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Fragments of the Bronze Age: the destruction and 
deposition of metalwork in south-west Britain and 
its wider context, by Matthew G. Knight, Prehistoric 
Society Res. Paper 13, Oxford, Oxbow Books, 2022, 
186 pp., 112 mainly colour figs, 26 tables, Hbk., £35, 
ISBN 978-1-78925-697-0 

This publication has its origins in the PhD that the 
author completed at the University of Exeter in 2018. 
It represents a comprehensive analysis of Bronze 
Age metalwork (copper, bronze and gold) from the 
counties of Cornwall, Devon, Somerset and Dorset. 
The focus of the study is an understanding of the 
relationship between the deliberate destruction of 
metalwork and the process of its deposition.

To achieve his objective, Knight developed a 
rigorous categorisation of ancient damage, which 
he termed a Damage Ranking System. As part of the 
development of that system, he undertook a series 
of experiments. By destroying replica pieces of 
metalwork using different methods, he was able to 
reach the conclusion that heating the bronze before 
the destruction achieved the results that most closely 
resembled the archaeological evidence and that it was 
likely that the destruction was carried out by people 
who were well versed in metalworking.

The discussion of the ranking system and the 
associated experiments are dealt with in the opening 
chapters. The subsequent three chapters deal with 
Knight’s analysis of 1,735 metal objects from the 
south-west counties, divided chronologically into the 
Early, Middle and Late Bronze Age. Excluded from 
this are the two largest concentrations of metalwork, 
from Langton Matravers (Dorset) and the Salcombe 
wreck site (Devon) as those have been well studied 
and reported on previously (Roberts et al. 2015; 
Needham et al. 2013). 

The period chapters explore some assemblages in 
detail, as well as presenting overall conclusions about 
the changing character of the treatment of metalwork 
over time and between the different counties. In the 
early period there is little evidence of deliberate 
damage, with deposition mainly of complete objects. 
In the Middle Bronze Age (1500-1150 BC) there 
is a shift towards more hoarding and in Somerset 
considerable evidence for deliberate destruction of 
metalwork, which is not seen to the same extent in the 
other counties. The analysis of this period includes 
detailed examinations of the Taunton Workhouse and 
Priddy hoards and the South Cadbury shield. There 
appears to be a distinction between objects, with 

ornaments and rapiers often deliberately damaged, 
but not palstave axes.

In the Late Bronze Age (from 1150 BC) there is 
a large volume of metalwork across north-western 
Europe and in Britain, especially in the South and 
South West. Until c. 800 BC the destruction of objects 
is common. The Stogursey hoard, the largest in the 
region, had 68% of its objects exhibiting deliberate 
damage, with few refitting pieces, suggesting that 
it had been accumulated over a long time. In the 
transition into the Early Iron Age (800-600 BC) 
bronze metalwork mainly comes in the form of 
undamaged axeheads and small tools.

The final chapter places the south-west evidence 
in its wider national and European context. The main 
possible reasons behind destruction and deposition 
are explored including exchange, recycling, death, 
abandonment of settlements and marking significant 
social events. The importance of the landscape is 
highlighted, for example the destruction of swords 
and spearheads was seemingly not required for their 
deposition in rivers but appears to have been essential 
for placing them in bogs, lakes and marshes.

Overall, this publication provides a detailed and 
thought-provoking analysis of the metalwork from 
the region, with well-presented and clear evidence 
for the variations in deliberate damage and deposition 
between different areas, periods, landscapes and 
classes of object, together with exploration of the 
possible reasons behind those observed variations. It 
is a must read for anyone interested in the Bronze Age 
of Somerset and the wider region.

RICHARD BRUNNING

National, local, family: history from Somerset’s 
bishops’ registers, 1264-1559, by Robert Dunning, 
Somerset Record Society Extra Series 2, 2022, 153 
pp., 15 b/w and colour illus., index, Pbk., £21, ISBN 
978-0-901732-50-7

The medieval diocese of Bath and Wells encompassed 
the historic county of Somerset. The bishops of 
that diocese were conscientious in seeing to the 
production of registers of their acts, decisions and 
other matters in a series of volumes that began in the 
13th century and continued into the early modern 
period. We are fortunate that the Somerset Record 
Society has calendered and published copies of those 
registers. However, as Robert Dunning points out, 
such volumes ‘can present a formidable challenge’. 
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This book in the Extra Series of the Somerset Record 
Society seeks to make the contents of those registers 
accessible and meaningful to a broad audience. 
We must thank Robert Dunning for his success in 
achieving that objective.

The book is divided into four main parts. Part 
One considers the registers themselves, providing 
several illustrations that give the reader a flavour 
of the manuscripts. It also discusses the registrars 
who were responsible for compiling the registers. 
Part Two looks at the people of the registers, broken 
down into six chapters. These cover such items as the 
clergy, the religious houses, marriage and divorce, 
wills and testaments etc. Part Three is entitled ‘Rural 
and Urban Landscapes’ and comprises four chapters. 
They include studies of urban and rural landscapes, 
the estates of the bishops and church buildings. Part 
Four broadens the scope beyond the diocese of Bath 
and Wells. Its two chapters look at the bishops in the 
nation and the bishops’ relations with the papacy. 
Finally there are 18 pages of appendices of which the 
largest appendix lists the individuals whose oratories 
and chapels were licensed for the celebration of mass 
across the county.

There is no danger of this book comprising simple 
lists of people, places or topics reproduced slavishly 
from the registers. The author has chosen a series of 
themes where he draws on the contents of the registers, 
illuminated by his great expertise, to inform and, on 
occasion, to entertain the reader. We see in chapter 6 
how, in 1457, Thomas Combe and Agnes Cole, both 
of Wells, were excommunicated for adultery and fled 
to Exeter. Whether the Devon city remained the bolt-
hole of choice for unrepentant couples is not certain. 
For the researcher looking for evidence to further 
their work, there are many examples throughout the 
book. For example, the presence of literacy among 
higher-status women is confirmed by the copy of the 
will of Dame Eleanor Hulle of Cannington, dated 
1461. It is described as ‘written on paper with her own 
hand in English’ (Dame Eleanor’s is one of 37 wills 
summarised in chapter 7). Students of surnames and 
family history will find Appendix III with its list of 
176 names especially helpful.

The author brings his expertise and broad historical 
understanding to bear with particular success in such 
chapters as those on the bishops and the nation. He 
positions the extracts from the registers within the 
story of the Hundred Years War and the Wars of the 
Roses to great effect. The key focus of the registers 
may be the county of Somerset, but there is also an 
international dimension. We see the bishops providing 
support to a noble of Constantinople to pay a ransom 
after the fall of the city to the Ottomans. Another 
ransom pledge was for Robert Molyneus who was 

taken prisoner after fighting for the king of Hungary. 
On some matters the bishops’ registers are 

frustratingly uninformative. The critical years of the 
Henrician Reformation resonate little within their 
folios. Robert Dunning points out, for example, that 
there are no entries about monks or monasteries in 
Bishops Clerk’s register after June 1534, yet many 
of the religious houses continued until their final 
dissolution in 1539. No space was given to such 
events as the brutal execution of Abbot Richard 
Whiting of Glastonbury in November 1539.

The book is well-produced with very few 
typographical errors. The index is accurate and 
comprehensive. The 15 illustrations, some in 
colour, are all clear and readable. It is a shame that 
no bibliography is provided as it can make it more 
difficult to follow through the references within the 
footnotes. For example footnote 2 on page 103 refers 
to ‘Judd, Thomas Bekynton’ but it is only by working 
back through the preceding footnotes that the full 
description of the work can be found on page 28. In a 
book of this length, that can be tedious.

In conclusion this is a very welcome addition to the 
extra series of the SRS. For example where else could 
we go to see all the entries concerning the names of 
the members of religious houses summarised so 
conveniently (Appendix 1)? Although it is a book that 
will probably be used primarily for reference, it is 
also very readable. By bringing together information 
from a long sequence of the bishops’ registers, Robert 
Dunning provides a new perspective that will be 
especially helpful for the academic and non-academic 
reader alike.

DES ATKINSON

Somerset’s loyalties on the eve of civil war: 
bishops, Ireland and parliamentary petitions*, 
1641-1642, by A. Webb and S. Berry, Harry Galloway 
Publishing, 2023, 414 pp., illus., £49.95, ISBN 978-
1-86241-045-9

This volume examines and discusses original 
Parliamentary petitions to determine the loyalties and 
opinions of people in Somerset during the build-up to 
the Civil War. With the benefit of hindsight historians 
often anticipate the Civil War and Interregnum and 
forget that as late as 1641 they were not foreseen and 
may not yet have been inevitable. The book starts 
by examining the divided religious opinions in the 
county and the attempts of Bishop Piers to create a 
united church along the lines laid down by the King 
and Archbishop Laud. The Reformation had in some 
ways fostered dissent and people were prepared to be 
openly critical of the church authorities, especially 
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bishops, and this is illustrated with several quotations. 
The work of Bishop Piers in, for example, encouraging 
churches to install organs, is detailed but although he 
had some support there was also popular opposition 
to him and his supporters. The next two chapters 
analyse the December 1641 petition and subsequent 
events, which brought the country to war. There is a 
discussion of the difficulties in getting the petitions 
signed and copied and a comparison with other 
sources to determine which men in a parish signed 
and how many might not have done. More petitions 
followed and these are studied together with the 
involvement of prominent Somerset men including 
members of Parliament and the clergy.

There follows a discussion of the Protestant 
settlement in Ireland, in which Somerset was heavily 
involved through trade, migration and investment in 
land. The rebellion of the Irish against the settlers 
and the resulting massacres led to petitions for the 
Irish to be put down and to collections in the county 
to support the Protestant victims. The final chapter 
is an analysis with maps of the county’s loyalties, 
which further bears out the inaccuracy of the popular 
and often quoted opinion that the towns supported 
parliament and that the countryside was largely 
royalist. Although several boroughs were dominated 
by anti-episcopal burgesses some were not. On the 
other hand many poor rural parishes, especially 
those without a resident Royalist landowner or with a 
Puritan incumbent, were apparently lukewarm at best 
in their support for the bishops. Of course we do not 
know whether people who signed or did not sign the 
petition were acting entirely of their own volition and 
some people may have changed their opinions and 
loyalties when conflict broke out.

Most of the book consists of annotated transcripts 
of the petitions and of documents relating to the 
collections for Ireland; taken mainly from north-east 
Somerset, they represent a great deal of painstaking 
work by the two authors. Many of these archives are 
not easily accessible to historians so these transcripts 
will be invaluable. The residences of the signatories 
to the 1641 petition do not survive in the copy petition 
among the Parliamentary records but the authors have 
identified the parishes from which they came. The 
text is supported by maps, tables and contemporary 
illustrations. There is a useful bibliography and a 
substantial index although unfortunately coverage is 
not complete for the whole volume. Altogether, this 
represents an extremely useful book for historians of 
the 17th century in Somerset and beyond or anyone 
interested in studying the build up to the Civil War. 
It will interest local historians and genealogists 
with hundreds of names, including women for the 
collections for Ireland, which can be compared with 

those in the subsidies and Protestation returns.
* Registered as ‘Petitioners’

MARY SIRAUT

China comes to Wells: ‘A remarkable discovery’, 
by Oliver Kent, Wells and Mendip Museum, 2022, 45 
pp., illus., price not shown, ISBN 978-1-3999-2929-5

Between 1992 and 1997, prior to the construction 
of a new learning centre, a huge quantity of broken 
ceramics was recovered from a disused cellar below 
the back garden at 8 Cathedral Green, Wells, which 
houses Wells and Mendip Museum. In this new 45-
page booklet, Oliver Kent describes and discusses a 
prominent group within the assemblage, the Chinese 
export porcelain.

Prefaced by background information on the 
building and the excavation work by the Wells 
Natural History and Archaeological Society, the 
Chinese porcelain, which spans the late 17th century 
to the early 19th century, is described. The collection 
comprises at least 1,500 fragments, weighing 17.7kg 
and representing at least 179 individual vessels, 75 
of which are substantially complete. The range of 
vessel forms is defined, alongside photos of well-
preserved pieces. Many of the photos are rather small 
in a booklet which is only A5 in size – larger, clearer 
photos would have been desirable. Other illustrations 
(for example contemporary artworks and newspaper 
cuttings) provide supporting context.

Broader themes including the trade in porcelain, 
access to luxuries, eating/drinking habits and the 
display of porcelain are also covered. The collection 
represents only the pieces which were not selected for 
disposal early in the 19th century, so there is some 
discussion of the other items which must have been 
rescued or recycled. One of the most fascinating 
sections is an examination by Teresa Hall of the 
possible owners of this collection of ceramics, how 
it came into their possession and why it ended up 
being dumped in the back garden. The evidence is 
tantalising and all the more interesting because of the 
lack of clear-cut answers.

Financed by Arts Council England, an innovative 
funding source for the study of archaeological 
material, a detailed analysis has been possible for one 
group within the assemblage. The remainder of the 
post-medieval wares from the garden are currently 
being worked on by volunteers and it is hoped that 
it will not be too long before the whole collection is 
published and made available to a wider audience.

NAOMI PAYNE
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Thomas Carew of Crowcombe: the correspondence 
of an 18th century Somerset country gentleman, 
edited by Sue Berry, privately published, 2023, 427 
pp., colour and b/w illus., £39.95, ISBN 978-1-
86241-046-6

This long-awaited edition of Thomas Carew’s letters, 
originally intended to form a Record Society volume 
has been published as part of a series called Studies in 
Somerset History. The editor, Sue Berry, is a former 
Somerset archivist with an unrivalled knowledge of 
the Carew family papers. She has carefully selected 
over 350 letters and several other documents, which 
provide an insight into the life of one of the major 
figures of West Somerset in the 18th century.

The book begins with an excellent introduction 
superbly illustrated with family portraits and images 
of Crowcombe Court, arguably Carew’s lasting legacy 
to the county. Thomas’s family background is clearly 
laid out and there are helpful pedigrees at the end of 
the volume. We are introduced to various aspects of 
his public and private life, his many relatives and 
friends, especially the Revd Henry Lockett and John 
Bampfylde, his interests, such as compiling Somerset 
history, and his estate. 

The letters are of course mostly written to Thomas 
Carew, which means we have only one side of the 
correspondence, but what we have is a rich collection 
covering everything from family drama to politics. 
They start with letters from Henry Sanford to his sister 
Elizabeth, Thomas Carew’s mother, in the 1720s and 
end with letters to Thomas on business and politics, 
including many from his son-in-law James Barnard in 
1765, the last full year of his life. Thomas Carew died 
in March 1766. 

The frontispiece shows a rare letter by Carew 
himself addressed to his ‘Unhappy Nephew’ and 
written in his clear handwriting. It is interesting to 
note in a formal age how even close friends address 
him as ‘Honoured’ or ‘Dear Sir’ and conclude with a 
variation of ‘your humble servant’, although friends 
will add ‘affectionate’. Formality abounds even in 
family letters which open with ‘Dear Brother’ or 
‘Dear Niece’. Particularly interesting is the contrast 
between the forms of address used by his two wives, 
the first addressing him as ‘Mr Carew’ and the 
second as ‘My Dearest’, possibly because she was 
older and more confident, as both usually end ‘yours 
affectionately’. Many letters are deeply personal and 
give an insight into the man and the people with 
whom he corresponded.

The topics covered in the letters include physical 
and mental health, money, family relationships, 
marriage, bereavement, local and national affairs, 
parliamentary business, travelling and its perils, estate 

management, gardening, building and even life in 
Newgate Gaol. They reveal the elements of patronage 
in a county magistrate’s life, the machinations 
of securing lucrative positions, smuggling, the 
appointment of clergy and how estates were managed, 
in Carew’s case largely by the Revd Henry Lockett. 
We also see sadly how relationships, like that with 
Lockett can break down. At times the family was in 
London and enjoyed visiting and going to the theatre. 
We learn about fashions, fabrics, furnishings, the 
carrier system, the lottery and medicines. There are 
many references to entertainment, which included 
gambling, cockfighting and horseracing and also more 
scholarly pursuits such as the purchase of books and 
the collection of materials for a history of Somerset.

Probably one of the most important events 
illustrated in the letters is the building of Crowcombe 
Court, a long and expensive undertaking. It got off 
to a bad start in 1724 with the discovery and theft of 
17th-century coins that had been hidden in the old 
manor house then being demolished (see SANH 165, 
219-27). The architect Thomas Parker of Gittisham 
with his accomplice plumber James Gaylard removed 
the money said to be worth £900 or more and 
disposed of it in London. In 1725 Gaylard confessed 
and his confession taken at Dorchester in September 
forms one of this book’s appendices. Long litigation 
ensued in the 1730s but meanwhile the new house 
seems to have had only five usable rooms and it was 
not until 1734 that Nathaniel Ireson of Wincanton 
undertook to complete the house, which took nearly 
ten years although the garden was ready to plant by 
February 1735. By March 1743 the house was ready 
for painting. The park was still unfinished in 1749 
although the goldfish in the fish ponds were thriving. 
Hardly had the new house been completed than 
Carew had to deal with an unsatisfactory nephew and 
namesake and his disastrous marriage. After a spell in 
Newgate young Thomas was abandoned by his wife 
and living in a miserable lodging with neither outdoor 
clothes nor money. His uncle refused to help him 
unless he agreed to join the navy. The young man’s 
death was probably a relief.

Several important related documents are 
reproduced in the appendices including the 
documents relating to Nathaniel Ireson’s completion 
of Crowcombe court, Carew’s will and accounts of 
his debts. In 1759 he owed nearly £17,000 but he 
seems to have remained surprisingly calm about it 
despite being forced to sell part of his estate and live 
in London for a while! The book ends with a number 
of useful indexes.

These letters will not only appeal to anyone 
interested in 18th-century life and in West Somerset 
but everyone who appreciates a good read. The editor 
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is to be congratulated on producing such a well-
thought out edition of such important and fascinating 
correspondence.

	
MARY SIRAUT

“Without Hands” - the art of Sarah Biffin, edited 
by Emma Rutherford and Ellie Smith with essays by 
Essaka Joshua, Alison Lapper, Emma Rutherford, 
Elle Shushan and Ellie Smith, Paul Holberton, 2022, 
104 pp., illus., £10, ISBN 978-1-913645-36-6

Sarah Biffin was an artist of extraordinary talent 
specialising in portrait miniatures - exquisite, tiny 
likenesses of the sitter, only a few inches (usually 
about 10cm) high, in watercolour on ivory or card. 
Born in East Quantoxhead in 1784 she grew up in 
the heart of the small rural community supported by 
a loving family and left home aged about 20 to start 
to make her own way in the world. She went on to 
become famous, exhibit at the Royal Academy and 
be awarded a silver medal from the Society of Arts as 
well as attracting noble and royal patronage, before 
dying in 1850 aged 66. All this would have been 
astonishing for a girl of her background in this period 
but Sarah Biffin was no ordinary country girl: she was 
born without hands, arms or legs. Profoundly disabled 
and requiring the help of others for her day to day life 
she managed to make her own way in the world by 
her painting.

This little book, the catalogue of a small focus 
exhibition held at Philip Mould and Company, Pall 
Mall, London, in November and December 2022, 
contains a number of scholarly articles about the life 
and art of Sarah Biffin. There is a certain amount of 
repetition between her biography and the other essays 
since it is impossible to consider her art, or to put her 
achievements into context without dwelling on her 
disabilities and the ways she surmounted them and 
exploited them to her advantage.

Her early life consisted of travelling widely around 
the UK, exhibiting herself at fairs where people would 
pay to see her writing, sewing and painting despite 
being ‘deficient of Arms, hands and legs ... and only 
37 inches high’. By 1808 she was getting famous and 
attracted the patronage of George Douglas, 15th Earl 
of Morton who, amongst other things, arranged for her 
to receive instruction from William Marshall Craig, 
a well-known and established miniature painter. She 
was then able to concentrate on her chosen career of 
painting and teaching art.

The exhibition focused on the portraits, both the 
commissions from which she earned her living and a 
core group of self-portraits. These date from different 
times in her career and show how she developed as an 

artist. Interestingly also included was a selection of 
copies and fancy pictures which were mostly works 
she created while learning her craft. There was also a 
section about her early time in the fairs, which included 
the handbills printed to advertise her appearances as 
well as some of the ‘examples of handwriting’ that 
were given to each person who came to see her as part 
of the entrance price. But possibly the most charming 
and amazing exhibits are the four sheets with studies 
of feathers which Sarah painted before she received 
formal training and which display real talent.

The story of this amazing woman deserves to be 
much better known and this little book is an excellent 
introduction.

RACHEL BILLINGE

George Cumberland: farming - family – fossils: 
aspects of a Somerset life in letters 1800-35, by K. 
Jane Evans, SANHS, 2022, xiv + 153 pp., illus., £15, 
ISBN 978-0-902152-33-5

This handsome book documents the society, culture 
and landscape around Axbridge, Bristol and Weston-
super-Mare in the early 19th century. The central 
figure, George Cumberland, was a nonentity and a 
misfit. The younger son of a businessman, initially 
employed in a London insurance office, he belonged 
to no particular class and to no particular place, and 
lacked the education appropriate to his intellectual 
interests. A family man, the father of eight children, 
he never married their mother. A fortunate legacy 
worth £300 a year raised him to the status of a 
‘mere county gentleman’, alternatively ‘just above 
a peasant and below a schoolmaster’, that enabled 
him in 1784 to give up his employment to engage in 
such genteel pursuits as art, music, archaeology and 
palaeontology until shortly before death aged 94 in 
1848. Cumberland constantly lived beyond his means 
and all his projects were unprofitable. Often he lived 
in humble cottages and could afford neither servants 
nor a carriage of his own. Nor could he dower his six 
daughters and stepdaughters, who became milliners 
and drapers. Four never married. Lavinia suffered a 
broken marriage and bore a bastard daughter, another 
Lavinia. In his last decades Cumberland leased a 
substantial house off Park Street in Bristol and enjoyed 
only £70 a year, having dissipated most of his legacy. 
What a failure! Yet Cumberland did accumulate 
a huge collection of fossils, largely dispersed, an 
archive of 7,000 letters now in the British Library, 
and albums of watercolours, many of which of which 
still survive.

Much of this book consists of verbatim passages 
from his letters that Jane Evans has made intelligible 
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by her researches in the persons and places 
mentioned. It is illustrated by drawings, prints and 
watercolours, often from SANHS’s own collections, 
and Cumberland’s own drawings and paintings. He 
was capable of precise drawings of fossils, artefacts 
and a hillfort. If Cumberland himself was of no 
importance, his letters offer insights into the enclosure 
of the Mendips, the vagaries and sometimes absence 
of the postal system, of travel by road, and of prices 
of sheep, mules, and cattle. Here also are revealed 
the impact of the early income tax and of the window 
tax – Cumberland planned to stop up five expensive 
windows! – and the outlook of parsons who chose 
to live elsewhere. The correspondence between 
George and elder brother Rev. Richard Cumberland, 
the incumbent of two livings near Cirencester 
(Gloucs.) and a professional farmer, are edited at 
length. Because Richard knew George to be unsuited 
to farming and knew little about it, he advised him 
against taking it up. Nevertheless when George 
moved from Egham (Surr.) to Somerset, it was to 
farm above Axbridge in the Mendips, predictably 
without success. The 120 acres plot that he bought 
from the enclosure commissioners consisted of 
infertile common land that required considerable 
investment in walls, marling, stables, livestock and a 
house that were never completed. Cumberland railed 
constantly about the hostile neighbours and negligent 
staff who gave him poor advice or poor service, who 
hindered his enterprises, and who ‘hated gentleman 
farmers’ like himself. ‘Of all trades, that of a farmer 
is the most complicated and unfit for a gentleman’, he 
admitted. ‘All I do actually know with certainty is that 
I am quite unfit to contend with the world I am placed 
in’. ‘I know no more of selling than of buying’.

Managing in 1804 to lease his Axbridge property, 
Cumberland rented the rectory at Weston, then a 
remote seaside hamlet. His letters and paintings 
illuminate the ‘prehistory’ of today’s seaside resort. 
His final decades were spent more congenially in 
Bristol, where he painted and collected, socialised 
with artists, antiquaries, geologists and savants. He 
published learned papers debating early palaeontology 
that were outdated shortly afterwards by Darwin. 
This chapter contributes significantly to Bristol’s 
intellectual milieu.

Evans’s book certainly does not exhaust 
Cumberland’s vast archives, nor of all facets in this 
polymath, but contains a mass of information about 
Axbridge, Weston, Somerset and beyond. Certainly 
it should on the reading list of all historians of 19th-
century Somerset.

MICHAEL HICKS

The field-names of Chew Magna, by Richard Dunn, 
published by the author, 2022, 62 pp., 25 figs, £4.99, 
ISBN 978-1-80068-718-9

A copy of this attractive booklet has been a welcome 
donation to the society. It is ‘aimed at those interested 
in local history or just curious to know more about 
their local surroundings’, and tells them ‘what are all 
the fields of Chew Magna parish called? And what 
do these names mean?’ It does so by extracting all 
the names from the 1840 tithe map and apportionment 
and plotting them, with the use of specialist software, 
on twelve maps or ‘tiles’ which between them cover 
the whole parish. Each of these is accompanied on 
its facing page by a matching extract from the county 
series 6” map to assist with the reader’s bearings. The 
maps are followed by lists of the names on each tile in 
alphabetical order with comments ranging from ‘most 
likely a personal name’ to discussion of names which 
may preserve memories of open-field, a deer park, a 
windmill and an undiscovered prehistoric barrow.

Place-names are notorious for attracting ill-
informed and fanciful interpretations, but the present 
work exercises exemplary restraint, confining itself to 
the most recent and authoritative sources, principally A 
new dictionary of English field-names by Paul Cavill, 
further acknowledging help from that dictionary’s 
compiler, and is content to say when it is not possible 
to choose between alternative interpretations, and 
when none can be offered at all. 

The English Place-Name Society aims to trawl 
through all the available sources for the earliest 
spellings of each parish’s field-names, something 
which our author freely admits that he has ‘not been 
able to do thoroughly’. It is an interminable chore, as 
your reviewer discovered during a couple of seasons 
assisting with it at evening classes in the Somerset 
Record Office many years ago. We should be grateful 
that this excellent book was not delayed for it to be 
completed.

DAVID BROMWICH

Shieldbugs, by Richard Jones, William Collins, 
New Naturalist Library 47, 2023, 452 pp., numerous 
drawings and colour photographs, reference list, 
index, Hbk £45, Pbk £27, ISBN Hbk 978-0-00-
833489-5, Pbk 978-0-00-833491-8.

This is the latest welcome addition to the New 
Naturalist Library. One wonders why we (the 
readership) have had to wait so long for a tome on 
such a widely distributed and recognisable group of 
insects with a manageable number of British species, 
79 – comparable to the number of butterflies, 59 – 
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although the key also includes eleven others known 
from the Channel Islands and another 16 identified 
as potential colonisers. Useful keys enable you to 
identify the species you find; not just those the author 
thought you ought to have found.

The author provides the probable answer to the 
popularity quandary – no British member of the 
group has been a serious agricultural pest in the recent 
past. So, the group is not inherently newsworthy and 
shieldbug research has never attracted much financial 
support. It follows that research has depended on 
amateurs (using that term in its most positive sense). 
Investigations have been carried out by people 
employed to do something else but who have, 
nevertheless, devoted their ‘spare’ time to their real 
interest.

This book was assured a welcome anyway, but it 
has set the series new standards in readability. Having 
written that, I wondered why Richard Jones’ earlier 
New Naturalist, on Beetles, had not struck me in the 
quite the same way when the similarities between the 
two books are clear for all to see. It must be the matter 
of scope – 100 [odd] shieldbugs compared to more 
than 4,000 plus beetles. Some think the number of 
British birds is bad enough but that’s still only 633.

All recent New Naturalists have included 
many photographs, not all of which have been 
tremendously informative. This work demonstrates 
how a New Naturalist should be illustrated; emphasis 
is concentrated on the subject and backgrounds are 
treated as such. Great care has been taken in the 
choice of images. The author was responsible for 
most of the photographs, yet four full pages are taken 
up with photo credits for the remainder. And it is no 
accident to find, in this book of excellent photographs, 
that the keys are mostly illustrated with drawings; it is 
extraordinarily difficult to find a photo that is typical 
of its species in all respects.

The use of colloquial (English) names for 
invertebrate animals is to be welcomed as attracting 
non-specialists to open the book in the first place. 
‘Pentatomoidea’ might have been more precise than 
‘Shieldbugs’ as a title but assuredly would not have 
had the same appeal (even for our American cousins 
who apparently favour ‘stinkbugs’). But colloquial 
terminology varies geographically and tends to be 
fuzzy round the edges. Just as, in the past, I have 
wondered whether the moth in front of me was called 
a butterfly by the author of some key I was trying 
to use, I realised I was unsure of always knowing 
whether the bug in front of me was a ‘shieldbug’ 
within the remit of this book. I need not have worried 
– when using this key you assume your specimen 
belongs until you reach a couplet which directs you 
elsewhere.

Another detail impressed me as well. The 
excellent, colour, thumbnail illustrations are labelled 
in words (not numbers – Fig. 77 etc) and where a 
bug keys out in more than one place the same named 
figure is included again. No need for cross-references 
of the ‘see Fig. 77, page 123’ type.

I wholeheartedly congratulate everybody who 
was involved with the layout and illustration of the 
keys; may this be accepted as the New Standard, and 
not just for this series. Enthusiasts for one particular 
group of invertebrate animals tend to develop their 
own distinctive terminology (anyone who doubts this 
should compare accounts of centipedes, millipedes and 
woodlice) which can mystify the rest of us. This book 
is refreshingly clear in this respect although I admit 
being surprised, initially, by the term ‘het bugs’. But 
all became clear when ‘hom bugs’ turned up later on. 
True bugs, Order Hemiptera, used to be formed from 
the suborders Heteroptera and Homoptera. Recent 
DNA-based research has confirmed Heteroptera (het 
bugs) to be a monophyletic group whilst Homoptera 
was shown to have been a conglomerate of different 
bug groups whose main similarity lay in their not 
being het bugs. The old shorthand suddenly became 
useful again; we should no longer use the word 
‘Homoptera’ but ‘hom bug’ is alive and well.

The early chapters will whet your appetite for 
shieldbugs; seven and eight provide a key and 
illustrations so by the time you have reached Chapter 
9 – How to Study Shieldbugs – you will be raring to 
go. We all know the standard manufacturer’s advice 
proffered with most new bits of kit – ‘When all else 
fails, Read the Instructions’. In the study of shieldbugs 
you might consider reading Chapter 9 before risking 
failure.

The book suggests numerous opportunities for 
further research, of which the most bizarre might 
involve Fig. 125 which displays stamps from Togo 
illustrated with brightly coloured insects including 
shieldbugs, none of which appears to be native to 
Africa.

JOHN CROTHERS
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