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NEWSLETTER No 4 MARCH 2021 

As the days are getting longer and daffodils are now blooming it seems that the dark never-ending 
winter is behind us. Hopefully the lock-down easing will allow more movement, albeit recognising 
the care we need to take. 

Last autumn we had hoped that our programme of activities and talks could have been resurrected 
by now but clearly this is not the case. We do, however, have some alternatives, so please can I draw 
your attention to Lesley’s update at the end of this Newsletter.  

In this issue we have a good mix of articles, from Lesley’s piece on East Harptree school’s long-
standing headmistress to an interesting piece on pre-Victorian medical discoveries.  Although 
pancake day has recently passed, Sue Emmett describes a Shrove Tuesday in the 1850s in Bishop 
Sutton that nearly went tragically wrong.  March is the last month of the tax year for many, so Steve 
Ward’s contribution to the situation in 1807 is very apt. To round up, his linguistic skills are used to 
decipher a lovely post card containing local dialect.  

As always, please do let us know your news. Have you made any interesting discoveries in recent 
months, perhaps whilst out engaging on your allotted ‘daily’ exercise? If so, do get in touch and 
share your finds. Being a keen metal detectorist I have been out in our local fields, and with 
reasonable success. Although I have not found any ‘treasure’ I have found many interesting pieces 
that help to paint a picture of life in our area. Take for example this coin, a trader’s token - these 
were made as “illegal money of necessity”, for local currency use. On one side it reads “A BRISTOLL 
FARTHING C B 1662” 
and on the other “THE 
ARMES OF BRISTOLL”. 
We will never know who 
dropped it but it proves 
that trading between 
Bristol and the Harptree 
area was happening 
during the reign of 
Charles II. The C B, by 
the way, stands for City 
of Bristol.  

Finally, we can report good progress on the Society’s website. No, it isn’t live yet, but we are working 
hard on all the ‘copy’, photographs and illustrations. It is coming on well and we hope that we can 
give you some good news in the next Newsletter.  
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The editor can be reached on Nick.Roberts221@gmail.com and Lesley can be reached on 

lesleymmross@yahoo.co.uk 

 

Local News 

The South West Heritage Trust has long been offering interesting talks and lockdown lectures and 
there are three coming up which may be of interest. One looks at Regency Britain (18 March), 
followed by Secret Gardens of Somerset (9 April) and then Where to Find the Romans in the South 
West (14 May). Click here for further details What’s On – South West Heritage Trust 
(swheritage.org.uk). 

 

The Research Group 

The ongoing Covid 19 restrictions continue to prevent meetings of the Research Group but members 
have been pursuing their own research. You might want to occupy lockdown time with your own 
research and one way is to visit online repositories of documents and illustrated material. 
 
In the last issue I mentioned a website that might be of interest (the feature films location site 
www.reelstreets.com) but for a real opportunity for research and thought-provoking material you 
might visit The National Archives (TNA) which is currently allowing free downloads of files during 
lockdown. This superb website https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ does, however, come with a 
health warning! Be prepared for hours to fly by as you peruse the huge collection of material it 
holds.  You can download all sorts, from a digitized copy of the Domesday Book to a copy of 
Shakespeare’s will.  In order to enjoy the free download service you will need to register (see 
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/news/digital-downloads/ ) and there are limitations as 
to how many documents you can download at any one time. We are very lucky to have such a 
wealth of material at the touch of a mouse. 
 

Snippets 

Save it! A Village Past with an Eye to the Future   Lesley Ross 

 
The heading above was the title of an article in the Western Daily Press published in August 1976. It 
was an interview with Mrs Gladys Blake who had been headmistress of East Harptree School from 
1942 – 1975. It reads: 
 
The slogan of historian Mrs Gladys Blake is: “Keep your eye on the future.” And that is just what she 
does from her home in East Harptree, Somerset, where she is compiling a complete history of the 
village since pre-Roman days. 
 
“It may sound paradoxical, but it is the people who are conscious of the future who ensure that 
valuable historical records are preserved for posterity,” she said. “They do not throw out their old 
bills, newspapers and letters when they have no more immediate use for them. They realize that the 
information about contemporary life given in these bits of domestic trivia may be of immense 
interest to future generations who want to know what life was like in the old days. It is particularly 
important for secretaries of various organizations to preserve their old minute books because these 
are invaluable sources of information.” 
 
Secretaries who keep notes on old envelopes or scribbled in pencil in their children’s cast-off school 
exercise books arouse Mrs Blake’s disapproval.  
 

mailto:Nick.Roberts221@gmail.com
mailto:lesleymmross@yahoo.co.uk
https://swheritage.org.uk/events/
https://swheritage.org.uk/events/
http://www.reelstreets.com/
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/news/digital-downloads/
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“They are precisely the sort of people who tell you the future is more important than the past,” she 
said. “But what they really mean is that they cannot see beyond the immediate present.” 
 
Apparently, most people are like that and, to her chagrin, Mrs Blake sees tomorrow’s past being 
obliterated all around her. She said sadly: “Most people lack that sense of historical continuity which 
was so strong in the Victorians. They kept their records very conscientiously. There are still plenty of 
their beautifully bound account-books and minute books filled with meticulous copperplate 
handwriting. The handwriting itself is of great interest in an age where most records are now 
produced mechanically on a typewriter.” 
 
It seems the Normans, like the Romans were pretty good at keeping records. But as far as Mrs Blake 
is concerned, she has found a big gap in the village’s life from the Norman days until after the 
Stuarts’ time. She remains philosophical and is delighted when any windfall comes her way. 
 
She had one recently when she was invited to rummage through an ancient chest in the church 
which had not been opened for 150 years. It is the junk which has been stuffed out of sight for years 
which can provide the most valuable material for Mrs Blake and other historians. 
 
“Give it to Mrs Blake”, has become a by-word in East Harptree where villagers come to her door with 
ancient pictures, photographs and letters. She has been kept busier than ever since she retired a few 
years ago as headmistress of the village school. But her close association with families in their school 
days has helped her to compile her encyclopedic knowledge of the village. Because of this she has 
been asked to help the planning department of Wansdyke district council which has just declared 
East Harptree a conservation area. 
 
It seems that Mrs Blake is responsible for putting East Harptree on the international map. Every 
summer batches of students turn up hopefully on her doorstep. They have her name on a list of 
organizations prepared to help with their research. So if students from far-flung corners of the world 
are all going to write about East Harptree, its name should not be unknown to posterity. 
 
What would Mrs Blake have made of our record keeping nowadays? And what happened to her 
meticulously kept records of the village? If any History Society member remembers Mrs Blake I would 
love to talk to you about her. Lesley Ross 
 

 
 

Be thankful for all medical discoveries!   Gill Hogarth 
 

Be thankful for all medical discoveries and bear a thought to the sufferings of our ancestors. The 

‘gravel’ was a relatively common illness that you would not wish on your worst enemy. ‘Women 

have described the pain of acute renal colic as “worse than the acute phase of childbirth” but the 

pain of the bladder stone is more or less constant and can be almost equally as excruciating’.1 There 

is more incidence of the disease among men.  

Samuel Pepys and Benjamin Franklin were sufferers but a local sufferer, born in Camerton, was Rev 

William Coombes, a Catholic priest. The Clifton Archives hold letters which describe his sufferings 

through the eyes of his good friend, Ann Hippisly. Born in Shepton Mallet, she supervised the lodging 

house which was attached to the Bath Chapel.   

Warm water had been used for centuries to alleviate the pain. Aristophanes, the comic play writer of 

the 5th cent BC, has Dionysus, suffering from kidney pains, beg Zeus to permit him to run to the 

 
1 https://academic.oup.com/ije/article/30/6/1253/651761 
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public bath for relief.2  The mineral waters of Bath were put to similar use. On Tuesday morning at 

11 o’clock on 19 September 18203 Mrs Hippisly (a courtesy title, she was not married) wrote to the 

Bishop. The upset she felt is shown in her disjointed sentences: 

‘I think it highly proper to inform your Lordship that last night after 11 I was call’d up 

to receive poor dear Mr Coombes whom Docr Hart and Miss Love had brought to be 

immediately put in a warm Bath for an obstruction (he has ever been subject to the 

gravel).  After Mr Hart and myself, assisted by a watchman had travelled from street 

to street to find a guide (for an hour and a ½ - for all were in bed) we fortunately 

succeeded and the water – rather hot water gave a little ease and comfort – he lay 

down for a short time.  Miss Love sat up – and all the night after and till 10 this 

morning when a Physician was called in, was in dreadful fits of pain – some means 

has been, had recourse to, of the most gentle kind they say and now, 11, Mr Coombes 

is a little easier Doctor Davis in the Crescent is gone, comes again in the afternoon – if 

before 3 when the Post goes for Bristol I will give his report in this. 

Now nearly 3 and the dr not come.  A second gentle means has been tried and with 

no effect excepting procuring a dozing or perhaps what appears exhaustion.  So it 

must be for the total want of appetite.  If worse I will write tomorrow but please not 

say you had the intelligence from me…’ 

Dr Hart and Miss Love were cousins of Mr Coombes.  Friends brought him back to Bath the following 

year. Ann Hippisly wrote to Bishop Collingridge, in a letter headed Wednesday evening 9 May 1821: 

‘I am truly sorry to say poor Mr Coombes was brought back yesterday morning at 7 in 

a relapsed state.  Mr Norman’s three endeavours to relieve him, have not succeeded; 

and last night and today, he had said he fears it is a bad case; only tea and sop and 

barley water is allow’d this afternoon very weak mutton Broth.  On Monday Mr 

Coombes paid a visit to the Convent, and seem’d he told me as well as ever he was in 

his life on returning he was seized and in great pain – at 3 Mr Hunt accompanied him 

hither with Miss Love, who is in deep affliction, and Mr Norman was soon here.  Each 

operation, tho easier than the first, brings off nothing but Bl[ood], and that half a 

wash hand basin full at a time: still he is cheerful when out of pain a little.  Does not 

know I am writing; he keeps up a good deal, and is a pattern of patience.  Under such 

circumstances I thought it would be best to give your Lordship early information and 

if no change for the better takes place Thursday (tomorrow) I will write by Friday 

morning post…’4 

Mr Hunt was a fellow priest and good friend who lived at Shortwood, Hinton Blewett. Father and 

son, James and George Norman were surgeons in Bath.5 I will not linger on describing the surgical 

interventions of the time – without the help of modern anaesthetics – you may look them up for 

yourselves … if you are not too squeamish. But it seems that poor Mr Coombes may indeed have 

experienced them. He did indeed get better, but the recurrent episodes continued and he died on 18 

April 1822.   

Ann Hippisly’s letters are a joy to read because…. they are legible! 

 
2 www.researchgate.net/publication/323426623_The_use_of_water_for_the_treatment_of_kidney_disorders 
3 Clifton Diocesan Archives  Bound Letters Vol for 1820 
4 Clifton Diocesan Archives  Bound Letters Vol for 1821 
5 Chivers, J James and George Norman and the rise of the Casualty Hospital, 1783-1861 historyofbath.org 
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Tax complexities        Steve Ward 

 
It’s the time of year when Her Majesty’s Customs and Revenue are busy reminding people that 31 
January is the final date for submitting returns for the 2019-2020 tax year. So it’s also the time of 
year when newspapers complain about just how complex our tax system is, and how much money 
accountants can make out of manoeuvring their way through the morass. 
 
But perhaps things aren’t really any more impenetrable than they were over 200 years ago. In 1807 
the Inland Revenue Commissioners began a printed circular to tax offices around the country by 
saying, “It appears from Returns made to this Board, that several Inspectors erroneously calculate 
the Amounts of Duty on Surcharges in Cases where Persons enter Servants, Horses, &c. to other 
Duties than those to which the Act of Parliament makes them liable.” The reproductions here are 
from the Revenue’s letter to the Fawsley and Guilsborough Division of the County of Northampton 
in Daventry.  
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Ever helpful, the commissioners give an example of an error: “Where a Person enters a Horse to the 
Duty in Schedule E. No. 2. which is chargeable under Schedule E. No 1. and a Taxed Cart which is 
chargeable to the Duty as a 2 Wheel Carriage, the Party has been surcharged for the Carriage £10 

10s, and for the 
Servant £4, instead 
of £8 2s for the 
former, and £3 11s 
for the latter, being 
the Amount of 
Surcharge on the 
Difference between 
the Duty assessed 
on his Return and 
the Duty which he 
ought to pay”.  
 
Four tabulations in 
the letter 
illustrated the 
financial impacts of 

mistakes. One of the simpler ones is shown here, demonstrating how one inaccuracy could result in 
a loss to the Revenue of £4.19.6 and a cost to the careless taxpayer of £9.19.0. According to the 
Bank of England’s online calculator (www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/inflation/inflation-
calculator), £9.19.0 in 1807 is equivalent to some £930 now – all for the sake of a mis-scheduled 
horse!  
 
The Commissioners 
ended their circular 
by explaining, “By 
adding one Moiety of 
the respective 
Surcharges here 
stated to the first 
Assessments on the 
Parties, it will give 
the Amount of Duty 
payable by them to 
the Revenue, and the 
other Moiety will be payable to the Officer if the Surcharge is confirmed in full, or such Proportion 
thereof as may be confirmed above the Rate of Duty payable to the Revenue”. 
 
Any questions, anyone? 
 

 

Bishop Sutton in the News: March 1851                                           Sue Emmett 

ALARMING OCCURRENCE AT BISHOP SUTTON, SOMERSET 

Did you have pancakes on Shrove Tuesday? In March 1851, an incident in Bishop Sutton made 

headlines all over the country, from Norfolk to Devon and even got a mention in the Lady's Own 

Paper. 
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The Hassell family, farmers in the village, had been too busy on Shrove Tuesday to make pancakes as 

normal, so one of the daughters, Elizabeth, undertook to make them a few days later. She decided 

to try a new idea, adding carbonate of soda to the mix to make them lighter, and sent someone 

down to Mr Collins, the baker, to get an ounce. The baker's wife obliged and Elizabeth made 

pancakes for the family of twelve, plus extra to send to some of the neighbours. To Elizabeth's 

disappointment, the first batch did not rise well, so she used extra of the powder, eventually tipping 

in the whole amount. 

The family sat down to the meal, and, as the Norfolk News put it, “It happened, fortunately, that 

there was something in the cakes which was not relished, so that no one ate heartily, and a goodly 

pile was left. In about quarter of an hour all who had eaten of the cakes (including the neighbour and 

three persons whom he had asked to taste them) began to feel nausea, and in a very short time 

afterwards violent retching and purging, burning pains the stomach, and other alarming symptoms.”  

In the words of the Taunton Courier “The house presented one of the most distressing scenes of 

terror and confusion imaginable; those who had partaken most of the pancakes were vomiting in a 

frightful manner, especially the children, while Miss Elizabeth Hassell, a fine young woman, about 18 

years, who prepared the pancakes, was so ill that it was thought she would have died before medical 

assistance could reach them.” 

The surgeon from Chew Magna was sent for, and speedily diagnosed arsenic poisoning. “Immediate 

measures were taken to relieve them, and copious draughts of mucilaginous drinks were 

administered, but they remained a very considerable time in the most imminent danger.” 

Apparently, the baker had the arsenic for killing rats in the bakery. It was kept on the shelf below the 

carbonate of soda and the baker's wife, new to the business, had confused the two substances. All 

eventually recovered, but the newspapers were not slow to point out that “The occurrence, 

however, illustrates in a very forcible manner the necessity for legislative interference, with view to 

placing some restrictions upon the sale of so deadly a poison.” 

The name of Hassell is still well known in the area of course, although the connections between the 

different branches of the family are not always easy to trace. However, one of the children of the 

family involved in the poisoning, Joseph, grew up to take over Stratford Mill, in West Harptree. The 

site of the mill is now under the lake, but the building itself was re-erected in the grounds of Blaise 

Castle Estate, where it can still be seen. 

 
 

 

ZUMMAT VROM HARPTREE      Steve Ward 

Unlike Italian or German, English is not a phonetic language. Regional accents or dialects can be 
reproduced only haphazardly at best. ‘Bath’, for example, is generally pronounced ‘Barth’ (with a 
long ‘a’) if you’re from the south, ‘Baaath’ if you’re a dyed-in-the-wool local or ‘Bath’ (with a short 
‘a’) if you’re a northerner. But none of those spellings is a reliable reflection of those different 
pronunciations. If a Scot saw the word ‘Barth’, for example, he may be tempted to pronounce it as 
‘Barrrth’. You can see the difficulty that the English language has in trying to reflect regional accents 
in the written word. 
 
But that challenge never stopped writers using local accents to get their point across. This card 
(blank on the reverse) was produced for New Year 1905. The publisher’s name is sadly unknown, but 
the card looks to have been professionally printed and presumably in sufficient numbers to have 
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made it cost-effective. It would only have been sold locally, as only locals would have understood 
the references to the Castle of Comfort or the Combe. 
 

 
 
How much of the rhyme they readily understood, of course, is questionable. I had to look up 
‘cabbical’ (in the third line) and discovered that it’s an old Devonian dialect word for ‘capital’ or ‘very 
good’. ‘Un’ (him, her, it, them) and ‘ull’ can take a bit of working out. Pronouncing the modern ‘s’ as 
‘z’ and ‘f’ as ‘v’ was commonplace until quite recent times across the whole West Country and was a 
remnant of widespread sound mutations in Old English. Modern leftovers include ‘house / houses 
(houziz)’ and ‘fox / vixen’.  
 
So much to learn from such a strange little card.   
 

 
 

IMPORTANT PLEASE NOTE: Update to the Society’s programme and 
administration 
 
Dear members, 

The present details for the opening up of ‘lockdown’ make it impossible for the HHS to hold any talks 

for the remainder of the 2020-2021 season. At present the plan is to restart the Society from 

September 2021.  

To maintain contact with our membership the bi-monthly Newsletter will continue but we also have 

a few events planned. Following an invitation from the Clutton History Group we have agreed to join 

their Zoom talks booked for this spring. These will be free to our members but the HHS will 

contribute towards the cost of the speakers and the Zoom fees. Details of each talk and links to join 

them will be sent out a couple of days before but below are the dates and topics: 

Tues. 13 April 2021: Colin Mackenzie, ‘The Maid of Norway’. 

Tues. 11 May 2021: Stuart Burroughs, ‘The Land beyond’; a seaside post war documentary film. 

All the outside visits we had planned will be rebooked for summer 2022 but in mid to late July 2021 

we are hoping to hold a guided walk of East Harptree and the Combe. Numbers will have to be 

limited for safety and the event will be subject to the weather but we will send out details as soon as 

we can. 
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The autumn has always been the beginning of our new programme and therefore we will ask all 

members to renew their membership and will invite new members to join the Society from 

September. It may be that we will have to observe social distancing and attendance at indoor 

meetings may have to be booked in advance to control numbers but we will face these issues and 

give you more information nearer the time.     

I am sure I speak for everyone when I say that there is at least some hope now that we can start to 

plan for future History Society events. Zoom meetings are all very well but we all want to get back to 

face to face meetings. 

My best wishes, Lesley  

lesleymmross@yahoo.co.uk  - telephone number 01761 221758 

 

mailto:lesleymmross@yahoo.co.uk

