Registers, which list the eight successive ships
of which he was master together with the dates and the parts of the
world he sailed to. From this it is clear he literally sailed the seven
seas omitting only South America from the continents of the world.
For his voyages took in North America, the West Indies, the
Mediterranean, South Africa, East Indies (i.e. the Far East) and
Australia (see box): and all this in ships of just a few hundred tons,
with one exception.
The type of ship is not always given by Lloyd’s but those that are
described are listed as either ‘ships’ or ‘barques‘ (see box). Technically,
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Illus,50. Three-masted sailing barque – the workhorse of nineteenth
merchant sailing fleets and the type of ship John Tovar mainly
captained in all parts of the ocean. Three-masted barques were rigged
for square sails on the front two masts and a fore-and-aft rig on the
after-most one.
a ship had at least three square-rigged masts with a full bowsprit. The
barque on the other hand was a usually three-masted vessel with
square sails on the front masts and a fore-and-aft rig on the aftermost
one. This gave good handling whether sailing before the wind or to
windward and crucially was cheaper in both crew and equipment than
full-rigged ships with all square sails. The barque was ‘the workhorse
of the Golden Age of Sail in the mid 19th century’[2]
John took over the captaincy of his first ship as master in 1851, a
couple of years after qualifying. It was also his largest. The
Marlborough was designated a ship; it displaced 1,402 tons, was 175 feet
long, and had been built in Newcastle just five years earlier. It was
based in London, like most of John’s ships that we know about.
He sailed with it to the Caribbean for a couple of years.
His next ship was much smaller. The Lady Clark weighed just 440
tons. John captained this a number of times between 1853–5, sailing
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to the Mediterranean, Australia and the West Indies. It was also a
rather older ship, being built in London in 1828. No record relating to
these voyages has been found, but in December 1850 the ship had
sailed from New Zealand to Australia with a different captain. On that
occasion she had a crew of ninteen, including the officers, as well as
eight passengers. On voyages out of Britain to Australia and New
Zealand, however, ships like this could be crammed with emigrants; as
had been the case with his fifth ship the Stamboul. In 1854, the year
after John had finished five years taking it to and from the East
Indies, it sailed from Liverpool to Sydney, with a crew of thirty-one
and no fewer than 349 men, women and children described as
‘Government Immigrants.’[3]
This list of ships – all of them sailing ships, John does not seem to
have captained a steam ship – and their destinations are almost all we
know of John. It is clear from this that he was not employed by a
single company during his time as captain. Sometimes, as with the
Stamboul, he was employed continuously for several years, but at other
times like any seaman he had to find a new ship once back in port
with his cargo unloaded. His sixth ship, the barque Varuna, appears to
have been wrecked with him in charge. It was over twenty years old
when he took charge of it on a voyage from Northumberland to the
Mediterranean in 1864, and had already been repaired three times.
Perhaps it was feeling its age and hit weather it could not cope with.
Whatever happened John survived.
His eighth and last ship was a new one, the Eden, just built in 1866 in
Quebec, Canada. He took it from London to the West Indies and back,
but seems to have fallen ill and was unable to continue sailing. He and
the family moved from the East End to Andover Terrace, Hornsey
Road, off Holloway Road in what was then still the parish of
Islington, an area that was being developed fast at this time in the
open country north of the old City. Here he set up as an ‘oil and
colour man’, presumably selling paint. (Andover Terrace and the
adjoining streets were demolished in the 1950s as ‘unsuitable’. In their
place was built the architecturally unusual and socially disastrous
Andover Estate.)
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Lloyd’s Captains’ Register of Certificated Masters
of the British Mercantile Marine. London 1869
TOVAR John born London 1810.
Certificate of Competancy no:1741 London 1849 Second Class
in voluntary examination in Steam.
Ships in which he served as Master:
1. Marlborough

1851–2

West Indies/
Caribbean

2. Lady Clark

1853, 1855

Mediterranean,
Australia and
West Indies

3. Director
4. Ida Zeigler

no:4,317

1856

North America

1856–8

East Indies and
South Africa (Cape)

5. Stamboul

no:10,716 1859–64

East Indies

6. Varuna

no:50,189 1865

East Indies

7. Clarendon

no:29,016 1866

West Indies

8. Eden

no:56,729 1866–7

West Indies

continued overleaf
John died on 11 June 1869, aged only firty-nine. Amelia was fortythree years old and had borne him no fewer than nine children. Not
only that, she was heavily pregnant with another one. This last of
their children, named Horace, was born in October, three months
after his father’s death, while the eldest was already nineteen. Of the
other nine, all except Lizzie – who had died two years earlier aged
only eleven – were still alive, no mean feat in those days of high
infant mortality.
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Lloyd’s Register of Shipping 1864–5
and 1867 (No. 8 only)
1. Marlborough: ship; 1402 tons; dimensions: 175.5 x 41.5 x
29.1 ft; felt and yellow metal 1864; built Newcastle 1846;
port

of

registration

London;

voyage

London-India;

Owners not noted: classified A1.
2. Lady Clark: ship; 440 tons; built London 1828; no
dimensions, port or voyage given; owners E. Chapman;
not A1.
3. Director: barque; 352 tons; 104 ft long x 24.4 ft broad x 18.5
ft

deep;

felt

and

sheathed

in

yellow

metal

1859;

damaged/repaired 1853, some repairs 1859; built Swansea
1846; port London; voyage London-West Indies; owners
Thompson and ?. Not A1.
4. Ida Zeigler: not found in Lloyd’s Register.
5. Stamboul: ship; 890 tons; 152.7 long x 29.3 broad x 22.5
deep; built Miramichi, New Brunswick 1853; port London;
owners

Pinnock

and

Hall

Bros;

voyage

London-

Mediterranean; A1.
6. Varuna: barque, 353 tons, 99.2 x 24.4 x 18.4 ft; felt and
sheathed with zinc 1864; some repairs 1859,62 and 64,
damage repaired 1864; built Shields [sic] 1841; port
Newcastle; voyage Shields-Mediterranean; wrecked.
7. Clarendon: not identified – several ships of that name in
1864–5.
8. Eden; barque, 500 tons, 139.0 x 28.8 x 17.6 ft; felt and
yellow metal 1866, copper and yellow metal fastened; built
Quebec 1866; owners Anderson etc; port London; voyage
West Indies. A1.

266

THE TOVARS

John had already made a will in 1853. In it he left everything to ‘my
dear wife Amelia… for her own use and benefit and for the
maintenance, education and support of our several children.’ Amelia
was appointed the sole executrix. The estate was worth less than £800.

Amelia and her family after John’s death
After John’s death Amelia moved to Bexleyheath to live next door to
her parents in Church Road. She described herself as ‘supported by
friends,’ meaning she was financially dependent on her family. In 1871
out of her ten children she had only her two youngest daughters Mary
and Ada living at home with her. The three eldest were away working,
the three boys were all boarded at orphanages, as was her next
youngest daughter Edith. Amelia was living in Church Road when her
second daughter Annette was married from there in 1875.
But by 1881, though still supported by her father, Amelia had returned
to the East End, living at 29 Rectory Square in Mile End Old Town.
Her two youngest daughters were still with her. They were joined for
a time by her eldest son, John Ford, before he married. Edith, who had
been sent to the London Orphan Asylum, seems to have died by this
time. The London Orphan Asylum, founded by the Rev Andrew Reed
in 1813, was graced with some splendid buildings on its site in
Hackney, the most famous part of which was the Clapton Portico.
Both this and the institution still exist, though both have had a
complex history since the original asylum was moved out into the
country around 1871.
The three eldest daughters, Amelia, Annette and Alice left home,
probably soon after their father’s death. Now in their late teens, they
had to earn their living; for, as we have seen, John’s early death left
Amelia and her children dependent on her father for support.
Daughter Amelia got a job as an assistant teacher in a school in
Portsea on the Hampshire coast, where she was in 1871 aged twentyone. It could be the family’s naval connections were made use of here.
She returned to London but died apparently while living at home in
Mile End in the spring of 1879 aged just twenty-nine
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Illus.51. Annette Tovar
early in her time in
Liverpool.

Annette and Alice doubtless also made use of family connections to
get jobs as teenagers at Compton House in Liverpool, where their
grandfather Gabriel Ford had been born – Compton House was
immediately opposite the church where he had been baptised. Aged
eighteen and seventeen, respectively, they lived and worked with some
eighty other employees of all ages under the watchful eye of a
superintendent, who also lived on site with his family, just as William
Henry Watts had done with his family ten years earlier. The 1871
census supplying this information was taken just a month after
Jeffery’s great store had collapsed financially, making not only Jeffery
but also William Henry, who had just become a director, bankrupt.
It shows the staff still living above the store. They did not need a local
paper to tell them that: ‘Great distress has been occasioned amongst
the

employees

of

Compton

House

by

the

closing

of

this

establishment.’[4]
Alice returned home to London’s East End, where she married William
Barr and started a family. Her two youngest sisters Mary and Ada, on
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the other hand, stayed with their mother throughout their childhood
and beyond. Neither of them married. Their experience was very
different from that of their younger brothers. Walter, aged seven,
when his father died and Horace, born after his father’s death, were
quickly sent off to an orphanage – Wantage Infant Orphan Asylum
in Essex. This was a very substantial establishment of nearly a hundrd
staff and six hundred children, and catered for the orphans of
merchant seamen, both boys and girls, up to the age of fourteen.
Horace

was

unusually

young

to

be

sent

to

this

particular

establishment, as the vast majority of the children were at least five
years old, and only one or two under three.
John and Amelia‘s eldest boy, John Ford, aged nine when his father
died, was also sent off to a local orphanage, this time in Mile End Old
Town, with other boys of his age. But he was back with his mother
and two younger sisters by the time he was twenty-one, working as a
carpenter. By 1891, however, large parts of the family had moved out
of the East End to the Leyton/Leytonstone area in north-east London.
The move there started with Alice and her husband William Barr,
who went from Mile End to Leyspring Road around 1883. William,
who started work as a ‘commercial clerk’, did well and in 1891 is an
accountant. He and Alice have six children, two girls followed by four
boys, aged between nine and one-year. But sadly Alice is a patient at
Guy’s Hospital and it could well be that she soon died.
By this time her mother Amelia, with Mary and Ada still with her,
was living at 3 Beacontree Terrace, Mornington Road in Leytonstone.
Horace, her youngest child now aged twenty-one, is also living with
her. He too is working as a ‘commercial clerk’, as is Ada, while Mary
just seems to help her sixty-four-year old mother run the home.
One wonders how Horace took to family life after fourteen years in a
Victorian orphanage. It certainly seems to have looked after him well
in spite of what readers of Charles Dickens might have expected.
He married around 1896 to Annie from Eastchurch in Kent. But they
set up home in Leyton. They had two children ten years apart. Horace
worked as a jute merchant’s clerk. His brother Walter followed his
father and grandfather into the merchant navy, and seems to be away
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at sea at this time. Amelia must have been left enough money by her
father with contributions from her two working children to be ‘living
on her own means.’
Close by on Wellesley Road in 1891 is the eldest son John Ford with
his young wife Sarah Ann and their eight-week old son, Earnest. John
is now a carpenter and builder. But by 1901 he is a school caretaker,
living in the Caretaker‘s Lodge in Goodall Road in the town. He had
two more children by Sarah Ann, but Earnest died as a child. They are
still there ten years later, with their two teenage children, who now
both have jobs.
After Alice’s early death, William Barr was lucky enough to find
another woman prepared to take on the job of looking after his six
children. He married Martha sometime before 1901, when the family
had moved to Fillebrook Road in Leytonstone. Martha was four years
younger than William, and thus a mature woman at the time of her
marriage. She must have proved a good stepmother, for in 1901 all the
children from Colin, aged eleven, to Alice – known as Queenie –
age twenty, still lived at home. The only exception was the clever one,
Guy, who was a boarder at Chigwell Grammar School, not far away.
The three eldest children including young Willy, age sixteen, all had
jobs. Even ten years later, after William Barr’s untimely death, Martha
now aged fifty, has four of the children still at home. Only Alice had
left. The second daughter Lizzie, known as Cissie, is twenty-eight years
old, unmarried and apparently helping her stepmother look after her
three younger brothers. Young Willy, aged twenty-six, is now
following in his father’s footsteps, being an ‘accountant to the London
office of a foreign firm.’ Guy meanwhile is living on his own in
Teddington working as an analytical chemist for the National Physical
Laboratory there.
Further research has not been done on these families, but many years
later, in 1961, one of Annette’s daughters Linda wrote in a letter:
‘I saw in the Daily Telegraph last month that 1st cousin Guy Barr Dr of
Science was dead and then last week that Cissie Barr [his sister] was
dead and I heard from Stanley B a brother about them – heart attacks
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Illus.52. Amelia Tovar in
old age.

and stroke. So that’s another link gone. As children we saw quite a lot
of them, they were Leytonstone [sic].’[5]
Apart from Annette, Walter was the only surviving member of the
Tovar family not to move to Leyton. The reason was that he needed
somewhere more convenient for his job. For he was by this time an
officer in the merchant navy. He was late marrying, but he did so at
the age of forty to Fanny Louise Boggs at West Kirkby in the Wirral,
again evidence perhaps of the importance of the family’s Merseyside
connections. Fanny had been born in Buenos Aires in Argentina, but
must have had English parents. Doubtless she met Walter on one of
his trips to South America. Their first child was born in West Kirby,
but then the family came south and lived in Lewisham in south
London. By 1911, at the age of forty-seven, Walter is a master mariner,
living with the family in Lee, a part of Lewisham. But just four years
later he died in the summer of 1915 at Dartford at the age of fiftyone, leaving Fanny with two young children to bring up on her own
– yet another widow in the family.
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As for Amelia, she continued to live with Mary and Ada. She seems to
have been of a restless disposition; by 1911 she had moved again and
now was living at 32 Chelmsford Road, still in Leytonstone, with her
two daughters and one female servant. Amelia died at the age of
eighty-seven on 25 May 1914. She had seen four of her ten children
into their graves and may have known that a fifth one, Walter, would
follow within the year. But she left plenty of grandchildren from the
four children that did marry. The other two, Mary and Ada, retired to
Exeter. Ada died there in 1929, but Mary lived on until 1951, ‘the last
of mother’s family’ as Edith Tate, another of Annette’s daughters, put
it. She was eighty-five years old.
By the time of her mother’s death, Annette had been a widow for
fifteen years and, as her mother had done, had found herself having to
bring up a large family of youngsters dependant on their grandfather
for support. When Compton House had gone bankrupt in the spring
of 1871, she and her sister Alice became not only jobless but homeless
as well; for, as we have seen, they had been living in the store, as was
common at that time. Alice returned home as described above.
But Annette probably stayed in Liverpool and within the year became
one of the first employees in the small new shop William Henry Watts
established on his own the following year. Here she caught the eye of
the boss’s eldest son. Her life with and after William Henry junior has
been described in Part One.
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Chapter Eleven
The Family on the
Isle of Thanet
Part 1: 1283–1714:

The Oxendens, Spracklings
and others
No man is an island, entire of itself.
Every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main.
John Donne: Meditation 17: 1624

The discovery of the Thanet ancestors came as a surprise. There was
no hint of a connection in the family memory. That John Tovar was a
master mariner (captain of a merchant vessel) was well known, as was
the fact that he was of Spanish origin in some way. But beyond that
nothing seemed to be known except that his wife was Amelia and an
ancient brown photograph survived of ‘Grandma Emily S Ford’,
though she looked not at all like Amelia as she appeared on another
surviving photograph. Research soon revealed that Amelia’s father was
Gabriel Ford of London, also a master mariner. The connection with
John Tovar was thus clear. Gabriel had been born in Liverpool, which
in view of the later move by the Watts to that city was interesting; but
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Illus.53. Antiquarian maps
of the Isle of Thanet: Both
maps are from John Lewis’s
History of Tenet of 1736.
Left: Map showing east at
the top (pointing like
Christian churches towards
Jerusalem) is presumably
the older and is perhaps
medieval.
Opposite: Map probably
from the eighteenth century.

his family had come from Thanet. And the connection between the
Isle of Thanet, with its nose stuck out into the English Channel at the
end of the Thames estuary, and the sea was obvious and long-standing.
Immediately to the south of the island lay Sandwich, in medieval
times one of England’s premier ports. And from Thanet itself there
were fish to be caught and goods to be carried up the river to London
or across the Channel to the Continent.
Thanet is no longer an island and has not been for several centuries.
But for a long time after it emerged as one some 7,000 years ago when
Britain became separated from the Continent after the last Ice Age
(the first Brexit!), it was both rather larger than it is now – some ten
miles by five – and well separated from the rest of Kent: Bede
claimed the Wantsum Channel was three furlongs (600 metres) wide
when writing in 731, but was already silting up. Over the millennia
the island has shrunk as the chalk cliffs have been eroded. But it has
always been inhabited, with much evidence of prehistoric activity.
From the evidence of the many place-names which include the word
‘wood’ the island must have been well forested in earlier times.
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The Wantsum Channel, which divided Thanet from the rest of Kent,
was close to the key port of Sandwich at its southern end. It was used
as a safe passage – from both storms and pirates – for ships using
the Thames to sail to and from London. But the channel steadily
closed up from the southern end by Richborough. A map of 1414
shows a ferry at the eastern side of the island connecting it to
Canterbury. In 1485 the first bridge was built across the channel, by
which time merchant ships could no longer use the diminishing
waterway.
In spite of this the ‘island’ remained somewhat isolated, which is an
advantage for this history, as it means that many of the families stayed
there for centuries and married into each other over the years, as was
only to be expected in such a tight little community. The Fords thus
proved to be only one of a large number of interconnected ancestral
families. But first a brief look at life in Thanet from the earliest times
to around 1800 when the Fords left the Isle.[1]
In historic times its position opposite the French coast – clearly
visible across the water – caused it to become a key site in
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communications between Britain and the mainland of Europe both in
war and peace. For it was at Richborough, at the southern end of the
Wantsum Channel, which separated Thanet from the rest of Kent, that
the Romans landed when invading Britain in AD 43. Then towards
the end of their rule they built one of the forts of the Saxon Shore
here to defend against Saxon raiders. As a result English Heritage
describe Richborough as ‘perhaps the most symbolically important of
all Roman sites in Britain, witnessing both the beginning and almost
the end of Roman rule.’ At the other – northern – end of the
channel the Romans built another fort, Reculver Castle. This too
functioned from the start of their invasion and continued throughout
their time in Britain, emphasising the importance of the island and its
channel to them.[2]
After the Romans left, according to legend Vortigern, the Celtic ‘King
of the Britons,’ famously invited Hengist and Horsa with their
Anglian or Jutish soldiers to provide protection against his enemies.
They landed at Ebbsfleet on Thanet in 449 – this was probably where
the Romans had landed too. Hengist was given Thanet to rule, but it
all went disastrously wrong for the Britons. By the time St Augustine
also landed at Ebbsfleet a hundred-and-fifty years later in 597, to begin
his mission to Christianise the heathen Anglo-Saxons, the incomers
had replaced the Cetic Britons as rulers and were in control of
southern and eastern England. Thanet became the site of a nunnery
founded according to tradition in 670 at a place still called Minster
(from the Latin original of monastery) and for a time the nuns seem
to have ruled half the island. The other half was under the control of
the manor of Monkton, so called because it was owned by the monks
of Canterbury, and a ditch was dug across the island to mark the
boundary between the two. Because of its exposed geographical
position Thanet was ravaged many times over the years by the Danes,
and in one particularly horrific raid in 978 the Danes burnt all the
nuns and everyone else who had taken sanctuary in the church there
except for the Abbess, whom they took as hostage.
This was the end of the nunnery. But the name remained and together
with Monkton is listed in the Domesday Book of 1086, as being the

276

THE FAMILY ON THE ISLE OF THANET

only two manors on the island. It seems likely that the population at
that time lived in scattered communities controlled by a handful of
local chief tenants, who in turn owed feudal service to the two
monasteries, commuted over time to a monetary payment. Around the
tenth or eleventh centuries eleven parishes were established. The
settlements that grew up around the churches built to serve them were
for hundreds of years mostly known only by the saint the church was
dedicated to. Thus what became Margate was known as St John in
Thanet, Broadstairs as St Peter in Thanet, and Ramsgate as
St Laurence in Thanet. (Laurence is properly spelt thus with a ‘u’,
though most modern spellings of the name use a ‘w’). The most
picturesque of these parish names was – and still is – St Nicholas at
Wade, which was sited by the ford across the Wantsum Channel:
vadum is the Latin for ‘ford’. These villages gradually emerged over
the years: the earliest record of their churches was in 1124, when they
were still just chapels under the control of the ‘mother’ churches of
Minster and Monkton. The names Margate and Ramsgate referred only
to little strips of houses right on the coast, while the main settlements
lay on the higher ground behind them, clustered around their
respective churches.
The Isle’s importance close to the narrowest part of the English
Channel and controlling the entrance to the Thames estuary led to its
coastal settlements being put under control of the Cinque Ports, the
five towns which formed the main defence of the south-east corner of
England. Even in 1800 Margate, Ramsgate and Broadstairs were
described as being ‘within the liberty of the Cinque Ports,’ and
Margate for example was ‘an antient member of the town and port of
Dover.’ With the result that the ‘Mayor of Dover appoints one of the
inhabitants to be his deputy [at Margate]. But he has no power to act
as Mayor.’ Not surprisingly this caused increasing annoyance to their
inhabitants as the years went by, especially as they became less
concerned with shipping and fishing and more dependent on summer
visitors.[3]
Like elsewhere the prosperity of the Isle varied over time. In the
sixteenth century it was going through a bad period.
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Margate is… in the parish of St John’s in Thanet. It has a
village and a pier for ships, but this is now in great disrepair.
Ramsgate… here too is a small pier for ships. There used to be
eleven parish churches in Thanet; three of them now are
derelict, but the others remain. There are very few trees on
Thanet, but both the coast and the interior of the island are
full of good chalk quarries. Stonar… lies in Thanet, and was
once an attractive place. But now all that remains to be seen is
the ruined church.[4]
Thus John Leland as he travelled around England in the years either
side of 1540. He clearly found the Isle of Thanet rather down at heel,
certainly compared with former times, and apparently only thinly
populated. A count made in 1563, early in Elizabeth I’s reign,
produced a total of 532 households, giving a total population of
around 2,500 for the whole island, but a large percentage of these
would have been children. Much the largest place was St Peter’s
(Broadstairs), which had 186 houses, nearly as many as Margate and
Ramsgate put together. In 1736 a local historian reckoned the number
of houses on the Isle had increased to 2,200, that is a total population
of some 10,000. By 1801 it had risen to 13,000.
The wills and inventories of family members provide information on
male occupations – men were defined by these, women by their
marital status and only widows and spinsters made wills. Before 1540
the documents give no direct indication of occupation, though this
can often be inferred from the contents of the will. What emerges
from these documents is that the better-off section of Island society
between 1480 and 1770 made its living from the land or the sea,
sometimes both – even in the eighteenth century virtually everyone
in the country produced much of their own food and drink. Many
fishermen and mariners also did some farming, and some landowners
were part-owners of boats. Artisans and tradesmen feature little in
these documents: there are a couple of tailors (one of them a woman),
a cordwainer (shoemaker) and a cooper. There is no evidence of
industrial activity even at the end of this period. Instead the growth of
a prosperous middle class in England led to the creation of a different
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sort of occupation – catering for summer visitors, Thanet being one
of the first places in the country to become popular for this.
Edward Hasted, a local historian, described the island in 1800:
As to the present constant inhabitants, excepting those of the
towns, who mostly depend on the resort of company in the
summer season, and the mechanics who constantly reside in
them, they are in general those who occupy farms, who as they
are persons of good substance and some gentility, so they live
in a very generous and hospitable manner. They who live by
the sea side are generally fishermen or seafaring men or as
such as they depend on what they call foying i.e. going off to
ships with provisions. Many of these especially those who go to
the North Sea to fish are such as Camden calls them,
amphibious creatures, who get their living both by sea and
land, being both fishermen and husbandmen, and equally
skilled in managing the helm and the plough.[5]

The earliest ancestors
When Adam delve and Eve span
Who was then the gentleman?
John Ball.
In fact our story does not start on Thanet, but just a few miles to the
south-west. The village of Wingham lies mid-way between Canterbury
and Sandwich, and in 941 the Anglo-Saxon King Edmund gave the
manor of Wingham to the Archbishops of Canterbury. The gift
survived the Norman Conquest, as recorded in the Domesday Book in
1086. The manor’s jurisdiction extended over several other settlements
in the immediate area. It is from one of these – the clearing in the
wood for oxen – that the Oxenden family took its name, sometimes
spelling it Oxinden. Because they were, or at least became gentry, they
are recorded right back into the high Middle Ages. The first
documented member of the family, named before surnames became
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common, was Thomas of Oxenden, who is recorded as holding
Oxenden from the manor of Wingham in Archbishop Pecham’s survey
of 1283 and in the visitations – a medieval word for inspections – of
1290–1300. This was when King Edward I was successfully subduing
Wales, naming his son Prince of Wales and building the great stone
castles that still amaze us today. He was being less successful in
Scotland, where ‘Braveheart’ William Wallace was arousing the Scots
into a vigorous opposition, when its noblemen showed little
enthusiasm for the task. The fact that Thomas is named in these
documents indicates that he was a man of some status, not just a
villein. But this seems to be the start of something bigger.
In addition to the Oxendens three other branches of the family can be
traced to the fifteenth century on Thanet. Since this was a hundred or
so years before the first parish registers of births, deaths and marriages
begin – and by no means all of these survive that far back – the
people mentioned in the documents must have been of some status,
though not necessarily gentry. One of these families was the
Spracklings who ‘were settled in Thanet before the 13th century’
according to Charles Cotton writing in 1895.[6] He gives no details and
the earliest clear mention of them is in 1444, when William
Sprakelyng was witness to a deed which transferred the ownership of
five roods of land ‘lying at Cherchedowne in the parish of St John,
Isle of Thanet.’[7]
No more is known of William, but the Spracklings were keen willmakers in the late-fifteenth century and early-sixteenth centuries,
giving us a little more detail of their lives at this time. The next
mention of an ancestor comes from St Laurence:
Manor of Upper Court, St Laurence: about the 38th year of
King Henry VI [1459] this manor was alienated to John White,
merchant of Canterbury, afterwards knighted, who held it until
his death in the 9th year of Edward IV [1466], as did his
descendent Robert, who held it in the 12th year of Henry VIII
[1520].[8]
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As with William Sprakelyng, the lack of further information makes it
impossible to trace the line of descent, but one need not doubt the
connection.
One Thanet family from this time, by contrast, can be traced right
down the years from the earliest mention. Nicholas Underdown left a
will in 1481. The fact that he mentions grandchildren in it and that
his son Nicholas left a will just three years later indicates that
Nicholas senior must have been an old man, probably in his seventies.
Thus he was most likely born shortly after 1400, that is during the
reign of King Henry IV, father of Henry V of Agincourt fame.
Moreover from his great grandson Vincent two lines of descent have
been found. We shall come back to the Spracklings, Whites and
Underdowns shortly, but first we look at the ‘oldest’ of the known
ancestors, the Oxendens.

Oxenden
The Oxendens were proud of themselves and keen to preserve their
property rights, like every other wealthy family. Though never
acquiring a noble title, they boasted several baronets and knights just
below the nobility in the social pecking order, to which they paid
much attention, as was normal. The documents they kept of their
many land transactions as well as some wills allowed Henry Oxenden
in the seventeenth century to construct a family tree going back to
Alexander Den, the father of Jocasa who married Solomon Oxinden.
Solomon ‘of Oxinden in Nunnington’ flourished ‘in the time of King
Edward III’, whose long reign lasted for no less than fifty years from
1327 to 1377. Solomon is thus almost certainly the son or nephew of
Thomas, whom we have already mentioned as holding land in
Oxenden under the manor of Wingham between 1283 and 1300.
Thomas, however, is not listed in Henry’s family tree. Instead he gives
Solomon’s sons as Allan, the elder one, who was alive in 1336, and
Richard who was a monk. Richard became Prior of Canterbury
Cathedral, a very senior position, since as Prior he was second only to
the abbott in the monastery which ran the most important catherdral
in England (only a few monasteries had an abbott at their head). To be
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Thomas de OXENDEN fl. 1283–1300
?
1.

?
?

Alexander DEN = ?
|

2. Solomon OXINDEN = Jocosa DEN
|
3. Allan OXINDEN = ?

Septvans (?) = ?

|
4. Richard OXINDEN = ?
|

|
Theobald TWISTON = – ? –
|

5. Richard OXENDEN = Isabell TWISTON/TWITHAM
|
6. John OXENDEN = Isabell RETLING/RATLING
|
7. Robert OXENDEN = Jane COLKILL
|?
8. John OXENDEN = Johane/Joan ?LAMBYN
|
9. Robert OXENDEN = Alice ?
|
10. Elizabeth/Isabel OXENDEN = Nicholas SPRACKLING
died 1540
chosen for such a high honour meant that he must have come from a
gentry family. He died on 4 August 1338, as recorded on a memorial
inscription in St Michael’s chapel in the cathedral seen by Henry some
300 years later.[9]
Allan’s eldest son Richard (the others were not recorded by Henry)
was alive in 1367. Like his grandfather Solomon he was buried at
Nonington, the parish in which Oxenden lay, but he is recorded as ‘of
Wingham’, the first member of the family to be so. He thus started
the long connection of the Oxendens with that place. Richard had a
son, also recorded as ‘Richard Oxenden of Wingham’, who was alive in
1383–4. He married Isabel of Twitham or Twiston, her father being
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Illus.54. The Oxenden
Memorial in the church of
St Mary the Virgin,
Wingham.

noted as Theobald Twiston of Godniston. Richard was buried in St
John’s chapel in Wingham church. His son and heir was John
Oxenden of Wingham, who flourished in the reign of Henry VI.
Henry VI, like Richard II, was another incompetent king and as a
result had a troubled on/off reign, punctuated by the Wars of the
Roses, from 1422 to 1471, when he was finally deposed and killed by
Edward IV. John married another Isabel (both are recorded in the
Latin version of the name as Isabella), the daughter of Richard de
Retling or Ratling. They had two sons, first John, who married Jane
Dene and died in 1440, and then Robert, who married Jane Colkill of
Nonington.
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Oxenden,

Wingham,

Nonington,

Ratling,

`
Twitham,

Den,

and

Goodnestone all lie next to one another between Canterbury and
Sandwich. It is probably wrong to think of them all as villages at this
time, especially after the great depopulation caused by the Black
Death, which killed perhaps sixty percent of the population at its first
appearance in England in 1348–9. They were more likely to be single
farmsteads or hamlets. The Oxenden wives show that the family
members were marrying locally to partners coming from only a few
miles away. These really were close-knit communities. Today Wingham
is still an attractive large village, showing signs of having been a
prosperous place in earlier centuries. The parish church is constructed
mainly of the knapped flints so common in this area. Externally it is a
fine sight, but inside it surprises by looking not at all grand, with the
unusual wooden pillars of the nave giving it an uncared for look.
Clearly the Oxendens, whose grand memorial stands in its own side
chapel, did not provide for its construction over the years as many
dominant local families did for their parish churches.
The younger John Oxenden – the family later tended to use the
alternative spelling of Oxinden – and his wife Jane formed the senior,
wealthier, branch of the family, and the rest of Henry’s tree
concentrates on the descent from them. It is with the descent from
Robert, the younger son, and his wife Jane that we are concerned.
Henry’s tree states that Robert died around 1438 and that his daughter
Isabel married Nicholas Sprakeling of St Lawrence in Thanet. [10] This is
where the problems start! A Sprackling family tree produced in 1830
starts with Nicholas and gives his wife as the (unnamed) daughter of
Robert Oxenden. But Nicholas died in 1540, that is over a century
after his putative father-in-law, which is clearly impossible.
A generation, or perhaps two, is missing from Henry’s tree.
Information which may fill in this gap comes from a couple of wills,
both summarized in the 1619 Visitation of the county, an official
investigation of gentry families. The first is by Johanne Oxenden of St
Laurence and made in 1491. She makes separate bequests among others
to Robert and Alis Oxenden, and although she does not describe them
as her children, the will of Robert Oxenden in 1525 confirms them as
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her son and daughter-in-law. For this second will specifically – and
unusually – gives the names of Robert’s parents as John and Johanne
as well as naming his wife Alice. Moreover both these wills state that
the family lived in St Laurence in Thanet, not in Wingham.
Johanne’s husband John was already dead when she made her will.
No direct evidence connects him to the Robert who died in 1438, but
there is no reason to doubt that he is a descendant of the Oxendens of
Wingham and is most likely son or perhaps grandson of Robert.
Calling his son Robert supports this, as does the fact that Henry
Oxinden who produced the family tree had widely researched it and
had a Sprackling mother, who was the great-granddaughter of
Nicholas. We can therefore be confident that Nicholas’s children were
descended from the Oxendens, but we return to the problem of the
identity of his wife below.[11]
Johanne’s will shows that this branch of the Oxenden’s had moved to
Thanet by 1491. Whether she had done so while still married, or
whether it was her son Robert who moved there and she joined him
after she became a widow, is not clear. But since she makes no
mention of any property outside Thanet in her will, she and John had
probably made the move earlier. Johanne’s maiden name may well
have been Lambyn; for she makes bequests to several Lambyns in her
will, especially leaving ‘every child of John Lambyn, Richard Lambyn
and Robert Oxenden’ a sheep. Since the Lambyns were a Thanet
family, it may well be that it was his marriage to Johane brought John
Oxenden to St Laurence. Johane also left John Lambyn ‘a signet of
silver which was his grandfather’s’ – something she would surely have
only owned as her father’s daughter.
How the family made its living is also made clear by the will. Johanne
owned sheep and cows as well as horses, a cart and a plough, with a
barn to store the wheat and barley. In short it was a farm typical of
Thanet, a mixed livestock and arable holding, providing produce
largely for the household’s use. It was not a large holding, for only
four acres are mentioned, though this was probably not the full extent
of the farm. The house consisted of the standard three rooms of
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medieval houses – chamber, hall and kitchen. Johanne’s wardrobe was
not extensive either: ‘a gown of wyelett, a black kyrtle and my best
gown’ were to be handed on variously to three women. Her monetary
bequests are all in shillings and pence, no pounds mentioned,
confirming the picture of a modest level of wealth. In contrast to this,
she asks to be buried before the high cross inside the parish church, a
position which only those of significant social status could demand.
Her son Robert Oxenden’s will is dated April 1525. It confirms the
farming regime of his mother’s will, with reference to various types of
cattle and sheep and to bushels of wheat and barley. He leaves £4 for
the repair of St Laurence church and what looks like generous
amounts of farm produce, both cereals and livestock, ‘for almes deds’
to benefit the poor of the parish. He seems much wealthier than his
mother, but this could be because he had received most of the
property from his father. His monetary bequests are in pounds, not
shillings and pence. He leaves his ‘stock’ of £40, which sounds like
what he kept under the bed, to one son-in-law Roger Paulyn, husband
of his elder daughter another Johanne, but with the strange condition
that after twenty years half of this was to go to his widow Alice.
Another £20 was to go to Nicholas Sprackling ‘and his wife’ – we
come back to his wife under the Spracklings. Robert’s widow Alice was
left well provided for; for all the landed property was to go to her
during her life as well as the residue of the household goods and
money after a few bequests and payment for masses and the like. Alice
and Nicholas Sprackling are appointed executors. In another contrast
with his mother Robert asks to be buried in the churchyard at the
west door of the church, but he wants his executors to ‘bye a stone of
marbull the price of iiij marks with a scripture upon it to lay upon
me.’ As for his funeral he specifically leaves to ‘four of my godchildren
that are hable to bere me to churche to every of them 12d’
Some indication of the relative wealth and big variations in it of some
of the families mentioned in this history is provided by a document
produced in 1538–9 (30 Henry VIII) as a result of the dissolution of
the monasteries. ‘Although the tenants [of the monastery of the
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St Augustine in Canterbury as lords of the manor of Minster] held
their land in ‘free socage’, which was the nearest approach in those
days to our modern freehold, yet their holdings were called Penygavel
land and were subject to the payment as rent service of the annual
sum of 3d an acre.’[12] This survival of the feudal system was now
payable to the crown as the new lord of the manor. The document
lists the seventy-six tenants with holdings in St Laurence parish. The
commissioners producing the list must have used an existing record in
the possession of the monastery, for it includes among others ‘Robert
Oxsinden’ whom, as we have seen, had died thirteen years before in
1525. Whatever its precise date, it still provides a snapshot of the
holdings of these landowners around this time. It includes in the order
listed:
Acres

Acres

John Pallyng

3

Robt. Oxsinden

25

Thos, Pawlyn

54

John Coppyn

77

Thos. Lambyn

30

Thos. Coppyn

16

Richd. Coppin jnr

16

Stephen Thatcher

164

Thos. Tomlyn

2

John Thatcher, son of

Richd. Underwood

30

Richard Sprarkelyng

208

Richd. Thatcher

66

Vincent Underwood

24

From this it can be seen that not only Robert, but his immediate inlaws the Pawlins and the Lambyns were ‘of the middling sort’ if not
actually poor. The Sprackling holding, on the other hand, was the
second largest in the list, headed only by Philip de Manston’s massive
444 acres. We return to them in a moment
In his will Robert was careful to make provision in case his daughters
and sons-in-law did not produce children. What he did not do was to
name any daughter Isabel. Instead he refers more than once and quite
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clearly to his daughters Johanne and Elisabeth. The problem this gives
rise to is considered below under Nicholas Sprackling

Sprackling
The Spracklyns – not surprisingly the name appears in many different
guises: Spracling, Sprakelyn , Spragling and variations of these – were
upwardly mobile in the sixteenth century. According to the parish’s
historian in 1896 ‘the Spracklinges… were established in Thanet before
the thirteenth century’, but gives no source for this claim. The first
ancestor we know of for certain is Nicholas who made a will in 1540
when living in St Laurence in Thanet, the parish which contained
Ramsgate. But examination of the many wills the Spracklings wrote in
the generation and more before Nicholas made his makes it likely that
his parents were Robert and Cecily. They lived at St Peter’s in Thanet,
now an outlier of Broadstairs, just next door to Ramsgate. Indeed
St Peter’s was very much the home of the wider Sprackling family.
This was where they had been living and farming, writing their wills
and dying for at least a couple of decades before Robert joined his
relatives in the graveyard of St Peter’s in 1498 – ‘the xiiij yer’ of the
reign of Kyng Herry the vij th’ as he put it in his will.[13]
The 208 acres later owned by Richard Sprackling listed above under
the Oxendens shows that this branch of the family was among the
wealthiest on Thanet in the early decades of the sixteenth century.
What happened to this land is not known, but it cannot have come to
Robert and Cecily. Their descendants may have aspired to gentry
status in the years ahead, but there is nothing grand about their
lifestyle, as is shown when Robert came to make his will on 13 May
1499 – we know nothing of Cecily except that she bore him at least
seven children and outlived him. Parish registers listing christenings,
marriages and burials were many years into the future. Likewise it was
not for many years that will-makers included their status or
occupation in their wills. If Robert had, it is quite probable that he
would have called himself a husbandman rather than the wealthier
yeoman. For he had few acres to dispose of to his four sons –
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John OXENDEN = Johanne ?LAMBYN
|
Robert OXENDEN = Alice ?
Robert SPRACKLING = Cecily ?
?
Nicholas SPRACKLING = Elisabeth/Isabel OXENDEN
|
Robert SPRACKLING St Laurence in Thanet d 15 May 1590
|
Margaret SPRACKLING = Richard TROWARD m 21 May
1572 St Laurence in Thanet
Nicholas TROWARD = Mary ?
|
Judith TROWARD = John PANNELL m 20 June 1621
St Nicholas at Wade, Thanet
Jane PANNELL = Thomas KIRBY m 1 June 1643
St John in Thanet
Paul KIRKBY = Hannah TOMLIN m 1 June 1684
St Peter in Thanet
Hannah KIRBY = Isaac WITHERDEN m 18 May 1714
St Margaret, Canterbury
Hannah WITHERDEN = William RUSSELL m 27 Sept 1742
St Peter in Thanet
Mary RUSSELL = Gabriel 1 FORD m 9 July 1769 ?Thanet

289

EVER ROLLING STREAM

`

Stephen, Michael, Thomas and Nicholas. He had even less for his
three daughters: they were left just one ewe and one lamb each. The
boys – and they were mostly still boys with only the eldest Stephen
being ‘of lawfull age’ – were to share the land holdings after a modest
one and a half acres had been sold off for debts and expenses. But even
Stephen as the eldest was left just ‘my tenement and six acres’ while
the other three boys were to share the rest, which must have been less
than six acres each. They were also to get £1 each from Stephen when
they came of age and all of them were left a ewe and a lamb, like the
girls.
What of Celcily? She was left one cow, eight ewes and four lambs as
well as all the ‘utensils in the chamber, hall and kitchen.’ This last was
a standard legacy to a suviving wife of all the household goods in a
typical medieval house. She was also ‘to have, hold and occupy’ the
property not left to Stephen until the other boys were of age. She and
Stephen were made executors of the will. These provisions are all
normal for the time, and the will also shows that Robert had a typical
farm for the area: a few acres which were held ‘in fee’, not freehold
but with some payments to be made to the fee holders, for example
when the land passed from parent to child. A few sheep and fewer
cows were raised together with some arable crops, certainly wheat and
barley – Robert left eight bushells of barley to the local Friars,
together with other smaller bequests to the parish church – again
normal for the times. The fact that Robert died while most of his
children were still under age, although he called himself ‘the elder’,
was again usual. There is nothing here to suggest any sense of rising
prosperity. Probate was obtained on Robert’s will on 23 July 1499, so
he must have died a few weeks earlier.
Forty-one years later, when Nicholas came to make his will, things
look very different, though it has to be added that Nicholas’s will is
unique in its complexity among the family wills examined. But we
return to that in a moment. First we must establish that the Nicholas
who wrote the will in 1540 was the son of Robert and Cecily. In the
absence of baptismal records and any mention of his parents in this
will, certainty cannot be claimed. We cannot doubt Nicholas was part
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of the wider Sprackling family on Thanet, but he lived at St Laurence
rather than St Peter, where earlier members of the family had lived.
He appears much more prosperous than his father, and has married
into a family – the Oxendens – who were certainly of superior social
status to the Spracklings.
One clue we have is that in his will Nicholas makes bequests to the
children of his brother and sister, though unfortunately both of these
are unnamed. Although the name Nicholas appears in three other
Sprackling wills around this time, only Robert’s names a Nicholas with
a brother and sister. The Nicholas in Robert’s will actually had three
of each, but it is quite possible that over the next forty-one years
many of these had died or had had no children to provide Nicholas
with nephews and nieces to make bequests to. With his mother Cecily
left struggling with a houseful of young children to provide for, it
would not be surprising if not all survived childhood. And the fact
that Nicholas made bequests to his wider family, when he had his own
children to satisfy also, suggests that he had become significantly
wealthier than other members of his family. It was by no means
common to leave money to nephews and nieces when you had
children of your own. There is also a brief entry in the records of a
Nicholas Sprakling being granted administration of the goods of
Richard Sprakling of St Peter in 1500,[14] so the possibility that this was
‘our’ Nicholas must not be excluded. But no more is known of this
Richard. He may have been Nicholas’s brother or uncle.
As for the move from St Peter (Broadstairs) to St Laurence
(Ramsgate), this was a very short move of just a few miles. As the
youngest son Nicholas had to make a new start away from his parents’
main holding. But when he died he owned property in Bronston in
St Peter’s parish, establishing his connection with the place.
Then there is the Oxenden connection to unravel. This has provided a
conundrum which it has been impossible to solve. Who was Nicholas’s
wife and who were her parents? Robert Oxenden’s will refers to ‘my
daughter Elisabeth now the wife of Nicholas Spraklyng.’ Nicholas’s
will in contrast names his wife as Isabel several times quite clearly. The
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Spracklyng family tree produced in 1830 – nearly three hundred years
later – shows her just as ‘daughter of Robert Oxenden’, no name
given.[15] The Oxenden family tree, later inserted in the 1616 Visitation
of Kent – a description of gentry families – also shows Nicholas
married to Isabella, daughter of Robert Oxenden – Isabella is the
Latin version of Isabel. This tree was produced around 1650 by Henry
Oxinden,

whose

mother

Catherine

Spracklyn

was

a

great-

granddaughter of Nicholas. However this tree is quite clearly wrong
about Isabel’s parents. It gives them as Robert, who died in 1438, and
Jane Colkill of Nonington. This is far too early to be the parents-inlaw of Nicholas Spracklyng who died in 1540. Moreover the will of
Robert Oxenden of St Laurence who died in 1525, as described above,
names Nicholas Spracklyng as his executor. Later in the will he leaves
money to Robert, the son of Nicholas Spracklyng, and in the event of
him having no issue to ‘the next male heir of my daughter Elisabeth
now the wife of Nicholas Spraklyng’. At the end of the will he leaves
the residue of all the said money ‘unto the heyres female of my sayd
daughters Johan’e and Elisabeth.’ He also names his wife as Alice and
his parents as John and Johanne. Nicholas did indeed have a son
Robert. This is confirmed not only in the 1830 tree and, more
importantly, in the plaque erected in St Laurence church by Nicholas’s
grandson, Adam.
What are we to make of all this? It seems difficult to believe that
Robert Oxenden in 1525 either omitted his daughter Isabell from his
will or called her Elisabeth – twice – by mistake. But it is equally
difficult to believe that Nicholas got the name of his wife wrong in his
will. So was Isabel a younger sister who married Nicholas after
Elisabeth’s death sometime after 1525? But that would have made
Elisabeth the mother of Robert Sprakling, who was alive in 1525, yet
there is no mention of an Elisabeth in any Sprackling family record.
Isabel cannot have been an elder sister married to Nicholas before
Elisabeth, because Isabel was alive in 1540 when Nicholas made his
will. Could Robert Oxenden have had a cousin Robert who had a
child called Isabel, who married Nicholas after Elisabeth’s death? But
then Elisabeth would have been the mother of Nicholas’s eldest son

292

THE FAMILY ON THE ISLE OF THANET

and heir and surely not forgotten by the family. Unless Elisabeth and
Isabel are one and the same person – though both their names are
quite clear in the original documents – no explanation presents itself
and we have to live with the mystery.[16]
Whatever the explanation, a direct family connection between the
Oxendens and the Spracklings cannot be doubted and the latter were
very proud of it, despite the Oxendens of St Laurence being of modest
means. The senior branch of the Oxenden family, on the other hand,
were of a wealth and social status far superior to the Spracklings at
this time. We know the feelings the Spracklings had about the
connection because Nicholas’s grandson Adam, when he came to be
knighted, put up a memorial plaque in St Laurence parish church,
mainly commemorating his father Robert. But he made sure everyone
knew of the Oxenden connection by adding their arms as well as the
Sprackling ones to the ‘handsome mural monument emblazoned with
shields of arms’ which he had erected ‘on the west wall of the south
transept’ of St Laurence church. Sadly Victorian rescuers of the then
dilapidated church attached what remained of the monument to the
top of an unrelated gravestone on the floor of the church, where it
still survives. So there can be no doubt that whether Nicholas married
Elisabeth or Isabel Oxenden or both or they were the same person, his
children had an Oxenden mother from the family historically based at
Wingham.[17]
Nicholas came to make his will fifteen years after his father-in-law
Robert Oxenden. And what a will! The monasteries may have been
dissolved, but this is still a Catholic will, for the new English Church
was still entirely Catholic in its ritual and, for most worshippers, in its
beliefs. The great watershed in English religion has not yet been
reached. When it does come not long after this, it transforms the way
ordinary people not only make their wills, but much more than that,
how they practise their religion, how they view the Church and to a
significant extent how they carry on with their daily lives. No longer
is the Church the fount of all knowledge and of all morality.
No longer is the priest the essential conduit between mankind and
God. No longer are his rituals necessary to reach heaven. Soon there
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will be no masses for the dead – or the living; no prayers to the
Virgin Mary and ‘all the company of heaven’; no ways, financial or
otherwise, of being fast-tracked through purgatory to heaven, except
by one’s own efforts – though theologically heaven was God’s gift
alone – and, in any case, purgatory did not exist any more.
There is little hint of any of this in Nicholas’s will. Thus he
commends his soul not only to ‘almighty God my creator and
redeemer’ – a Protestant formula – but also to ‘his glorious mother
Mary the virgin and to all the holy company of heaven’ – a Catholic
one. Small sums – 20d, 20d and 12d – are left to each of the three
churches where Nicholas had property – to cover any unpaid tithes or
other obligations. He also wants prayers and masses to be ‘sung and
said in every of the days of my forth fare thirty’, that is for thirty days
after his death, and then again on its anniversary. Within just a few
years all this has gone. With minor exceptions none of these bequests
appear in wills here in Thanet after the 1540s. In this respect
Nicholas’s will is normal for his time and for at least decades before.
But in other ways this is a unique document. This is partly because
Nicholas is much richer than any of the other family will-makers until
early in the 1600s. His wish to be buried in the parish church of
St Laurence, rather than in the churchyard, is another indication of
his wealth and status in the community. So he has the wherewithal to
be generous. But he is spectacularly so.
He began by leaving forty shillings (£2) ‘in money’ to ‘the poor
people’, which his executors were to distribute ‘in every of the same
days’, that is, when his masses were to be sung. So this was not just a
one-off payment. He left another 23 shillings and 4 pence for the
‘mending of the highways’ in three places locally. Keeping the roads in
good condition was a perennial problem and English roads in general
remained notoriously bad until the coming of the toll roads in the
eighteenth century. Then he made substantial bequests to his three
nephews and his niece, the children of his brother: forty shillings ‘in
money’, ten ewes and ten lambs to the eldest boy and rather less to the
others. Each of his godchildren ‘now living’ was to get 12d (one
shilling). His two married sisters were left two ewes and a heifer
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respectively. More surprisingly he made bequests to no fewer than
eight ‘servants’ – six men and two women, who would have been
both farm labourers and domestic servants (one was speficially called a
shepherd), and it seems to their families as well, though not all the
beneficiaries can be indentified as such.
In total he left two young cows, one heifer, twelve lambs and fortyone ewes, together with twenty quarts of lambswool and some cereals
to twenty different beneficiaries, only six of them relations. Another
four people were given items of clothing: a sleeveless coat of cloth,
‘my coat next the best’, a worsted jacket, a russet jerkin and a pair of
worsted hose. All this from a man who still had a wife, daughter and
four sons living to be provided for! None of the sons had reached the
age of twenty-one when he made his will, and the youngest Luke was
only six years old. Of course the bulk of his estate went to this
immediate family. His wife Isabell was left £50 ‘in money, corn and
cattle.’ This was a common formula at this time, though one wonders
how the executors could distribute the various categories to everyone’s
satisfaction. Isabell was also left ‘half my household stuff’ as well as
much of the income from the estate until the boys came of age. The
eldest son, Robert, inherited the lease of the main property and ‘eight
score pounds’ [£160], again in money, corn and cattle. He was also to
use £70 ‘in the hands of ‘Roberte Wygsoole of Byrchyngton’ for paying
the various beneficiaries of the will. John, the next son, was to have
the second farm – see below – plus £50. Leonard, the third boy, just
£50, but the youngest son, Luke, was left £120 plus another £160, this
being the value of an estate which Nicholas had leased out. Alice, the
only daughter, was left £33 ‘in money’. It is not clear why the third
son Leonard seems to have been treated so much less generously than
his brothers.
In his will Nicholas describes himself as a yeoman. This is unusual for
this time: other wills both before and for nearly another forty years
after do not give the occupation of the testator. Perhaps one of the
unexpected outcomes of the Reformation was to make people more
conscious of their status, encouraging the belief that ‘I know I am a
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good person in the eyes of God because He has made me prosperous
and successful.’[18] He tells us he lives at Newland Court. This suggests
a house and farmstead of some size, with the buildings grouped round
a courtyard, as was popular with grander buildings at this time.
In 1800 the property was described as:
Newland Grange, usually called Newlands, is situated about a
mile northward from St Laurence church. It had belonged to
the convent of St Augustine in Canterbury [and] consisted of
126 acres of land according to ancient measurement of it. After
the dissolution of the monasteries King Edward VI granted it
to Archbishop Cranmer, since when it has remained in the
possessions of that see [of Canterbury].

[19]

However Nicholas did not own the freehold of Newlands, so he
assigns the remainer of the lease to his son Robert, though he does
not state how long this is. Some leases at this time were for two lives,
so it is quite likely Robert could hold the property until his death.
Nicholas also had a couple of other properties. One of them was in
the hands of Thomas Hammond of Minster. According to Nicholas’
will he ‘had it by indenture’ which ‘bound him to pay eight score
pounds [£160]’ for it. The other property was ‘my mansion place at
Bronston.’ The word mansion was used to describe any dwelling house
larger than a cottage, not necessarily a grand one. In this case,
however, Nicholas left this to his son John and he wanted it brought
up to date.[20] He ordered Robert to spent the great sum of £40 of his
own money to ‘build and edify of new of good substantial new
timber… one new parlour thoroughly lofted [that is, given a ceiling
throughout] and with a good chimney of brick and also one new
kitchen’. New standards of living were coming in: the upwardly
mobile wanted a parlour with a ceiling to provide private space for the
family, not a hall open to the rafters shared with the servants and
labourers. They wanted chimneys in the new fashionable brick to
replace the literally open fires, from which the smoke had to find its
own way outside. A new chimney also meant a new kitchen. This was
the ‘Great Rebuild’ as the historians of Tudor England have called the
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modernisation of houses at this time. Presumably this was Nicholas’s
way of spreading his wealth out among his children.
Like others on Thanet, Nicholas concentrated more on sheep farming
than cattle raising, but he also grew wheat and barley, and no doubt
other crops for rotation and animal feeds. At this time the produce he
could sell to townsfolk and merchants seems to have been wool and
wheat, and perhaps barley for making the small beer which everyone,
even young children, drank for safety’s sake: the fermentation process
killed any bugs in the water. It was not until a hundred and more
years later that ‘the roast beef of Old England’ became such a national
dish that even prisoners in jail were served it. The raising of beef
cattle then made the fortunes of many farmers.
Nicholas probably died late in 1540 – his will was made in March
1540 (new style) and probate was granted on 10 January 1541. Some
twenty years later his son Robert moved into a local ‘gentleman’s seat’
which had become vacant. ‘Ellington (within the bounds of this ville
of Ramsgate and jurisdiction of the Cinque Ports) lies about half a
mile westward of the town of Ramsgate and almost at the eastern
boundary of the village of St Laurence. It was formerly a gentleman’s
seat. About the latter end of the reign of King Edward IV [circa 1479]
the family of Ellington was succeeded by that of Thatcher, and after
they were extinct here, this seat passed at the beginning of Queen
Elizabeth’s reign [1558] into the name of Spracklyn.’[21] Robert acquired
it because his aunt had married into the Thatcher family and
presumably died childless – Robert’s father Nicholas had left his
‘sister Thatcher’ two ewes in his will. The Thatchers were ‘a family of
great antiquity in this island as well as other parts of Kent’ and of
some wealth. In the list of Penygavel land given above under the
Oxendens, the two Thatcher properties extended to a total of 230
acres, the second largest in the parish and more even than Richard
Sprackling’s 208 acres. This gave this branch of the Sprackling family
the opportunity to rise socially if so minded. It was one they took.[22]
Robert died in 1590 – he must have been around seventy years of age
and his most successful son Adam put up a splendid memorial to his
father and grandfather. Adam was careful to list all his brothers,
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sisters, uncles and aunt, but not his mother! The purpose of the
memorial was not so much to honour his forebears as to establish his
own credentials as a member of the ruling elite. For Adam had just
been knighted, though history does not seem to record the
circumstances.
Upon the west wall of the south transept upon a handsome
mural monument emblazoned with shields of arms [of the
Spraclinge and Oxenden families] “Here lyethe Robert
Spraclinge, the eldest sonn of Nicholas Spraclinge, gentelma;
whiche Nicholas had fowre sonnes, Robert, John, Leonard and
Luke, and had one daughter, whose name was Alse. Robert
Spracklinge gentleman had fowre sonnes, Nicholas, Adam, Luke
and John; whiche Adam was founder of this monument; he
also had five daughters, Marie, Eve, Margaret, Judethe and
Rachell, and dyed the xv daye of Maye in the year of out
Lorde 1590.”
Below this inscription is engraved upon the tablet the figure of a man
in armour lying in the recumbent position with his hands in an
attitude

of prayer,

and beneath

is

written

“Garde promesse

fidelement”.[23] This ‘man in armour’ seems to have now disappeared.
The middle one of the five daughters of Robert, the son of Nicholas,
was Margaret. She was probably born around 1550 and married
Richard Troward on 21 May 1572. Their life is described below.
Before leaving the Spracklyns, mention must be made of the notorious
Mr Adam Spracklyn, great-grandson of Sir Adam and thus great-greatnephew of Margaret. He had taken over the family ‘seat’ in Ellington.
‘Having wasted his estate by his riotous living and frequent quarrels
and disorderly behaviour, he became subject to outrageous fits of
passion and ragings, in one of which, having conceived a very great
prejudice against his wife Catherine, he murdered her.’ [24] This
happened on 11 December 1652. He was quickly caught and convicted
of the crime, and hanged the following April. His burial was not
recorded in the parish register, but more recent archaeological work
produced the following discovery:
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Illus. 55. The Spracklyn memorial in St Laurence Church, Thanet, as
pictured in Charles Cotton’s History and Antiquities of St Laurence.
At the top is Sir Adam’s coat of arms surrmounted by a knight’s helmet.
Below the plaque bearing the family names is another memorial to
Sir Adam’s second son, also Adam, showing his coat of arms and listing
four children, but again no wife.
At the north east angle of the northwest pier and interred in
an angular direction north-east and south-west about eighteen
inches under the level of the floor, we found the skeleton of a
man between 6 and 7 feet in height. This may have been the
remains of Mr Adam Spracklin, for on Thursday the 28th of
April 1653 in St Lawrence Church ‘in the night he was buried
near his wife’. It seems probable that it was he who was thus
hastily interred, especially as the burial is in the passage way.[25]
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Adam’s son was unable to rescue the estate from ‘the incumbrances to
which it was made subject by his father’, so it came into the possession
of the Troward family, who ‘turned the house into a farmhouse’,
rebuilding it closer to the road. The farm remained in the keeping of
the Trowards until 1767, when this line of the family died out.
Whether this line was directly descended from Margaret is not known,
but it would at least have been one of her husband Robert’s wider
family, one which had no pretension to gentry status.[26]

Troward and Pannell
Margaret Sprackling married her neighbour Richard Troward of
Cliffsend. She was his second wife: he had had six children by his first
wife and then fathered another eleven by Margaret! His first marriage
was in 1563, so he was born around 1540. Nothing is known of his
ancestry; no Troward appears in the Panygavel list of landowners at
the beginning of the sixteenth century. But by the end of it the family
was well established in St Laurence. In 1895 Charles Cotton described
this part of the parish:
Cliffsend, Clyvesend or Cleevsend – a small manor at the
southwest of the parish, situated at the end of the chalk cliff
which continues from Ramsgate to this place…The land about
here is the richest in the Isle of Thanet… In 1589 Rychard
Harleston and Rycharde Troward were rated for Nether
Cleeves End.[27]
In the middle ages the manor had been owned by the abbey of
St Augustine, Canterbury, like much of this part of Thanet, but after
the dissolution of the monasteries Henry VIII had taken it into his
own hands.
This and his will tell us Richard was a wealthy man by yeoman
standards. The eighty acres mentioned in his will put him well up in
heirarchy of St Laurence landowners. Lists drawn up for tax
assessment in 1587 and 1590 have him as the fifth and third,
respectively, highest payer in those years. Another assessment in 1608
for ‘repairing the church’, containing many more names, shows the
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Illus.56. Cliffsend, Ramsgate, from Ebbsfleet – where England began.
This sheltered bay, almost the closest coast to France, offered easy
landing on the gently shelving beach first for invading Romans and then
later for Hengist and Horsa as the first step in turning Britannia into
England. St Augustine also landed here in AD 597 at the start of his
mission to convert the heathen English to Christianity. At the left hand
end of the cliff seen behind, several generations of ancestral families had
their homes and farms.
Troward family owning a total of ninety-three acres, all of which
Richard seems to have held earlier. This list has just six owners (one
of them a widow) with more than 150 acres, and another three, again
including one woman, with close to 100 acres. A substantial majority
had less than ten acres.[28] Richard owned or at least leased several
properties. There is first ‘my mansion house at Clevesend wherein
Thomas Goodson nowe dwelleth in the parish of St Lawrence within
the said Isle and all the howses and gardens their withe occupied, and
fourscore acres of pasture and arable land lieing in St Laurence and
Minster neere unto the said howses excepte one little close adioyning
to the pale of the orchard.’ Then there are ‘the house next to
Goodson’s house’ and ‘my house at Clevesend wherein Peirs nowe
dwelleth’, as well as houses at Ramsgate and Manston. Finally there
was was ‘my said house which was late ffarbrookes.’ Farbrook was
presumably the previous owner, which suggests that Richard and
Margaret had moved to the house and hints at a rising prosperity.
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Richard TROWARD
= Margaret SPRACKLING
|

James PANNELL = Juliana ?

Nicholas TROWARD
= Mary ?

|
Roger PANNELL = Joan HOLDEN

|
Judith TROWARD

|
=

John PANNELL
|

Jane PANNELL = Thomas KIRBY
By the time he came to make his will in 1597 just ten of Richard’s
seventeen children were still alive, seven sons and three daughters.
Another son, Thomas, was recently dead, but had lived long enough to
get married and leave his widow pregnant. Richard seems to have been
a thoughtful man. His first legacy was ten shillings to the poor of
both the parishes he had land in, a generous sum for the time. There
was then £80 to his eldest son Robert and this to be paid within the
year: no waiting seven years for Robert to get the money! But Richard
also made sure his goods were spread around his many children, so
there was something for each of them. The detail of these again points
to growing wealth indicated by increased possession of household
goods. His was a well-furnished house. It contained at least eighteen
pieces of pewter, which would have been tableware, as well as several
bedsteads and feather beds (a superior sort of mattress), great chests,
brass pots, table cloths and napkins. There was more too; for the
unspecified residue was left to his wife Margaret.
Margaret was also left ‘all my other tenements and landes situat and
lieing in the p’ishes of St Laurence and Minster during hir natural
life.’ As regards ‘moveables: All the residue of my houshold stuffe
whatsoev’ not bequeathed with certeine cloths and yarne not yet made’
were to go to her. Its vagueness makes it difficult to judge whether he
was being generous to her or just leaving her adequately provided for.
But at the very least she was able to stay in the family home. Richard
died sometime in the summer of 1597. He was probably in his late
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fifties. Margaret survived Richard by ten years and more. The 1608 list
shows her as ‘Widowe Trowarde’ holding sixteen acres. She probably
had this as a dowry, for the document also lists William Troward
holding thirty-nine acres and Nicholas Troward’s widow thirty-eight, a
total of seventy-seven acres, very close to the eighty acres named in
Richard’s will.[29]
Margaret’s third child and Richard’s tenth was a son named Nicholas,
baptised on 1 April 1577, and thus aged twenty when his father died.
He was still unmarried, but like several of his siblings inherited
various household items from his father:
I geve to my sonne Nicholas one bedsteedle standing at
Clevesend in the best chamber, one featherbed furnished, halfe
a dosen of pewter halfe one halfe other, one table clothe and
halfe a dosen table napkins, one other bras pott next the best.
More substantially Nicholas was also given, together with his elder
brother William, the ‘mansion howse at Clevesend wherein Thomas
Goodson nowe dwelleth in the p’ishe of St Laurence’ together with
eighty acres of pasture and arable land in parishes of St Laurence and
Minster, all this to be divided equally between the two brothers. One
can see how easily family disputes could arise! The ‘mansion house’
would have been less grand than it sounds. Moreover Nicholas had to
give his sisters Priscilla and Mary £20 each when they got married, not
insignificant sums.
Little is known of Nicholas. He inherited half his father’s land,
amounting to thirty-eight acres, which still left him in the middle of
St Laurence landowners by acreage. His wife was called Mary, but not
even the date and place of the marriage has been found, still less her
maiden name. The first of their four children – three girls and a boy
– was baptised in February 1600. The second, Judith, followed on
1 November the next year. A son and then another daughter came in
the next five years, before their father Nicholas died early in 1608,
being buried on 16 February. He was just thirty years old. His wife
Mary inherited his land, but seems to have very soon passed it over to
her brother-in-law William, who is rated for seventy-seven acres from
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1609 onwards. No more is known of her, but the Troward family
stayed on in St Laurence
At the age of nineteen Nicholas and Mary’s daughter Judith married
John Pannell at St Nicholas at Wade on 20 June 1621. The Pannells
went back a long way on Thanet. The first to be found was Alice, who
died a widow at St Laurence in the early summer of 1481. The family
were farmers but little more information can be extracted from her
will except that she had no sons, so she will not have been a direct
ancestor. Then there was John who died at the end of 1501. Like the
Trowards, he too had lived at Clevesend, and he and his wife Alice
had no children together, so he too is not a direct ancestor. But
another John Pannell also left a will fifty years later. He lived at
‘Westceyres’, also in St Laurence parish. He also no children, so he left
his estate to his brother James and his four sons, and the line can be
traced from James and his wife Juliana via their son Roger to Judith’s
husband John.
Roger Pannell was the third son of James and Juliana. He was born
sometime before 1551 when his uncle John was made his will. He lived
in St John’s (Margate) and was the family’s success story though little
is known of him. He called himself a yeoman, though his father was a
husbandman, as was his brother Edward, while another brother
Thomas had no land of his own. Although all the references to Roger
are from St John, he seems to have farmed or at least owned a
substantial amount of land in St Laurence for a short time. For he is
twice listed in the 1590 assessments, but in that year only. In the first
of these he is assessed for eight shillings – like Richard Troward, the
third highest amount. Then in another list from the same year ‘made
for payment of the Queen’s Oats’ (whatever that was!) he is noted as
having two ‘plowes’ – only one other farmer had two on this short
list. One had three, but most shared a plough.[30] This suggests he was
holding over a hundred acres, which would appear to be as a result of
inheriting his Uncle John’s land, doubtless from his father. This must
have been substantial because Uncle John had ordered by his will for
sixty lambs to be sold to pay his debts. No such number of livestock
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has been noted in any of the other Thanet wills examined, though
Nicholas Sprakling in 1540 probably had at least as many – see above.
In spite of having this land in St Laurence, the evidence from the
births of his children shows Roger to be continuing to live in St John.
He married for the first time in around 1579 to Anne. They had two
children but both died infancy, the second one taking his mother with
him early in March 1582. Within ten weeks Roger had married again,
this time to Joan Holden on 23 May 1582. He was probably in his
mid-thirties, she perhaps ten years younger. He was luckier with his
second family. He and Joan had seven children, five of whom survived
to adulthood, four boys and a girl. Roger’s unmarried brother Thomas
lived with them, but died in 1602. In his nucupative (oral) will
Thomas left Roger ‘all such of [his] money as Roger had in his hands,
being the sum of £45 which he Thomas gave to Roger in recompense
of such charges as he had been at in keeping Thomas.’ Roger’s son
Roger was left Thomas’s meagre belongings – ‘one feather bed and
bedsteddle with all the furniture thereto belonging together with two
crawes [?crowbars] of iron, some planks of boarde and three chests and
all that debt which William Nicholls of St Peters owed him and all
other goods of his in his chamber where he then lay’.
Roger Pannell senior died in 1613, perhaps in his mid-sixties. He left
a will, but it tells us little except that he seems to have had plenty of
money. There is no detail of his landed property apart from two ‘cow
bullocks’, and no furniture is specified, only ‘the bed in the chamber
over the hall with all other goods and furniture in the chamber except
two chests’ which he left to his wife. This sounds like the best bed in
the best bedroom, not ‘the second best bed’ such as William
Shakespeare left his wife about this time! Instead almost all Roger’s
legacies are monetary. Apart from the furniture in the bedchamber
Joan his wife was left only an annuity of £20 for life ‘to be issuing out
of all my landes.’ His surviving daughter Anne, who had married
Richard Norwood of St Laurence (from a family we come across below
who owned sixty-three acres in the 1608 list), was left 40 marks, but
doubtless she had already received something by way of a marriage
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portion. The two younger sons were given a bullock and an annuity of
£4 each up to the age of twenty-eight, when they were to get £120 a
piece. All the residue of Roger’s property, which presumably meant
the great bulk of it, was left to his two elder sons Roger junior and
John.
Roger’s wife Joan suvived him for another eighteen years, dying on
12 January 1632, and unusually also left a will. Like her husband she
signed this this with an X indicating that neither of them could write.
The main purpose of this will was to ensure that her daughter Anne’s
children got a decent legacy. These four Norwood grandchildren were
left one pound each, while the two Pannell grandsons were given five
and ten shillings respectively. These Norwoods were the junior branch
of the family – the main 'seat’ of the senior branch was at Dane
Court in St Peter (Broadstairs), and Anne had been left a widow by
this time.
John Pannell was probably the fourth child and third son of Roger
and Joan, though his baptism does not seem to have been registered.
But he is named in the wills of both his parents, and was probably
born in 1590. As we have seen, his father Roger left ‘to my two sons
Henry and John all the residue including my lands equally’ after
legacies to the other children. Henry and John were also made
co-executors. John married Judith Troward, as noted above, on 20 June
1621 at St Nicholas at Wade. At first they lived at St Laurence
(Ramsgate), but within a couple of years moved to Margate, where
their third child (of ten) Jane was born, being baptised on 17 October
1624.
No more is known of John, not even the date he died. He left no will.
But Judith lived on to old age. An inventory of ‘all and singular the
goods Chatells and heredity of Judeth Pannell late of the parish of
St John in Thanett widow deceast’ was made on 16 April 1683, making
her eighty-one years old when she died. It was not a luxurious old age,
but not an impoverished one either. In the hall (the main living area)
she had a table, a form (bench), two stools, one cupboard, two chairs,
two cushions and two glass cases. There were a few kitchen and dining
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utensils, but in the bedrooms (there seem to have been two of them)
everything had seen better days. There were two old bedsteads, two old
featherbeds, three pairs of old sheets, three chests, two old coverlets,
an old court cupboard as well as a fair stack of bedlinen. She also had
£8 11s 6d in cash, so one can guess she had enough to live on.

Kirby
Jane Pannell, the daughter of John and Judith, was only eighteen when
she married Thomas Kirby on 1 June 1643 at Margate. Unlike the
Pannells the Kirbys cannot be traced back in Thanet earlier than the
mid-sixteenth century – that is to Thomasine Kerbie, the daughter of
Richard, who was buried at St John’s Margate in October 1563. The
direct line has been established only to Thomas’s grandfather Robert,
but he may well have been a son or nephew of Richard. Robert’s son,
also Thomas, by his unknown wife was baptised at St John’s Margate
on 14 August 1587. Maybe the somewhat stuttering entries in the early
Thanet parish registers for the Kirby family indicate a fairly lowly
status, though the registers were supposed to list everyone, young and
old, noble and ‘base born.’ If so, their status certainly changed over
time.
This elder Thomas Kirby married Joan (maiden name inknown)
around 1608. They had six children over the next ten years, all
baptised at St Laurence Ramsgate, where Thomas was Church Warden
for two years in 1618–19. Their sixth and last child, another Thomas,
was baptised on 19 September 1619. Both father and son Thomas and
an elder son Paul were listed in the Protestation Return of 1641 at
Birchington,

confirming

they

were

good

Protestants

and

not

‘recusants’, the name given to Catholics who refused to swear an oath
of allegiance ‘to live and die for the true Protestant religion, the
liberties and rights of subjects and the privilege of Parliaments.’ This
younger Thomas, as we have seen, married Jane Pannell in 1643 at
St John’s, and the couple set up home in Birchington, just to the west
of Margate. It was here their first five children were born, all of them
girls. Martha, the last of these, was born in 1653, but by the following
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Robert KIRBY = ?
|
Thomas KIRBY = Joan ?
|
Thomas KIRBY = Jane PANNELL m 1 June 1643
St John in Thanet
Paul KIRKBY = Hannah TOMLIN m 1 June 1684
St Peter in Thanet
Hannah KIRBY = Isaac WITHERDEN m 18 May 1714
St Margaret, Canterbury
Hannah WITHERDEN = William RUSSELL m 27 Sept 1742
St Peter in Thanet
Mary RUSSELL = Gabriel FORD 1 m 9 July 1769 ?Thanet

May the family had moved to St Laurence, when Henry the first of
their five sons was baptised there. But they moved back to Birchington
in 1659, where Paul, their tenth child, was baptised on 12 November
that year. It could be that the moves were connected with family
circumstances, for Thomas senior died in the winter of 1651 and was
buried at Birchington on 3 March. His widow, Joan, was also buried
there five years later on 16 June 1656, but doubtless she wanted to be
buried with her husband, although she had moved with the family to
Ramsgate.
The inventories of both Thomas junior and his wife Jane survive.
Thomas’s was produced at Birchington in July 1693, when he was
approaching sevety-four years of age. He would have been considered
an old man at this time, and this may explain why he looks much
poorer from the contents of his inventory than the title ‘yeoman’
which he is given suggests. His wealth is totaled at £20.5.8d at a time
when most yeomen had several hundred pounds to leave. The
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Illus.57. St Laurence
Church, Ramsgate.

explanantion is perhaps that he had largely retired and given his lands
to his children. He kept some back; ‘four acres and a half of wheat,
three acres of beans, an old mare’ made up two-thirds of the total,
being valued at £13.10.0d together. But the old mare had only an old
harness to wear, and a choice of a cart without rods and wheels, an old
wagon, a couple of old ‘plows’ and ‘one ould wreck’ (presumably a
rake) to pull. There is no mention of household furniture, bedroom
linen or kitchen utensils, still less of any rooms in a house, only a
stable, a barn and a ‘straw house.’ This is because it all belonged to his
wife Jane.
Jane survived Thomas by eighteen months, her inventory being taken
in December 1694. Surprisingly this lists all the things one would have
expected to find in her husband’s inventory. Had it all come with her
dowry? The rooms in her house are all listed: hall, parlour, chamber
over the parlour, back chamber, kitchen and a buttery. This sounds
like a decent little house, but it had little furniture in it. A table,
bench, two chairs and a small table did for the hall. In the parlour
there was another table, ‘six joint stools’ (that is made with joinery,
not just nailed together) and ten small pieces of pewter, as well as,
more surpringly, two old muskets. There was nothing much in the
kitchen or the bedrooms, though the sheets and other linen were
valued at £3.0.0, the highest for an individual item. She seemingly had
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no money, her purse and girdle being valued at just one shilling –
had the family taken all her cash when she died? – though she did
have a ring worth fifteen shillings. Her whole inventory was valued at
less than £14.
The modest living conditions of Thomas and Jane are all the more
surprising, because their eldest son Paul called himself a gentleman
when he died thirty-five years later. He married Hannah Tomlin,
whose family had been living locally in St Peter’s for well over a
hundred years, as is described below. Paul’s will, made in June 1730
when he was seventy-one years old (the date of his death has not been
established), though lacking detailed information, does indicate a welloff family. He had three pieces of landed property. His main one – a
farm with a farmhouse, barns, stable outhouses, yards, orchards and so
on – was at Brumston in the parish of St Peter’s Broadstairs. This was
left to his elder son, also called Paul. His secondary properties (it is
not clear whether either of these came with a farmhouse) were at
Minster in Thanet and at Nunnington (where the Oxendens had come
from) and went to his younger son John. He made only monetary
bequests to his four daughters. One unmarried daughter was to have
£200. Another one, Hannah, the one we are interested in, who was
already a widow, was left £50, suggesting she had had a dowry on
marriage. All four daughters were left a golden guinea ‘a year and a
day after my death.’ The import of this is not clear. As no inventory
survives, we have no direct information on how he and his family
lived.
His son Paul, however, died only five years later in the autumn of
1735, and his will throws more light on his father’s financial position.
For Paul junior (he also calls himself a gentleman) left everything –
both the farm at Brumston and his chattells – to his ‘dear and
beloved wife Susanna’, but she had to pass on half of the land and
£200 to their son John when he reached twenty-one. If he died earlier,
then Thomas’s brother John was to get the land, but pay £800 to be
divided between Thomas and Susanna’s five daughters including
Hannah and Hannah’s son Robert. But Paul notes in his will that
Susanna was also expecting ‘a legacy from Mr Nathaniel Matson late of
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Dover,’ her father. Paul senior had clearly made a lot of money – his
son Paul could not have acquired £800 and more in the five years since
his father’s death – and had been able to marry his son to someone
able to leave his daughter a legacy. We do not know the value of this
Matson bequest, but it must have been significant to be worth
mentioning in Paul junior’s will. The Kirbys had certainly come up in
the world.
Paul Kirby senior and Hannah Tomlin married 1 June 1684 at
St Peter’s. They had eight children over the next eighteen years, five
girls and three boys, the last one being born when Hannah was nearly
forty-three years old. One son died in infancy, but all the other
children survived to adulthood, a tribute both to the family’s wealth
and their mother’s care. All five daughters married and were still alive
in 1735. Hannah, the second daughter, named after her mother, was
born in October 1679 and married Isaac Witherden at Canterbury on
18 May 1714. Their lives are described below.
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Chapter Twelve
The family on the
Isle of Thanet
Part 2: 1481–1851
The Underdowns and Fords
My aunt she died a month ago
And left me all her riches,
A feather bed and a wooden leg,
And a pair of calico breeches.
Irish Folk Song ‘Death of my Aunt’
The Peguin Book of Comic and Curious Verse

Underdown
Nicholas Underdown lived at Dane Court in the parish of St Peter in
Thanet, now Broadstairs. Seemingly he had earlier bought the house
and the land around it, for his son Nicholas in his will refers to ‘Dane
Court with all the lands which my father bought there’. The place was
first named as a manor in 1242. It was a standard medieval house of
three rooms – chamber, hall and kitchen. He was enfeoffed, that is
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Nicholas UNDERDOWN sen died 1481 St Peter in Thanet
|
Nicholas UNDERDOWN jun = Denise ?
died 1484 St Peter in Thanet
|
Richard UNDERDOWN

= Agnes CONSENT

|
Vincent UNDERDOWN

= Christian ?
|
John UNDERDOWN see FORD

Richard UNDERDOWN
|

m 29 Nov 1567 St Laurence in Thanet

Vincent UNDERDOWN
|

|
Hannah TOMLIN
|
Hannah KIRBY
|
Hannah WITHERDEN

Mary RUSSELL

= John TOMLIN

m 2 Nov 1620 St Mary Bredman, Canterbury

Geoffrey TOMLIN

|

= Phillice ESTICE

m 16 Feb 1594/5 St Laurence in Thanet

Mary UNDERDOWN
|

= Margery COPPIN

= Elizabeth HARNETT
m 16 Dec 1651 Birchington, Kent
= Paul KIRBY
m 1 June 1684 St Peter in Thanet
= Isaac WITHERDEN
m 18 May 1714 St Margaret, Canterbury
= William RUSSELL
m 27 Sept 1742 St Peter in Thanet
= Gabriel FORD 1
m 9 July 1769 ?Thanet
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held by some kind of feudal tenure, which probably had been
commuted into a monetary payment, not merely of ‘le Dane’, as he
called it, but also a couple of other properties elsewhere in the county.
He made a will in 1481, which is how we know about him and this
immediately transfers one into a different world. This was not the
England of Protestant individualism, but the world of Catholic
collectivism under the watchful supervision of the Church, which
ultimately reported to the Pope in Rome. It was a world full not
merely of churches, but also of priories, friaries and nunneries which
welcomed financial support and which in turn provided ritual blessing
for the salvation of souls. Nicholas gave no fewer than seven fairly
modest legacies to local churches and monasteries, and another ten
marks (a mark was widely used at this time and worth two-thirds of a
pound sterling: 13s 4d in old money) to pay for a ‘suitable chaplain’ to
celebrate – presumably by praying and/or chanting – for his soul for
a full year after his death. He also asked his sons to dispose of ‘the
residue of all my goods not bequeathed, after my debts and legacies
have been paid, for the safety of my soul as it seems to them the better
to please God.’
He may well have quite an old man for the time, because his wife had
died (she is not mentioned in the will), but he had two sons still
living, Nicholas and John. Nicholas as the elder son was left the main
property of Le Dane together with a windmill: ‘I will that after my
decease that my said feoffars will enfeoff Nicholas Underdown my son
in my house called Le Dane with everything or part with one wind
mill.’ It is not clear what ‘with everything or part’ means; perhaps it
was just a legal phrase of little significance in this case. Son Nicholas
was also left all the furniture at Le Dane except for a featherbed
(mattress) which went to his other son John. John was left Nicholas’s
other properties, which are simply described as ‘one tenement in the
County of Kent in the parish of St Mary of Bredyn which is called Le
Horne and one tenement wholly or in part situated in the parish of
Hulden nearby Deal’ which was some distance away. Both sons were
appointed executors. Having a mill suggests the Underdowns were
lords of the manor, and as such demanded that all the peasants’ corn
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was milled in their mill at a price, this being a ‘nice little earner’ for
the lord.
Son Nicholas was also left five marks for the repair of Le Dane.
He seems to have used this to extend the house. For when he made
his own will only three years later, he calls it Dane Court, suggesting
it is now a courtyard house with dwelling house and farm buildings
extending around a courtyard. But it still has a chamber, hall and
kitchen. His will is in many ways similar to his father’s: he too leaves
money to various churches as well as ten marks for a suitable priest to
pray for him. He too has two sons, Nicholas and Richard. But they are
still minors, and so he makes provision if they both fail to live long
enough to have children of their own: ‘I will have a prest syngyng for
my sowle and all my ffrendes sowles and Cristen sowles in the forsaid
Churche of Seynt Peter by the space of ij yeres wherfor I will that he
shal [pay] them xx marc.’
His wife, Denise, is still alive. Under the provisions of the will she can
continue to ‘occupy all my lands, tenements and mill with all the
appurtenances’ until the boys are of age. But Denise also had property
of her own; for Nicholas instructed that ‘Denise my wife anon [soon]
after my decease shall enfeoffe three or four honest men in all her
lands and tenements lying and being in the parish of Saint Laurence’
– Dane Court was in St Peter’s parish, so this was clearly different
property. She is left £10 (compared to the £20 given to her brother-inlaw John and £40 given for the repair of the local church) and allowed
to stay in Dane Court until the boys have grown up – it is not clear
just what Nicholas had in mind for her after that. This seems a rather
miserly treatment of his wife. Their elder son Nicholas was to have
Dane Court at the age of twenty-one, while Richard had to wait until
he was twenty-six to get the mill with the small piece of land around
it plus twenty-five acres at Soleshyll (not indentified).
Nicholas junior also made bequests to several other family members –
one pound to Agnes Underdown and her son, a quarter of corn to his
sister Joanne Nottingham (not mentioned in his father’s will, but
perhaps she had been given a generous marriage portion), twenty
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pounds to his brother John, ten marks to Edward Underdown, and
two pounds to Thomas Underdown, the son of John Underdown
senior. John senior was perhaps his uncle (father’s brother), who seems
to be still alive, while Agnes could have been an aunt by marriage to
another of his father’s brothers now dead, and Edward maybe a cousin
or another uncle. But the fact that Nicholas left them money indicates
he was the wealthy one of the family. But Nicholas’s generosity to
those outside his immediate family did not stop there. He also willed
that ‘the residue of all my goods shall be disposed by my executors,
feoffors and overseer as then seems best to be done to foul ways
[roads], poor people and charitable deeds.’ He died before the end of
the year, probate being granted on 29 November.
But the family was not able to enjoy Dane Court for long. For
Nicholas junior’s elder son, also Nicholas, died only sixteen years after
his father and less than twenty after his grandfather. This had a
disastrous effect, it seems, on the family fortunes. It could be that this
Nicholas III died childless, though he could well have been thirty
years old and more. For in November 1500 by means of an (almost
indecipherable) ‘Admon Bond’ Nicholas’s widow Joan and her
co-executor were granted administation of his estate. As a result the
Underwoods had to sell Dane Court. Richard Norwood, one of
Nicholas senior’s tenants had been overseer of the wills of both
Nicholas and his son, and it is likely he or his son Richard bought
Dane Court and ‘afterwards resided here’, as did his descendants. ‘In
1540 Alexander Norwode of Dane Court was appointed overseer of
Nicholas Sprackling’s will. [Later] Richard Sacket devised it to his
granddaughter Sarah, wife of Robert Tomlin, who is the present
possessor of it’ according to the 1800 history of Kent.[1]
Nicholas Underdown junior’s younger son, Richard, also left a will; so
we know something about him too. It was made in November 1524,
and he must have died soon after as probate was granted the following
February. His will tells us something about the man and the way he
lived. He was married to Agnes Consent – he made his bother-in-law
William Consent the overseer of his will – and they had two boys
Vincent and Richard and a daughter Elenour. He was a farmer with
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sixty acres of land, half of it in Cliffsend (he calls it Clevisend) and
half at Chilton, which lay on the cliffs overlooking Pegwell Bay just
west of Ramsgate. This seems to be the same land – or certainly right
next to it – as was owned by Robert Troward 150 or so years later, as
is described above. He also had some land, probably only a small piece,
‘that lyeth furthest’ from his main farm, as well as the windmill which
his grandfather had owned. On this land he grew wheat and barley,
and most likely some peas or beans for rotating the crops. He also had
both sheep and cows, as well as at least a couple of horses.
He was not a man with much money; rather than cash his legacies
tended to consist of sheep and cows. He left two ewes for the repair of
St Laurence church and another two to his servant Johanne Johnson.
His two sons Vincent and Richard were left a cow and ten ewes each
and his daughter Eleanor a cow. John Rawleys, probably another
servant/farm worker, was left a lamb. His wife Agnes was to have ‘the
occupying’ – presumably the use – of two horses for a year after her
husband’s death, and then she was to hand them over to son Vincent
with some wheat and barley. At his death the sixty acres Richard had
farmed were divided equally between his two sons, while the other
piece of land and the windmill were to be sold off to pay his debts and
to provide for his other bequests. These included 4d for each of his
godchildren and provision for the saying at ‘my forthefare ten masses.
Also at my monthes mynde [memorial] ten masses. And at my yeres
mynde ten masses.’[2]
Unlike many others at this time Richard makes no specific bequests of
furniture or household items. He leaves ‘Agnes my Wife all such
household and catall [chattels] that I had with her in marriage.’ This
would seem to be just her dowry; for the three children were to have
‘the residue of all my houshold of hall, chamber and kitchen’ – still
the standard medieval house –’to be divided between my 2 sonnes and
Elenour my daughter by even porcions.’ As for the land Richard still
held this by some sort of feudal tenure: as he puts it in his will:
First I will that my feoffs shall suffere Agnes my Wiff to have
hold and occupye all my lands and tenements a hole yere after
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my decesse paying the lord of the fee and xxiij s to the
rep’ation [repair] of the said ten’ents [tenements] whiche shalbe
paid by Richard Norwood dwelling yn my place at Chilton.
And at the yeres ende affter my decesse I will that my feoffs
shall enfeoff Vincent my son yn my ten’ent that I nowe dwell
yn with xxx acres of land.
The Lord of the fee was probably one of the religious houses on
Thanet. So Agnes was only to have the use of their home for a year
after Richard’s death and then hand it over to her young son Vincent.
Agnes was also left five pounds in cash but only within two years of
Richard’s death, and this at a time when the will makes clear that both
son Richard and daughter Elenour were not of full age. It does not
sound an especially happy marriage.
Richard’s elder son Vincent also left a will, written early in 1559. It
contents suggest that the family fortunes were continuing to go
downhill. Like his father Vincent grew wheat and barley and kept both
cows and sheep. Exactly how much land he had in total is not stated
in the will, and other evidence is contradictory – he could have
inherited either thirty or sixteen acres (see end note 37 above). He left
Richard the eldest of his three sons just ten acres in all – a house
which had been let out, and the land around it as well as a couple of
other plots in St Laurence parish. The next son William got ‘my
houses and land fully repaired’ in St Peter’s and Minster parishes,
which would surely have been smaller in total than the elder brother’s
share. Also like his father Vincent died at no great age – some of his
children were still minors. Like him too, many of his bequests are in
livestock rather than money. But his will is interesting because it
implies a new era in landholding and ownership. His eldest son
Richard is left among other land ‘one acre of farm land paying the
farm for it’. The original meaning of the word ‘farm’ still applies here:
not an agricultural holding, but a monetary – usually annual –
payment for certain rights, in this case rental of the land. No mention
of feudal dues, no ‘lord of the fee’, no having to ask his feoffees to
enfeoff his son, just rent to be paid to the landowner.
Also changed is the religious background and the effect this has on
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the will. Since his father died, the Reformation has come (under
Edward VI), gone again (under ‘Bloody Mary’) and has hardly
restarted with Queen Elizabeth only a few months on the throne.
So he still leaves money to the vicar ‘for my tithes and obligations
forgotten,’ and the old rituals are not entirely abandoned. He instructs
his wife, Christian, to ‘bestow [at] my buryinge and monthes mynde
unto the poor at each time as she shall think good.’ But that is all –
giving not ‘as will please God’, but as ‘she shall think good’: no masses
to be said, and no longer any religious houses to support. Unlike his
father Vincent had a good relationship with his wife. Christian is
made his executor and left ‘all my moveable goods’, as well as ‘the
effects of my mansion house and all my land unbequeathed for life’
not just for a couple of years. Vincent also mentions his sister Elenour;
her children are to get all his estate if he had no grandchildren. She
must have married John Taylor, as she is described as ‘my sister
Taylor’ and he is named as one of the will’s supervisors. Vincent died
sometime in the spring of 1559 as probate was granted in the middle
of May that year.
Vincent and Christian Underdown had three sons, Richard, William
and John, and a daughter Agnes (who was left £5 and five sheep but
only on the day of her marriage or at the age of twenty-eight if still
unmarried). Two of the sons are direct ancestors. The youngest John
had a daughter who married the earliest Ford to have been found: and
they are described below. But we follow here the lineage produced by
the

eldest

son

Richard.

Richard

married

Margery

Coppin

at

St Laurence church on 29 November 1567. No earlier family of
Margery has been identified for certain, though at least we have her
surname because the parish register survives from this time. But there
were plenty of Coppins in St Laurence parish in the sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries. John Coppin the elder, a yeoman, and
John Coppin the younger, a ‘mariner’, no doubt his son, were
witnesses to the will of Roger Saunders in 1533. In 1560 no fewer than
four members of the family, one of them perhaps John Coppin the
younger, were identified as holders of land in a document defining the
limits of ‘Ramsgate Cinque Port Boundary.’ A Richard Coppin is
listed in both the 1590 tax assessments, and in the 1608 assessment five
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Coppins are listed as being rated for repairs to St Laurence church.
Apart from yeoman John, the evidence indicates the Coppins were all
of quite modest wealth. This fits well with Richard Underdown, who
called himself a husbandman, that is a farmer of no more than a few
acres. The description is no surprise following his legacy of only ten
acres from his father Vincent – this is confirmed by the 1608 church
rate demand. He too left a will, not unknown for a husbandman, but
much less frequently done than by the more affluent yeomen. This is
both interesting and frustrating, full of the sort of detail one might
expect from a fussy old man – he was certainly in his seventies by
this time – but also not making clear what he intends. Five of his
children (three daughters and two sons) were still alive: three seem to
have died young and another daughter was named as having left
children of her own. Quite possibly he had already passed on much of
his land to his elder son Vincent. For it is the younger brother
Richard who is made the sole executor and left nearly all the property
in the will. He is the one who is given instructions on how to
administer the estate and make the payouts his father wants. The will
also sheds light on the realities of life at the time and the problems
that could arise between siblings after their parents’ death. Joan, the
eldest daughter, was still unmarried and her father appears to assume
she will not get married as she is in her mid-forties. He therefore feels
she needs special consideration and so he leaves her ‘during her life
the room at the south end of my dwelling house next the kitchen and
ten pieces of lands in the next close thereunto adjoining’.[3]
As for daily living she is to have ‘half a Chaudron of Coles yerelie
dureing her leife towards her burninge to be brought in to her
Chamber.’ He also bequeathed her ‘one fetherbed wher she nowe lies
uppon w‘th all the furniture ther unto belonging’, the furniture being
all the curtains and other hangings around the bed. To ensure she
could largely look after herself, she was left ‘one Braze [brass] kettle…
one stuppent [stewpan], ij pece of pewter and one Candlesticke.’ As
for water, her brother Richard was ‘freelie to suffer his sister Joan to
passe and Repasse to one well upon the p’misss [premises] for watter.’
Joan may have had her own chamber but it was not just a bedroom. It
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also contained one end of the family oven, and her father specified
that ‘Joan my daughter shall suffer the oven the one end standing in
the foresaid chamber bequeathed unto her to stand and Continioue
[sic] as yt ther nowe standeth and that Richard Underdone my
youngest sonne shall suffer her to bake in the said oven as ocassion
Requireth.’.
Joan was also left ten pounds, as were her sisters Katherine, who was
married, and Margerie, who was not – she was her parents’ youngest
child and twenty-eight at the time of the will. There was also two
pounds to each of the children of his, presumably dead, fourth
daughter, Anne, ‘being two maids’ that is, girls. But father Richard left
no money for all of this. Instead he instructed son Richard to pay
these bequests at the rate of ten pounds a year out of the land he has
been left: As his father puts it: ‘in Consideracion of my said howse
and Lands shall well and truelie Content sattisfie and paie the somes
aforesaid bequeathed’. It is not quite clear whether father Richard
expects his son to pay this out of his earnings from the farm or to let
it out: ‘w’thin one yeare after my decease [he] shall paie or sett out the
premises to him bequeathed for one yeare out att the value of Ten
pounds Rent.’
The first year’s ten pounds was to go ‘to paie to Katherne [sic] my
daughter the wife of Nicholas Noble.’ The next two years rent were to
go to the elder son Vincent as part of his forty pounds legacy. The
next two were for the other daughters, Joan and Margery; then the
rent for years six and seven were for Vincent again, and ‘the Eight
yeare after my decease [Richard] shall paie unto the ij maydes my
daughter Annes Children.’ Richard senior made his will in September
1616, but did not die until early in January 1620. He must have been
close to eighty years old. His wife Margery had died in the autumn of
1596 and within weeks he had married again, to Elizabeth Hobbey.
They had no children together, and Elizabeth too must have been dead
by the time Richard made his will as she is not mentioned in it.
When we read his son Vincent’s will, we may well wonder how much
much of Richard’s will was put into effect. Vincent was already fifty-
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two when his father died and only survived him by five years, making
his own will in 1625. Thus it is no surprise to find that his brother
Richard has not made all the payments his father ordered him to do
through his will. So Vincent hedges his bets, so to speak. He leaves his
still-unmarried sister Joan one pound a year but only if Richard pays
the forty pounds due to him from their father’s will. As he puts it in
one breathtaking sentence:
Item I give and bequeath to my sister Joane Underdowne
twenty shillings of lawfull money of England to bee paid to
her duering her naturall life by my Executors in and oute of
all my lands situate and being in the parishe of St Lawrence
aforesaid with this conditon that my brother Richard
Underdowne doe pay or Cause to bee paid unto my sonne
Vincent Underdowne or his assignes the full some of forty
pounds of lawfull money of England without any suite
[i.e.lawsuit] trouble or repacion in the lawe for the same or
otherwise performe the will and testament of my Grandfather
Vincent Underdowne and my own fathers will Richard
Underdowne according to the intent thereof then the said
twenty shillings ayeere [are] to bee paid to the said Joan
Underdowne as aforesaid or els not.
There is, in fact, nothing in his grandfather Vincent’s will about this.
Vincent had married a young widow, Phillice Estice, in February 1595
only a few weeks after her first husband Richard Harry had died just
two years into their marriage. There were no children to that
marriage, but Phillice bore Vincent three children, two girls and a boy,
though the second girl died young. Phillice, too, was already dead by
the time Vincent made his will: he asks to be buried in the church ‘as
near to the body of my wife as conveniently may be.’ Burial in the
church itself rather than in the churchyard was usually confined to
important members of the community, the family of the lord of the
manor for instance. So the fact that Phillice was already buried there
suggests that the Underdowns saw themselves – and were seen by
their fellow parishioners – as above the common herd.
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Vincent, however, describes himself as a yeoman, not a gentleman, and
his will, although it provides only a little information on his property,
bears this out. He has three properties in two parishes: lands at
Manston in St Laurence, ‘my house at Southwood with all the
buildings woods and lands therewith belonging’, also in St Laurence,
and lands in Minster parish. Most likely he inherited much of this
from his father. All of it he leaves to his son, another Vincent.
Vincent junior also receives ‘all my moveable goods Cattell and
Chattells.’ Mary, Vincent and Phillice’s surviving daughter, was left
fifty pounds, with another ten pounds each to her three children by
John Tomlin then alive – she had more later, see below. Both
bequests are delayed: Mary’s was to be paid only after seven years, and
the children’s when they reach the age of ffiteen. Mary may well have
received a dowry on marriage.
Vincent Underdown senior seems to have been a religious man.
He was churchwarden of St Laurence in 1611–12, at a time when this
was a key post in the parish, with wide legal as well as administrative
responsibilities. Moreover the preamble to his will is much fuller than
most and more ardently Protestant:
ffirst I give and bequeath my soule into the hands of god
Allmighty the father Sonne and holy Ghost my Creator
Redeemer and Sanctfier and my faith is that I shalbe saved by
the meritts and satisfaction of Jesus Christ my redeemer the
second person in the Trinity And my body I comitt to the
earth the mother of all flesh to bee buried in the church of the
parish aforesaid and as neere the body of my wife as
conveniently may bee in suer [sure] and certaine hope of my
resurrection at the last day among the just. And as touching
the temperall or worldly estate where’th the Lord of his mercie
hath blessed mee I dispose of it as followeth.
He follows this up by giving ten shillings – a generous amount – ‘to
the poore people of the parish’ to be paid immediately. He also leaves
twenty shillings to be paid annually to ‘Richard R’stie of the parish of
Wallmer’ without any indication of his connection to him, but he was
perhaps a former servant.
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Earlier TOMLINs of St Peter
|
Stephen TOMLIN

Thomas LETHERER = ?

?
|

|
Edward HARNETT = Mary LETHERER

Stephen TOMLIN = Mary ?
Henry HARNETT = Mary ABBOTT
John TOMLIN = Mary UNDERDOWN
|
Geoffrey TOMLIN

= Elizabeth HARNETT

|
Hannah TOMLIN

= Paul KIRBY

|
Hannah KIRBY

= Isaac WITHERDEN

|
Hannah WITHERDEN

= William RUSSELL

|
Mary RUSSELL

= Gabriel FORD 1

Phillice died a year before her husband, being buried on 2 November
1624. Vincent followed on 10 November the next year at the age of
fifty-seven. We leave this line of the Underdowns here and follow the
line of descent through the family of John Tomlin, who married
Vincent and Phillice’s daughter Mary.

Tomlin and Harnett
Mary was the eldest of Vincent and Phillice Underdown’s three
children. She was born in the late summer of 1598 and baptised
17 September at St Laurence. When twenty-two years old she married
John Tomlin in Canterbury in 1620. Why they married in Canterbury
is not known; for John was from Thanet and they went to live at
St John’s, Margate. John had been born in 1600 in St Peter’s and was
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the youngest of his parents Stephen and Mary’s four children.
His father died just before his fifth birthday in September 1605. The
Tomlin family has not been traced for certain before the birth of
Sybell, the first child of Stephen and Mary, in 1590, but they had been
in Thanet for a long time. The earliest will is that of Thomas Tomlin
in 1471, and family members registered another ten wills between then
and 1561.
The Tomlins were farmers, certainly from the 1490s – previous wills
have not been examined – and like other Thanet farmers grew wheat
and barley and reared cattle and sheep. They lived in St Peter’s in no
great style with one Thomas in 1561 describing himself as a
husbandman, but seemingly prosperous enough for the times.
Thomas’s mother had married again, for he calls her ‘my mother
Elizabeth Spracklinge.’ She does not appear on the Sprackling family
tree, so it seems she married into the family of Nicholas Sprackling’s
brother, whose three sons were left legacies in Nicholas’s 1540 will –
see the Spracklings above. But this is another example of the
interconnectedness of these Thanet families.
Stephen’s father was possibly also Stephen, as the burial of a Stephan
Tomline is recorded at St John’s in 1601. But in the absence of the
details of his baptism and with no will by his father there can be no
certainty about the relationship. What is certain is that Stephen
junior’s mother Mary survived her husband and afterwards married
Richard Thetche, presumably one of the Thatcher family. Since she
was still alive in 1605, when her son left her ten shillings a year for
life in his will, he cannot have been any great age.
Stephen junior was a yeoman farmer and and clearly successful even
though he could not write – he marked his will with an X. It reveals
that he had purchased a lot of land in the neighbourhood. He bought
a property (perhaps called Nysings – the text of the will is not
entirely legible) from another yeoman John Curling. This included
‘edifices, buildings, courts, yards, gardens and land, arable pasture and
wood’ lying in both St Laurence and St Peter’s parishes. It sounds an
extensive estate even though no indication of size is given. He also

325

EVER ROLLING STREAM

`

bought another ‘parcell of land lyinge at the south end of Hayne in
the said parishe of St Laurence now beinge enclosed conteyninge by
estimation six acres’ from another farmer. Finally he also owned twothirds of a cottage with four-and-a-half acres of land attached ‘at a
place called Romfielde’ in St Peter’s parish. He is likely to have
inherited this last property and shared it with a brother.
All this must ahave been producing significant profits, for in his will
Stephen left his son John no less than £300 to be paid within five
years of his death – John was also to get the cottage and land at
Romfield. In addition his two daughters, Sybell and Mary, were to get
fifty pounds each at the age of twenty-one. The elder son – another
Stephen – was to get the bulk of the estate when he ‘shall accomplish
the age of fifteene years.’ Their mother Mary was to have all ‘the
profit and revenues of the said lands’ until then, and then half until
Stephen was twenty-one, when he took it all. Not surprisingly seeing
his own mother had remarried after his father’s death, Stephen made
provision in his will in the event of Mary finding another husband.
He demanded that any prospective husband should pay £400 into the
estate before marrying her. Whether this could be legally enforced is
uncertain. Widow Mary was left the residue of all the goods and
chattels ‘in full satisfaction of all her dower and other interest and
title whatsoever’ and made sole executrix.
At Stephen’s death sometime in the autumn of 1605, Mary was left
with four young children to bring up. Sybell, the eldest, was fifteen
and Stephen only eight years old. How she was able to cope with
running the farm is not at all clear, but her husband also left minor
sums to his brothers and sisters (two of whom were married), no
doubt in the hope the family would help her when necessary. With
many men dying leaving young children, this must have been a
common practice, but the huge benefit of having both a man and a
woman to manage farm and home explains why remarriage, often
within weeks of bereavement, was common. Whether you were a man
or a woman, you needed a partner.
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John, the second son of Stephen and Mary Tomlin, was baptised at
St Peter’s, Broadstairs on 25 October 1600 and presumable born a week
or two earlier. As already mentioned, he was just five when his father
died and only twenty when he married Mary Underdown at the
church of St Mary Bredman in Canterbury on 20 November 1620.
She was a couple of years older than him, being born in September
1598 in St Laurence in Thanet. They lived in St John, Margate and had
eleven children between January 1622 and January 1645, when Mary
was forty-six years old. John’s occupation is not known, nor when he
died.
Mary lived on until April 1678, dying when she was nearly eighty
years old. She was apparently not the only long-lived member of the
family, if the somewhat enigmatic claim by the historian of Thanet
John Lewis, writing in 1736, is true:
The air here is very salubrious, but what makes the Island not
so pleasant is our so often having too much of it, there being
scarce any medium here betwixt either a stark calm or an
outrageous storm. In the last century John Tomlin of St John’s
had by his wife Mary seven sons and daughters, who all lived
together to be of the age of 72, one with another.[4]
This seems to mean that their average age at death was seventy-two,
but he got the number of the children wrong, which would have
probably brought the actual average down.
The only other light shone on the family comes from the inventories
of two of the younger children, Hannah and Francis. Hannah, the last
of them, died unmarried at the age of twenty-five and left nothing but
‘her purse and girdle and wearing apparel both linen and woollen’
worth £5, and £55 in ‘ready money and debts’ that is money owed to
her. She was clearly still living at home.
Her brother Francis, on the other hand, left a great deal of both goods
and money. The parlour in his home was furnished with ‘one great
oval table’ with a ‘Turkie carpet’ on it and one small oval table covered
with a striped carpet. Thirteen leather chairs with six cushions, a large
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looking glass, a large map and several pictures completed the
furnishings there. In the chamber above were large curtains for the
window and two window rods, not to mention a silk quilt for the
baby’s cradle. As one would expect from other inventories, there were
dozens of napkins, pillowcases, tablecloths and towels. His silver plate
was worth nearly fourteen pounds and, together with over twenty
pounds of ready money, was kept in the bedroom, doubtless for
security. Downstairs the hall contained more fine furniture including a
clock and several books, as well as a small arsenal of weapons: two
blunderbuses, one musket, a fowling piece, two swords and a pair of
bandoliers – he also had an old musket in the loft over the
brewhouse. He called himself a mariner, which would suggest he was
engaged in merchant shipping, which doubtless explains the eight
gallons of brandy he had in the buttery – was it smuggled? But he
did some fishing too; for he had a herring house and some red and
white herrings. Like others in his situation he owned ‘several parts of
vessels and boats’ together worth £162, while his good debts were
valued at £140. The total value of his inventory was £510. Since he was
only thirty-four years old when he died in 1673, clearly good money
could be made in this part of the world at this time.
His elder brother, Geoffrey Tomlin, was number six in this large
family. He married Elizabeth Harnett. This was a good match; for the
Harnetts were among the wealthiest of the families in this history.
The Harnett family can be traced back to Elizabeth’s grandfather
Edward and his wife Mary, the daughter of Thomas Letherer or
Lytherer. Both the Letherers and the Harnetts lived in St Laurence.
Mary Letherer was born in October 1561 and married Edward Harnett
on 29 July 1591. He may have been a few years younger than her.
Though one American source claims the family may have originated
in Ireland, there is no evidence for this except the name, which occurs
commonly enough in east Kent at this time.
Edward Harnett was a yeoman farmer, with land at Spritting Street in
St Laurence parish. At this time he was making his way up in the
world. He does not appear in the 1587 church rate list, and in the list
of those paying ‘for the Queen’s oats’ in 1590 he is shown as sharing
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just half a ploughand with Robert Tarry, that is holding between
15 and 30 acres. By 1608, however, he was in the top ten landowners
in

St Laurence parish with 93 acres, and his acreage continued to

grow. In 1620 he was ‘rated for 144 acres, for which he paid £1.16s 2d
for the relief of the poor.’[5] When he came to make his will in 1636 he
owned a ‘messuage and mansion house, barns, stables, buildings,
outhouses, courts, yards, orchards, gardens and all my lands thereto
belonging.’ Precisely how much land this was is not stated, but at least
163 acres, as enumerated in his inventory with growing crops, to
which must be added fields down to grass for the livestock of which
he had hundreds. Certainly the farm was large enough to make him
prosperous: his inventory was valued at £1,450, substantially more than
anyone else in this history.
But the surprise is that this was not translated into comfortable living.
Of course there were the usual dozens of items of bed and table linen
– twnety-five pairs of sheets in one bedroom alone – but apart from
one silver wine cup and four silver spoons, luxury items were in short
supply in this household. The better quality furniture is only just
coming into more widespread use at this time. His parlour had a
‘settle’, that is a box seat with a high back but not upholstered, but
otherwise the furniture looks basic – ‘one table, one form [bench],
one press [a cupboard for clothes], one stool, three chairs’ – no
mention of these last being leather or upholstered in any way. The
hall is similarly sparsely furnished with ‘one table, one form, one old
cupboard, two chairs.’ Like others on Thanet at this time he was wellarmed with two muskets and a corselet. Upstairs – the inventory
lumps all the bedchambers together, so we do not know how many he
had – was used for storage as well as sleeping. Here were kept ‘three
dozen of pewter and other pewter with it.’ There were five sacks of
lambswool as well as ‘wool and powder and trenchers and bottles.’ One
room had seven sickles in addition to its two beds – doubtless this
was for security: sickles were small and could easily be stolen.
Edward’s wealth was in farm stock, produce and in money.
His inventory gives us more detail of local agriculture than any other
seen. Like others on Thanet it was a mixed farm, though he grew a
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greater variety of crops than others. He had fifty-two acres of wheat,
eighty-two of barley, six of oats, fourteen of peas, nine of tares, a
‘prell’ of hops, and another prell of ‘old peas’ (a prell – an
abbreviation for parcel – was a small piece of land). He also had
‘certain hemp growing.’ There was also unspecified fruit in the
orchard. In the cowshed he had fifteen mixed cattle, six horses and
colts, and forty-four sheep, together with ‘a score [20] of fat sheep
sold.’ Outside in the yard and the fields were more animals –
164 sheep and 100 lambs, four ‘kine’ (perhaps cows in milk), fifteen
pigs, another fourteen sheep (perhaps ewes) and seventeen ‘hogs’
(which must be rams). Strangely the farm lacked poutry – no ducks
on the pond! To service all this plenty of farm implements were kept:
ploughs, harrows and rollers, wagons and carts, and all the rest, as well
as another six horses in the stables. This was a most substantial
establishment. The crops alone were valued at £511, the animals at
nearly £200. In monetary assets – in ‘bonds and bills, debts now
owing to him, ready money,’ and the tithes and lease of Hingill
Parsonage – he had another £460.
Edward and Mary Harnett probably had six children together, but the
baptisms of two mentioned in Edward’s will have not been found, even
though Edward was Church Warden in 1612–13. Their first child,
Thomas, seems to have died in infancy, but all the others survived,
married and had children. The fourth child and eldest surviving son
was Henry, born in early November 1599. He died young – more of
him in a moment – so his father Edward made Henry’s eldest son –
‘the eldest son of my late son Henry’ – his heir and inheritor of the
farm. But Edward was also able to leave his own second son, Edward,
£100 as well as £50 each to all six of his other grandchildren by his son
Henry. The children of Edward’s three married daughters, however,
were left much smaller sums, between £2 and £5 each, though the
husband of his eldest daughter Jean was left his boat, out of the profits
of which he was to pay his children his father-in-law’s legacy! Edward
seems to have fully-owned the boat, unlike many others which appear
in the Thanet documents, the ownership of which was divided into
small portions, a twelfth or a sixteenth being common. What sort of a
boat it was and how it was used is not recorded.
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These monetary bequests amounted to close to £600, but in spite of
the fact that, as we have seen, Edward had substantial monetary assets,
none of the legacies were to be paid immediately. The second son
Edward had to wait five years for his £100 even though he was well
into his thirties when his father died, while Henry’s children were to
get nothing until they were twenty-two years old. Once again one
wonders how many of these delayed bequests were actually paid out.
Mary predeceased her husband Edward, dying in May 1630, at the age
of fifty-eight. Edward took his time about remarrying, but did so four
years later on 29 July 1634 to Ann Holman. She was a local woman, so
they married at St Laurence’s. Being now around sixty years old did
not stop Edward fathering another child, Thomas. But Edward lasted
only another three years, dying early in July 1637. To his second wife
Ann he left a mere ‘£10 to be paid within 6 months of my death, and
all her household stuff, goods and chattells as was hers before our
marriage and is now remaining in her house at Manston in
St Laurence.’ But she was also to ‘enjoy her jointure out of my lands
according to the true meaning thereof. And also shall have her
dwelling in my now dwelling house until the Michaelmas after my
decease.’ A jointure was a settlement on the wife after her husband’s
death of a freehold estate for her lifetime.
How this tallied with Edward’s desire to leave his grandson Henry the
farm at Spritting Street is not clear. What is clear is that Ann had
brought a substantial dowry to the marriage. Edward’s will contained a
couple of other legacies which together with his insistence that Ann
was to enjoy a proper standard of living after his death show he was a
kindly man with a care for others. The first of these other bequests
was to ‘the poor people of St Laurence £5 put into the hands of
Robert Sprakeling Esq of this parish … to be equally distributed
between 8 or 4 such poor aged people as he shall think meetest at or
on the feast day of St Andrew for ever.’ The other was ‘to Emblyn
Arthur an old servant of mine 20 shillings to be paid to her within 6
months of my death. And my executor shall have such a material care
of her that she do not want during the time of her natural life.’
Moreover he did his best to ensure that his youngest son Thomas by
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Ann, still only a toddler, was properly looked after. He was left a little
tenement and ‘eight score pounds’ [£160] at the age of 22. While
Thomas was still a child, Edward’s main heir, his grandson Henry, was
to ‘see that he be brought up well and use him friendly and lovingly
so long as he liveth.’ Henry was of course Thomas’s nephew, so it was
a somewhat unusual situation. No doubt Henry left the work of
bringing Thomas up to his step-mother Ann, but he had to give ten
pounds a year towards Thomas’s education and up-bringing.
In 1646 Ann was assessed for owning sixteen acres of land at Manston,
another hamlet in the parish. She died early in 1662 – she was
probably in her sixties – and, unusually, left an inventory. The house
she lived in as a widow was standard for the times; downstairs a hall,
parlour, kitchen and buttery with a malthouse and wellhouse outside.
Upstairs only one chamber seems to have been occupied, but there
must have been more. The parlour was used as a bedroom, so she did
not have to go upstairs to bed. The hall is sparsely furnished: it held
one press cupboard, one table, one form, two chairs, and one glasscase.
Here Ann also kept her pewter and bible. She could certainly read, but
her stepson Edward who made out the inventory was orthographically
challenged! Outside she had her own little farm, where amongst other
things she had, according to Edward, ‘to Laders, won coatrack, Won
Ho, Three Liwood [piglets] and a sow, Won kow, Won Turkee and six
foules [presumably hens], three owes [?ewes], and Ffouer akers of
wheat.’
American sources claim it was this Edward who followed his own son,
also Edward, to Salem in Massachusetts, famous for its witches. This
youngest Edward emigrated in 1637, when he would still have been a
teenager. His father, who had married Sysley Paramour from another
prosperous Thanet family, followed him a few years later. Edward
junior moved on to Long Island , starting a numerous descent under
the name of Harned.[6]
As mentioned grandson Henry’s father Henry was Edward senior’s
eldest son following the early death of his firstborn. Henry senior was
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born in 1599, but died in May or June 1632, five years before his
father. He was just thirty-two years old, but he had had time to father
six children with another one on the way, having married Mary
Abbott, of whom nothing is known, on 16 January 1619 at
St Laurence, when he was only eighteen, unusually young. The
following year he was ‘an occupier’ at Cliffs End. But in 1632 he
describes himself as a yeoman of Manston in the parish of St Laurence.
Manston was where his stepmother Ann had a house. So it could be he
was farming the land she (or her family at that time) owned. This
becomes more likely in view of the fact that Henry’s will lists no land
or residential property, suggesting he was renting the land he farmed.
Thus, although Ann did not marry Edward, Henry’s father, until two
years after Henry’s early death, a close connection must have already
existed between the two families. Henry left fifty pounds to each of
his six children at the age of twenty-one, including the unborn one
‘that Mary my wife is thought to be with child.’ She did indeed bear a
fourth daughter in due course, and, as ‘Mary my beloved wife’, was left
everything else and made sole executrix by Henry. The only particular
bequest was to his ‘eldest son Henry Harnett one ounce of gold to
make him a ring at the age of one and twenty yeares.’
This younger Henry married Mary Tomlin, by whom he had ten
children, seven sons and three daughters. He continued to grow the
wealth of the family, owning a massive 273 acres at Colewood and
Newlands in the parish.[7] We are not concerned with him, but with his
eldest sister Elizabeth, who married Geoffrey Tomlin, Mary’s younger
brother, on 16 December 1651 at Birchington. In March 1660 they had
a daughter, Hannah. As this was eight years into the marriage, she was
probably not their first child, but the Tomlins have proved to be
rather invisible, so we know no more. At the age of twenty-four
Hannah married Paul Kirby at St Peter’s on 1 June 1684, as is
described above. Their daughter, yet another Hannah, married Isaac
Witherden, and it is to this line of the family we now turn.
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Richard WHITE = ‘Mrs’ HARRISON
|
John WHITE = Margery/Margaret WESTALL
George WITHERDEN = Sarah CLARKE
Richard WHITE = Ann ?
George WITHERDEN

= Mary PLATT

|
Robert WITHERDEN

= Martha WHITE

|
Isaac WITHERDEN

= Hannah KIRBY

|
Hannah WITHERDEN = William RUSSEL
|
Mary RUSSELL

= Gabriel FORD 1

White and Witherden
Hannah Kirby married Isaac Witherden on 18 May 1714. Isaac’s
mother was Martha White. The Whites arrived in Thanet in the reign
of Henry VI.
The Manor of Upper Court, St Laurence: about the 38th year of
King Henry VI [1459] this manor was alienated to John White,
merchant of Canterbury, afterwards knighted, who held it until
his death in the 9th year of Edward IV [1469], as did his
descendent Robert, who held it in the 12th year of Henry VIII
[1520].
Thus the history of the county published in 1800.[8] A couple of family
wills survive from the 1480s and a couple more from the 1520s,
showing they were then living in St Peter’s. One of them by Richard
White in 1521 nicely indicates the sort of possessions that were then
found valuable. His bequest to his daughter Joanne was 20s (£1) ‘and
two ewes and two lambs’. His wife, also Joanne, was left ‘one cow and
a third part of all my other moveable goods except the table in the
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hall and the quern which I give and bequeath to William Whyte my
son and the residue of all my goods whatever to the same William.’
Tables with fixed legs were only just beginning to become common at
the time: most people still ate off a ‘board’ supported by loose trestles.
Another indication of the times is that he appointed ‘my servant’
(unnamed) his executor. This was clearly no housemaid, but a righthand man, who almost certainly lived with the family.
But a direct line cannot be established until the 1580s, when another
Richard White – the family was still living in St Peter’s Broadstairs
– married ‘Mrs’ Harrison. Mrs as this time was an abbreviation of
Mistress, a title indicating superior social status, that is gentry. They
seem to have had only one child, John, born in the late summer of
1583

and baptised 8 September. John was not yet twenty years old

when on 25 February 1613 he married Margery or Margaret at
St Peter’s. Her maiden name was Westall, and three years earlier she
had married John Wyld (or Whilde), also at St Peter’s. She had had a
daughter by Wyld before he died in 1612. She then had another three
children by John White, two girls followed by a boy, Richard, right at
the start of 1622. Nothing more is known of this part of the White
family. They left no wills or inventories, although other members of
the wider family did, from which we learn that some of them were
fishermen at this time.
However Margaret seems to have started a fashion in the family,
because both her son, Richard, and his daughter, Martha, also married
twice. One can say is that all three of them were unlucky with their
first spouses dying young. Richard’s first wife Ann (maiden name not
known) died giving birth to their only child Martha. She was buried
on the same day that Martha was baptised, 19 October 1644. Within
four months Richard had married again, this time to Mercy Philpott.
Once again the marriage took place at St Peter’s and they had two
sons together. Richard lived on until Christmas 1671, when he was
nearly fifty-one, being buried on 26 December.[9]
Richard and Ann’s daughter, Martha, married for the first time on
20 April 1670 at the age of twenty-five at St Andrew’s Canterbury.
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Her husband was William Sampson, who was fifty at the time. They
seem to have had no children together and within seven years William
was dead and buried. Doubtless because she was childless, Martha took
her time marrying again and it was not until 10 July 1682 that she
married Robert Witherden at St Peter’s Broadstairs. Robert Witherden
was a yeoman. His family had been living in St Peter’s for at least a
hundred years and quite possibly much longer. His grandfather
George married Sarah Clarke, also from St Peter’s, on 8 October 1612.
George was not a farmer, but a tailor, though his surviving inventory
does not give him this occupational title. But it does list the wide
variety of cloths, which he owned, as well as noting a ‘shoppe’, which
would have been the workshop where he made the clothes.
Judging from his possessions and the varieties of cloth he had in stock
when he died, his was a successful business. Including his workshop,
his house had five rooms, a cellar and a garret. The main living room
(‘the hall’) was furnished with a ‘joyn table, three joyne stools, seaven
chaiers and one small table.’ And when the table was laid ready for
eating, there was a choice of more than thirty pewter dishes and plates
of various sorts and sizes to use as well as a silver cup. Perhaps even
more interesting were the ‘one old bible and sum other small books’
which he owned. The inventory was made out in 1664, just four years
after the ending of the Puritan ‘Commonwealth’ under Oliver
Cromwell and the restoration of the monarchy under Charles II.
The Puritans even more than most Protestants stressed the absolute
importance of the word of God as given in the Bible.
Upstairs each of the two bedrooms (‘chambers’) held a ‘Joyn bedstead
with curtains’ and a feather mattress, as well as a warming pan and
chamber pot. As for linen, there were three pairs of fine sheets and ten
of coarse ones, and piles of pillowcases, towels, tablecloths and napkins
too. The shop’s contents is evidence of a thriving community. Some
seventeen different types of cloth are listed as stock. Customers could
choose from lockram or kersey, canvas or cheesecloth, baize or blue
linen, English dimothy, Scotch cloth or Holland shirts. In spite of this
the total value of his inventory at £154 is somewhere in the middle of
these moveable property valuations, while a full third of this sum was
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made up of cash in hand – £40 – and ‘debts and desperate debts’ –
£15. He was not alone in keeping a good proportion of his total
wealth in hand, perhaps literally under the bed. In the days before
banks and when there were no interest-bearing assets available for
investment, it was wise to keep a goodly portion of your savings in
hand, lending out only a small part to relatives, friends or customers
who might or might not pay some interest or even pay back the debt.
He did spend some of his earnings, however, on expanding his
property; for his eldest son George lists in his will ‘the garden spot
and piece of land, with the barn standing thereon, given me by my
father joining to the bowling alley, which my father purchased off
Henry Question’. Whether the family frequented the bowling alley is
not known, but its mention provides a glimpse into seventeeth century
village life.
George senior and Sarah had six children, three of each sex over the
twelve years after their wedding, but at least three of them died as
young children. George died, as we have seen, in 1664; he was
probably in his late seventies, though his date of birth has not been
established. Sarah carried on the business after his death: doubtless she
had been involved all along. Her inventory lists the same sort of
fabrics as his. Their third child – and eldest surviving one – was
born in March 1616 and christened George after his father. He did not
take up the family tailoring business: instead he worked as a
cordwainer. The word comes from the Spanish town of Cordoba,
famous for its leather and the shoes made from it. Cordwainers only
made shoes; cobblers mended them. The two occupations were
separate, and the cordwainers considered themselves superior. They
were normally richer as the business required some working capital to
buy in the leather. George’s craft gave him respectability: he was
churchwarden in 1687, but oddly in the next-door parish of
St Laurence. Perhaps the family had some property there: they
certainly lived and died there in the next century. He continued to be
remembered at the church at least until 1895, as his initials, together
with those of his fellow official, were seen ‘upon the westernmost tiebeam of the north aisle: 1687 TS GW.’ Maybe they are still there.[10]
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George Witherden junior left a will and this shows that like his father
he had made a success of the business. By the time he died he owned
several properties in Broadstairs, many of which he had bought. The
‘garden spot’ and the land and barn with it came from his father.
He also owned ‘the house occupied by William Lustington’, which was
full of his own furniture, as well as ‘that little shop bounding on the
churchyard wall.’ Then there was ‘the house of office’ – presumably a
workshop, or was this a polite name for a privy? – which he had built
in a ‘garden and its fences’, which he had purchased off Stephen
Wastrell. There were also ‘the house and shop’ (fully furnished) where
his son Edward was living, and ‘the garden and messuage I bought off
Thomas Biggs’ and the ‘house where William Cowell now dwells with
the use of the waterwell and the way out to the street.’ None of these
would have been large properties, but together they indicate a
flourishing business which produced the cash to make these purchases.
Apart from listing his properties, which he distributed amongst his
sons, his will is not greatly informative. It names his four sons: John,
Robert, Edward and George, the last being already dead but with two
children, Robert and Mary, who both got small legacies.
George died in the early months of 1699 at the great age for that time
of eighty-three. In his old age he retired, handing over most of his
furniture and other possessions to his children. His house, too, he has
passed on, though he perhaps kept a room for himself with a fire on
which he could cook. For his inventory, which also survives, lists no
rooms, just a few pieces of furniture, some cooking utensils, bedlinen
and mattresses, and no fewer than nineteen pewter plates and other
pieces.
George was not the only one of his family to be financially successful.
His younger brother John also flourished. His wife Hesther left a will
– she was already widow by 1682, probably in her forties, with the
youngest of her children only eight years old. The property she
specifies in detail for her children shows that John and she lived well.
While John must have had a flourishing business as both a fisherman
(or perhaps fishingboat owner) and a farmer, as was quite common on
the island, it is also likely that Hesther inherited much from her
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parents. The goods she lists include the new types of furniture which
the middle classes were now able to enjoy, much of it recognisable as
what we use today: a chest of drawers, a pull-out table, and
upholstered chairs. There were also pieces of silver – spoons and ‘my
biggest silver cup,’ as well as a watch. All the children got a gold ring
too. Her inventory, which also survives, valued her property at over
£600, of which £500 of this was in the safekeeping of two male friends.
But the valuation did not include the goods specifically left to her
various children, as mentioned above, nor the five fishing boats of
which she and her husband were part-owners. The real value must
have been much higher.
George junior’s eldest son, Robert, married for the second time to
Martha White, as noted above. Robert was a few months younger than
her. His first marriage – to Jane Crofts in November 1671 – lasted
less than five years before she died in the summer of 1676 while
having twins, who also died. Their firstborn, however, born in March
1674 and christened Robert after his father, survived. Robert senior
waited nearly six years before remarrying. Their previous marriages
and the subsequent delay in getting remarried meant that both Robert
and Martha were in their mid-thirties at the time of their wedding.
But this did not prevent them having children. Martha was actually
nearly forty years old when she had their first child, also Martha, who
was followed by George two years later, and then Isaac when she was
forty-two. All these survived to adulthood.
Robert’s was a real farmhouse. The living area consisted of just four
rooms: a hall, parlour, best bedroom and a ‘servant’s chamber.’ But
there was also a kitchen, buttery, malthouse, coalhouse and cellar.
Outside there were buildings for four horses, one cow, six pigs and
fourteen sheep, as well as storage for the farm implements – ploughs,
harrows, a waggon and so on – and for threshed and unthreshed
cereals. Wheat, barley, beans, saintfoil and tares are all listed in his
will. This also lists various pieces of land, though it is not clear that
they comprised the whole of his holdings; his inventory lists thirteen
acres of wheat sown and ploughed. There was
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… the messuage in Broadstairs; 3 rodds of land in Upton in
St Peter, which I bought of Richard Goldfinch; my third of 2
messuages in St Peters Church Street; also a third part of 4
acres; the messuage in St Peters Church Street now in the
occupation of Joseph Gore; also 5 acres of arable land near
St Peters Church Street as the said land is now bounded out
with markstones and bounders now in my own occupation.
Robert was also part-owner of two fishing boats: ‘my twelfth part of
the ketch of which Jeremiah Symonds is now master’ and ‘my 16th part
of the ketch or vessel of which John Pikendon is now master.’ Partownership of boats, whether for fishing or freight, was common on
Thanet at this time. It obviously spread the risk, limiting the financial
loss if a boat sank. The land and the fishing provided the Witherdens
with a good income. At his death Robert’s movable property, both
household and agricultural, together with his money assets were
valued at £350. This did not include the value of the land and
buildings. No less than one hundred pounds of the total was ‘in good
debts and money at use’, while he had another smaller stash literally
under the bed: ‘item in ye best chamber in redy mony 12.00.00’ as his
inventory appraisers put it. A further £91 was in agricultural produce,
mostly wheat and barley. These were clearly his cash crops, to be sold
for good money. Inside the rooms were well-furnished. The hall alone
held ‘one drawing [i.e. pull-out] table, two small tables, six joynt
stooles and seven cheirs.’ A clock, a silver-hilted sword and ‘some old
books’ completed the contents. Were the books inherited from his
grandfather George? Upstairs in the best chamber there were piles of
linen: fourteen pairs of sheets, sixteen napkins, nine pairs of
pillowcases, one dozen table cloths and fifteen towels. The family must
have slept well!
Robert died in November 1709. His gravestone survives, inscribed:
Here lieth ye Body of Robert Witherden late Lieutenant of ye
Company of this Parish who departed this life November ye
2(?) 1709 aged 64 years.
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Illus.58. The Witherden
graves in St Peter’s
churchyard, Broadstairs:
top: Robert Witherden who
died in 1709;
bottom: Robert’s son Isaac
(1730) and his wife
Hannah (1754).

The stone, which is somewhat damaged with age causing the date of
his death to have broken off, is splendidly decorated with a carved
skull and bones. The ‘company of the parish’ would have been the
local militia, part-time amateur soldiers. His silver-hilted sword was no
doubt part of the uniform for this. He made a will, leaving ‘to my
loving wife Martha all my property and lands in St Peter and
elsewhere for life.’ After her death the land was divided between his
three sons: Robert, George and Isaac. His married daughter, Martha,
and her daughter were left £10 each – doubtless Martha had been
given something on marriage. And ‘immediately after my funeral’ all
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his children and grandchildren were to have ‘a ring of 20 shillings
price to be marked RW.’ He did not wish to be forgotten! The residue
of his moveable property went to his wife Martha and youngest son
Isaac. Martha lived on until the summer of 1722, being buried on
19 July that year. She was seventy-seven years old.
Robert and Martha’s three children together all reached adulthood and
married. The elder son, George, inherited his great-grandfather
George’s love of books and became a schoolmaster. Perhaps he actually
inherited his ‘old bible.’ His will only tells us he still had the land
inherited from his father, but had let it out for what must have been
a useful addition to his schoolmaster’s salary. His wife, Sarah, bore
him at least a couple of children, both daughters, one of whom
married, but neither is mentioned in his will. He died in September
1749 at the age of sixty-seven. Sarah survived him, as does their
gravestone, largely illegible in St Peter’s churchyard, as well as that of
his married daughter.
His younger brother, Isaac, was the baby of the family, born in May
1687. He followed in his father’s footsteps, becoming a yeoman farmer.
He was twenty-one years old when his father died and twenty-seven
when he married Hannah Kirby at St Magaret Canterbury on 18 May
1614, as already noted. She was twenty-four years old. In spite of dying
at the age of forty-three, Isaac was able to accumulate significant
wealth, noticably more than his father. Perhaps some of this had come
as a dowry with Hannah, who, as noted, was the daughter of a selfstyled gentleman, though Isaac could not have benefited from his
father-in-law’s will, since he died a few weeks after Isaac. Isaac’s
inventory, taken in July 1730, values his moveable goods and money
assets at over £1,000. Both indoors and out he had many more goods
than his father, but like his father most of the money is in savings.
His ‘good debts and money out at life’ amounted to £636, while he
kept a further £43 in ready money, again like his father in the best
chamber. The family home was a house with five ‘chambers’, though
one of these was not used as a bedroom, also a hall, parlour and
kitchen, all well-furnished, together with a milkhouse and a coalhouse.
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The parlour has eight cane chairs, three tables and a ‘glass’ (probably a
mirror); the hall holds a pull-out table, four stools and another eight
chairs, not to mention seven candlesticks and a ‘tea boiler’. And it is
in the hall that Isaac kept his father’s clock and silver-hilted sword.
A further eight cane chairs are kept in the best bedroom.
Like the money the silver is also kept in the best bedroom, no doubt
for security. There is plenty of it: ‘one silver tankard, 1 cup, 3 pair of
salts, 7 spoons and half a dozen of tea spoons’. These would have only
been used for special occasions – this was a yeoman farmer’s home,
not a gentleman’s ‘seat’. Apart from the silver, the family also had
some ‘fine earthenware.’ As for furniture, as well as the twenty-four
chairs already mentioned, several chests of drawers and plenty of small
tables are listed; also two chair cushions, and three sets of window
curtains. Before then, there were only shutters to put across the
windows at night. As for linen the mind boggles at the amount the
Witherdens had. No less than twenty-seven pairs of sheets, ‘eleven
dozen and eight’ (that is 140!) tablecloths, napkins and towels, and a
more modest twelve pairs of pillowcases. This was comfortable living.
But one does not envisage anyone in the family – except perhaps the
man of the house! – being allowed to sit idly in the evenings after
work inside and out was done. A spinning wheel in the inventory is a
reminder that there were still everyday household tasks of a type
unimaginable today.
Outside Isaac had fifty acres of land sown with crops: wheat, barley,
beans, pease, oats. This would not have been his whole acreage: there
must have been other land either fallow or down to grass for the
animals. He kept seven pigs, three cows, four horses and a colt, but
unlike his father no sheep. This farm concentrates on wheat and barley
production for sale, the animals and other crops are to feed the family
and the animals, as is shown by the nearly nine pounds’ worth of
salted pork kept in brinetubs in the cellar. The lack of sheep is
surprising; for John Lewis, a local clergyman writing his excellent
history of the island at this time, describes the farming regime in some
detail, making it clear sheep were then, as surely they had been for
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centuries here, a key part of this. He also confirms that farmers were
growing ‘corn’ for sale in London, and that new types of crops were
being cultivated to improve total yields. This was a long way from
subsistence agriculture. The Agricultural Revolution had begun! Lewis
wrote:
At present wheat is grown almost all over the island…. In
March if the [winter] wheat be rank and the season dry, some
will eat it off with their sheep, by which they have the double
advantage that the wheat comes again thicker…and the roots
fastened by the treading of the sheep… Barley is sown here of
the common sort… The planting of beans here is a very late
and modern improvement… In other places where the land is
not so good naturally, they lay fallow the ground… and they
who keep flocks of sheep fold them on it. Others whose
circumstances don’t allow them to keep flocks, tether the few
sheep they have on their land… Much the same method is used
by some in sowing pease and tares or vetches. Oats we have
very little. Some of the farmers sow rye… On their thinnest
land the farmers here have of late years sown a French grass
called Sainte-Foine. Troy Foille and clover are other sorts of
seed commonly sown here. They [Thanet farmers] have the
privilege of sending their corn by water to London market.[11]
Isaac died on 21 April 1730. He left no will inspite of his considerable
wealth. Perhaps his was a sudden death. His gravestone survives in
St Peter’s churchyard, giving his age as forty-six although, as is most
likely he was baptised within a few days of his birth, he was not quite
forty-three. Hannah lived on another twenty-four years, dying on
30 August 1754 at the age of sity-four. Her name was added the Isaac’s
gravestone, which is surmounted by two skulls carved into the
stonework. She left a will, the purpose of which was to ensure each of
her five children received a legacy of £200. ‘My brother John Kirby’
was also left ‘1 guinea to buy himself a mourning ring.’ She was clearly
proud of the Kirby connection: one of her sons was christened Kirby.
She had also looked after the family assets with great success over the
many years after Isaac’s death.
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Edward BIGGE = Elener TUDSTONE
|
Symon RUSSELL = Margery BIGGE
|
Alexander RUSSELL = Margaret WHEELER
|
John RUSSELL = Mary OVERY
|
Percival RUSSELL = Mary CORNISH
|
William RUSSELL = Hannah WITHERDEN
|
Mary RUSSELL = Gabriel FORD 1

Russell
Hannah and Isaac Witherden’s five children consisted of three boys
and two girls. The eldest was born in June 1718 and named Hannah
after her mother and maternal grandmother. She married William
Russell at St Peter’s on 27 September 1742. This marriage is something
of a surprise. The Witherdens and the Kirbys clearly felt themselves
socially superior and certainly they were prosperous, but the Russells
do not seem to have been so. Like so many other Thanet families, they
can be traced back with confidence to the middle of the sixteenth
century. The first firm evidence of the Russells is the marriage of
Symon Russell to Margery Bigge or Byge in the autumn of 1589,
though this too is not without its problems. One record gives the
wedding as taking place on 1 October at Biddenden and another on
6 October in Canterbury. Margery’s date of birth is also uncertain; it
was either 1 October 1564 at Biddenden or 1 October 1565 at
Benenden. The uncertainty continues with her parents’ marriage, the
records

showing Edward Bygge marrying Elener

Tudstone on

8 November 1563 at Biddenden or Benenden or even on 28 November
that year at High Halden.[12]
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But there is really not as much confusion as it seems. The dates are
close enough to have been the result of some mistake in the recording,
while it must have been the practice to register the marriage in both
the parishes where the bride and groom were living. Moreover all
three villages – Biddenden, Benenden and High Halden – lie next to
one another just east of Sissinghurst in the High Weald part of Kent,
and the registers show there were Bigges in both Biddenden and
Benenden at this time. This was the area where Margery and her
parents came from. Her father Edward left a will stating clearly that
he lived in Benenden. From this we also learn he was a farmer; for he
left to ‘Elynor my wyef all my moveable goods with corne and cattle
on the grounde.’ His son was was to have all the land when he was
fifteen-years old, except that Elener (however her name was spelt) was
to pay 40 shillings (£2) a year to two named men, but it is not clear
whether this was to each of them or why she should make this
payment. This simple will suggests a modest family, with Edward
dying young in the spring of 1568, just four years into the marriage.
While her brother was eventually to take over the farm, Margery was
left just £6.13.4d to be paid on the day of her marriage or when she
reached the age of twenty-two. How she met Symon Russell is not
known. They went to live in St John, Margate. They had a son
Alexander, baptised on 22 June 1595. Since this was six years into their
marriage, they may well have had other children too, but this has not
been researched. Symon died early in August 1628: he was perhaps in
his mid-sixties. He died, or was certainly buried, at Elham. Margery’s
death has not been found. Their son Alexander, as so many others in
this history, married twice. The first time was to Maria Thornton in
July 1624 at St Laurence. They had a daughter, but Maria died shortly
after her birth early in 1627. Five months later on 4 July Alexander
married again, this time to Margaret Wheeler. The wedding was at
St Laurence, but she had been born in Sandwich. Moreover her father
had been born in Wye and her parents married at Finham. Elham,
where Symon died, and Wye are villages on the North Downs a few
miles inland from Dover, but Finham has not been identified. What
occupations the Russell men followed is not known, but the fact these
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places are not on Thanet points to their work taking them travelling
around the county, rather than working as farmers or seamen on the
Isle.
When they married, Alexander was thirty-one; Magaret, born in
November 1600, was twenty-six. They had seven children together.
The youngest was Martha, born in March 1647, when Margaret was
forty-six years old. Alexander died in January 1648, leaving Margaret
with a young family to bring up. It is not known when she died.[13]
Their fourth child was John, baptised at St John Margate on 13 March
1636. He married Mary Overy on 27 May 1665 at St Peter’s. She was
eight years younger than him, being born early in January 1644 at
St John. This part of the family has not been closely researched, so it
is not known how many children they had. One unreliable tree already
mentioned gives the total as fifteen, but since several of these are
given birth dates well in advance of the wedding and when Mary was
still a child, this can be dismissed. But their son Percival, named after
his maternal grandfather, was not born until February 1677, that is in
the twelfth year of their marriage, so it is most likely Percival had
several siblings.
The absence of any Russell wills or inventories until the middle of the
seventeenth century backs up the belief that the family was one of
modest means. They may have been fishermen. A Thomas Russell ‘the
elder’ of Margate, who must have been a relative, though not a close
one, was one and left an inventory in 1641. He was certainly not rich.
His house comprised just two rooms – a hall and the chamber above,
though he did have a buttery and quern house as well as ‘a new house’,
but this was used for storing fishing nets and ‘other lumber’. His only
‘luxury’ item was a looking-glass; no fancy furniture, no silver. What
he did have in abundance was weapons. In addition to a fowling piece,
he was also well prepared to repel all boarders with ‘one corset, two
pikes, one sword, one musket and bandoliers’ listed among his
belongings. He was probably a member of the local yeomanry, like
Robert Witherden.
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Then in 1661 a John Russell, who termed himself a yeoman, became
the first Russell to leave a will. His inventory which also survives,
however, shows him to be not at all well off. His goods were valued at
a mere £55 and his house was indeed modest, consisting of only four
rooms – a hall and kitchen downstairs with a couple of chambers
above. He had almost none of the sort of luxury goods that other
families owned at this time, except for six cushions and a silver cup.
Like many ‘islanders’, however, he was well-armed, having a musket,
sword and bandolier. This John was not immediately related to the
John Russell who married Mary Overy, but he must have been close,
as he and his family also lived in St Peter. The fact that no other
Russells made wills at this time suggests that other members of the
family were certainly no better off than this Thomas and John Russell.
A generation later, however, another Thomas Russell of Margate, who
died in 1689, was rather richer. Apart from ‘ two silver drinking cups
and one silver porringer’ he had ‘six Turkeywork chairs and six matted
chairs’ in the hall as well as other better quality items of furniture.
Most interestingly he also owned ‘three maps, one half pike, certain
glass cups and waxworks over the mantle.’ One would love to know
more about the ‘waxworks.’ These inventories provide further evidence
of rising wealth and much greater ownership of consumer goods as the
seventeenth century advanced.
Percival Russell married Mary Cornish on 30 August 1716 at
St Alphage’s, Canterbury – one of a number of weddings of Thanet
couples celebrated in Canterbury for reasons unknown. Their son
William was born in August the following year at St Peter’s.
He married Hannah Witherden on 27 September 1742, also at
St Peter’s, as already noted. They had eight children. The fourth was
Mary, born November 1747. She married the first of the Gabriel Fords
on 9 July 1769 and it is to his family we must now turn.
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Fords
Little is known about the Fords. Of direct ancestors only the first
known left a will, and there are no direct family inventories. But the
family went back a long way on Thanet: a William Ford of St Peter’s
Broadstairs left a will in 1516 naming his wife Dionisia and sons John
and William. He may well have been an ancestor, but the family
cannot be found again on Thanet until around 1580 when the parish
records start to show Fords, spelled in various ways, living in most
parishes on Thanet. They may have been all one extended family or
they may have been part of many different ones. The earliest-known
ancestral Ford on Thanet was another William, who like many others
in this history, was a yeoman farmer. The first information on him is
his marriage at Birchington on 4 October 1598 to Elizabeth
Underdown. Elizabeth was the daughter of John and his unknown wife
and was baptised in November 1578.[14] She was thus all but twenty
years old when she married William. William’s date of birth is not
known, but he is most likely to have been a similar age to Elizabeth.
William and Elizabeth had eight children together but only four were
alive in July 1617 when William made his will. This valued his estate
at £170, a respectable but not huge amount, but otherwise tells us
little. Elizabeth had doubtless brought something by way of a dowry to
the marriage, but it is unlikely to have been substantial. Her father,
John Underdown, the youngest son of Vincent and Christian as
described above, was left a cow and six sheep by his father’s will but,
unlike his brother, no money. Instead he was to have the house and
land left to his mother when she eventually died. How much of this
came to Elizabeth when she married William Ford is not known.
By his will William’s two surviving daughters each got a secondhand
brass pot ‘which I bought of Mrs Terrie her assigns.’ They were also
each left £30 when they reached twenty-one. The elder son, Henry,
was left ‘my best bedstedle’ (again the widow getting the second best
bed!), and the younger one, Jeremy ‘my table in the hall with the
carpet thereunto belonging.’ The two sons were to share the farm
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equally when they reached twenty-one. This included ‘the land which
I have by a deed of gift from Henry Crop they providing him keeping
as long as he shall live’ as William himself had done. No explanation
for this unusual arrangement is given. There was also an occupied
John UNDERDOWNE = ?
|
William FOORDE/FOWRD = Elizabeth UNDERDOWNE
m 4 Oct 1598 Birchington, Thanet
Jeremiah FORD = Mary SARE
m 3 Oct 1634 St Margaret’s, Canterbury
|
John FORD = Martha GOOTLEY
m 24 May 1675 St John in Thanet/Margate
James KNIGHT = Elizabeth HALL
|
William FORD
|

= Ann KNIGHT
m 12 May 1706 St Nicholas, Rochester

Henry FORD = Ann ?
|
Gabriel FORD 1 = Mary RUSSELL
m 9 July 1769 ?St Peter in Thanet
Gabriel FORD 2 = Sarah WINN
m 29 March 1795 St Peter, Church St,, L'pool
Gabriel FORD 3 = Amelia SEABOURNE
m 23 Oct 1823 Stepney St Dunstan
Amelia FORD = John TOVAR
m 16 Oct 1847 Stepney St Dunstan
Annette TOVAR = William Henry WATTS jun
m 30th June 1975 Bexleyheath
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Silvester GOOTLEY = ?
|
William GOOTLEY = ?
|
William GOOTLEY = Jane ?
|
John FORD =

Martha GOOTLEY

m 24 May 1675 St John in Thanet/Margate
see FORD
house, presumably rented out, which was to be sold to pay any debts
and expenses. Elizabeth ‘my beloved wife’ was made executrix and her
brother Vincent overseer.
William died probably late in July 1617 at around forty years of age,
leaving Elizabeth to bring up the children. She married again quickly
– the marriage of Elizabeth Ford to John Austin at Birchington is
recorded on 27 November that year. On William’s death, the eldest of
the surviving children was no more than thirteen and the youngest,
Jeremy, was not yet two. Of the four survivors Henry, the elder son,
may also have soon died, as no record of his marriage has beeen found,
though the parish records contain a number of omissions around this
time – Henry’s baptism is not recorded either. Thus Jeremy may well
have inherited all of his father’s farm; but our only knowledge of him
is that on 3 October 1634 he married Mary Sare at St Margaret’s,
Canterbury. He was just nineteen years old and is one of several
Thanet grooms and brides who married before their majority more
frequently than elsewhere. With other family weddings celebrated in
Canterbury by couples living on Thanet the reason for the choice of
venue has not come to light: but in this case we know Mary’s family’s
historic base was in the town. In 1582 the unmarried Arthur Sare
made a will. He normally lived in Canterbury, where he had property,
but becoming ill he went to stay with his brother Nicholas and his
wife, Joan, in Margate, where he died. There were bequests to several
siblings and friends living in Canterbury, as well as to Nicholas and
Joan and their two children, Thomas and Elizabeth, who were all left
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Illus. 59. The church of All Saints, Birchington, where the Ford family
worshipped and were buried.
some money. Thomas Sare was possibly Mary’s father, but no baptism
has been found.
Jeremy and Mary Ford had four children, two boys and two girls, all
born at Birchington. The youngest was called John, born in November
1641. He married Martha Gootley on 24 May 1675 at St John’s
Margate. The Gootleys or Goatleys were an old Thanet family –
a Roger Gotyle was mentioned in the will of Stephen White in 1482
– but they did not trouble the authorities much for the next century
and more. Then in 1605 Gregory Goatley left forty shillings [£2]
apiece ‘unto eyther of the two sonnes of my kinsman Selvester Goteley
(videt‘) Will’m and Danyell.’ Nothing more is known of Gregory or
Silvester, but Silvester’s son, William, made a will in May 1675. He was
a yeoman farmer and he and his family lived at St Nicholas at Wade.
William’s unknown wife had died by the time he made his will, but he
had three children still alive – a married daughter, Jane, and two
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sons, Daniel and William. He died three years later in the summer of
1678, by which time he was in his eighties and may well have been
senile. For his inventory lists nothing but his ‘wearing linen and
woolen and ready money’ at £1.10.0 and debts owed to him of £55. He
must have been living with his son Daniel.
Daniel Goatley was left the bulk of the estate as well as being made
executor, though it is not clear he was the elder son. William, his
brother, was left £20 by his father, but his children also received
legacies from their grandfather. For William junior and his wife, Jane,
had three children alive at this time – perhaps they had had more but
no baptisms have been found for any children of theirs. Their two
sons – yet again called William and Daniel – were left £5 each by
their grandfather, but their sister Martha had £20. She wasted no time
in putting it to good use: her grandfather’s will is dated 10 May 1675;
she married John Ford two weeks later, as mentioned. She and John
had two boys, first John, then William, born early in January 1679 at
Margate where the family lived. William married Ann Knight at
Rochester, a major port further up the Thames estuary, on 12 May
1706. Why Rochester? The reason seems to be that Ann’s parents,
James Knight and Elizabeth Hall, came from there, for they were
married in the same church St Nicholas on 18 April 1672. James and
Elizabeth, however, lived in Broadstairs, as did William and Ann, and
it could be that James worked on ships between the two ports. Ann
was born in August 1677, the third of eight children, seven of them
girls.
Ann bore William Ford five children, four of them boys. At first they
lived in Rochester, where their first three were born. But sometime
between 1713 and 1717 they moved back to Broadstairs, where they
stayed. William was probably a cooper (barrel maker), an occupation
followed by both his eldest and youngest sons. One of them put up a
gravestone to his parents in St Peter’s churchyard, which still survives.
It reads:
Here lieth the Bodies of Willm Ford and Ann his wife. He
died the 28 of September 1743 aged 60 years. She died the 26
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of August 1746 aged 67 years. Here also lies two of their
children. John he died (?) of may 1728 aged 18.
The rest of the inscription is hidden underground. As so often the
‘facts’ given on the gavestone are not all correct, unless the inscription
had been wrongly read. William was at least sixty-four when he died
– baptised January 1679 – and Ann was sixty-nine, being baptised in
August 1677.
William and Ann’s last child was Henry, born August 1719 at
Broadstairs. He was a cooper and he married another Ann.
Surprisingly no record of their marriage has been found, but it must
have been in 1740–1, for the firstborn was another William, born in
July 1742. They had eight children in total over the next twenty-three
years, making Ann yet another mother who was in her mid-forties
when she gave birth to her last child. The deaths of neither Henry nor
Ann have been discovered. Their second child was named Gabriel.
He was baptised on 9 November 1744 at St Peter’s. At the age of
twenty-four he married Mary Russell on 9 July 1769 at St Peter’s, as
already noted. The following year on 16 October they had a son – at
last we have an actual date of birth! He was baptised twelve days later
and called Gabriel, after his father. No other children have been
traced.
Gabriel junior found a wife in Liverpool. Almost certainly some
connection with the sea, probably as a merchant seaman or officer,
took him there. His wife, Sarah Winn, was five years older than him,
being born on 29 May 1765 and baptised the next month at
St Nicholas in the city. Her parents, James Winn and Ann Bellart, had
married there a couple of years earlier on 14 August 1763. This family
has not been researched, but there is a hint of an Irish connection, not
surprising in Liverpool. Gabriel and Sarah were married on 29 March
1795 at St Peter’s, Church Street, Liverpool. He was twenty-four years
old, she twenty-nine. Two children have been found for this marriage:
Frances and Gabriel. They may have been twins. Gabriel 3 was born
on 20 June 1796 and baptised in October also at St Peter’s. As already
noted, the church gave its name to Church Street: later Compton
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House was built almost directly opposite it. It is difficult to believe it
was just co-incidence that brought the Tovar sisters, Gabriel 2 and
Sarah’s great-granddaughters, here to work at Compton House many
years later. They surely came because of the family connection,
possibly with relatives still living in the area. Gabriel and Sarah left
Liverpool and moved to Deptford on the south bank of the Thames
next to Greenwich. He died there; Sarah has not been further
researched. Their daughter, Frances, was also was living in the area in
1851. Their son, Gabriel 3, as has been related above under the Tovars,
was based north of the river in Stepney.
With this second Gabriel, we come to the end of our Thanet saga.
The world was changing fast and Broadstairs with it. From being a
fishing village, it was becoming a better class seaside resort. As the
history of the county put it in 1800:’
The ville of Broadstairs is of late become so considerable as to
form a small town; many new buildings have been erected
within these few years here, for the residence and other
accommodation of families in the summer season, who wish to
have the benefit of seabathing, and yet be retired from the
inconveniency of arising from so public a place as Margate. For
the support and maintenance of this pier, the inhabitants of
this parish had decrees authorized by the lord wardens of the
Cinque Ports by which they were empowered to choose every
year two pier wardens to look after the repairs and collect the
duties payable to it. The last of these decrees was in 1616.[15]
Even in its new guise as a smart seaside resort, the town was not
allowed to forget its history. To this day it looks smarter and not ‘so
public a place as Margate.’
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Epilogue
Ever Rolling Stream
Whether the Watts family described in the first half of this history
were descended from the great hymn-writer Isaac Watts or not, their
history bears out his words. They, like all humans who have ever lived,
were descended in an ‘ever rolling stream’, not just from the first
Homo Sapiens, but from the first life to appear on earth. The huge
majority of these have indeed ‘died forgotten’, but mankind’s obsession
with producing documents since the first urban civilisations came into
existence – whether in China, India or the Middle East – has only
intensified as the centuries have passed. With the result that even the
humblest of humans have been identified in England for almost five
hundred years through the parish registers, and a number of the rather
less humble for another two or three hundred years before that
through wills and property deeds.
Of course not all the records have survived over the centuries, and
many that should have been produced never were. As a result, as this
account shows, the length of time the line of a family can be traced
back varies enormously from family to family. The creation and
survival of records is determined to a great extent by the prominence
in society of the family or an individual member during his or her
lifetime. A crucial part of this prominence is wealth, especially wealth
as held in property. In this history the Oxendens meet this criterion
best, which is why it starts chronologically with them. How they fit
through the Fords into the wider Watts family described is shown in
the outline tree given at the start. A more detailed list of the Ford
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ancestry as discovered is given below. But it is not possible to identify
all the many thousands of ancestors each of us has going back that far,
for we each have potentially more than four million ancestors over
twenty generations (around six hundred years).
Since this is the final book in this series exploring the history of one
family’s ancestry, it is perhaps worth recapping and placing the Watts
and their relatives into the broader picture of the ancestors of Dorothy
Tate and Jim Hamilton. To complete the maternal side of the family
the Watts married into the Tates, who had both English and Scottish
relatives: the Carruthers, Bells and Barnfathers from Cumbria
immediately south of the Border, and the Hasties, Wylies and
Armstrongs just on the other side of it in Dumfriesshire, south-west
Scotland, as described in A Sign of Good Birth. All these were the
forebears of Dorothy’s father George Joseph Tate, husband to Edith
Watts.
The same mixed English and Scottish ancestry applies to the paternal
side of the family. The Hamiltons and the other forebears of Jim
Hamilton’s father William Robert were wholly from Scotland.
Originating, as far as the record survives, at the other end of the
Border from the Tates, their connections there were with the Littles
and Sweets from the area around St Boswells and Melrose, and from
the Connells of Paisley and Glasgow on the western side of Scotland’s
central belt. Their history is covered in Noble Prospects, while Jim’s
own life is followed in Autobiography of a Rail Fan.
Finally Jim’s mother’s family the Bousfields, on the other hand, were
entirely English in origin. Their history is described in two parts: Cool
Sequestered Vale and Glad for God. They and their ancestors were
found to have come from many parts of England. The Bousfields
themselves started in Westmorland, before moving to Southwell and
Newark in Nottinghamshire via Leicester, then to Devon, north again
to Bedford and finally to the city of Nottingham. As a result of all
these moves, their genealogy includes the Silverwoods, Tenneys,
Hollands, Littles, Bartrams and others from Nottinghamshire, and the
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Cox and Collins families from Devon. But the wider Bousfield family
spread much further than this. They are – or were – to be found in
London,

Greenwich,

Lincolnshire,

Oxfordshire,

France,

North

America, South Africa, Australia and New Zealand.
The stream rolls on. Dorothy and Jim at the time of writing have
twenty-four great-grandchildren, including those adopted. These too
have spread, with four families settled in widely different parts of the
USA, although at the moment all the others are living in the southern
half of England. All of course are well documented: happily none are
in any danger of being ‘forgotten as a dream’,
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Appendix 1
The ancestors of Gabriel FORD 3

FORD
1. Gabriel FORD 3 = Amelia SEABORNE
2. Gabriel FORD 2 = Sarah WINN dau of James WINN & Ann
BELLART
3. Gabriel FORD 1 = Mary RUSSELL

see RUSSELL

4. Henry FORD = Ann ?
5. William FORD = Ann KNIGHT dau of James KNIGHT &
Elizabeth HALL
6. John FOARD = Martha GOOTLEY
see GOOTLEY
7. Jeremy FOORDE = Mary ?
8. William FOORDE = Elizabeth UNDERDOWNE
see UNDERDOWN (b)

m 4 Oct 1598
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RUSSELL/BYGG
3. Mary RUSSELL = Gabriel FORD 1

see FORD

4. William RUSSELL = Hannah WITHERDEN see WITHERDEN
5. Percival/Percy RUSSELL = Mary CORNISH
6. John RUSSELL = Mary OVERY

see OVERY/LAMMING

7. Alexander RUSSELL = Margrett/Mary WHEELER

dau of

Thomas WHEELER (son of Francis WHEELER)
= Ann HALSEY
8. Symon RUSSELL = Margery BIGGE/BYGE
9. Edward BYGG = El(e)ner TUDSTONE m 1560

WITHERDEN
4. Hannah WITHERDEN = William RUSSELL see RUSSELL
5. Isaac WITHERDEN = Hannah KIRBY

see KIRBY

6. Robert WITHERDEN = Martha WHITE

see WHITE

7. George WITHERDEN = Mary PLATT

dau of Henry PLAT

8. George WITHERDEN = Sarah CLARKE m 8 Oct 1612

KIRBY
5. Hannah KIRBY = Isaac WITHERDEN see WITHERDEN
6. Paul KIRBY = Hannah TOMLIN

see TOMLIN/THOMLYN

7. Thomas KIRBY = Jane PANNELL

see PANNELL

8. Thomas KIRBY = Joan 9. Robert KIRBY = Mrs Sarah MOLDEN m 2 Nov 1589
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GOOTLEY
6. Martha GOOTLEY = John FOARD

see FORD

7. William GOOTLEY = Jane ?
8. William GOOTLEY = ?
9. Silvester GOOTLEY = ?

WHITE
6. Martha WHITE = Robert WITHERDEN

see WITHERDEN

7. Richard WHITE = Ann ?
8. John WHITE = Margaret/Margery/Mary WESTALL dau of
?Robert WESTALL. m(1) John WYLD
9. Richard WHITE = ? HARRISON

TOMLIN/THOMLYN
6. Hannah TOMLIN = Paul KIRBY

see KIRBY

7. Geoffrey TOMLIN = Elizabeth HARNETT

see HARNETT

8. John TOMLIN = Mary UNDERDOWN
see UNDERDOWN (a)
9. Stephen TOMLIN = Mary ?

OVERY/HOSKIN
6. Mary OVERY = John RUSSELL

see RUSSELL

7. Percival OVERY = Mary HOSKIN
Percival m(2) Mary LAMMING
8. Thomas HOSKIN = Maria RAYNOLDS
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PANNELL
7. Jane PANNELL = Thomas KIRBY

see KIRBY

8. John PANNELL = Judith TROWARD

see TROWARD

9. Roger PANNELL = Joan HOLDEN
10. James PANNELL = Julian ?

HARNETT/LETHERER
7. Elizabeth HARNETT = Geoffrey TOMLIN

see TOMLIN

8. Henry HARNETT = Mary ABBOTT
9. Edward HARNETT = Mary LETHERER/LYTHERER
10. Thomas LETHERER = ?

TROWARD
8. Judith TROWARD = John PANNELL see PANNELL
9. Nicholas TROWARD = Mary ?
10. Richard TROWARD = Margaret SPRACKLING m 21 May 1572
see SPRACKLING
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UNDERDOWN
There are two lines of descent from the Underdowns, listed as
(a) and (b)
8. Mary UNDERDOWN = John TOMLIN (a)

see TOMLIN

8. Elizabeth UNDERDOWNE = William FOORDE (b)see FORD
9. Vincent UNDERDOWN = Phillice ESTICE (a) Phyllis m(1)
Richard HARRY
9. John UNDERDOWN = ? (b)
10. Richard UNDERDOWN = Mary COPPIN
11. Vincent UNDERDOWN = Christian ?
12. Richard UNDERDOWN = Agnes CONSENT
13. Nicholas UNDERDOWN = Denise ?
14. Nicholas UNDERDOWN = ? died 1481

SPRACKLING/SPRACKLYN
10. Margaret SPRACKLING = Richard TROWARD
see TROWARD
11. Robert SPRACKLING = ?
12. Nicholas SPRACLYN = Elisabeth/Isabella OXENDEN
see OXENDEN
13? Robert SPRACLYN = Cecily ? died 1498
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OXENDEN/OXINDEN
There are several uncertainties in the Oxenden genealogy – see text.
12. Isabella OXENDEN = Nicholas SPRACLYN see SPRACKLING
13. Robert OXENDEN = Alice ?
14. John OXYNDEN = Johane ?LAMBYN
15. Robert OXENDEN = Jane COLKILL
16. John OXENDEN = Isabel RATLING
17. Richard OXENDEN = Isabella TWISTON/TWITHAM dau of
Theoblad TWISTON
18. Richard OXINDEN = ?

dau of Septvans ?

19. Allan OXINDEN = ?
20. Solomon OXINDEN = Jocosa DEN
21. Thomas de OXINDEN fl 1283–1300
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Appendix 2
Letters

1. Philip James Knights to Samuel More, Secretary of the
Society of Arts
22nd Nov 1791
Sir
In Compliance with the wish and Request of a Respectable
Meeting of Norwich manufacturers (and from whom I have
Received Thanks for my Exertions In Accomplishing the
Width of the Counterpane) I write you begging the Favour
to be Informed at the next general meeting if there be any
Objection to my Having the Counterpane Return’d me for 3
Months In Order to Embroider His Majesty’s Coat of Arms
About a Yard Square in the Centre of the Counterpane,
Because

if

That

Favour

can

be

Granted,

I

Intend

Immediately After the Publish(sic) Exhibition to Present it
to the Queen.
I have not the least Objection to the Society’s Putting any
private mark they Please (that will not wash Out) In Order
to be Satisfyed its the Same, As it would give me much
more Satisfaction to Present the very Same Counterpane for
which I am to be Honoured with a Medal (from One of the
first Societys In the World) than to Present Any Other,
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Your Favouring me with an Answer as soon as Convenient
will much Oblige.
Sir
Your very much Obliged and humble Serv’t Philip James
Knights
Norwich Nov 22d 1791
Royal Society of Arts ref: PR/MC/102/10/96

2. Douglas Watts to his cousin Dorothy Hamilton
72 Seabank Road, Wallasey, Cheshire.
21.9.1954
My dear Dorothy,
Many thanks for your letter, was glad to have your news and
hear about your Mother. I only regret that I did not see her
in more recent years.
I am sorry to hear of your responsibilities and trust
everything will pan out alright.
Sorry I have not written before, but have been busy
organising the sale as per enclosed pamphlet.
If I hear of anything I shall certainly let you know.
In the meantime, have a good holiday in October and my
love to Kay.
Jolly good luck to you. Douglas.
Note: Douglas was Dorothy’s first cousin once removed, being the son
of her grandfather William Henry Watts jun’s youngest brother Luther
– see Chapter 6.
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3. Alice Watts to her neice Dorothy Hamilton
Ravenscar, Victoria Walk, Cheltenham.
March 7th 1956
My dear Dorothy
Thank you for your letter received yesterday I am very sorry
you have been worried and more sorry still that things are
not happy for you in your Home which makes all the
difference and so is uncle, he asks me to tell you that you
need not worry about the Aunts Estate it is quite clear to
understand you and Kathleen’s only interest is what will
come to you by your Mother’s will which North Kirk and
Company (Executors) they are the only ones who can give
you any information as we have no knowledge of your
Mothers affairs, so cannot advise but if there is anything
definite you feel you should know it would be wise to ask
them
I am sure it must be difficult to think everything out. I was
told some time ago that you had asked Jim to give you your
freedom for which I was very sorry to hear, but you know
best. I can quite understand you wanting to have the
children with you and they are at an helpful age in the
house. I am glad you have found a small cottage to give you
breathing time to look around also glad the Bank has been
helpful as it is very difficult these days
We hope John will keep well and I am sure both he and Jane
will be a comfort to you, try not to worry more than
possible.
We both send out love and do hope things will be happier
for you soon.
Yours affectionately Auntie Alice.
Note: Alice was married to Harry, Dorothy’s mother’s brother.
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4. Douglas Watts to Dorothy Hamilton.
Air Mail Letter postmark ‘Wallasey Cheshire 1.15pm 13 Nov
1958’.
Stamp: Elizabeth II 6d.
Mrs Hamilton, c/o Mr and Mrs Elsinger [sic], 4327
Southeast Ash Street, Portland 15, Oregon, U.S.A.
Sender: Colonel D. Watts, 72 Seabank Road, Wallasey,
Cheshire.
Dear Dorothy,
Was delighted to hear from you again but very shocked to
hear about Kay, I had not heard before.
Apart from Doris and I, I am afraid you will not see much
of the family – no 1. Ian is with Shell Tankers: no 2.
Malcolm was with Shell but is now Canadian Pacific and no
3. Andrew is on his last term in H.M.S.Conway and goes to
Shell at the end of the year – the best we can do is to show
you a photo of the 3 together from our ‘rogues’ gallery.
Shall look forward to seeing you and Jane early next month
Love from us both, Douglas
Note: Kay was Dorothy’s only sister who had died of cancer in
Germany earlier that year at the age of 51. Jane had been working in
the USA as a nurse for a year and Dorothy had gone out to see her.
At the time of the letter Dorothy was staying with the Eisingers –
not Elsingers – in Portland. Austrian Jews, they had stayed with us in
Jordans for a time as refugees after fleeing from the Nazis, but
continued on to America, where they settled.
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5. Douglas Watts to Dorothy Hamilton
72, Seabank Road, Wallasey, Cheshire
18 Jan 1959
Dear Dorothy,
Just a line, if a bit belated to thank you for the very
enjoyable evening we spent at the Adelphi [Hotel] with you
and yours last Dec.
Xmas was a bit hectic with 2 boys at home – Malcolm has
now gone and we are working hard to get Andrew off soon.
Hope all is well with you all. All the best for 1959.
As ever Douglas.

6. Linda (Watts) Morland to her niece Dorothy Hamilton
Barbara Crag nr Kendal
24.9.61
Dear Dorothy,
It was nice to have your letter and hear of your doings.
Things go on the same here but I feel that Geoffrey has less
strength. So William back at school and Sarah soon starting
her sec. course. Have you decided on your winter abode or
will you be with Jim at 40 Hungerford Road?
I very seldom here(sic) from Harry, and then of course
letter written by housekeeper and just signed by him – and
I never hear of course about Douglas or Ada never have
done except when Alice was alive and she very rarely
mentioned them.
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I saw in Daily Telegraph last month that 1st cousin Guy Barr
Dr of Science was dead and then last week that Cissie Barr
(his sister) was dead and I heard from Stanley B, a brother
about them. Heart attacks and strokes.
So that’s another link gone, as children we saw quite a lot of
them they were Leytonstone(sic).
We have not had a good summer at all but the last few days
milder. I do not look forward to the coming winter, but I
suppose I shall have to carry on.
With our love Aunt Linda
Note: Harry was Linda’s elder brother. The Barrs were cousins on her
mother’s side – see under the Tovars. Most of the family lived in
Leytonstone.

7. Dorothy Hamilton to her Aunt Linda Morland
10, Woburn Court, Bernard Street, Russell Square, London
WC1
16 Jan 1968
Dear Auntie,
Thank you for your note received this afternoon.
The letter, which is headed Copy and seems to be a draft, deals with
the disposal of the contents of Linda’s home at Barbara Crag over 7
pages and 16 numbered paragraphs. The letter ends
16) …. I do want to thank you for offering me some of your
lovely furniture and oddments, but I think far better not to
have anything at all from Barbara Crag – partly because I
saw to clearing and sorting and partly because I am so far
away and you haven’t really had time to think about
everything and what you want to do with it. So as I told
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you at Nursing Home I have taken nothing, but do thank
you for thinking of it. Pieces of curtain material you gave
me I put away again in big chest.
I am glad you are so comfortable at Kentdale and your
furniture looked beautiful in your room.
Much love Dorothy

8. Linda Morland to Dorothy Hamilton
Silverdale
Sunday 15th August
Dear Dorothy
Do you think Peter Jones Ltd(?) will have any more of
either material? I think I had better get 2 more nighties
made by Mrs Winn, while the going’s good one never knows
if she give up or? I’m not short at present but I had better
have 2 more, so that is 3 yds of one pattern and 3 yds of
other or 6 yds of one for 2 nighties – and please let me
know if you get material, don’t send but bring up when you
come and take to Mrs W and then let me know what I owe
you.
This is the first morning for a while one has seen the sun.
Do you ever get little bits of Liberty materials for making
cushion covers and little bags in the old days they used to
have such nice bits and pieces over for sale.
It is sad I couldn’t be in a private house and someone to
care for me. Well, well.
I had such a nice letter from Stanley Barr y’day, he and his
wife go for their annual holiday to their beloved Frinton he
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says its still so very nice and unspoilt and they like the little
hotel.
It will be nice to see you if you come to your cottage and
perhaps you will visit my nice Mrs Parsons for your feet if
you do.
Love Aunt Linda.
Note: Sent from Sunnyside Nursing Home, Silverdale nr Carnforth,
Lancs probably 1971. This seems to have been written soon after she
moved to Silverdale from Kentdale Nursing Home in Windermere.

9. Linda Morland to Dorothy Hamilton
Silverdale
Aug 20th [1973 added by Dorothy]
Dear Dorothy
It was so nice to have your letter this morning, life is not
very happy here, and gets worse.
Don’t do too much dear. I do hope something suitable will
turn up for you in the way of houses – its not easy these
days I know, but its agood time of the year to look out.
The weather has been very hot and heavy these days. I am
[sure] Maurice is alright and that they are to be away for a
change. Cambridge always sounds nice I know 2 lots of
friends there and they always speak so well of it.
Exeter does not seem to be very kindly in way of cheques
these days!!
Now do take care of yourself you are needed by so many.
My dear love to you.
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Is Mrs Wynn still in Sedbergh and does she still make
nightes??(sic). You know Howgill and Sedbergh were nice
little places.
Much love and I think so much of you. Aunt Linda.

10. Eric Southall to Linda Morland
353 Hills Road, Cambridge CB2 2QT
2nd September 1973
Dear Linda,
Tomorrow morning I plan to go into the Cambridge
shopping centre to find a pretty card to send you. But I had
better write you my letter in the calm of the end of a
Sunday evening, when I am untroubled by the claims of any
duties and the telephone is not likely to ring.
I hope you will be remembered by your friends.
In one’s young days one was told that a birthday was a time
for making good resolutions. But when one is at the other
end of life, surely it is a day for rehearsing achievements. I
think you must rightly feel it a great achievement that you
are alert in mind and able to react in such a full and
welcoming way to all who come to visit you. This is a very
great achievement when you are obliged to live in a bed in
one room…..
With love and birthday greetings Eric.
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11. Linda Morland to Dorothy Hamilton
Silverdale
Sat evening 28th [perhaps 1975]
Dear Dorothy
I hope to send to Mrs Winn an old nightie for pattern and
when you get and I hope soon, the material for same, please
send on to her and let me have the a/c for material.
Life and things are rather difficult these days and arthritis
gets worse and I am glad you are settled in your new home
and hope and trust all goes well.
Much love Aunt Linda.

12. Linda Morland to Dorothy Hamilton
Silverdale
Saturday [26/1/75 added by Dorothy]
It was nice to have your letter this a.m. Things are very
queer. Don’t come over here, just let me have nice letters
from you now and then.
Yes, I should like The Dalesman [a local magazine]. Take
care of yourself and don’t do too much.
My love fom the aged Aunt Linda.
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13. Linda Morland to Dorothy Hamilton
Silverdale
[undated but probably 1975]
Dear Dorothy
That was real nice of you coming and it is a long way for
you. I do thank you. I was feeling very sad and lonely and I
don’t seem to know what to do.
Dear love from Aunt Linda.

14. Linda Morland to Dorothy Hamilton.
Saturday 15 July
Dear niece Dorothy
Would it be at all possible for me to come to you for the
rest of my life and with all my furniture? Are you at
Howgill all the time now? I must think things out and see
what I can do.
Love Aunt Linda.
Note: No address given, but it was Silverdale. Also no year given, but
it must be 1975, even though 15 July on that year was a Monday not a
Saturday. This is probably one of the last letters she wrote. Added
note in Dorothy’s handwriting: ‘Replied 31/8/75. Arrived late August
DH.’
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15. Eric Southall to Linda Morland
353 Hills Road, Cambridge CB2 2QT
6 April 1977
My dear Linda
I hope this letter will reach you before Easter is over. But I
am late in writing because I have only just got back from a
fortnight in Italy. Before saying more about that, I must
underline and emphasise that at Easter my thoughts turn to
you and Geoffrey and Kendal and the country towards
Sedburgh[sic], Arneside and the Lakes. How many happy
visits, over so many years, have I had there! How well I
recall the first time I travelled up from London – 1923
possibly – arriving an hour or more after the due time and
being met by Geoffrey and conducted by him to your house.
All these visits continue to matter…
With my love Eric.

16. Lady Alice Morland to her aunt by marriage Linda
Morland
Alresford 12th August – postmarked 12/8/1977
As from Yorkshire
The Old Vicarage, Evenly, Brackley, Northamptonshire tel:
Brackley 2049 [deleted]
Dearest Linda
I have been very remiss about writing, when I meant to be
so diligent, but we seem to have had so many visitors I was
quite fagged out!
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Oscar went off to France on a pilgrimage, so I came down
here to stay with some of my kind cousins; the Maxwells.
One of them, to her slight dismay, finds herself married to
the present Duke of Norfolk – since the last one only had
girls. It is a great joke!
I have been round the village, looking up all my old chums
– you remember my father bought an estate here, after he
retired and we had a dear little house in the vollage. That
has been added to and changed (much to its disadvantage –
I think) and tho’ the present owner kindly asked me in – I
should hate to go and gratefully refused.
We go home on Monday, after a week-end with other
friends and hope to get to you in September.
Martin and his family leave Rome and he is to be Head of a
Dept at the F.O. [Foreign Office]. It will be lovely to have
them nearer.
Dear love Alice and Oscar
Note: Oscar was Geoffrey’s nephew; appointed HM Ambassador to
Japan in 1959, and knighted as a result. Like the Norfolks, Oscar and
Alice were Catholic. From the heading Oscar and Alice seem to have
already moved to Yorkshire – Thornton-le-Dale near Pickering – the
previous year. The Maxwell cousin was Mona Stapleton,
mother to the present Duke of Norfolk. Her husband, Miles FitzalanHoward (1915–2002), was second cousin once removed of the
preceding Duke, Bernard Fitzalan-Howard (1908–1975).
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17. Charles Clark to Dorothy Hamilton
Easterley, Kentrigg, Kendal, Cumbria LA6 6EE
4 Feb 1980
Dear Mrs Hamilton
You may know that I was Linda Morland’s Bank Manager
before I retired 8 years ago, and for some years before that
event I was in the habit of calling on her at Barbara Crag
because her physical condition made it impossible for her to
journey into Kendal to attend to her needs.
I have kept up the personal contact both at Windermere and
Silverdale where I think I once had the pleasure of meeting
you. Latterly the visits of my wife and I have been less
frequent because your Aunt has, I’m sorry to say, not been
able to carry on any conversation. In fact she no longer
appears to recognise me.
Some months ago her Solicitors asked if I would accept
appointment as Mrs Morland’s Attorney and I was only too
pleased to accept.
At the moment, I am endeavouring to obtain a birth
certificate (copy), as there is no trace of her original. On the
assumption that she was born in NESTON (WIRRAL) I
applied to the Chester Registrar but they could find no
record there. Do you know where she was born? If so will
you kindly let me know – full address if possible please.
You will know that she will be 100 on 5 Sept 80.
Best wishes, Yours sincerely Chas. Clark.
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18. Charles Clark to Dorothy Hamilton
Easterly, Kentrigg, Kendal, Cumbria LA6 6EE
30 July 80
Dear Mrs Hamilton,
I was sitting at the table a few minutes ago, writing to
Buckingham

Palace

about

Mrs

Morland’s

forthcoming

centenary on 5 Sept. when I had a phone call from Mrs
Lucas at Silverdale to say she had been trying to contact you
by phone on no.71493, but without success.
She wanted to let you know that your Aunt has developed a
chest infection and has had the Doctor. Although she is
sitting up in her chair and eating quite well, Mrs Lucas feels
Mrs Morland has deteriorated very much so that at her
advanced age she could so easily pass away. By the time you
receive this letter Mrs Lucas may have been able to speak to
you, but I said I would let you know in any case.
I had quite a shock early in June when I received a letter
from Sir Oscar Morland’s son to say his father has died. He
was going to make the final arrangements for your Aunt to
receive the Queen’s telegram. However, I am now doing that
and I do hope she recovers.
I am going away for 3 weeks from 18 Aug. With my kindest
regards, Yours sincerely Chas. Clark.
Note: Linda died just a week later on 6th August.
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Appendix 3
Wills and inventories from
Wiltshire and Kent
1. Wiltshire Wills and Inventories
The references are those of the Wiltshire and Swindon History
Centre. Where there are two dates, the first is that of the original
document, the second that of probate.

Shrewton Wills
1. Will and Inventory of Edith Munday 1589/1589 widow P2/M/86
2. Will and Inventory of William Munday 1590/1590 husbandman
P2/M/90
3. Will and Inventory of Christian Munday 1594/1594-5 widow
P2/M/116
4. Will of John Munday 1595?/1596–7 P2/M/133
5. Will and Inventory of Thomas Munday 1598/1599 husbandman
P2/M/147
6. Will and partial Inventory of Richard Munday 1622/1622–3
husbandman P2/M/300
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7. Will and Inventory of Edith Best 1634–5/1634–5 widow P2/B/582
8. Will and Inventory of Robert Munday 1637–8/1638 yeoman
P2/M/134
9. Will of John Munday 1639/1639 feltmaker P2/M/1323
10.Will and Inventory of Richard Munday 1664–5/1664/5 yeoman
P2/M/496
11.Will and Inventory of Thomas Best 1671/1671 shepherd P2/B/835
12.Will and Inventory of Nicholas Munday 1678/1679 malster
P2/M/591
13.Will and Inventory of Andrew Munday 1694–5/1694-5 P2/M/741
14.Will and Inventory of Susannah Best 1723/1723-4 widow
P2/B/1343
15.Will of John Best 1724/1724 shepherd P2/B/1342
16.Will of Stephen Best 1744/1745 shepherd P2/B/1634
17.Will of Henry Best 1744/1763 shepherd P1/12Reg/64B
18.Will of Stephen Best 1755/1760 shepherd P2/B/1766
19.Will of Nicholas Best 1758/1759 shepherd P1/11Reg/423
20.Will of Henry Munday 1762/1763 tailor P2/M/
21.Will of Thomas Munday 1762/1764 yeoman P2/M/1154
22.Will of William Munday 1774/1775 victualler P2/M/1212
23.Will of Henry Munday 1774/83 glover and breeches maker
P2/M/1253
24.Will of William Best 1775/1781 shepherd P2/B/1990
25.Bond for Elizabeth Best 1781 widow P2/B/1989
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26.Will of Thomas Munday 1793/1803 tailor P2/1803/47/1
27.Will of Christian Munday 1794/1804 widow P1/1804/28
28.Will of William Small 1828/1833 baker P1/1843/48
29.Bond for Henry Munday 1836 P2/1836/49
30.Will of John Chambers Munday 1843/1844 glove and breeches
maker P2/1844/73
Re-establishment of the Manorial Court of Shrewton: Shrewton
Parish Register 1599

Documents of the Small family of Wylye
1. Bond for William Small 1738 P1/S/1044
2. Bond of Guard for Thomas Small of Tisbury 1752 minor
P2/S/1514
3. Will of Thomas Small 1794/1794 baker P2/S/1800
4. Will of Lydia Small 1795/1805 widow P2/1805/38
5. Will of Robert Small 1813/1814 gentleman P2/1814/8
6. Will of William Small 1856/1865 gentleman P2/1856/63

2. Isle of Thanet Wills and Inventories
The references are those of the Canterbury Probate Records
# denotes an inventory is also available.
Wills
1. Alice Pannell 1480/1 St Laurence in Thanet PRC17/3/366a
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2. Nicholas Underdown sen 1481 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/3/391
3. Stephen White 1482 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/3/404
4. Thomas Sprackling 1482 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/3/421b
5. Nicholas Underdown 1484 St Peter in Thanet PRC32/3/17
6. Nicholas Sprackling 1487/8 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/5/77b
7. Johane Oxynden 1491 St Laurence in Thanet PRC17/5/273
8. William Sprackling 1493 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/5/395c
9. Robert Tomlyn 1497 St Laurence in Thanet PRC/7/24c
10.Robert Sprackling 1498/9 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/7/143a
11. Nicholas Underdown 1500 St Peter in Thanet PRC3/1/144 admon
bond
12. John Pannell/Paynell 1501 St Laurence in Thanet PRC17/8/147
13. William Ford 1513 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/12/272b
14. Stephen Sprackling 1513/14 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/12/342a
15. Nicholas Sprackling 1516 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/12/544
16. Thomas Sprackling 1518 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/13/300
17. Richard White 1521 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/15/49
18. John Sprackling 1521 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/15/49b
19. Richard Underdown 1524 St Laurence in Thanet PRC/17/16/264
20. William White 1525 St Peter in Thanet PRC3/6/39
21. Robert Oxenden 1525 St Laurence in Thanet PRC17/16/285
22. Johane Sprackling 1527 St Peter in Thanet PRC17 /17/309
23. Richard Sprackling 1528 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/18/44b
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24. Nicholas Spraklyn 1540 St Laurence in Thanet yeoman
PRC17/21/224
25. John Thomlyn 1544 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/24/77
26. William Thomlyne 1545 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/24/79
27. Nicholas Spraklyn 1546 St Laurence in Thanet PRC17/25/42
28. John Pannell 1551 St Laurence in Thanet PRC17/29/210
29. Thomasine Snothe 1553 Throwley PRC17/29/238
30. Christopher Thomlyne 1554 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/29/58
31. Robert Spracklen 1556 St Laurence in Thanet PRC3/14/41AD
32. Vincent Underdown 1559 St Laurence in Thanet PRC17/32/61
33. Richard Tomlyn 1560 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/32/31
34. Thomas Tomlyn 1561/2 St Peter in Thanet husbandman
PRC17/35/42
35. Edward Bygg 1567/8 Benenden PRC17/40/179
36. William Tomlen 1576 St John in Thanet bachelor PRC17/42/314
37. Richard Westall 1576/7/8 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/42/318b
38. John Pannell 1580/1 St John in Thanet husbandman
PRC17/43/292
39. Arthur Sare 1582 St George, Canterbury/St John in Thanet
bachelor PRC17/44/261
40. Richard White 1584/6 St Peter in Thanet fisherman
PRC17/46/381
41. John Ford 1593 St Nicholas at Wade yeoman PRC32/37/122a
31/37 F /5
42. Richard Troward 1597 St Laurence in Thanet PRC17/51/158
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43. Robert White 1601/2 St Peter in Thanet yeoman PRC17/52/282
44. Thomas Pannell 1602/4 St John in Thanet PRC17/53/337
nuncupative
45. Stephen Tomlin 1605 St John in Thanet yeoman PRC17/54/146
46. Gregorie Goteley 1605/14 St Peter in Thanet thatcher PRC16/149
47. George Ford 1612 St Nicholas at Wade PRC32/42/125
48. Richard White 1613/14 St John in Thanet yeoman PRC/17/57/265
50. Richard Underdown 1616 St Laurence in Thanet husbandman
PRC16/166
51. William Foord 1617 Birchington yeoman PRC32/44/128b
52. Joan Pannell 1623/31 St John in Thanet widow PRC17/68/190
53. Vincent Underdown 1625 St Laurence in Thanet yeoman
PRC17/64/122
54. Edward Pannell 1632/3 St Laurence in Thanet husbandman
PRC17/68/287
55. Henry Harnett 1632 St Laurence in Thanet yeoman PRC16/201
56. Edward Harnett 1636/7 St Laurence in Thanet yeoman
PRC17/70/378 #
57. John Russell 1661/5 St Peter in Thanet yeoman PRC17/72/177 #
58. William Goateley 1675/8 St Nicholas at Wade yeoman
PRC32/54/362 #
50. Hester Witherden 1682 St Peter in Thanet widow PRC17/76/92 #
60. George Witherden sen 1698/9 St Peter in Thanet cordwainer
PRC17/79/291 #
61. Robert Witherden 1709/10 St Peter in Thanet yeoman
PRC17/81/264 #
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62. Paul Kirby 1730 St Peter in Thanet gentleman PRC17/88/31f
63. Paul Kirby 1735 St Peter in Thanet gentleman PRC17/89/55b
64. George Witherden 1746/9 St Peter in Thanet schoolmaster
PRC17/94/33
65. Hannah Witherden 1753 St Peter in Thanet widow PRC17/94/550
66. William Ford 1772/3 St Peter in Thanet PRC17/99/53

Inventories
# denotes the will is also available.
1. John Ford 1616 St Nicholas at Wade yeoman PRC28/9/194
2 Edward Harnett 1637 St Laurence in Thanet yeoman PRC11/2/61 #
3 Richard Toward 1639 St Laurence in Thanet PRC 11/5/56
3. Thomas Russell 1641 St John in Thanet fisherman PRC11/8/201
4. Richard Toward 1641/2 St Laurence in Thanet PRC11/8/231
5. John Underdown 1642 St John in Thanet PRC11/9/170
6. Edward Witherden 1643 St John in Thanet mariner PRC11/10/145
7. Gabriel Wastell 1644 St Peter in Thanet fisherman PRC11/11/162
8. Richard Harnett 1661 Minster yeoman PRC11/18/116
9. Ann Harnett 1661/2 St Laurence in Thanet widow PRC11/18/115
10. George Witherden 1664/5 St Peter in Thanet PRC11/24/125
11. John Russell 1665 St Peter in Thanet yeoman PRC11/24/67 #
12. Edward Troward 1666 St Laurence in Thanet yeoman
PRC11/27/111
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13. Sarah Witherden 1666 St Peter in Thanet widow PRC11/27/131
14. Mildred Wastell 1667 St Laurence in Thanet PRC11/29/137
15. Henry Wastell 1667 St Laurence in Thanet PRC11/29/136
16. George Wastell 1667/8 St Laurence in Thanet PRC11/29/135
17. Edward Harnett 1668 Minster yeoman PRC11/30/112
18. Hannah Tomlin 1669/70 St John in Thanet spinster
PRC11/31/241
19. Francis Tomlin 1673/4 St John in Thanet PRC11/35/205
20. William Goatley 1678 St Nicholas at Wade PRC27/27/244 #
21. Hester Witherden 1682 St Peter in Thanet widow PRC11/46/223
#
22. Judith Pannell 1683 St John in Thanet widow PRC11/47/135
23. Vincent Underdown 1684 St Peter in Thanet yeoman
PRC11/48/198
24. Thomas Russell 1689 St John in Thanet mariner PRC11/53/95
25. Thomas Kirby 1693 Birchington yeoman PRC27/33/122
26. Jane Kirby 1694 Birchington widow PRC27/33/253
27. George Witherden 1699 St Peter in Thanet PRC11/61/117 #
28. Henry Panell 1699 St Laurence in Thanet PRC11/61/121
29. Gabriel Wastell 1699/1700 St Peter in Thanet mariner
PRC11/61/147
30. Robert Witherden 1709/10 St Peter in Thanet gentleman
PRC11/69/1 #
31. Isaac Witherden 1730 St Peter in Thanet yeoman PRC11/79/184
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concern of the same name. Established 27 years.’ This must be the
same firm that advertised in the Kentish Mercury a year later
(9 December 1848) as Messrs W. Watts and Co, tailors and
drapers, at 4 High Street Deptford and High Street, Peckham,

390

END NOTES: CHAPTER TWO

warning customers ‘to be particular in the Deptford address, there
being a firm of the same name with whom we have not the
slightest connection’. The existence of the two firms is confirmed
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the National Archives at Kew.
4: ADM67/54 p84 27 April 1805.
5: ADM67/57 p2 2 Jan, p9 9 Jan; p32 10 Feb 1808.
6: ADM67/57 6 Aug, p216 8 Oct, p263 22 Dec 1808; ADM67/58 p51 25
March; p110 17June 1809.
7: ADM67/58 p18 1 Feb 1809.
8: ADM67/59 p4–5 3 Jan; p78 28 March; p217–8 11 Aug 1810.
9: ADM67/60 p113 28 April; p219 11 Aug 1811.
10: ADM67/62 p36 6 March 1813.
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11: ADM67/63 p3 1 Jan 1814.
12: ADM67/70 p59 10 March; p139–140 2 June 1821.
13: ADM67/7 p46 21 Feb 1822.
14: Kentish Gazette 3 May 1814.
15: Commisioners for the Education of the Poor. Roan‘s Charity,
Greenwich: First and Second Reports 14 and 17 Dec 1818
16: Legacies of the Parish of St Alphege, Greenwich 1 Sept 1816.
London Metropolitan Archives P68/ALF/85.
17: Morning Chronicle 15 March and 2 June 1815.
18: Kentish Weekly 11 March 1803; Kentish Gazette Tues 14 Oct 1814,
Fri 31 March and Fri 14 July 1815.
19: ADM67/73 24 Jan 1824; Morning Post Wed 12 May 1824; Kentish
Weekly Post Fri 18 March 1825.
20: Maidstone Journal and Kentish Advertiser 24 April 1858.
21: Major General Andrew Burn is chiefly remembered for his
Memoirs,

published

in

1840,

which can

read on

line

at

archive.org/details/lifeof majorgener00burn. His 1923 biography
by Professor Andrew Burn is also still available in printed and
Kindle editions. A highly religious man, Burn was born in
Dundee, Scotland, in 1742. He obtained a commission as a 2nd
Lieutenant in the Royal Marines in 1761. Thereafter he was
promoted slowly through the ranks with at least two periods of
half pay, as was very common, and it was not until July 1810 that
he was promoted to Major General at the age of sixty-seven, with
the Napoleonic Wars still raging. He died at Gillingham, Kent, in
1814. He had at least nine children by his wife Sarah Grigg, all
born in Rochester or Chatham by the Thames downstream of
Greenwich. Three of these married the children of Thomas and
Sarah Suter: apart from Andrew, Ruth Ann married Richard, and
Sarah Edward.
22: ADM67/58 p18 1 Feb 1809; Morning Chronicle Fri 17 June 1808;
LMA ACC/1601/039/1 and 2 1810.
23: ADM67/73 p90 29 May; p174 2 Oct 1824.
24: ADM67/74 p47 19 March; p155 13 Aug; p216 26 Nov; p230 17 Dec
1825: Pigot’s Directory of London 1832.
25: ADM67/52 p195 27 Aug 1803.
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26: London Courier and Evening Gazette 9 April 1812.
27: http://londonstreetviews.wordpress.com/edward suter. N.B. the
article wrongly attributes much of Edward’s activity to his son
Edward Dyer Suter.
28: Ibid.
29: Ibid.
30: London Daily News 27 July 1847; Kentish Gazette 30 Nov 1847.
31: LMA Y/SP/92/14/A 1841and Survey of London vol.25 Ch.15: The
Trinity House Estate (1955).
32: Morning Chronicle 14 Feb 1850.
33: Norwich Mercury 6 Nov 1858; LMA D/EX268/13/1-2 1858.
34: beneaththyfeet.blogspot.co.uk/2013/02richard-and-elizabeth-annsuter
35: Nonconformist Registers RG no.1663: Kent, Greenwich Road
chapel burials; The Examiner 10 June 1843; Wikipedia: St Michael,
Wood Street; lostcityoflondon.co.uk: St Michael, Wood Street.
36: Sarah A. Tooley in The Woman at Home, 1895.
37: ADM80/113 Works Reports and Estimates 1838–51: 27 June 1841
Report from Tho. Chawner and James Pennethorpe. See also John
Bold, ‘A Just Weight: a History of Greenwich Market’, Journal of
the Greenwich Historical Society 2007 vol.3 no.4 p144–7; Neil
Rhind: ‘Joseph Kay’, Journal of the Greenwich Historical Society
1996–7, vol.1 no.6, p189–191.
38: Greenwich Historical Society website and ADM 75/215 K20 41
Lease of No.1 Nelson St, behind No.25 King St.
39: AM67/58 p.28 28 March 1810 and ADM67/75 1826.
40: ADM67/75 9 and 30 Dec 1826.
41: ADM67/78 p540 13 Dec 1828.
42: ADM67/80 p173–4 22 Aug and p288 5 Nov 1829.
43: ADM67/81 18 Aug 1830.
44: ADM67/82 p238 14 June 1831.
45: ADM67/83 11 July 1832.
46: ADM67/82: p89 19 Feb 1831; ADM/67/83 8 Dec 1832.
47: ADM67/83 2 Aug and 26 Sept 1832.
48: ADM69/23: 1832 and ADM69/24: 1833.
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49: ADM67/82 various 1831; ADM67/83 1 Aug 1832; ADM69/23 1833:
F177.
50: ADM67/84 p188–9 20 July 1833; ADM69/24 20 Feb 1834.
51: ADM67/84 9 March p82–6 1833; ADM69/23 1833.
52: I am most grateful to Pieter Van Der Merwe for this information
on the Suter site. He has also been key in pointing out the
Greenwich Hospital files at Kew to me. Without him, this history
of the Suters could hardly have been written. Some years ago he
wrote: ‘For the past 25 years I have lived at 1 Suter’s Cottages,
Diamond Terrace, Greenwich, which stands on the former site of
their builders yard.’ Email 15 Dec 2009.
53: Kentish Mercury Sat 14 Dec 1839. Advert: ‘Royal Exchange Fire and
Life Assurance. Mr William Suter sen, builder appointed agent.’
Also 5 June and 11 Dec 1841, 5 Feb 1842, Jan 1843, Sept 1845,
March, April and July 1846, Oct 1847, June and 23 Sept 1848, Sept
and Oct 1849.
54: ADM75/215–225.
55: ADM67/84 p49 23 Jan and p87 9 March 1833.
56: ADM71/2 1837–46.
57: West Kent Guardian Sat 13 March 1841.
58: Ibid.
59: West Kent Guardian Sat 13 March 1841; Kentish Independent Sat 17
March 1849; Morning Post Mon 19 April 1841.
60: West Kent Guardian April 1843: ‘Parochial Vestries: Greenwich
Annual Vestry Meeting. Commissioners of the Court of Requests’;
The Examiner 10 June 1843; Kentish Independent Sat 30 March
1844 and Sat 17 March 1849; West Kent Guardian Sat 29 March
1845.
61: Kentish and Surrey Mercury Sat Feb 18 1860 and Sat March 17 1860.
62: William Suter Probate record 21 Jan 1861.
63: The Kentish Gazette 1835 7 July. Marriages: June 29: Pigot’s
Directory of London 1840.
64: PRO NG68, 69 and 70 30 Oct 1867.
65: South Eastern Gazette 8 Nov 1859. A ‘William John Suter’ is listed
several times in the 1830s and 40s in various trade directories, but
no reference to anyone of that name has been found in the parish
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registers or censuses or in any newspaper article. The directories
often give him the same address as the other Suters e.g. Norfolk
Place, Greenwich or Montpelier Vale, Blackheath. Perhaps the
most

likely

explanation

is

that

‘John’

should

be

‘junior’

abbreviated to jun or jnr, but mistranscribed somewhere along the
way.
66: Sarah A. Tooley in The Woman at Home, 1895; RG4 /1660
Greenwich Rd Chapel, Greenwich burials 1809–1827.
67: Church History in Kent: The Independent Churches p367–8.
68: Melville’s Directory of Kent 1858.

Chapter Ten
1: Lloyd’s Captains’ Register of Certificated Masters of the British
Mercantile Marine. London 1869.
2: Wikipedia.
3: State Records Authority of New South Wales: Shipping Master's
Office; Passengers Arriving 1855 – 1922; SRNSW: NRS13278,
[X91] Reel 400.
4: Liverpool Porcupine 8 April 1871.
5: Letter from Linda Morland to Dorothy Hamilton 24 Sept 1961.

Chapter Eleven
1: Wills from these families have been preserved by the diocese of
Canterbury back to the 1400s, and inventories from the early
1600s. They form the main source of information about these
families. Pre-Reformation wills (before c.1540) were written partly
in Latin and heavily abbreviated Latin at that. So that, apart from
the problem of actually reading the letters that are there, they
also pose the difficulty of making out what the original words
were in full. While ‘ij ov mat’ can be readily interpreted as
‘2 mother sheep/ewes’, other entries are less intelligible.
2: English Heritage website on Richborough.
3: Edward Hasted, The History and Topographical Survey of the County
of

Kent:

Vol.

10

(Canterbury

1800);

St

Peter,

Thanet

(Broadstairs1800); british-history.ac.uk
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4: John Chandler, John Leland’s Itinerary: Travels in Tudor England
(Alan Sutton 1993).
5: Edward Hasted, The History and Topographical Survey of the County
of Kent Vol. 10: The Isle of Thanet – Introduction (Canterbury
1800).
6: Charles Cotton, The History and Antiquities of the Church and parish
of St Laurence, Thanet. (1895) p69.
7: Quoted by Anthony Lee, Margate before Sea Bathing, ch.1: The
To wn .

See

Margate

in

Map s

an d

Pictu res

(www.margatelocalhistory.co.uk).
8: Hasted, The History and Topographical Survey of the County of Kent:
St Laurence, Thanet.
9: John Philipott, ‘The Visitation of the County of Kent 1616’,
Archaeologia Cantiana Vol. 6: 1866.
10: More information on Henry Oxinden who produced the family
tree and on his wider family in the seventeenth century can be
found in Adam Nicholson’s Gentry: Stories of the English
(HarperPress 2011). The author is the grandson of Harold
Nicholson and Vita Sackville-West and lives at Sissinghurst
Castle.
11: The wills and inventories used in this and the next chapter are
listed with their references in an appendix.
12: Charles Cotton, The History and Antiquities of the Church and
parish of St Laurence Thanet in the County of Kent (1895), p83.
13: Ibid.
14: PRC3/1/146.
15: Berry’s Kent Genealogies: Spracklyn of the Isle of Thanet (1830),
p369.
16: In his history of St Laurence, Charles Cotton is clearly aware of
the problem, but makes no direct mention of it. Instead he shows
Nicholas Spraclinge married to Isabella daughter of Robert
Oxenden of Wingham at the top of his tree on p70. Immediately
below this he shows Nicholas Spraclinge married to Elizabeth
daughter of Robert Oxenden of St Laurence but with no
connecting line between the two couples. The water is further
muddied by the 1771 Baronetage of England which gives a
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somewhat different lineage to the Oxendens of this time,
claiming that Robert, the father of Isabella who married Nicholas
Sprackling, died in 1498 rather than 1438. E. Kimber &
R. Johnson: The Baronetage of England vol 2 p.426. N.B. This is
one of several books of this name by different authors.
17: Hasted op. cit.; Kent Churchyard Memorial Inscriptions St Laurence,
Thanet 265MB.
18: Cf. John D. Rockefeller, whose name became a byword for wealth:
‘A devout Baptist from cradle to grave, he believed God and
Mammon walked hand in hand. ‘God gave me money,’ he said, ‘I
believe it is my duty to make money and still more money and
use the money I make for the good of my fellow man.’ David
Robson: Family Fortunes in the Telegraph Magazine 28 April
2018. Strange when you remember that Jesus thought it was
harder for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven than for
a camel to go through the eye of a needle. But equating material
success with the Gods’ favour was a long-standing religious belief.
19: Hasted op. cit.
20: The antiquarian John Lewis, in his excellent account of the Isle of
Thanet published in 1736, claimed when decribing the parish of
St Peter that at ‘Brompston or Bronston… was a mansion Place of
– Spracklin gent who by his will dated in March 1539
bequeathed it to his son John’. John Lewis: The History and
Antiquities of the Isle of Tenet (2nd edn.1736) p172. The absence of
further detail suggests that he had not actually read the will.
21: Hasted op. cit.; Cotton op. cit. p35–7.
22: Lewis op. cit. p183.
23: Hasted op. cit.
24: Hasted op. cit.
25: Kent Churchyard Memorial Inscriptions St Laurence, Thanet no.402.
26: Cotton op. cit. p69.
27: Cotton op. cit.
28: Cotton op. cit. p84.
29: Cotton op. cit. p76 and 84.
30: A ‘plough’ or ploughland, also known as a carucate, was an ancient
measure of land, based on the area a team of oxen could plough
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annually. Its actual size varied according to local circumstances,
but is generally reckoned to be between 60 and 120 acres.

Chapter Twelve
1: Hasted op. cit. St Peter, Thanet.
2: There is a problem with Richard senior’s sixty acres. The Penygavel
Land list shows Richard Underdown with thirty acres, and
Vincent with sixteen. The original source of this information is
unclear, but seems to be before 1525 when Robert Oxenden, who
is included in the list, died. But Richard Underwood senior died
late in 1524 and the acreages shown seem to refer to his sons.
It could be that Richard senior got the Chilton acreage wrong.
3: Cotton op. cit. p6 and 84–6.
4: Lewis op. cit. p41.
5: Cotton op. cit. p81.
6: Harned Family Genealogy; The Harneds of North America.
www.harneds.org
7: Cotton op. cit. p81.
8: Hasted op. cit. St Laurence, Thanet.
9: The Whites are a good example of why family trees found on the
internet have to be treated with great caution, even though they
can be helpful. The White tree listed on the FamilySeach website
looks authoritative, but is full of mistakes. The most glaring one
is John White baker who is shown as the son of John and
Margaret even though his date of birth – 1583 – is the same as
his father’s! Magaret is shown as the daughter of John Wyld, not
his wife, and so on. Some of the names seem to have been added
on the basis of any White will do, wherever they lived.
10: Cotton op. cit. p15 and p54.
11: Lewis op. cit. Vol.1 p12–13.
12: A genealogy on the Family Search website claims that Philip
Russell, the supposed father of Simon, descended from ‘bad’ King
John and his daughter Joan Plantagenet’s marriage to Prince
Llewellyn the Great of Wales. According to this Philip married
Elizabeth Brewer, both being born in the 1540s. However
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Elizabeth’s supposed grandfather John and his many siblings are
said to come in a variety of different surnames and to have been
based far from Kent, so it is difficult to put any credence on this
connection, which would require much research to verify.
13: There is a problem with widows’ deaths/burials. Often they are
recorded in the parish register as ‘Widow X’ with no indication of
their identity beyond the surname; or they married again and
were recorded under a different name, requiring further research
to establish the detail.
14: Elizabeth was baptised as the daughter of John, no mother’s name
recorded. Two years earlier another Elizabeth Underdown had
been baptised also at Birchington as the daughter of William,
making it uncertain which Elizabeth married William Foord. But
William Foord refers in his will to ‘my brother Vincent
Underdown.’ This must be Elizabeth’s brother Vincent, actually
William’s brother-in-law, who was baptised at Birchington on
6 May 1582 as the son of John, thus establishing it was John’s
daughter who married William Foord.
15: Hasted op. cit. St Peter, Thanet.
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