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Hugh Smyth was born in Bristol in 1530. His father, John Smyth (or Smythe), was an 
extremely successful Bristol merchant who by overseas trade from Bristol, chiefly the 
export of cloth and the import of wine, had amassed a sufficient fortune to purchase 
former monastic lands in Somerset and south Gloucestershire including property at 
Huntspill, Wookey, Durleigh, Bridgwater and Wells; by 1545 he was wealthy enough 
to buy the house and estate at Ashton Court in the parish of Long Ashton from Sir 
Thomas Arundel! for £920. t 

John Smyth did not intend that his two sons, Hugh and Matthew, should follow him 
in his career as a merchant. Instead both boys were sent to Oxford in 1545 when Hugh 
was fifteen and Matthew only twelve. Neither took a degree at Oxford, but like the 
sons of many other wealthy gentlemen, they went on from Oxford in 1550 to the Inns 
of Court in London, Hugh to the Inner Temple and Matthew to the Middle Temple. 
Matthew was to remain at the Middle Temple as a lawyer for most of his life, while 
Hugh left in 1553 to be married and take up residence at Ashton Court (Plate 1). 2 

It was while he was at the Inner Temple that Hugh Smyth began to exhibit the wild 
and reckless spirit which was to remain his principal characteristic throughout life. In 
July 1552, for example, he was summoned before the council of the Inner Temple to 
answer a charge of assaulting one of the barristers; he was fined 5 marks (£3 6s 8d), 
severely reprimanded and warned that any further offence would be punished by 
expulsion. 3 Shortly afterwards, however, both Hugh and Matthew were in serious 
trouble because of a violent quarrel with a 'Mr Carew'. The cause of the dispute is not 
clear, nor is the identity of 'Mr Carew' certain, but it seems likely that he was Thomas 
Carew of Camerton who was of a similar age to the Smyth brothers. Whatever the 
nature of the quarrel, it was very serious, for John Smyth had to ask his friend and 
fellow-Bristolian, Dr George Owen (who was one of the royal physicians), to 
intervene on his sons' behalf, and spent the large sum of £40 to extricate the two 
young men from their difficulties. It is clear that this was not the first time they had 
been in trouble, and Dr Owen wrote to John Smyth in March 1554 urging him to 
restrain the excesses of his sons: 

I am as glad that the matter is broughte to a good pass for your quyet and for the 
two sons safety as you yourself, and for God 's sake give them advyce to beware 
of such lyke mischance, for there is no man so strong nor so hardy but he may 
meet with his match .... Now it is done I would say to you I had never so muche 
to do for any on matters in my lyfe.4 
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Plate I Lithograph showing the west front of Ashton Court, 1822, after a drawing by J.C. Buckler. 
From rhe Society 's collection. . 

It was probably in order to prevent further trouble that John Smyth decided that Hugh 
should come home and that he should get married. As heir to his father's wealth and 
landed estate Hugh Smyth was an attractive match , and in December 1553 an 
agreement was drawn up for his marriage to Maud Byccombe, the younger daughter 
of Hugh Byccombe of Crowcombe. With his bride, Hugh obtained lands in Bishops 
Lydeard, Stogumber, Timberscombe, Broomfield and elsewhere in West Somerset.5 In 
January 1557 Maud's elder sis ter Elizabeth was married to Thomas Carew of 
Camerton and the couple settled at Crowcombe where their descendants continued to 
live until the 20th century. No evidence has been found to show that Thomas Carew 
was the 'Mr Carew' with whom the Smyth brothers had quarrelled so violently; if he 
was the same man, the quarrel was soon forgotten and amicable relations restored , 
and in his will of 1580 Hugh Smyth left various bequests to his friend Thomas 
Carew.6 

Following his marriage, Hugh Smyth seems at first to have settled down to the life 
of a country gentleman at Ashton Court, devoting his energies to the administration of 
his estate and to the acquisition of more land. In 1556, for example, he purchased the 
manor of Mark from John Ailworth, and in 1562 he acquired the manor of Filton or 
Felton in the parish of Whitchurch. He also purchased a lease of the rectory manor at 
Shapwick and of the parsonage at Brislington. At Long Ashton he added to the lands 
purchased by his father, considerably ex tended the deer park around his house and 
farmed on a large scale.7 He became a Justice of the Peace for Somerset and for a 
time was employed on various commissions and undertook governmental business in 
Somerset and Bristol. He was actively involved with the mustering of the trained 
bands for the defence of the county, and in the Muster Roll of 1569 he was said to 
possess considerably more armour and weapons than anyone else in the district, 
namely 'one great horse with demi-lance, iii corslets, ii pair of almain rivets 
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furnished, ii geldings for light horsemen furnished , ii harquebuts' . His own suit of 
armour was made for him in 1569 by a London armourer, Baptist Fortune or Fortuni, 
a member of a Florentine family which had settled in England.8 

His violent disposition and quarrelsome nature did not for long allow him to live at 
peace with his neighbours, and complaints soon bega;:; to be made both by the local 
gentry and by his tenants concerning his behaviour. At Ashton Court he gathered a 
gang of ruffians who went about heavily armed and terrorised the neighbourhood. 
Even in that litigious age, Hugh Smyth was notable for the number of legal actions in 
which he became engaged, both as a complainant and as a defendant, and his 
activities soon became so notorious that they came to the attention of the Privy 
Council. In 1564 Hugh and his brother Matthew were both ordered to appear before 
the Privy Council and were charged with having 'misbehaved themselves towards Mr 
Gorge the Quenes Majesties servant' who had been sent to the west country on royal 
service. The precise nature of their offence is not clear, but the Privy Council treated 
the matter very seriously. The two brothers appeared before the Council on 7 May 
1564 and were severely reprimanded, but no further action was taken.9 On this 
occasion the Smyths were able to obtain letters of support and recommendation from 
several influential friends, including Edward St Loe of Sutton Court, Sir Maurice 
Berkeley of Bruton, Sir John Horner of Mells (who had been Sheriff of Somerset in 
1563-4), and George Winter of Dyrham in south Gloucestershire. 10 As will be seen, 
Hugh Smyth's increasingly outrageous behaviour was soon to lose him the support of 
most of the local gentry. 

Shortly after his reprimand by the Privy Council, a complaint was made to the 
Court of Star Chamber by John Perry, a yeoman from St George (Easton-in-Gordano), 
Somerset, that in a dispute over land at Abbots Leigh he had been attacked by a gang 
of heavily-armed men who were maintained by Hugh Smyth at Ashton Court. He 
alleged that the men had broken into his house during the night, terrifying his wife 
and family, and that he had been beaten severely. He claimed that the attack had been 
carried out on the direct orders of Hugh Smyth. 11 In 1567 a similar complaint was 
made to the Court of Star Chamber by William Weaver of Bedminster, who alleged 
that in an attempt to intimidate him into relinquishing his lands at Bedminster seven 
armed servants of Hugh Smyth had broken into his house with their swords drawn and 
had wounded him in the hand and arm. 12 The complex dispute involving William 
Weaver and his son Henry, who had leased the lands belonging to the Prebend of 
Bedminster, was to drag on for several years. In 1572 the Weavers made a further 
complaint to the Court of Requests, alleging that Hugh Smyth had unlawfully 
deprived them of their lands and had ruthlessly defrauded them. They stated that they 
were 'unable to contend with the said Hughe Smythe, [he] being a man of great 
wealth and greatly friended and kynned and allyed in your said countie of Somerset' . 
They, by contrast, were 'very poore men altogether impoverished by the unlawful 
suites and practizes of the said Hugh Smythe' .13 It may be that in view of his 
involvement with violence and dubious enterprises and because of the gang of armed 
ruffians he employed at Ashton Court, Hugh Smyth was not invited to take any part in 
the lavish celebrations held in Bristol during the summer of 1574 which marked the 
visit of Queen Elizabeth. Ashton Court would have been an appropriate lodging for 
the Queen, and Hugh Smyth's wealth, status and possessions in Bristol would have 
made him an obvious host for the Queen if his reputation had not already been so 
tarnished. Instead, the Queen was accommodated by Mr John Young in his recently­
built Great House on St Augustine 's Back. Elaborate and expensive entertainments 
and hospitality were arranged for the Queen 's week-long visit, costing the 
Corporation the huge sum of £1,053 14s 1 ld. Her Majesty was greatly pleased by her 
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reception and at her departure knighted her host, Sir John Young. In all the long 
accounts of her visit and entertainment there is no reference to Hugh Smyth. 14 His 
anger at his exclusion from these celebrations and pique at the honour paid to Sir John 
Young could well explain Hugh Smyth's subsequent actions, for in May 1575 he was 
ordered to appear before the Privy Council to answer for 

making, rehersinge or publishinge of certen sclanderous rymes made against Sir 
John Yonge, knight, a thing of very evill example and not [to] be winked at , 
speciallye he being one of her Majesties Justices of the Peace and otherwise 
knowen and reputed for his honestie and livelihood well to be esteemed and in no 
such wise to be abused. 

Once again the Privy Council took a very serious view of Hugh Smyth's actions, and 
told him that it was totally unseemly behaviour for any gentleman and especially for a 
Justice of the Peace; but because Sir John Young was unwilling to prosecute the case 
further Smyth was released with a stern reprimand and a warning about his future 
conduct. 15 

Such warnings appear to have had little effect, however, for during the next few 
years the complaints about Hugh Smyth's behaviour and activities were to increase 
greatly. In 1575, a case against him was brought before the Court of Exchequer by the 
parishioners of Shapwick where he had leased the rectory manor. The parishioners 
stated that the rectory manor had formerly been part of the possessions of the 
Almoner of Glastonbury Abbey, and numerous elderly inhabitants, who could 
remember how matters stood before the suppression of the abbey, all testified to the 
fact that the lessee of the manor had the responsibility of maintaining the chancel of 
the parish church of Shapwick. Hugh Smyth had refused to accept this responsibility 
or to repair the chancel as all his predecessors had done. 16 His tenants at Whitchurch 
also had cause to complain about their treatment by Hugh Smyth , and in 1579 a 
commission headed by Sir Henry Portman and Sir Richard Berkeley was appointed by 
the Exchequer to examine their grievances. The tenants agreed that Hugh Smyth was 
the rightful owner of the manor, but told the commissioners that he had enclosed the 
land at Leaswood and Fillwood on whkh they had traditionally enjoyed rights of 
common for their cattle and from which they had obtained wood for fuel. According 
to the tenants, Smyth had made a park out of their common land and had set it round 
with park pales. Smyth denied that he had done anything illegal, and in a letter to his 
brother, Matthew, wrote that his shepherd had merely replaced some railings which 
had fallen down.I? 

Earlier, in 1564, two individual tenants at Whitchurch had brought legal actions 
against Smyth alleging that he was ignoring the ancient customs of the manor and was 
trying to force them out of their copyhold tenements. Thomas Puckesleye and his son 
John complained to the Court of Chancery, while Thomas Tybbot pursued his 
complaint through the Court of Requests. Tybbot alleged that in an attempt to force 
him out of his 40 acre tenement Smyth's men had destroyed his crops of hay and corn. 
His plea was successful, and the court ordered that Smyth should 

permitt and suffer the saide Thomas Tybbott and his assigns from thenceforth 
peaceablie and quietlie to have holde occupie and enjoye the said messuage and 
other premises during all such years as are yet to come.18 

Smyth was also ordered to replace all the hay and corn his retainers had destroyed. 
Similarly, in 1569 William Newman of Brislington appealed to the Court of Chancery 
for protection from Smyth who had obtained a lease of the parsonage lands there. He 
described Smyth as 'somewhat given to covetousness and seekynge to putt pore men 
to troble and to turne them from their livings . .. '. 19 

Complaints about Hugh Smyth' s conduct came from rich and poor alike. In March 
1577, for example, the sheriff of Somerset was ordered by the Privy Council to 
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enquire into the complaints of 'oppression and other misdemeanours ' which had been 
received about Hugh Smyth.20 Further complaints were made by Walter Weekes, a 
gentleman of Gloucestershire, who alleged that 'Smyth and his adherents' had 
attacked him, and that Smyth had 'practised to have him arrested for debt ' and had 
also offered to pay £50 to anyone who would kill him. Finally, Weekes claimed that 
he had been attacked and seriously wounded by Smyth's retainers. 21 In pursuing the 
numerous legal actions in which he became involved, Hugh Smyth used his position 
as a Justice of the Peace to gain advantage and to influence the selection of juries. In 
1576, for example, he wrote to inform his brother Matthew that he had been able to 
persuade the under-sheriff of Somerset, Thomas Key, to select a favourable jury in a 
case involving one of his men, and that he had sent a list of the jurymen he would 
like.22 

In May 1578, Hugh Smyth was again commanded to appear before the Privy 
Council to answer a series of charges made against him by his neighbours and fellow 
justices, including Sir George Norton of Abbots Leigh, Christopher Kenn of Kenn, Sir 
John Young of Bristol, Sir Nicholas Poyntz of Iron Acton and others. Because of his 
behaviour Smyth had already been excluded from the quorum or inner circle of 
justices, and the other justices now requested that he should be dismissed altogether 
as a justice because of his ' quarrells, disorders and uncomeli speaches'. They 
included a list of his irregularities and illegal activities, including the abuse which he 
had heaped upon them when they had attempted to remonstrate with him. They 
complained that he granted licences to unsuitable alehouses ' more fitter to retayne 
thieves and kepe filthie rule than for any other good consideration', that he threatened 
violence to peaceable people in the neighbourhood, and that he harboured a gang of 
disorderly and heavily-armed ruffians at Ashton Court who assaulted and terrified the 
district and the city of Bristol. They also provided details of one incident in 1577 
when Smyth had employed William Davis of St George, mariner, as captain of a ship 
in which, contrary to law, he had sent a cargo of wheat to Lisbon . When Davis 
returned, having sold the wheat on Smyth's behalf, he was compelled by threats from 
Smyth's retainers to hand over considerably more than he had received for the cargo, 
and Smyth had threatened that he would have him set in the stocks or imprisoned 
unless he paid. For some time Smyth avoided appearing before the Privy Council on 
the grounds of ill health, but his name was ordered to be removed from the list of 
justices.23 

In his own defence Smyth issued a stream of complaints and accusations against 
his neighbours and fellow justices. He alleged that they were guilty of assaults, 
extortion, taking bribes, frauds in collecting customs dues and subsidies, unjust 
treatment of their tenants and numerous other irregularities. 24 At the same time, 
however, Smyth's own armed retainers continued to bring violence and disruption to 
the whole district. One particularly dramatic incident occurred in Bristol in 1579, 
although on this occasion Smyth's men were outnumbered and do not seem to have 
instigated the conflict. The bad feeling between Hugh Smyth and Sir John Young was 
obviously reflected in the enmity between the servants of both men, and when, during 
the summer of 1579, Sir John Young's servants saw Smyth 's retainers passing the 
gates of the Great House on St Augustine's Back they decided to confront them. 
Smyth's men were walking towards St Augustine's Green (College Green), the large 
open space on the north side of the cathedral, so Young's retainers took a short cut 
along Frog Lane and a confrontation took place on the Green. No one seems to have 
been injured in the affray which followed, but it led to a case before the Court of Star 
Chamber, and depositions about the incident were taken from dozens of witnesses. 
The evidence is particularly interesting for the information it supplies about St 
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Augustine's Green, which had been the burial place for the Augustinian abbey, and 
about the chapel of St Jordan which still stood there.25 

The most dramatic of all the incidents involving Hugh Smyth' s band of retainers 
took place during the night of Friday 18 September 1579 when they raided the rabbit 
warren belonging to Sir George Norton at Abbots Leigh. There had long been bad 
feeling between Norton and Smyth, whose estates were so closely joined; Sir George 
Norton complained that Hugh Smyth was 'a very envious, troublesome and disorderly 
person ' and that 'not having the feare of God before his eyes ' he had assembled more 
than thirty dissolute characters at Ashton Court who spent the nights roistering and 
the days in making trouble, 'great number of ruffians , swearers and quarrellers , meete 
ministers of his [Smyth's] wicked devises, and read ye to quarrel and fight with every 
one that shall finde fault with theire outrages and misdemeanours'. He also stated that 
Smyth had a grudge against him because as a Justice of the Peace Norton had given 
evidence concerning a robbery committed by two of Smyth's servants who were duly 
convicted and executed. Norton also stated that Smyth's armed retainers had twice 
burnt down the mills he had built on Leigh Down, one a windmill and the other a 
horse mill, so that he did not dare to build them again; they had also broken into his 
deer park and killed many of his deer.26 

During the night of 18 September 1579 a party of Smyth's retainers broke into Sir 
George Norton 's rabbit warren at Abbots Leigh and began to catch the rabbits . They 
were discovered by the warren-keeper, Thomas Fear, and his companion, Thomas 
Shepherd, and in the darkness a fierce battle ensued . The Ashton Court men 
overpowered Thomas Shepherd who was struck senseless 'havinge been slayne had 
not he byn the better skulled, who after he was downe and wounded, they bounde 
hym with his owne bowe stringe and with his owne garters .. .' 

Meanwhile, Thomas Fear was set upon by some of the other poachers, and fired an 
arrow which hit one of them, John Blanche, who fell to the ground mortally wounded. 
Thereupon the poachers fled , taking the body of John Blanche with them on a horse. 
By this time Thomas Shepherd had regained consciousness and freed himself, and 
together Fear and Shepherd went to rouse Sir George Norton. He sent for his pack of 
hounds and as dawn broke the hounds followed the trail of the poachers through the 
dew-wet grass straight to Ashton Park. On the outskirts of the park, however, a hare 
got up in front of the hounds, who immediately rushed off in pursuit and thereafter 
could follow the poachers' scent no more. There was no doubt that the poachers had 
come from Ashton Court, but when the constable was summoned, Hugh Smyth would 
not allow him to enter his house or grounds.27 

Because of the seriousness of the affair, and the fact that there had already been so 
many complaints about Hugh Smyth and his retainers, the matter came to the 
attention of the Privy Council, who forbade the Somerset coroner from pursuing 
enquiries and summoned all the parties to London. 28 Both parties began to put 
forward their own version of the incident in the rabbit warren; the plea of the 
poachers was by far the most ingenious, since they claimed that they had gone to the 
warren in order to help the warrener in case any person should attempt to molest the 
rabbits and also to assist him in catching some rabbits for Sir George Norton's 
provision. They alleged that the attack upon them in which John Blanche was killed 
was quite unexpected and unprovoked.29 Any enquiry into the episode was likely to 
take some time, and Hugh Smyth who had been ill - 'I am shrewdly trobelyd at this 
present with lameness and can eat nothing but eggs ... ' - decided to take up · 
residence in London.30 With the assistance of his brother, Matthew, who was still at 
the Middle Temple, he purchased a house at Pye Corner in St Sepulchre 's parish and 
took up residence there early in 1580. In London his health deteriorated rapidly, and 
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although he was attended by Roderigo Lopez, one of the leading medical practitioners 
of the time and later court physician to Queen Elizabeth, he grew steadily worse and 
died on 2 March 1580. He was buried in the church of St Sepulchre. 31 

Hugh Smyth had one daughter, Elizabeth, who was married to Edward Morgan of 
Llantarnam in Glamorgan, but the bulk of his extensive estates, including the house 
and lands at Ashton Court, descended to his brother, Matthew. The inventory of Hugh 
Smyth's possessions was proved at Chard in April 1581 and indicates the size of his 
estate, the scale of his farming enterprises and the extent of his wealth. His household 
goods, livestock including numerous horses, and a small ship called The Willcocke, 
were valued at £1,236 18s 0d. 32 Matthew Smyth immediately sold his house in 
London and lands in Essex and took up residence at Ashton Court, although he did 
not long enjoy his new estate since he died in 1583, leaving a son, Hugh, who was 
then only eight years old. Before his death, however, Matthew was responsible for the 
final twist in the story of Hugh Smyth. Hugh had been responsible for creating a 
family vault beneath the floor of Long Ashton church, and it therefore seemed 
appropriate to Matthew that his brother's body should be disinterred and brought back 
to Long Ashton for burial. In February 1581, nearly a year after his burial, Hugh's 
body was carried from London in great state. The heralds were paid more than £23 for 
heraldic shields to be hung about the waggon, the hire of the waggon cost £15 5s 6d, 
and an elaborate funeral at Long Ashton cost more than £200. 33 In spite of the 
notoriety which he had earned during his lifetime, Hugh Smyth's funeral 
demonstrated very clearly how far the family had risen in wealth, status and 
conception of themselves since the time of the sober Bristol merchant, John Smyth, 
who had founded their fortune. When John Smyth died in 1555, he ordered that he 
should be buried without unnecessary expense and with no more than 'such divine 
servyce as for a good Christian man shulde apperteyne' .34 
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