
1 
 

HARPTREES 

HISTORY 

SOCIETY 
 

 

 

NEWSLETTER No 10             MARCH 2022 

With the spring equinox just about on us we can start to enjoy stronger spring sunshine and 

noticeably longer hours of daylight. It seems strange, therefore, to imagine snow. Yes, that white 

stuff that falls out of the sky. Remember it? The little extract from a March 1858 issue of the 

Bristol Mercury (see It Happened Locally on p6) reminds us that we once had ‘proper’ winters. 

Those of us who recall the winter of 1962-63 will need no reminder that even in March we were 

in the grip of terrible conditions, with 20 ft deep snowdrifts around Priddy.  

Our next meeting is on Wednesday 30 March. Unfortunately, Teresa Hall, who was going to speak 

to us on the community archaeology project at Winscombe, has had to cancel due to ill health. 

We have, however, an excellent replacement in our own Gill Hogarth who will present a 

fascinating talk based on her recent research: ‘From Lords and Ladies to Serfs and Servants – How 

far can we know the real life of people in each successive age of the past’. Referencing the Gurney 

family and the story of two wilful wives, we are promised a tale about previous local residents 

with more than a hint of scandal! 

As usual the meeting will be held in West Harptree Hall starting at 7.30pm. To reduce risk of Covid 

infection we continue to limit the number of those attending our meetings so please note that 

places must be booked in advance. Also, although it is no longer mandatory, we still suggest that 

people attending wear face masks. 

If you have any queries about the Society, events or suggestions or comments on our 

publications, do contact us at info@harptreeshistorysociety.org.  

Editor: Nick Roberts 

 

Mystery items 

This issue’s mystery item is a very strange one. To date all attempts at identification, through the 

normal on-line research channels, reference books and contacts with portable antiquities experts, 

have failed. Hopefully a reader might have a solution? 
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This object is made of pure lead and 

comprises a crude cup with a 

tapering handle. It has been crafted 

in a mould but is very rudimentary. 

One thing is clear, the object is 

designed to hold something, perhaps 

a liquid, or maybe a small candle, and 

the long extension appears to be a 

hand grip, even having a twist on the 

end which fits comfortably between 

thumb and first finger. A suggestion 

has been offered that it may have 

been a measuring scoop, but this 

seems unlikely given the lack of any 

uniformity in the hollow scoop - the 

interior is very uneven.  

 

The object was found buried in a field on Smitham’s Hill, East Harptree, and one possibility is that it 

is a home-made miner’s candle holder (or oil lamp?). At only about 2” in length and with a cup 

diameter of about ½” it wouldn’t have been able to hold either a wide candle or very much oil.  

As always, we ‘d love to hear what you think it 

might be. There are no prizes, but any thoughts, 

however bizarre, will be published in the next 

issue. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Do you have a mystery item that you’d like to share with us? Please send a description and a photo 

to info@harptreeshistorysociety.org with the heading “Mystery Item”, and we’ll include it in a future 

issue of the Newsletter.  
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News  

A reminder that the Mendip Area Community Research Forum is holding its second meeting on 2 

April at Wells Museum. This event will interest anyone who wants to hear what’s been going on in 

our area. A circular has already been sent to recipients of this newsletter but if you want to attend 

you will need to register your place at  admin@wellsmuseum.org.uk 

The radio is a great source of information. For those who may have missed the current Radio 4 series 

on The Museums that Make Us, do have a look at this link where you can catch up on the whole 

series, or turn to specific museums. The variety of subjects is wide-ranging and locations 

geographically extensive. https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m0015474/episodes/player 

 

 

Snippets 

A hundred years ago in the Harptrees    Sue Emmett 

Somerset Guardian and Radstock Observer - Friday 17 February 1922 
 

WEST HARPTREE. CONCERT There was a crowded attendance at a concert held in the West Harptree 

School on Friday evening last. A party of talented artistes from Bristol gave the programme, and the 

concert was promoted by Mr. W. Carpenter to raise funds for the Compton Martin Wesleyan Chapel 

renovation scheme. The miscellaneous programme was exceptionally well received. Mr. J. Knight 

acted as conductor, and Mr. R. Sweet accompanied. 

 
Shepton Mallet Journal - Friday 21 April 1922 
 

EAST HARPTREE. Stainer's Crucifixion was admirably rendered in East Harptree Church on Good 

Friday evening by a largely augmented choir. There was a crowded congregation that intensely 

appreciated the beautiful music. Tenor solos were taken by the rector (the Rev. J. S. Harrison) and Mr. 

H. Hill, and bass solos by Messrs. T. Lyons, H. King, H. Curtis, and S. Smith. Miss G. Gadd was at the 

organ, and Mrs. A. Glover conducted throughout. 

 
Sources: British Newspaper Archives 

 

 
Public telephones vs. the criminal fraternity      Steve Ward 

Public telephones have (or rather, had) been with us for a very long time, the first ones in the UK 

having been introduced around 1903. It’s still quite common to see enamel signs with the wording 

“You may Telephone from Here” in white letters on a blue background affixed to the walls of old 

buildings. They are reminiscent of the early days when most public phones were installed in the local 

general store or post office, often to attract custom. North Somerset appears to have been rather 

behind the times – whilst East Harptree post office had a telephone inside for public use by 1928, 

both West Harptree and Bishop Sutton had to wait until the 1930s.  

mailto:admin@wellsmuseum.org.uk
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The facility became so popular that 

stand-alone kiosks began to appear on 

the streets. In villages, they were 

generally sited very close to the post 

office. Most of the original boxes were 

white, but red was introduced on the 

occasion of King George V’s Silver 

Jubilee in 1935 and subsequently 

became the standard colour.  

Bishop Sutton white phone kiosk c.1945 

 

 

 

 

 

 

West Harptree; 

the white 

phone box as it 

appeared in 

c.1945 and in 

its red colours 

c.1980 

 

Public telephones involved money. Money gave rise to theft. In June 1907, the Bristol papers were 

reporting that Robert Mitchelmore (25) had been charged with feloniously breaking open a number 

of penny-in-the-slot telephone boxes from Broad Quay in Bristol, St Augustine‘s Parade, Stokes Croft 

and Lower Union Street. “A spruce, good-looking and well-dressed man”, he was arrested at 

Fishponds, where he had commented to the shop owner “these telephones are a boon to the public. 

They save a lot of needless journeys”. She thought he answered a description that had been 

circulated, so she investigated. The telephone cash box had been broken into and money taken. She 

ran to the front door and saw the prisoner walking leisurely down the road. She sent her husband 

after him and a policeman was fetched.  

PC Archer told the court that when told of the charge, the prisoner replied “I did go into the box to 

call up 134, but they were engaged”. 134 was the number for Brislington Police Station (‘laughter in 

court’). In the prisoner’s jacket pocket was 10s 10d in pennies, 17s 6d in silver* and a screwdriver 

which could be taken to pieces so as to be easily carried in the pocket. An electrician in the employ 

of the National Telephone Co. Ltd, which had brought the prosecution, said that there should have 

been 5s 9d in the box. The company “attached very considerable importance to the case because in 

all parts of the city they had been exposed to theft of this type, and they wished such a course to be 

taken as would put a check upon these depredations”. [*Mr Mitchelmore must have had strong 

pockets - the 130 pennies making up 10s 10d would have weighed nearly 1.2 kg, and the 17s 6d in 

silver another 100 gm!] 
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Miss Lacey, proprietress of a tobacconist’s on Broad Quay, said that the defendant had asked to use 

her public telephone. He entered the ‘call office’, remained there for a minute, then came out and 

asked for change of a sixpenny piece, at the same time buying some cigarettes. He then went back 

into the compartment. Miss Lacey noticed him leaning over the instrument and heard the jingle of 

money. He left presently, and as he walked out of the shop, she again heard loose change jingling. 

Later that month, Mr Mitchelmore, a shop assistant, confessed to the theft of 5s 9d from public 

telephones and was sentenced at Bristol Assizes to a month’s imprisonment. Further charges were 

dropped. The judge asked “Perhaps you will tell us how you got all the coppers which were found in 

your pockets”. The prisoner replied, “By selling mantles for incandescent gas lamps”. 

Public telephones were to prove attractive to the criminal fraternity for as long as there were coin-

based phone boxes.  

As an aside, it’s worth noting that by the late 1920s, domestic telephones were still enough of a 

novelty in the UK** - they were more widespread in Germany and especially in America - for new 

subscribers to be publicised. The Bath Chronicle of June 1927, for instance, stated that the Rev. H.M. 

Treen of Stowey vicarage had had a phone installed (Chew Magna 45y1 - numbers often included 

letters) and a Mr H. A. Pike of Wells Hill in Radstock had been connected on Radstock 65.  

[** according to official statistics, there was one phone for every 30 people in Britain in 1930, one 

for every 19 in Germany and more than one phone for 

every three people in America.]  

Sources: British Newspaper archives, Wkipedia, UK, German and US 
telephone statistics 
 
 

Editor’s postscript: In support of the content in Steve’s 

article I was amused to find this piece of stainless steel 

while out metal detecting in a ploughed field near 

Priston. Clearly a thief thought it worth targeting the 

nearby phone box for 2p and 10p coins.  

 

 

At what personal cost to family?    Gill Hogarth 

A huge amount has been written about the death of Edward II in 1327.  You probably know that 

Thomas de Gournay (or Gurney, medieval spellings always vary) was described as one of the 

murderers by the earliest chroniclers.  He was Sybella de Gournay’s grandson.  

It seems that after the demise of Edward II, Thomas fled abroad where he died. But what of his 

family? It’s probable the following documents refer to this Thomas.  

Documents in the National Archives dated around 1330/4 show that Thomas de Gurney died leaving 

a wife called Joan and, when her husband’s lands were taken in hand by the King, his officials also 

took her dower lands which had been granted to her by her husband for her maintenance.  (Dowry is 

what she brought into the marriage from her father, a dower being the support left to her by her 

husband should he predecease her).    

SC 8/296/14778 
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Joan, wife of Thomas de Gurney, states that when her husband's lands were taken into the King's 

hand, the lands she held in dower from her first husband were seized as well, and that of the 

King's grace she was granted Cock, Otterhampton and Puriton, of her dower lands, and West 

Harptree of Thomas' lands, in aid of her sustenance, with the winter corn growing there and the 

other issues of these lands, and was then later granted the winter corn from English Combe and 

Farringdon, with all the issues from Easter last until Michaelmas. But now a Roger de 

Gyldesborgh has come from the Exchequer with a commission to value the corn and other goods 

for the King's use. She requests a writ to Roger to cease this, and to let her enjoy what the King 

has granted her in peace 

For other petitions from this petitioner, see SC 8/311/15554, and SC 8/49/2446 

 

Unfortunately The National Archives does not give (or does not hold) the outcome, but merely states 

‘It was answered elsewhere’ 

 

 

It happened locally      Steve Ward 

 
On 10 February 1790 the Bury and Norwich Post ran a short article:  
 
At East Harptree, in Somersetshire, on Monday se’nnight, two children, having been left in a room 
while their mother went to drive the cows into the barton, on her return, she found the youngest 
burnt to death; and the eldest so much scorched, that its life is despaired of. The affliction of the 
unhappy parent can be more easily conceived than expressed. 
 
In much happier news, the Bristol Mercury reported the outcome of a hearing at Temple Cloud 
Petty Sessions on 10 March 1858 that  
 
Isaac Barwell and James Elmes were acquitted of a charge of assault in snowballing some girls at 
Bishop Sutton, the girls having refused to press the charge. 
 
Sources: British Newspaper Archives 

 

 

https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C9682564
https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C9062659
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Martha          Sue Emmett 

The background 

In September 1843, a young woman called Martha walked out of Clutton Union Workhouse and 

went home to her mother in Bishop Sutton. Unfortunately, she had absconded wearing workhouse 

clothes, and this proved to be a grave mistake. 

She came from a very poor family, who could not support her and her two illegitimate children and, 

having been persuaded that she had acted very rashly, she returned to Clutton and applied to the 

master of the workhouse for re-admission. He told her that he could not do this without an official 

order and then threatened to send a constable for her as she was still wearing workhouse clothes. 

She returned to Bishop Sutton, and the stage was set for her to become the victim of an appalling 

crime. 

What happened next? 

Martha's predicament had apparently become local knowledge. As reports in both local and national 

newspapers described, the next day a man (G.B.) appeared, claiming to be the constable who had 

been sent to convey her to the Temple Inn in Temple Cloud. He threatened to handcuff her if she did 

not come quietly. The first stop was a local beer-house, where G.B. got into conversation with three 

other men, one of them his brother. When they left to walk to Temple Cloud via Sutton Hill, the 

three men followed them and, to cut a long story short, Martha was subjected to an horrendous 

assault by all four, who then offered her half a crown, which she refused. 

G.B. still insisted she was his prisoner and they took her to the Temple Inn, from where she 

eventually escaped and got back, somehow, to Bishop Sutton.  

Complaints were made to the magistrates and the three other men were speedily found and 

committed for trial, although G.B., the main perpetrator, seems to have evaded capture.  

Who was punished? 

The woman, of course. She was imprisoned for a month for leaving the Clutton Union in workhouse 

clothes.  

I have, so far, been unable to find that anyone actually stood trial for what the Bath Chronicle called 

“The Gross Outrage at Clutton”. No trial was reported in the newspapers, although the description 

of the actual events had gone nationwide.  

How could that be? Well, an uncorroborated account alleges that, on Martha's release from prison, 

G.B.'s friends were on the lookout for her. They took her to a beer-house, run by G.B.'s sister, where 

they compelled her to put her mark on a document releasing G.B. from the charge, in return for a 

payment of £3.  

Settlement Agreements did not start with Jeffrey Epstein. 

 

 


