
BOOK REVIEWS 

R.W. Dunning (ed.), The Victoria History of the Counties of England: a History of 
the County of Somerset, vol. VI (Oxford University Press for the Institute of 
Historical Research, 1992), xxiv + 372 pp. , 44 plates and illustrations, 35 maps and 
plans; £60. 

The publication of volume six of the Somerset VCH makes available the history of 
twenty-six parishes lying within the hundreds of Andersfield , Cannington, and North 
Petherton. The three hundreds cover a broad swathe of territory east and west of the 
River Parrett, and include such widely separated and historically disparate places as 
Over Stowey in the Quantock Hills, Creech St Michael on the edge of the Vale of 
Taunton, and East Lyng, which lies where the Somerset Levels begin. In the midst of 
all is Bridgwater, Somerset's most richly documented borough and formerly its 
major port, an account of whose history provides the substantial centre-piece to the 
volume. 

Such geographical variety, described in a main text extending to about a quarter of a 
million words, makes this volume among the most rewarding yet produced by the 
Somerset VCH. The volume is enhanced also by more imaginative and better 
reproduced illustrations than have sometimes appeared hitherto, and by a more liberal 
use of maps and building plans (although no church plans are included, not even for the 
major churches at Stogursey, North Petherton and Bridgwater). Though chiefly 
documentary in basis, the volume draws extensively on the work of archaeologists, 
vernacular architects, and landscape historians, and reflects some of the notable 
strengths of recent historical studies in the county: vernacular buildings, for example, 
receive fuller and more frequent consideration than would have been possible without 
the work of the Vernacular Architecture Group. 

That said, volume six is very much the child of the grand Victorian enterprise which 
resulted in the publication of the first topographical volume in 1900 (Hampshire, vol. 
1), and which has remained faithful to its original aims and methods since that time. 
VCH six follows the long-established format for topographical volumes in the series 
and comprises detailed parish histories equipped with full source references, and 
arranged under headings which include 'manors and other estates', 'economic history', 
'local government', 'church', 'education', and 'charities'. The rigid parochial scheme 
allows an enormous amount of information to be recorded, but there is seldom 
opportunity for a more broadly-based historical synthesis. The brief introduction to the 
volume is not an adequate substitute (and could usefully have been far longer), and the 
'general' volumes of the Somerset VCH, now very elderly, also fail to provide a 
sufficiently detailed overview of topics such as trade, agriculture, landed estates, and 
settlement patterns. 

Criticisms of VCH format have been as frequent as they have been largely 
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unavailing, and cannot in any case diminish the scale of what Robert Dunning and 
Mary Siraut have achieved in volume six. The volume is full of interest, and the fruits 
of meticulous scholarship are apparent throughout. The authors describe a territory in 
which the earliest traces of human activity include the prehistoric earthworks at 
Broomfield and Over Stowey, as well as a Bronze Age site at Wembdon . The two 
linked fortresses which helped to secure Alfred' s kingdom in the late 9th century are 
recorded in the article on Lyng, and pre-Conquest minster churches are suggested for 
Spaxton (tentatively) and for North Petherton. In addition, 11 th century fabric or 
proportions are attributed not only to the church at Spaxton, but also to the great 
Romanesque priory at Stogursey and to the little churches at Michaelchurch and 
Chilton Trinity. 

The medieval settlement pattern within the area of study was notably diverse and 
ranged from nucleated villages such as Bawdrip, Cannington, North Petherton, and 
Stogursey, to the dispersed hamlets of a hill parish such as Broomfield. Agriculture 
was equally varied. Until the 16th century arable farming predominated, sometimes in 
open fields, while from the 17th century, stock rearing and dairy farming became 
increasingly significant. The whole area had its place in the regionally important 
woollen cloth industry, and more distinctive trades also flourished. Copper was mined 
at Bincombe in Over Stowey as early as 1690, and in the later 18th century seaweed, 
or ' ore', was being gathered in great quantities on the coast at Stogursey, where 
coastal limekilns also proliferated. VCH six casts welcome light on the flourishing 
river trade which benefited even small parishes lying on the Rivers Parrett and Tone. 
At Lyng, the use of the River Parrett for trade is evidenced from the 15th century 
onwards; and at Creech St Michael, a landing-place beside the River Tone at Ham had 
by 1714 acquired warehouses , a salt house and a smithy. 

The two great set pieces of volume six are the histories of North Petherton and 
Bridgwater. North Petherton provided the authors with the challenge of an 
enormous and highly complex rural parish, whose manors and estates, over forty in 
number, are untangled with a deftness which compels admiration. The VCH account 
of Bridgwater is an equally impressive tour de force, and benefits from an 
outstandingly rich borough collection, and from the wider historical perspective 
offered by a setting which is both urban and maritime. The account of Bridgwater's 
overseas trade is perhaps the most satisfying piece of historical writing which the 
volume contains, and describes a port which by the 15th century was importing over 
25,000 gallons of wine a year, and exporting cloth and other goods to Spain, France, 
Ireland, and elsewhere. 

A volume on so grand a scale inevitably contains errors and debatable points, 
though only occasionally are they significant: the suggestion that the first element 
in Bridgwater ' s name refers not to a bridge but to a quay or a gang plank must 
surely be questioned on etymological grounds, unless we are to accept an 
improbable borrowing from Old Norse or an unattested meaning for the Old English 
word brycg; and it is unfortunate that Pevsner's erroneous statement that the porch 
at Fairfield bears the date 1589 should be repeated in the article on Stogursey. 
(Pevsner has also proved an unreliable source elsewhere in the volume.) Detailed 
criticisms of VCH six cannot, however, obscure its outstanding qualities. The 
volume is a magnificent achievement, and its claims to future indispensability are 
already beyond doubt. 

TOM MAYBERRY 
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G.D . Squibb (ed .), The Visitation of Somerset and the City of Bristol 1672 
(Publications of the Harleian Society, New Series vol. 11 ), xv + 242 pp.; £20 to 
subscribers, £35 to others (available post free from The College of Arms, Queen 
Victoria St, London, EC4V 4BT). 

The Harleian Society has renewed its interest in the publication of heraldic visitations 
over the last 16 years. The visitations for five counties have appeared during that time 
- including the present edition of the Somerset visitation of 1672 - all of them 
belonging to the Restoration period. The editor in each case has been G.D. Squibb, 
Norfolk Herald Extraordinary, two of the visitations having been undertaken by Sir 
William Dugdale, and two - those for Dorset and Somerset - by Sir Edward Bysshe, 
Clarenceux King of Arms. Mr Squibb is familiar, therefore, with Bysshe's practice of 
extending pedigrees no farther back than the claimant's paternal grandfather, and of 
limiting himself also to direct issue. Bysshe's practice has the merit, at least, of 
leaving users more confident that the family connections recorded by him are 
authentic, that lengthy and possibly fanciful pedigrees have been eliminated, and that 
the habit of linking more noteworthy, but unrelated, persons of the same name in 
other counties has been resisted. 

Sir William Dugdale, in contrast to Bysshe, recommended that a more detailed 
family pedigree should be recorded (though again not beyond the grandfather) to 
include the claimant's brothers and sisters and paternal uncles and aunts, and Squibb's 
aim has been to bring Bysshe's Somerset pedigrees up to Dugdale's standard. The 
editor has added the arms and crests of the families concerned, and has given 
references to earlier generations and collaterals recorded in previously published 
visitations and other works (the bibliography is impressively extensive). How far 
Squibb has succeeded in his work of amplification and how much has been entailed 
can be readily judged in the text, where the editor ' s additions show up in italics. 
When we take into account that there are over 200 pedigrees included for Somerset 
and over 50 for Bristol, drawn from 32 English counties, it is clear that the editor 
faced a task which was by no means as straightforward as I, for one, had originally 
thought. 

So far so good. The weakness of the book, however, is that the time devoted to 
editing the text appears to have been at the expense of a high level of mistakes, 
inconsistencies and discrepancies elsewhere in the volume. Consulting individual 
experts in 30 counties was clearly out of the question, but Somerset itself was surely a 
different matter, and many mistakes could have been avoided : the Chipley concerned 
is in Nynehead rather than Lydiard (sic) St Lawrence; Rodhuish was in Carhampton 
not in Cannington; Maston is Marston Bigot; and there is no parish called Pitney 
Flor(e)y. Less pardonable are the many discrepancies between text and index that 
suggest hurried preparation or inadequate proof reading: Dovechurch for Lovelinch, 
Clitte for Cliffe (for Old Cleeve), Pyne for Ryne (for what?), Suddor for Suddon (for 
Sutton in Wincanton), Wheston for W(h)estow, and Swainswock for Swainswick. The 
widespread inconsistencies in the volume are more irritating than serious and arise 
because the editor has retained the original spelling of place names in the 1672 
visitation, but sometimes arbitrarily adds his own gloss: Yeovil is supplied for Evill, 
and Sherbome for Shirburne, for example; but the editor does not bother to supply 
Poundisford for the otherwise perplexing Pounsfoote (or Poundsfoote as it appears in 
the index) . 

The introduction, at under three pages , is a disappointment and any reader 
expecting to find an assessment of the 'squirearchy' in the vital 50 year period since 
the previous 1623 visitation or, looking ahead, wondering what subsequently 
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happened to the newcomers will not be satisfied. But at least the visitation is now 
readily available, and the combination of Bysshe's discipline and Squibb's industry 
ensures that the researcher 's way has been eased. 

DEREK SHORROCK$ 

Phyllis Hembry (ed.), Calendar of Bradford-on-Avon Settlement Examinations and 
Removal Orders 1725-98 (Wiltshire Record Society, vol. XLVI, 1990, Trowbridge) , 
xxii + 164 pp., £15 + postage (available from M.J. Lansdown, 53 Clarendon Road, 
Trowbridge, Wiltshire, BA14 7BS). 

This volume calendars the 414 surviving settlement examinations , 342 of the 
surviving removal orders, and 6 miscellaneous documents of the parish of Bradford­
on-Avon. Dr Hembry has produced an excellent work, which will be of great value 
not only to the genealogist but also to the social historian and anyone interested in the 
cloth industry and trade in North Wiltshire and East Somerset during the 18th century. 

The introduction covers the economic background to the period and includes a 
brief recital of the main provisions of the 1662 Act relating to settlement and removal. 
Consideration of this Act might perhaps have been extended for the benefit of those 
less familiar with the subject, although Dr Hembry does refer to Blanche Berryman's 
similar volume for the Surrey Record Society. 

The main text consists of a chronological calendar of the examinations, each one 
well precised to give all the necessary information without repeating the common 
form elements time and again. The examinations are divided into two sections, the 
first , and by far the larger, dealing with examinations taken at Bradford or in other 
Wiltshire parishes, and the second dealing with those taken outside the county but 
having reference to Bradford. A third section lists the removal orders in chronological 
order. This section is divided into four : removals from Bradford to other Wiltshire 
parishes, from Bradford to parishes outside Wiltshire, from Wiltshire parishes to 
Bradford, and from parishes outside the county to Bradford. 

There are indexes of persons, places, and trades and occupations, the last being 
particularly useful for anyone engaged in a study of mobility amongst cloth workers. 
The places index includes approximately 75 Somerset parishes; and while the 
majority of those parishes appear only once in the calendar, larger towns such as Bath, 
Frome, and Shepton Mallet occur several times. 

I have only one criticism of this work. In the introduction Dr Hembry notes that there 
are removal orders for Bradford earlier than 1725, but she does not say why she failed to 
calendar them. I presume it was because the examinations only begin in that year. Those 
who use this volume on the assumption that by checking the index they will cover all the 
surviving material for the parish will, therefore, be mistaken. As there are only some 50 
removal orders dated before 1725, it seems a pity Dr Hembry did not include them. 

S.J. BERRY 

Stephen Robinson, Somerset Place Names (Dovecote Press, 1992), 158 pp. ; £5 .95. 

The study of place-names can provide a great deal of historical information about the 
early history of the landscape. The secret lies in the systematization of the enormous 
corpus of available material and then its use in conjunction with the disciplines of 
archaeology and documentary research. The work of such people as John Dodgson, 
Margaret Gelling, Margaret Faull , Brian Copley and Brian Cox shows what can be 
done, and demonstrates that place-name studies are a co-operative venture founded 
most of all on the meticulous scholarship of expert linguists . 
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Unfortunately, Stephen Robinson's new book fails to use the now well­
established techniques of place-name studies, does not discriminate between 
sources, and displays little knowledge of the languages. Nor, in what is essentially a 
historical work, is there much evidence that the author is familiar with modern 
views about the relevant periods : his historical introduction contains much that is 
eccentric or simply wrong. There is, for example, absolutely no evidence that Old 
English society was in any way 'democratic' (p. 11), and his later assertion that 
there was a substantial Norse settlement on the coast of Somerset is equally 
unfounded (p. 37). Far worse, however, than his many curious views about the 
period 400-1066, is his very shaky grasp of the meaning of so many Old English 
topographical terms. He appears to have made no use of A.H. Smith's English 
Place-Name Elements ( 1970), and has fallen into many serious errors. His 
definition of tun as 'an enclosure' is correct so far as it goes. The problem is that 
the word was used in many different ways, dependent on cultural background and 
date, and acquired meanings as disparate as 'homestead' and 'town'. Wic is far too 
complicated an element to define simply as 'a settlement by the sea' Uust think of 
all those 'wicks' around Bath); haga is actually a hedge or fence, and only by 
extension an enclosure; a feld was not in origin a field, but an open area in contrast 
to woodland; and Leah is certainly not a meadow, but probably most often an 'open 
space' in woodland. Then there is ham, a problem which Mr Robinson evidently 
does not recognise. It is perfectly true that ham is the root word of our modern word 
' home' ; unfortunately there is a different word hamm - with a short vowel - which 
meant 'an enclosure ' . The first term had ceased to be used in name formation by the 
time English naming habits became prevalent in the West Country, and it is the 
second element, without habitative associations, which is the element found in 
Somerset. Finally, the element stoc - another habitative element which gives the 
modern 'stoke' - does not have any relationship to a stockade, but means simply 'a 
dependent place '. 

Where does all this leave Mr Robinson? It means that most of his definitions 
are untrustworthy: Abbots Leigh is 'the abbot ' s open land', not meadow; 
Beckington is 'Beocca's tun' and has nothing to do with beech trees; the second 
element in Bishop' s Lydeard is not a compound of English personal names, as the 
author improbably suggests, but an Old Welsh name. The litany of errors 
continues through every letter of the alphabet all the way to Williton , which is not 
'willow enclosure' but 'the tun on the river Willet'. There is so much wrong with 
the book that it cannot be recommended. If you are interested in place-names, 
look instead at Eilert Ekwall 's Concise Oxford Dictionary of English Place­
Names (1960) or consult A.H . Smith's Elements; and first of all read Margaret 
Gelling's Signposts to the Past (1978). If you have already bought Mr Robinson's 
book, don't rely on it. 

MICHAEL COSTEN 

Bob Dunning , Bridgwater: History and Guide (Alan Sutton Publishing, Stroud, 
1992), 122 pp., numerous illustrations; £7.99. 

In his latest book Robert Dunning has produced a very readable and informative short 
history of Bridgwater to complement the more academic account of the town 
contained in the latest Somerset volume of the Victoria County History . Dr Dunning's 
strengths as a documentary historian are apparent throughout, and he has provided 
many new insights and much food for thought. 

In his introduction, the author outlines the strategic and trading importance of the 
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Parrett estuary from prehistoric times to the Norman Conquest. He shows that the 
estates of the West Saxon kings included the royal manor of Cannington and the 
minster parish of North Petherton, and that Harold Godwinson held an estate 
protected by a castle at Over Stowey. He offers a controversial new hypothesis for 
the origins of Bridgwater's name, suggesting that the first element refers not to a 
bridge but to a quay. In this reviewer 's opinion, support for Dr Dunning ' s view may 
well be provided by the archaeological evidence of a defended settlement at 
Downend, Puriton, complete with Norman motte and bailey castle and an embryonic 
planned town. This settlement clearly guarded the northern spur of the Polden ridge 
and the ancient herepath via the Pawlett hams to the river crossing at Combwich. 
Why continue to protect the herepath if there was an early bridge crossing at 
Bridgwater? 

Bridgwater 's history as a town began in 1200 when King John granted William 
Brewer licence to crenellate and gave charters both for a borough outside the castle 
walls and also for holding markets and fairs . Thus was the trading town established. 
From the early middle ages Bridgwater was involved in national politics and 
associated with both king-makers and king-breakers: Brewers, Mortimers, Staffords, 
and Nevilles all feature prominently in its history. By the early 15th century, the port 
was well established and a class of wealthy merchants was emerging. Among them 
were men such as John Kedwelly who in 1410 petitioned parliament concerning 
recalcitrant Frenchmen who had seized English goods at Harfleur despite a truce 
between the two countries. By the Tudor period Bridgwater's importance as a port 
was in decline as a result of the diminishing trade in cloth, but business had improved 
again by the end of the 16th century. 

Dr Dunning writes especially well about the personalities involved in the 
political and religious turmoils of the 17th century, and leads us through the Civil 
War and the Restoration to the tragic events of the Monmouth Rebellion. His 
account of Bridgwater in the 18th century describes continuing mercantile 
prosperity and emerging industrialisation as well as the ' gentrification ' of the 
town, while in the 19th century he presents us with a town which was one of the 
rottenest of rotten boroughs. The provision of a wet dock in 1841 could not reverse 
the town 's steady decline as a port, but the dock struggled on until 1971 by which 
time Bridgwater had also ceased to be an important link in the railway network . Dr 
Dunning 's history, which includes a walking tour of the town, ends optimistically 
by noting that Bridgwater ' s medieval trading status has enjoyed a minor 
renaissance in the 1990s owing to the establishment of warehouse depots on the 
town's motorway junctions. 

The book has a comfortable, large format with a good light design and plenty of 
white space. I found the profusion of typefaces and the expanding and condensing of 
type a little 'down-market' for a quality publication and the sub-heads are too close to 
the text. Many of the half-tone illustrations should have reproduced with better 
clarity, and some are not expanded upon in the text; if space was a consideration, 
extended captions could easily have been accommodated in the book's generous 
margins. 

This is an enjoyable book, and it is only a pity that the author was not given the 
space to tell us more. As the first serious history of Bridgwater since the 
beginning of the century, it could have been a definitive work. Dr Dunning has 
dedicated the volume to Jack Lawrence: this pleases many of us who were both 
taught by Jack and inspired by hi s enormous contribution to the study of 
Bridgwater's history. 

CHRIS SIDAWAY 
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Dorian Gerhold, Road Transport Before the Railways: Russell's London Flying 
Waggons , (Cambridge University Press, 1993), xviii + 316 pp.; maps and illustrations; 
£35. 

No-one who has studied the social and economic history of pre-industrial England can 
fail to be aware of the importance of the carrier. Even in the later 19th century he 
survived almost as an extension to the railway network in some rural areas. Not all 
achieved the fame of Hobson of Cambridge or Pickford of Manchester but each was 
essential to the life of his private and business customers. He not only delivered goods 
and materials to businesses of every kind but also carried passengers too poor to 
afford any type of coach travel, as well as documents, money, trees and plants, 
parcels, musical instruments, and sometimes the entire possessions of households on 
the move. Most carriers have left little evidence of their activities other than brief 
entries in directories, but fortunately the activities of some of the larger firms are 
recorded elsewhere. In the case of Russell and Company, protracted litigation ensured 
the survival of a large archive which has enabled this book to be written. 

The volume - which contains much of Somerset interest - tells the story of the 
development of the carrier from simple beginnings with strings of packhorses to the 
large firms of the late 18th and early 19th centuries with several waggons each 
carrying up to six tons over hundreds of miles. The author has studied the costs and 
profitability of road transport not only in relation to the businesses of the carriers but 
also to those of their customers who had to weigh the advantages of speed or security 
against the expenses of carriage. Long-distance carriers are compared with local ones. 
The author considers the effects of bad roads on costs, and the benefits of better roads 
and horses to a business where overheads were low but mileage costs were high. 
Expenditure on fuel - that is on provender for the horses - fell from two thirds of 
carrying costs in the early 18th century to half in the early 19th, but skilled marketing 
in obtaining oats, beans, and especially hay remained important. Over two centuries 
there were improvements in the breeding of waggon horses and the construction of 
waggons , struggles to maintain reliability and good timekeeping, increasingly 
sophisticated book-keeping , the disappearance of packhorse traffic, and the 
introduction of the fly waggon which cut journey times by travelling through the 
night. We also learn something of the problems: security, especially in the lucrative 
Falmouth-London bullion business ; damage from weather, rough roads, or bad 
packing; competition, sometimes unscrupulous ; breakdowns and accidents which 
could cause delays throughout the system; and the provision of agents , horses, and 
premises to cover each route . Despite the difficulties of the trade, Russell and 
Company - rivalled in its heyday only by the great northern carriers - was clearly a 
profitable and successful concern and the author traces its development from the 
packhorse businesses of the Morris and Bird families in the late 17th century through 
several partnerships until its end in bankruptcy in 1843. 

The firm operated over the route of the later A303 and had many Somerset 
customers. The county's silk trade was completely dependent on the carrying service 
provided by Russell's and others, as were the sailcloth industry of south Somerset, the 
glove makers, and traders in lightweight valuable commodities such as tea, coffee, 
spices, hops , and millinery. One of the most commonly carried commodities was 
high-quality, lightly-salted butter, especially from the Wincanton area. The author 
examines the relationship between the carriers and the new railway companies and 
notes the consequent effects on some businesses in parts of south Somerset. 

This book is well written and includes many illustrations, useful maps and tables, 
full notes, a good bibliography, and a thorough index. It is disappointing that the 
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topographical volumes of the Victoria County History were not used, especially as 
they cover the Stoke and Martock gloving industry and the Crewkerne sailcloth 
manufacture. The appendices provide information on other carriers in the West 
Country and on the costs of carriage. Although this is a scholarly work based on 
detailed research, it can be warmly recommended. It makes fascinating reading for 
anyone interested in a neglected area of economic life in the West Country. 

MARY SIRAUT 

Tom Mayberry, Coleridge and Wordsworth in the West Country, (Alan Sutton 
Publishing, Stroud, 1992), ix+ 182 pp., 133 illustrations, 4 maps; £14.99. 

The time which Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth spent in the West 
Country was to have a profound effect upon their lives and artistic development. The 
year 1797-8, in particular, when Wordsworth and his sister Dorothy rented the house 
at Alfoxden in the Quantock Hills while Coleridge lived nearby at Nether Stowey, 
marked a 'brief golden age of friendship and creativity' which produced the Lyrical 
Ballads and gave rise to such well-known masterpieces at 'The Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner', 'Kubla Khan' and 'Tintern Abbey'. Tom Mayberry's study of the poets' 
lives during this idyllic time was written with the intention of 'giving prominence to 
the settings in which extraordinary creative achievements were brought to fulfilment'. 
The fascinating story is very well told, with a wealth of detail about the West Country 
personalities and landscapes which had such an impact upon the two young men. 

Coleridge was born at Ottery St Mary, Devon, in 1772, the son of the vicar who 
was also master of the local school. The story of his early life is told, including his 
education at Christ's Hospital in London and Jesus College, Cambridge, and his 
quixotic decision to enlist in the dragoons in 1793. Although through the intercession 
of his friends he was finally discharged in 1794 on the grounds that he was insane, the 
strange episode effectively ended his hitherto promising university career. A walking 
tour took Coleridge to Oxford where he met the young Bristolian Robert Southey, a 
poet and radical thinker, and from their friendship emerged the idealistic but totally 
impractical plan for establishing a 'Pantisocratic' society in America, living in total 
harmony with Nature and with each other. A visit to Bristol soon followed where 
Coleridge met Joseph Cottle who was later to be the publisher of the Lyrical Ballads, 
and where he also met Sara Fricker who in 1795 was to become his long-suffering 
and often-neglected wife. It was also in Bristol that he first met William Wordsworth. 
On the last day of 1796 Coleridge, his wife and their baby son, David Hartley, made 
the uncomfortable journey to the cottage at Nether Stowey where for a time Coleridge 
found 'a greater degree of creative fulfilment than he would ever know again'. 

The story of Coleridge's curious life-style and idealistic dreams is told with a 
wealth of well-researched detail, as is his period in Bristol where he worked as a 
reviewer, public lecturer and as a lively preacher in the Unitarian chapels of the 
district. For a time he considered becoming a Unitarian minister, and while living at 
Nether Stowey preached regularly at Taunton and Bridgwater. Soon after his arrival at 
Nether Stowey, Coleridge renewed his friendship with William Wordsworth who, 
with his sister Dorothy, was living in John Pretor Pinney's house, Racedown Lodge, 
in west Dorset. In July 1797 the Wordsworths moved to Alfoxden and began the year 
of companionship and poetry which form the central core of this book. The natural 
beauty of the unspoilt landscape of West Somerset which the three young friends 
explored on long walks had a profound effect upon them and provided the 
background for the remarkable poetic achievements of this period. Their demeanour, 
conversation and ideas, as well as those of the friends who visited them, provided 
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material for much anxious gossip in the neighbourhood and led to reports that they 
were French agents and to their movements being watched by a remarkably inefficient 
government spy whose activities are amusingly described. Sadly, this happy period in 
their lives soon came to an end, although the story of their later years is summarised 
briefly. 

This book will be of particular interest to all who are familiar with the landscape 
and places in Somerset which provide the background to the story and whose natural 
beauty so influenced the young poets. Tom Mayberry makes excellent use of his 
detailed knowledge of the topography and local history of the district to provide 
valuable background information on all aspects of the poets' lives, friendship and 
expeditions, and his book is clearly the result of meticulous and dedicated research. 
The large number of illustrations are especially useful and informative. They are 
drawn from many different sources including many from the collections of the 
Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society and from the Somerset Record 
Office. Appendices include a new edition of Dorothy Wordsworth's Alfoxden Journal 
of 1798 with her perceptive comments on the scenic beauty and natural history of the 
Quantock Hills. There is also a useful Gazetteer of the West Country places which 
they visited. This well-written and copiously-illustrated book is warmly 
recommended to all members of this Society. 

J.H. BETTEY 

Michael McGarvie (ed.), Memoirs of a Victorian Farmer: Richard White of Mells, 
Norridge and Zeals (Frome Society for Local Study, 1990), I 32 pp.; £9.00. 

Richard White was a farmer who, in his own words, ' never took to cows ' and an 
active churchman from a strong Methodist background. His memoirs are packed with 
vivid impressions of rural life culled from over 60 years spent on farms at Mells in 
Somerset, and at Norridge and Zeals in Wiltshire. 

Despite his aversion to cattle during his working life, Richard White did not enjoy 
his retirement and recalled with affection the festivities on the farm that accompanied 
annual events such as harvest home and sheep shearing. Balanced against these happy 
memories are his descriptions of poor land and bad landlords as well as of the ill­
health with which his family had to contend. 

Although White covers many different topics in addition to farming, his account of 
the churches and churchmen he knew is particularly interesting . White's first 
impression of the church at Upton Scudamore was of the unpleasant smell emanating 
from the family vaults beneath the chancel. His description of the luxury in which 
Squire Horner attended church at Mells should not be missed. 

At times Richard White's inexperience as a writer is glaringly obvious, but 
footnotes and a useful map supplied by the editor, Michael McGarvie, help to keep 
the narrative on course. The end result is an informative and often amusing insight 
into the life of a Victorian yeoman farmer. 

ANDREW DOWSEY 

Derek Shorrocks, The Church of St John the Evangelist, Staplegrove (Staplegrove 
PCC with Staplegrove Local History Society, 1992), 44 pp., illustrated; £3.50. 

This is a very comprehensive church guide which follows the author's earlier 
monograph on the rectors of Staplegrove published by the Staplegrove Local History 
Society in 1988. As stated on the title page, this is also an outline history and the 
booklet begins with chapters on the history of the church followed by sections on the 
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main furnishings, the windows, and the bells. Inside the back cover is a useful plan 
indicating building periods and including a key to the main features . 

Although, as the author admits, Staplegrove church has neither ' striking 
architectural features ' nor 'furnishings of antiquity', there are modern gems such as the 
wrought iron Tree of Life screen (1973) and the finely-carved pulpit (1909) which 
ought to draw in more visitors than probably find this parish. The exterior is 
unprepossessing, and not everyone will agree with the author that the modern west 
porch is unobtrusive. The main interest of the church is its history. The author traces 
that history expertly and ranges beyond the church itself to include biographical details 
of the families commemorated on the walls and in the churchyard. Much fascinating 
detail has been brought to light: the author tells us of the young man who died in 
France on his honeymoon in 1888, of the theft and successful recovery of the 
Elizabethan communion cup, and of the fact that those occupying free pews were 
allocated only 17 inches of seat each! It is a pity that more use was not made of the 
diocesan records to illuminate the history of the church, but local information has been 
used to very good effect and there is much detailed history of the church in the 20th 
century, a period often neglected by writers of similar guides. Some of the sketches are 
perhaps too 'sketchy', but there are some excellent photographs, and it is good to see 
John Buckler's drawing from the Society's collection used as a frontispiece. 

MARY SIRAUT 

Michael McGarvie, St Mary's, Berkley: a History and Guide (Frame Society for Local 
Study, for Berkley PCC, 1992), 36 pp.; £3 .00 including postage and packing 
(available from M. Eyres, 11 Berkley Marsh, Frame); Michael McGarvie, The 
Grange, Tytherington, Frome (Frame Society for Local Study, 1992), 36 pp.; £3.00 
including postage and packing (available from the author, Marston House, Frame, 
BAll 5DU). 

Sir Nikolaus Pevsner thought Berkley possessed 'the best Georgian church in any 
Somerset village'. That might seem rather little to claim considering the great scarcity 
of Georgian parish churches in the diocese as a whole. But Michael McGarvie's 
admirably written and illustrated history shows the justice of Pevsner's enthusiasm, 
and reveals a church which is not merely a rarity, but a building of real architectural 
distinction. 

The parish of Berkley - the most easterly in the county - had its own church as 
early as the 13th century. The decision to replace the medieval building in the mid­
l 8th century reflected the dilapidation which had by then overtaken the fabric, and the 
happy accident that the village squire was also a talented architect. John Prowse, lord 
of the manor of Berkley, was a friend of the fashionable architect Sanderson Miller, 
and seems almost certain to have been responsible for designing the church at 
Berkley. Prowse drew especially on the example of Wren's City churches, and the 
most striking feature of Berkley church - its domical vault - has been seen as the 
humble offspring of such grand spatial experiments as St Stephen's, Walbrook. 
Michael McGarvie suggests a more direct parallel with Wren's church of St Mary at 
Hill, whose central dome, supported by four classical columns, is echoed in the 
arrangement at Berkley. The author also seeks parallels for the outstanding stucco 
decoration which distinguishes the Berkley dome, though he cannot identify with 
certainly the hand responsible for the work. 

This publication, which is divided between a guide to the church and a fuller 
history of the church and parish, is much to be welcomed for making available a well­
researched account of a remarkable building. 
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Michael McGarvie's The Story of the Grange, Tytherington - also a publication 
of the enterprising Frome Society for Local Study - is an illustrated account of a 
large Somerset farmhouse and the people who have shaped its history. The author 
has drawn chiefly on the abundant archives of the Longleat and Marston estates, 
and has succeeded in producing a house history which is a model of its kind. The 
Grange, which anciently lay in the parish of Frome St John, is a farmhouse whose 
predecessor on the site belonged to Cirencester Abbey. At the dissolution, the 
Thynnes of Longleat made it part of their estate, and much of the existing building 
was the work of one of their tenants, Robert Bisse. Bisse was a prosperous clothier, 
a version of whose wool mark, incorporating his initials and the date 1661, is 
evidently represented in the plasterwork of the Grange 's great chamber. It was 
essentially Bisse's house which Lord Cork acquired for the Marston estate in 1805, 
and which, shorn of much of its ancient farmland, was purchased by the present 
owners in 1986. 

The Grange is not, perhaps, a building of outstanding architectural quality; but 
Michael McGarvie's patient and imaginative research has made possible nevertheless 
a valuable history of what he aptly describes as a 'quintessential English yeoman's 
house' . 

TOM MAYBERRY 

Tony Scrase, Wells: a Pictorial History (Phillimore, Chichester, 1992), 128 pp., 175 
plates; £11.95 . 

Of the many published books containing photographs of Wells this volume has a 
weight and substance which has often been lacking. The title itself indicates that 
this is more than simply a catalogue of old photographs. Not only does the volume 
reproduce the images to a consistently high standard, but the author has also 
managed to set the scene and to provide a framework within which to view the 
pictures. 

Mr Scrase begins the volume with an eight-page summary history of the city, 
and within that small space provides a wealth of information which could usefully 
be published as a separate pamphlet. The author is an acknowledged expert on the 
history of Wells and the depth of his knowledge is apparent throughout the text, 
even if one or two errors have unfortunately crept in (for example, the date of the 
foundation of St Thomas 's church). The pictorial record opens with the 
ecclesiastical history of Wells, and includes buildings such as the cathedral, the 
Bishop's Palace, and the parish church of St Cuthbert. The book then shows us the 
charitable foundations of the city - among them almshouses, schools, and hospitals 
- before moving on to the secular life of Wells . Street by street, photographs and 
engravings annotated with a wealth of supplementary information bring the city's 
history to life. The former abundance of public houses is remarkable to see, and it 
is fascinating to trace those which have survived and those which have become 
shops and banks. The history of transport is well represented, and there are 
especially good illustrations from the hey-day of the railways. Nor are local 
personalities and events ignored, and the book ends with a picture of the St 
Thomas's Quoits Club in 1908, proudly displaying the shield which records their 
triumphs. 

This is a book which can be warmly recommended. The author's considerable 
knowledge and obvious love of his subject have resulted in a volume which is a 
delight to browse through. But first you should read it from cover to cover. 

LESLEY-ANNE KERR 
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Hazel Hudson, Wedmore Past and Present: a Pictorial Record of Wedmore Parish 
(published by the author, 1993), x + 81 pp., numerous plates; £9.00. 

The genre of local history picture books is flourishing. How should such books be 
judged? Selection of material, quality of reproduction, and general appearance on the 
coffee table are no doubt the main criteria, and on the last two counts this publication 
does not perhaps achieve the highest ratings. The standard of reproduction does not 
always equal that which has been reached elsewhere, and the hand of the book 
designer is wanting: the layout is sometimes idiosyncratic. 

The selection of material is, however, notably fine . There is the expected 
foundation of commercially-produced postcards, unusually rich in private houses as 
well as conventional street scenes. In addition, the author has been able to draw on the 
work of the doctor and the parson among the amateurs, and of the part-time 
professional photographer. Most interesting of all are copies made on to lantern 
slides, nearly a century ago, of fugitive images from the pioneering days of 
photography in the 1850s. 

Beneath the surface of this picture book lies the work of an able and energetic local 
historian, the fruits of whose research appear in many of the captions. References to 
earlier centuries link the slice of the recent past which the photographs record to less 
visible roots. Other captions reveal the work of the oral historian, who has sometimes 
used the very images preserved in the book as a stimulus for memory. 

Further volumes are promised. It will be interesting to see whether they conform 
more closely to the norm for picture books or whether - as this reviewer hopes - they 
take further the preservative role both by publishing rare early images and by using 
oral history to interpret more recent pictures. 

ADAM GREEN 

Stan and Joan Rendell, Steep Holm: the Story of a Small Island (Alan Sutton, Stroud, 
1993), xii + 244 pp., paperback, illustrated; £9.99. 

For all who know the Bristol Channel, Steep Holm has an abiding fascination. This 
book, as its title suggests , sets out to tell us its story. Other publications in recent 
years have covered aspects of Steep Holm's history and natural history, and surveys 
by naturalists, archaeologists and historians have been published during the present 
century. The island has also featured in a variety of books by historians of Somerset 
and the West Country from at least the 17th century, as well as in a large number of 
unpublished sources. Using all this material, the authors have written a chronological 
account of the island from prehistory to the present day. They have been part of 
archaeological excavations on Steep Holm for over fifteen years. Their account is 
thus based on a mixture of local knowledge, documentary research, and first-hand 
excavation experience. Inevitably, the amount of available material varies from period 
to period, and the chronological approach to a variety of themes means that topics and 
periods sometimes overlap or interlock. The first part of the book takes us from the 
earliest times to the end of the 13th century; a linking section traces ownership to the 
18th century; and the second half of the book covers the 19th and 20th centuries. 

Evidence for prehistoric occupation is slight, and amounts to no more than a few 
possibly mesolithic flints, 19th century accounts of possible shell middens, and 
reported finds of neolithic pottery sherds. Documentary evidence, often anecdotal in 
nature, suggests that burials and remaining earthworks of doubtful date could be a 
early as the Bronze Age. The tradition of occupation by Gildas is well known, though 
there is no definite evidence for it. Excavation by the Rendells has now produced firm 
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evidence of Roman occupation: finds have included Arretine and Samian ware, 
Winthill-type glass, coins and coarser pottery, confirming occupation over the whole 
of the Roman period. Much of the Roman material has been found in loose scree or as 
infill during excavation of the Augustinian priory site, which has often been disturbed 
or used as quarry over the centuries. Patient work by the Rendells and their team has 
revealed a much clearer idea of the priory 's layout and history and has also located 
several in situ burials . There is much new information here, but in the account of what 
life in the priory was probably like it is not always clear what is based on real 
evidence and what is inferred from general knowledge of the Augustinian order. A 
clearer annotated plan of the eastern end of the island, showing existing and 
excavated structures, would have been useful, as would a list of principal finds. 

The ownership of the island has been painstakingly traced from the closure of the 
failing priory in 1265 to the end of the 18th century, and a picture of life on the island 
is pieced together from contemporary accounts. Warreners, fishermen, gullers, 
farmers and seafarers all make an appearance. Steep Holm's 19th century history was 
dominated by attempts to develop the tourist trade and by the building of the 
Victorian batteries. The construction of the latter destroyed or disturbed much of the 
medieval and prehistoric archaeology, but because of the difficulties of transport, the 
cannon themselves have remained to become part of the military archaeology of the 
island, as have the Second World War installations. In the present century much work 
has been undertaken by conservation and naturalist trusts - most recently by the 
Kenneth Allsop Memorial Trust - in clearing debris, repairing damage to the 
environment and exploring the old sites. 

This is a carefully researched book for the general reader, and with its useful 
bibliography and copious illustrations it will appeal to a wide range of interests. For 
the local or landscape historian of the district, for all who have grown up within sight 
of the island, and for newcomers as well, the book should prove both enlightening and 
enjoyable. 

MARY HARDING 


