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NEWSLETTER No 5 MAY 2021 

It is with great relief that the Covid epidemic is starting to ease, at least in the UK, and we, at least, 

can see some semblance of normality on the distant horizon. Whether all our local activities can 

resume in the autumn to pre-Covid days remains to be seen, but we are hopeful that by September 

we can enjoy meetings once again. The West Harptree Memorial Hall has been re-vamped during 

lockdown so we are looking forward to enjoying this facility at our first meeting next season. 

In the last Newsletter I mentioned an interesting 17th century City of Bristol token that I had found 

while out metal detecting. Since then, I found a rather odd piece of bronze or brass metalwork which 

had me puzzled for some time. It was found in an East Harptree pasture. One archaeologist suggests 

that it may possibly be a small Roman strigil (a tool kept in a travelling vanity case for scraping sweat 

and dirt from the skin in a hot-air bath or after exercise). I now know that isn’t the answer, so what is 

it? I won’t give the game away until the next issue. Here are two images for you to ponder. 

 

 

The editor can be reached on Nick.Roberts221@gmail.com and Lesley can be reached on 

lesleymmross@yahoo.co.uk 

mailto:Nick.Roberts221@gmail.com
mailto:lesleymmross@yahoo.co.uk
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Local News 

It is good to record that, with Covid restrictions easing, some of our local museums and facilities are 
beginning to open their doors. The excellent Somerset Rural Life Museum in Glastonbury will be 
opening on 19 May, coinciding with the launch of an exhibition of ink drawings and printmaking by 
Joanna Briar called ‘A Sense of Place’ (this runs until 3 July). Visits to the museum still need to be 
booked in advance although the café is open to non-museum visitors without the need to book. Click 
this link to find out more: Visit & Booking – Somerset Rural Life Museum (swheritage.org.uk). 

Sue Emmett has pointed out that B&NES Council libraries have announced that free access to 
Ancestry from home computers has been extended until September. This is a really valuable tool for 
family historians wishing to find historic records easily. If you are not a member of the B&NES library 
service you can sign up to a local library, for example at Bishop Sutton 
(https://chewvalleylibrary.org.uk/). 

Readers will no doubt have seen the recent articles in our local press about Pete Brownlee, a professional 
film producer who lives in Chew Magna. He has created Chew Valley Films and is now putting some of his 
work on YouTube for everyone to enjoy. The available collection seems to be growing rapidly and covers 
many villages although not surprisingly centres around his own area – other than Harptree Combe our 
villages have yet to feature in a starring role. Aside from some stunning film of the Chew Valley 
countryside Pete has also located early BBC archive material, examples including the programme on the 
opening of Chew Valley Lake in 1956, an early colour film of Chew Magna in 1938) and the 1983 BBC film 
‘A Day out in the Chew Valley’. There are lots of films to enjoy, including interviews of local people such as 
‘Chew valley People. Happy viewing! 

Lay of the Hunted Pig 

In the first Harptree Newsletter, September 2020, Lesley wrote of ‘The Lay of the Hunted Pig’. If you 

would like to hear Austin Wookey recite the story, then go to this link - or just type ‘Lay of the 

hunted Pig and Austin Wookey’ into your search engine. 

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 personal  
research and one way is to visit online repositories of documents and illustrated material. 
 

Snippets 

 

Case Dismissed         Sue Emmett 
 
Reports of court cases in old newspapers often provide an interesting insight into ways of life in the 
past. In contrast to the situation today, the accused were very often brought up before the 
magistrates very soon after the incidents occurred – no time to prepare a strong defence but also no 
time for the witnesses to forget what had happened! 
 
Despite this, cases were not infrequently dismissed. A few cases from West Harptree, all from 
various months of May, illustrate this. 
 
In May 1863, the Central Somerset Gazette reported that “Eliza Stevens, servant in the employ of 
Mrs. Mary Anne Lane, at West Harptree, was summoned for wilful damage. The defendant, a young 
girl of 20, had of late taken it into her head to keep very improper hours, and return home frequently 
after the family had retired for the night, and, more particularly on the night in question did not 
return until 3 o'clock, in the morning, when, being unable to gain admittance, she took up the iron 

https://swheritage.org.uk/somerset-rural-life-museum/visit-booking/
https://chewvalleylibrary.org.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ryH-obpn_gc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mw7eYvn27BQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UmnOz_6GBeY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t3vCuzav8nI&t=2s
https://sounds.bl.uk/World-and-traditional-music/Bob-and-Jacqueline-Patten-Collection/025M-C1033X0044XX-1000V0
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scraper, and smashed in the windows, doing considerable damage.” The bench were very reluctant 
to make a “gaol bird” out of a young woman who seemed to show promise and speedily agreed to a 
comprise. Unfortunately, what that compromise was, and whether she retained her job, are not 
recorded! 
 
A couple of years later, in May 1865 a dispute occurred at the toll gate. As reported in the Western 
Gazette, “William White, the toll-keeper of the West Harptree turnpike gate, was summoned for 
demanding and taking toll for horses and cart re-passing the gate in the same day of one George 
Hedges, of High Littleton, yeoman. The case was dismissed.” Did he, or didn't he? 
 
In May 1877 a female resident of West Harptree was accused by the landlady of the Wellsway Inn of 
trying to pass a brass medal off as a half-sovereign. “About eight o'clock that???night the witness 
said she took the medal from the prisoner, and gave her 6s. 7½d. change” Unfortunately, the 
reporter from the Bristol Mercury failed to report all the details but “after hearing all the witnesses, 
the bench discharged prisoner.” An honest mistake, perhaps? 
 
Finally, in May 1900, two local women were accused of stealing a jacket from Mr Redwood, who was 
then running the shop at West Harptree. The jacket seems to have fallen off the back of a carrier's 
cart, as you might say, and it had been hidden very deviously inside a pillow. Quite a few witnesses 
were called and, in the Bristol Mercury again, it was reported that “The, case occupied a 
considerable time, and in the end the Chairman said it was one of the gravest suspicion, but they 
were not satisfied that there was legal proof of the prisoners' guilt, and they, therefore, dismissed the 
charges.” 
 
 

A (new) penny for your thoughts     Steve Ward 
 
Those of you over the age of around 60 – do you remember what you were doing this time fifty 
years ago? No? Well, one thing you were almost certainly doing was getting to grips with decimal 
currency, which had been introduced on 15 February 1971, replacing a system which had been in 
place for over a thousand years. And despite what some newspapers might have you believe, our old 
£sd system wasn’t British. 
 
Around 780 AD the Frankish emperor Charlemagne cut through the mess of late Roman coinage and 
created a new uniform system, under which the libra would be both a new unit of money divided 
into 240 silver units (denarius) and also a new unit of weight equivalent to around 490 grams (1 lb 3 
oz). (The English name ‘pound’ is a Germanic adaptation of the Latin ‘libra pondo’, ‘pound weight’. 
The £ symbol is simply a stylised L for libra). To assist in accounting, the libra was later divided into 
20 solidi, making 1 solidus equivalent to 12 denarii. Hey presto, 1 pound = 20 shillings, 1 shilling = 12 
pennies.  
 
Although the £sd system remained intact in ledger accounting, a huge variety of English coins – 
groats, testoons, ryals (not to mention rose-ryals), laurels, unites, nobles, angels, guineas came and 
went over the centuries. But they all had to be converted into formal £sd units in accounts. 
 
£sd continued in much of Western Europe for nearly a thousand years. In 1792, America was one of 
the first countries to adopt decimal currency (but strangely still hasn’t got round to metricating 
anything else). Decimalisation of currency, weights and measures was introduced in Revolutionary 
France in 1795 and the Napoleonic Wars led to its rapid expansion across mainland Europe and by 
the mid-19th century most of the Continent had succumbed. Britain considered following the 
example and a Select Parliamentary committee was set up in 1821. Whilst it formally recommended 
the retention of pounds, shillings and pence, pressure groups were formed around the country 
advocating the adoption of decimalisation and Parliament returned to the matter several times. The 
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florin (two shillings, a tenth of a pound) was introduced in 1848 and immediately became popular, 
despite its proximity in value to the half-crown (two-and-a-half shillings). Although most 
Commonwealth countries had abandoned £sd many years before, the old system (together with the 
metric florin) would be maintained in Britain until 1971. 
 
And that’s when the fun 
started. Actually, it had started 
some five years earlier when 
the first small steps had been 
taken. By the late 1960s, the 
ten-shilling note had been 
replaced by the 50p coin of the 
same value, the two-shillings 
by the 10p, the shilling by the 
5p. The old farthing and 
halfpenny had already 
vanished. (Some newspapers 
rail against any withdrawal of 
the 1p and 2p coins; as a 
matter of idle interest, it’s 
worth knowing that when the 
farthing was demonetised 
without dissent in 1960 it was 
worth 3p in today’s money; 
when the ½p was withdrawn to universal approval in 1984 it was worth 2½p in today’s money.) 
 
Not only had the Decimal Currency Act of 1969 necessitated the amendment of some thirty earlier 
Acts ranging from the Militia (City of London) Act 1820 to the War Memorial Act 1923 to the 
Maintenance Orders Act 1958, but the public also had to be educated. We were flooded with advice 
leaflets, notices in shops, garages, banks, post offices, by TV and press adverts and school lessons. 
One such leaflet was the government’s ‘Your Guide to Decimal Money’, which gave lots of helpful 
little tips, such as ‘To convert a sum of money, first convert the largest even number of shillings 
(multiply by five). Then convert the remainder (this will be an amount between 1d and 1s 11d) in 

accordance with this table [thoughtfully 
provided] and add the two amounts 
together. To convert £32 4s 6d, the steps are: 
£32 remains £32, 4s becomes 20p, 6d 
becomes 3p, so £32 4s 6d becomes £32.23’. 
Easy, eh? 
 
And in case the avid reader didn’t actually 
find it easy at all, there were simple tests to 
help understanding. ‘On Monday 15 
February Mrs Sarah Brown does her washing 
as usual. Then she takes a bus to the shops. 
“Three new pence”, says the conductor. Mrs 
Brown only has £sd money, so she gives a 
shilling and gets ….. new pence change.’ 
[Answer = 2]. And, just as sexist, “On 15 
February Michael Smith travels from his 
home to work. The fare is 5p (1 shilling). He 

pays his fare with a 2s and gets …. new pence change’. [Answer = 5]. When he gets off the bus, he 
buys a box of matches costing 2p. He gives the girl a threepenny bit and three pennies and receives 
…. new pence change.’ [Answer = ½]  
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But we did get used to it and the old coins slowly disappeared, which provided a useful money-
earner for thousands of bank and post office clerks around the country gleefully giving up their lunch 
hours to sift through bags of sixpences, shillings, two-shillings and half-crowns to extract the pre-
1919 coins (99% sterling silver) and the 1920-1947 coins (50%), most of which were still in common 
circulation, replace them with their own money and sell the old coins to silver dealers for up to 20 
times face value. We no longer contentedly used coins that had been minted over a hundred years 
earlier and from which the design had been almost completely worn away. Parents and 
grandparents saved dozens of old pennies and halfpennies and threepenny bits for ‘nostalgia’ 
purposes for subsequent generations to wonder what to do with. The term 'New Penny' was 
dropped from coins and official documents in 1982 on the grounds that after ten years it was no 
longer 'new'. 
 
A whole way of life had disappeared, leaving today’s youngsters mystified by turning on a sixpence 
or taking the king’s shilling, and there would no longer be family arguments over whether it was a 
threpp’ny bit or a thrupp’ny bit. And as for half a pound of tuppenny rice – that presents 
incomprehension as regards both weight and money! 
 
 

Serendipitous Justification!        Gill Hogarth 
 
I had just about finished the first draft of my article for the next edition of The Harptreenian, due out 
in September, when I happened across an article by Susannah Lipscomb (university professor, often 
on television) in History Today (Volume 71 Issue 4 April 2021 | History Today): 
 

Make Believe 
Historians are tethered to the archive but sometimes fixing the gaps requires 
the techniques of a novelist…. 

 
She quotes one of her great historical heroines, Natalie Zemon Davis, who stated that even after 
consulting extensive documents, when she could not find her individual man or woman, she 
sometimes relied on other contemporary sources to get a sense of what they might have seen or 
felt: ‘What I offer you here is in part my invention but held tightly in check by the voices of the past.’ 
 
I now feel justified in creating some background by adding to the scanty details available for my 
female subject, who may have led an interesting if sedentary life in our villages. I’ve not fictionalised, 
but posed some questions of what might have been, with the aid of some memoirs of somebody 
living geographically close during the same period and in a similar situation.   
 

Serendipitous Ramblings – from a grand country house to a village rectory 
 

Who among us does not sometimes idly peruse houses for sale and sometimes marvel at the price 

that some people can afford? Last year (2020), Bowden Park, Lacock, Wiltshire went onto the 

market for £35 million. The present Georgian house is a truly grand edifice, but  

the original house at Bowden Park was built for George Johnson, whose father, William, moved in 

the early 1600s to Wiltshire, where he took a lease on Bowden Park. George’s success as a lawyer 

and politician enabled the Johnsons to buy the freehold from the Earl of Westmoreland in 1662. 

Then the estate was valued at £800, although, according to the historian John Aubrey, Johnson 

trebled its value through skilful husbandry and land management.’ (Country Life 17 May 2020) 

In 1884 Walter Money published a lengthy history of the Johnson family in the Transactions of the 
Bristol and Gloucestershire Archaeological Society. Walter Money (1836-1926) was a Fellow of the 

https://www.historytoday.com/history-today-issues/volume-71-issue-4-april-2021
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Society of Antiquaries. According to his own obituary (Gloucester Echo 21 October 1926) he devoted 
his life to researching and publishing local history.  

Seventeenth century – William and George, friends of royalty? 
Walter Money took the history of this Scottish family back to the battle of Flodden in 1513.  He 
described how John Johnston moved to England with James I, and how John’s third son, William (d. 
1663) was painted by Sir Peter Lely, portrait painter to the aristocracy. William became brother-in-
law to Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon, Lord High Chancellor and he and his son George (d. 1683) 
bought Bowden Park in 1662.  George went into Law and was a friend of Aubrey, who wrote the 
Topographical Collections for North Wiltshire.  George, who dropped the ‘t’ in family surname, is said 
to have entertained Charles II at Bowden Park, but it is also thought that it may have been his queen, 
Catherine of Braganza, who stayed there. George was buried in the church of St Cyriack, Lacock, 
unfortunately his elaborate monument has long since disappeared.  (How lucky are we that Sir John 
Newton’s memorial survived?!) 
 
An eighteenth-century bishop 
George’s son, James, became rector of Long Melford in 1701, and his son, also named James, was 
successively Bishop of Gloucester and of Worcester. This James has his own entry in ODNB1. He died 
in Bath in 1774 when his horse threw him under the wheels of a wagon. He was buried in the family 
vault at Lacock, but also has a monument in Worcester Cathedral. 
 
Nineteenth century rectors of Hinton Blewett  
The Johnson family became involved with Hinton 
Blewett in about 1807, when they purchased the 
advowson (see below) from Rev John Brookes whose 
family had held it for many years.  Brookes had 
married a local Roman Catholic girl (but that’s 
another story!) He resigned as rector and sold the 
advowson. The advowson was used to support 
several ordained sons of the Johnson family through 
the nineteenth century. 

An advowson is the right of nominating a clergyman 
to a particular church. Originally this was the right of 
the person who had built the church or given it money or land. Gradually however, the right became 
attached to the manor in which the church had been built, and the manor lord became the patron of 
the parish church. When the laws of primogeniture ensured the eldest son inherited the family 
estate, it was a way in which to settle a younger son in life. A house and land called the glebe came 
with the job, and tithes (like a local tax) from the parishioners provided an income. Sometimes 
advowsons became separated from the manor, perhaps when the manor lord sold his right for ready 
cash.  Many parishes show a succession of vicars or rectors with the same surname, showing how 
the system could provide for generations of the same family. It was also the case that a clergyman 
could hold more than one church appointment (benefice). He would employ a curate(s) to carry out 
the actual parish duties. (Trollope describes clerical life in his novels). 

The flock they served are mostly forgotten; in the words of Thomas Grey in his Elegy written in a 
Country Churchyard: 

Beneath those rugged elms, that yew-tree's shade, 
         Where heaves the turf in many a mould'ring heap, 
Each in his narrow cell for ever laid, 
         The rude forefathers of the hamlet sleep. 

 
1 Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 
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The clergy and Lords of the Manor on the other hand, are commemorated on marble plaques within 
our churches, and lie with their families under stone monuments in the churchyards.   
 
 

 
 

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

As described in recent Newsletters we have been forced to abandon any meetings for this spring. At 

present the plan is to restart the Society from September 2021.  

To maintain contact with our membership the bi-monthly Newsletter will continue. 

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. 

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

